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    What Came Before 
 
      
 
    Long Wu Ying has come far since his first days at the Verdant Green Waters sect. Banished from the sect for defying the sect elders, Wu Ying journeyed through the kingdom of Shen at first before continual attacks by the dark sect drove him farther away. 
 
    Forced to continue his travels, Wu Ying made his way north, where he encountered court intrigues and danger galore. Traveling with newfound companions, Wu Ying chose to spend time with the Pan sisters in their village, where he encountered the sword prodigy Pan Chen. Studying with the boy, he achieved the Heart of the Sword before they entered the Pans’ mystic kingdom to fight a Nascent Soul spirit snake. 
 
    Listening to the western wind that was part of his Body Cultivation technique, Wu Ying followed its path into a land of sand and sun. In the west, he walked the desert and spent time training a child in the sword, bringing forth his skills and his true potential before abandoning the boy to fate, for only the strong survive the desert.  
 
    Once more, the winds blew and Wu Ying traveled north, where he ran into the tribes of nomads that survived in the rolling grass plains. Captured by the tribe, he was forced spend a year with them, trading knowledge about Gathering and Soul and Body Cultivation techniques for new knowledge, including that of spirit cultivation. In so doing, Wu Ying’s knowledge of the world expanded, his eyes opening to new ways of reaching the same goal. Eventually, having reinforced his core again, Wu Ying continued to follow the blowing northern wind. 
 
    In time, he crossed the boundaries of greenery into a land of continual snow and ice. Drawn by the whispering secrets and a chill that once ruled all, Wu Ying stumbled upon the Dragon King of the North’s land. 
 
    He was intercepted by another dragon and forced to acknowledge the dragon’s presence and his own bloodline, tying past to future and achieving a moment of greater enlightenment. Housed and protected in a quiet enclosure, Wu Ying trained for years. When he finally departed, he left behind a legend of ice and snow. 
 
    Traveling south and east, Wu Ying encountered numerous families and small kingdoms, some of whom ruled the cultivators of their kingdoms like sects did the Shen. Other cultivators integrated into the kingdoms themselves, becoming the ruling force. Eventually, Wu Ying saw the ocean and encountered a new opportunity, learning new techniques in gathering that focused entirely on the underwater worlds below. 
 
    Wu Ying continued his travels, years passing by before a typhoon occurred, drawing him into the upper reaches. There, he met more dragons, lords of air, wind, and water who danced through the tumultuous weather with great joy, driving him and the weather farther inland.  
 
    Eventually, Wu Ying was deposited deep inland, only to take shelter in a cave to cultivate on the experience. When he emerged later, he found his place in the world changed, his core reinforced, and Energy and Body cultivators feasting on the energy his act of cultivation had released. 
 
    Continuing his travel after playing mysterious benefactor, Wu Ying traveled to an inn and trading post manned by Nascent Soul cultivators, where he resupplied himself with equipment befitting his new strength. There, whispers of a growing darkness in the south reached him, and charged with looking into the matter, Wu Ying left the trio of Nascent Soul cultivators and their idyllic lifestyle. 
 
    Over a decade has passed since he was banished from the Verdant Green Waters sect, and Long Wu Ying has grown strong. He has achieved the Heart of the Sword, layered his Core multiple times, and furthered his understanding of the Seven Winds body cultivating technique. 
 
    Now, he faces a new world, one he has never experienced before, and a new darkness that stains beasts and spirits alike. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Long Wu Ying, the famed Verdant Gatherer, member of the illustrious Verdant Green Waters sect of the Shen kingdom, Core Formation cultivator, and Heart of the Sword prodigy stood before his greatest trial since leaving his sect to wander the Middle Kingdom[1].  
 
    Greater than the guard of the northern dragon king’s palace, greater than the Nascent Soul spirit snake he’d fought, greater even than the swarm of wind and water dragons that coaxed him into a night long dance amidst a typhoon. 
 
    Long Wu Ying, scourge of the dark sect in the states of Shen and Wei, faced his greatest trial and failed. 
 
    “Fine!” He threw his hands up, long sleeves on his green robes slipping down his tanned arms. So close to civilization, he still wore the formal clothing of his sect. Unlike the peasant robes—the shuhe—that he preferred to wear, these robes with their long sleeves and multiple layers made movement through the forest more difficult. 
 
    Not that a cultivator at his level found such concerns more than a trivial annoyance, what with the almost supernatural level of control over his body he had gained, along with strength and speed that defied mortal limits. But strong as he was, able to layer his aura over his clothing and self as he could, over the course of weeks, even the greatest care could not stop staining and dirtying when traipsing through the wilds of the world. 
 
    Another fact that the woman he had been speaking to would be wise to understand. Not that she was listening. Hadn’t listened at all, in the last three hours of arguing. 
 
    “You’ll let me come then, Honored Cultivator Long?” With an impish glint of humor in her eyes, Yang Mu put her hands together and asked ever so politely. Even if she had won his concession through argument and sheer stubbornness. 
 
    “I won’t be responsible for your life though. And I will be journeying through the wilds, Cultivator Yang,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    Her eyes glinted with repressed mirth—and perhaps even anger—as she answered, just before she sketched a bow. “I would not think of putting such an illustrious Elder out of his important work.” 
 
    “I’m not much older than you,” Wu Ying said grumpily. Elder! Hah. He might be in his mid-thirties now, but he still felt like a twenty-year-old. Maybe even younger. One of the side effects of cultivation was it extended the physicality—and sometimes, he felt, the temperament—of youth. 
 
    “Of course not, Honored Long.” Even if her tone and words were polite, Wu Ying doubted that was the true intention of her words. “Shall we continue our journey then?” 
 
    “Our journey?” 
 
    Again, that demure smile that had thoroughly no give. If the wind had not told him of her presence, he was sure she would have trailed him for days longer. 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head. “Before we do, I need to know this. How much danger am I in from your parents? Two Nascent Soul cultivators angry at me for stealing away their daughter is more trouble than it’s worth. If necessary, I’ll travel right back to their inn.” 
 
    “You would not dare…” Yang Mu trailed off, seeing the firm look in Wu Ying’s eyes. “I left a note explaining my leaving. And anyway, did you think they did not notice my departure from their domain? What kind of fools do you think my parents are?” 
 
    Wu Ying sighed. “My apologies to your parents.” Definitely not to the infuriating woman. She had been so much more polite when he had stayed as a guest in their inn. Much less aggravating for sure. “But you understand my concerns, yes?” 
 
    “That you fear my parents?” She shrugged. “Of course. Cowardly, but wise.” 
 
    “Are you choosing to aggravate me on purpose or are you just this blunt when your parents are not around?” he said. 
 
    “I speak the truth where I see it.” 
 
    “Then try speaking less. Your parents are not here to protect you, and if you try the patience of someone stronger than you, your head might just roll.” He shook his head. “Courtesy is important out here.” 
 
    Yang Mu smirked, and he found himself gritting his teeth. Once again, he considered just sitting here and cultivating. He had another layer of his core to build after all, so why not? Well, beyond the fact that he was missing any form of enlightenment to feed the Nascent Soul within him. The layer he formed without such enlightenment would be fragile. Also, his journey to understanding the southern wind and the winds of heaven and hell required him to continue onward. 
 
    Still. 
 
    Regardless of those minor considerations, annoying her would be satisfying. 
 
    But Long Wu Ying was an adult, unlike the petty child. If she thought she could keep up with him in the wilds, then so be it.  
 
    “Very well.” He strode off into the undergrowth, wending his way between trees and bushes with easy familiarity. He managed a dozen steps before she caught up. 
 
    “The way south is that way.” A finger raised, pointing about thirty degrees farther east than his current trajectory. 
 
    “I know,” Wu Ying replied, gritting his teeth. He did not stop moving or change direction though. 
 
    “So are you going to change direction?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Ah. You’re one of those.” 
 
    “You know that speaking can draw unwanted attention, yes?” Wu Ying snapped. 
 
    “I sense nothing.” 
 
    “That’s the point.” 
 
    Silence greeted his final sentence. For a few minutes, he managed to travel in peace, heading for his goal. Maybe, just maybe, she could be taught. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying bent low, running a hand along the ground. He brushed the garlic shoots with his fingers, running fingers along the leaves before ripping off a small portion of a leaf. He sniffed the leaf, his sense technique working at full strength as he judged the texture and nature of the herb. The Hundred Delights and a Thousand Miseries sensory technique was one that his Master had taught him, a strange technique for a swordmaster to have. Master Cheng had never explained why he had such a unique technique, but it was perfect for a Gatherer like Wu Ying. 
 
    Seven Chives Rainbow Garlic. A rare plant that he had only sensed by exerting the full force of the sensory technique. He had almost missed it, with the highly disturbing, light floral perfume that his new companion wore masking the delicate scent of the growing garlic. The scented water she carried inside her storage ring was quite noticeable, mixing with her natural feminine aroma in ways that attracted his attention, especially in contrast to the natural odors out here in the wilds.  
 
    “Are you gathering?” Yang Mu’s voice rose, slightly incredulous as she stood behind him. 
 
    “Yes. That is my profession after all,” Wu Ying said. “Now, quiet please. If you must do something, watch for potential threats.” 
 
    Again, his fingers brushed over the shoots, counting the number in his mind. He mentally mapped the garlic bulbs under the ground, noting placement and sending a small surge of unaspected chi into the earth. It took a little bit of work to change his chi from the wind chi that permeated his body and dantian, but it was necessary for proper mapping. He had noticed, in the last few years as his Body Cultivation progressed, that shifting his chi from wind chi to another form had grown more difficult. 
 
    An adverse aspect of growing stronger and going deeper into his cultivation practices. 
 
    Fingers dug into the ground, gently pushing aside earth. Using just a trace of his chi and strength, he pierced the earth easily to pluck out the garlic bulb. He repeated the process, taking only a third of the total number of bulbs in this patch before storing them in a white jade box that he extracted from his storage ring. 
 
    Once he was done, he patted down the earth, making sure not to compress it too much. Then, eyeing the woman beside him, he extracted and deposited some of the compost from his World Spirit Ring as was his habit, offering a small bounty to the remaining garlic shoots.  
 
    “Are you done yet?” Yang Mu said impatiently. “Can we go?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    He moved away from the newly tamped down ground and took a seat, withdrawing a scroll and unrolling it. He quickly marked their location, drawing on the map to add in more details of the surroundings before setting the map aside and extracting a notebook. He wrote in it additional observations about the plant he had found, drawing a simple sketch of the garlic itself and its surroundings, including the plants that had grown around it. When he was done, he extracted a third book while storing away the now-dry map. 
 
    That was when Yang Mu lost all patience. “What are you doing now? Noting the time and day that you picked it? The color of the birds feasting on the plant? Or are you recording a personal journal and how many times you’ve shat yourself?” 
 
    Wu Ying stared at Yang Mu in silence, brush hovering in mid-air. A tiny drop almost dripped onto his notebook before he caught it with his other hand. While speaking to her, he wrote a few lines in his journal before setting it aside to dry.  
 
    “I’m adding to my inventory list.” Wu Ying tapped the still-open book. He noted how her gaze sharpened, reading over the lines of text. It was no concern to him, since the open pages were mostly filled with notations of what items had been traded to her very own mother. “I thought a shopkeeper like yourself would understand such matters.” 
 
    “I…” Yang Mu hesitated before nodding firmly. “It’s a good habit. But I’m no shopkeeper!” 
 
    “My apologies. Shopkeeper’s daughter.” 
 
    She glared, a lip curling up in disdain as he needled her. 
 
    Smiling a little on the inside, he continued. “If you wish to continue this journey and follow me, you should resign yourself to more of the same. Also, to being quieter. While we are still in the outskirts of the wild, such outbursts are harmless. Mostly. Deeper within, you could attract attention that neither of us desires.” 
 
    “You act as though I don’t know something so simple!” Yang Mu’s chin lifted. “You’re not the only Core cultivator here. I can sense up to ten li around us, and I can tell you, there is nothing for us to fear.” 
 
    Wu Ying blinked slowly. A spiritual sense that could extend ten li around her was staggering. Especially when he was certain she was not telling the full truth. No cultivator at the Core Formation stage would inform a potential opponent of their true strength. As such, she likely had a much larger sensing range. One that overshadowed his own five or six li. Admittedly, he supplemented his spiritual sense with the Thousand Miseries sensing technique, which allowed him to pick out monsters who were able to veil their presence from a simple spiritual survey, but… 
 
    “Impressive. But can your techniques pierce the shroud utilized by Nascent Soul monsters? Spirit beasts of shadow, darkness, and nature roam the deep wilds, whose very nature allows them to blend within. Others have learned to veil themselves from spiritual sense to stalk their prey or hide from the predators.” Wu Ying held a hand up before she could answer. “Though they rarely are seen in the outskirts here, for there is little sustenance for them in these forests, rare is not never.” 
 
    “Is this how you live your life out here? Gathering herbs, hiding from those creatures above you and only seeing other cultivators when your storage rings are full?” she said scornfully. “I would have thought, with all the stories of the Verdant Gatherer that abound, that your existence was more exciting.” 
 
    “Exciting?” Wu Ying frowned at the woman. “Is that what you are searching for? Excitement? The thrill of the outside world, now that you have escaped your parents?” 
 
    “Is there anything wrong with that?” She sighed mournfully. “I have spent most of my life with family, having them watch over me. Hearing stories of faraway lands, of exciting battles and interesting events from the travelers who visited. And not once have I experienced it myself. How am I to grow? Stifled and hidden away in a cave?” 
 
    “Not all plants need direct sunlight to grow. Some do better shaded. Others, like mushrooms, thrive in the gloom.” He could have added the other things mushrooms required, but Yang Mu was already glowering at him. 
 
    “Are you comparing me to a mushroom?” she said, her voice rising. 
 
    “No. Just expanding upon your agricultural knowledge.” 
 
    “You… you…” A vein pulsed on her forehead. 
 
    “Also, I warned you to keep your voice down.” Wu Ying gestured upward even as he collected the documents he had laid out to dry. He could have sprinkled sand or sesame seeds on them to speed up the process but had chosen to wait. After all, their new visitors were a good lesson to wield against his unexpected companion. 
 
    Yang Mu looked upward at his movement, eyes widening a little as she spotted the creatures waiting above. Four shadow leopards had sneaked over, each of them having blended in so well with the shadows of the undergrowth that they had bypassed her sensory ability. Wu Ying would have missed them if not for the wind alerting him of their musky aroma. 
 
    That they had been stalking them for the last hour was something he had noted, as well as the fact that her continued loud exclamations had provoked the creatures. Now, it was unlikely they would just allow the pair to depart in peace. 
 
    “You take the two on the left, I’ll deal with the two on the right,” Yang Mu said. 
 
    Then, looking backward, she blinked. For in the moment while she had been looking at the quartet, Wu Ying had suppressed his aura further, such that he disappeared from all their senses before using his wind technique to shift him away.  
 
    The cats looked a little non-plussed to have one of their targets disappear on them, but then turned their full attention on the cultivator still around. 
 
    “Damn you, Cultivator Long!” she cursed, moments before the spirit beasts attacked. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying watched the battle below him with mild interest, standing on the swaying branch of the tallest tree near the fight. In most Core Formation battles, such a perch would have been vastly insufficient, as Core Formation cultivators had a tendency to wreck the nearby environment. However, even though two of the four Spirit Beasts stalking them had been at an equivalent level, their techniques focused on movement, hidden attacks, and defense. Not widespread, destructive techniques. 
 
    As for Yang Mu… 
 
    She spun on her bottom foot, a fan in either hand twirling as she dodged a leaping shadow, her movements erratic as she shifted. At a glance, it seemed like she was entirely open. Yet as Wu Ying watched, she swung a fan with one hand, the tips of her weapon scoring against the hide of the leaping cat. The creature yowled moments before it landed and plunged into a shadow, disappearing entirely. 
 
    Simultaneously, another shadow leopard bunched its feet and sprang at the cultivator from the side. Yet even as it leapt at her, Yang Mu allowed her body to collapse the rest of the way to the earth to dodge the leopard. The other fan swung up, striking at the undefended belly. 
 
    “Drunken fairy…” Wu Ying muttered as he watched her. He had seen portions of such a technique in use before, amongst cultivators who leaned into the unpredictable martial style. Such techniques emphasized unpredictability, flexibility, and strikes from unusual locations, enforcing a constant state of reassessment and surprise on its opponents. 
 
    It was—mostly—favored by men, so seeing a young lady wield such a technique and wield it with a pair of metal-bladed fans was a surprise. Even more of a surprise was the lack of dao, killing, or blade intent infused into her attacks. It left the wounds she dealt to the monsters superficial and light. 
 
    “Are you holding back because of me, I wonder?” Rubbing his chin, Wu Ying noted the growing annoyance among the spirit beasts. Not being able to land an attack on their prey was leaving them frustrated, and being leopards, their energy levels were fast being exhausted.  
 
    Soon, they would either go all out to finish her or leave to hunt something simpler. 
 
    He had to admit, he was rather impressed. Four spirit beasts, used to working together, two at the equivalent Core Formation realm—even if near the beginning—were powerful enough a force to overcome the majority of cultivators. 
 
    Yang Mu flipped through the air and landed on top of a beast, riding it down as it submerged into the shadow of a nearby tree before she rolled to the side. Her fan opened with a snap, forming a glimmering shield of jade and gold over the same shadow as she rolled away. It forced another beast that had attempted to leap through it backward with a scream, the creature falling off the branch high above and to the left of her. 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head a little. “What are those? Saint? Immortal fans?”  
 
    He had never seen immortal-level weapons, which meant he had no idea how powerful they were or how they functioned. Not in reality, though he had learned about them in seminars offered by the Verdant Green Waters. Unfortunately, due to the amount of time he’d spent outside of the Sect, he had only the most basic of courses and information to draw upon. 
 
    At the Immortal level of weaponry, the weapons no longer were just hardened and strengthened to handle massive amounts of chi but were also able to absorb chi itself. Such weapons accumulated energy from the surroundings, bolstering the techniques utilized by their owners. In this way, weapons like Nezha’s Wind Fire Wheels and the Heavenly Sage’s pole were able to overcome the base limitations of the materials they were made from. 
 
    Then again, staring at the weapons she wielded, Wu Ying realized perhaps he had his answer. Below, Yang Mu swung one fan down, wind forming at the edge of the fan and blasting outward to throw another leopard away as it stalked to the side. For all their strength, these fans were not the storied weapons of the immortals. 
 
    So… 
 
    “I wonder how she got them to do that?” Wu Ying murmured. He touched his sword by his side, a simple Saint weapon that had no abilities like hers. It cut well, it was incredibly strong, and using it with his wind chi allowed him to send blade strikes of combined wind and blade intent that could topple trees and kill beasts.  
 
    Fans snapped shut, her hand sweeping upward as she struck with the closed fan at a biting mouth that leaned down from a branch. Then the fan snapped open when the lunging body stopped, slicing open a wound along its retracting neck, fur falling to the ground as the creature yowled. 
 
    Another cry, then another, as the quartet retreated in grumbling assent. Yang Mu chose not to follow, instead standing beside the tree she had used for protection, sharpening her senses. Wu Ying could feel as she concentrated her spiritual senses into the nearby locale, retracting her aura such that she could track the four leopards as they ran away, blending into and through shadows as they fled. 
 
    She stood watching for a long time, her eyes narrowed in thought. Long enough for Wu Ying to carefully make his way down, check on the damaged garlic shoots, pick out two more for use later in their dinner, and pat back the rest. When he stood up, she was beside him, a closed fan pointed at his nose.  
 
    “What did you think you were doing, leaving me to fight them alone?” she snarled. 
 
    “Exactly what I told you I would do,” Wu Ying said. “Letting you handle your problems alone.” 
 
    “Is this how the Verdant Green Waters treat other cultivators? Abandoning them in their time of need?” 
 
    “You did not seem to be in much need, from what I could see.” He gestured upward at the fan she still had leveled at him as though it were a sword. “Not with those. And better to learn the standards you were trained to now rather than later when it truly matters.” 
 
    “Four shadow leopards were not a real threat?” 
 
    “Not to you.” 
 
    For some reason, she actually looked mollified by that statement. Yang Mu lowered her fan, then with a flick of her hands, they both disappeared back into the storage rings they had been held within.  
 
    Perhaps if she stopped reacting, she would also grasp the other lessons he had hoped to impart. Lessons about silence and the dangers of the journey they faced. While she might cover her aura well, more than plain woodcraft and aura control was required to survive in such places. His way of moving silently was for the best. 
 
    If he could get her to understand it. 
 
    “Now, shall we get going?” Wu Ying gestured in a new direction, then suited action to words.  
 
    She followed after a brief hesitation, falling into line beside him. The man cocked his head, eyeing her as she unconsciously flexed her wood chi, transmitting her energy into the surroundings and bending nearby undergrowth around her as she moved to make travel easier. 
 
    “What kind of movement technique is that?” he asked. 
 
    “A good one.” 
 
    “Really, are we back to that now?”  
 
    Silence greeted his words and he sighed. The woman was pricklier than a cactus. And weren’t those desert plants a revelation. He had an entire section in his World Spirit Ring for the hardy vegetation, though he had yet to ascertain their uses. Perhaps a proper alchemist might find the answer to that question for him. 
 
    Now, if he could find a use for his companion… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Twice more, they stopped for Wu Ying to gather. Once, it was from a tree, where he dug deep amidst its roots before extracting a single root and refilling the hole. The second time, he tapped a tree, cutting deep lines along the trunk before placing a small bucket by its side. At that point, Wu Ying also set up their encampment, placing formation flags to conceal their presence. To Wu Ying’s contentment, Yang Mu did not stand around sullenly or shirk her share of the work, instead joining him once she had ascertained his purpose. 
 
    Of course, that did not stop her from questioning him. “Why stop now? There are a few hours left of light that we could travel under.”  
 
    “The tap will take hours to finish.” 
 
    “I could hurry the process along,” Yang Mu offered. “Coax the sap to pour out faster.” 
 
    “And damage the tree?” He shuddered. “No. We are in no hurry.” 
 
    “I would think my mother would object to that characterization.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but I think she knew what to expect when she charged me with her goal.”  
 
    A thoughtful pause at that comment.  
 
    “Still, would it not be better to cover more ground?” Yang Mu finally said. “While we might cut short some distance by traveling directly through the deep wilds, surely a li traveled is a li traveled, no?” 
 
    “It would be. But haste makes waste and would defeat the purpose of our visit.”  
 
    “Purpose?” Yang Mu said, throwing her hands up from where she had been gathering bundles of leaves for the pair to lay their sleeping rolls upon. “We go south, locate the source of the corrupted beast stones, and put a stop to it.” 
 
    “Yes. And exactly how did you think we’d locate the source?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “We ask around, of course.” 
 
    “Attracting unwanted attention at best, sending our prey to ground at worst.” 
 
    “Then what is your plan?” she challenged. 
 
    “Trade.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “I shall do what the Verdant Gatherer does. Gather supplies and trade with the sects in the south. If the corrupted cores are as common as your mother said”—that got a firm nod of confirmation from the woman—“then we shall gather some immediately. Innocent questions about the provenance of such stones will lead us toward the source, while I ply my trade.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “Well, then we shall see, shall we not?” Wu Ying finished planting the last formation flag, then placed his hand on the control flag in the center and poured in his chi to trigger the formation. “I know not the source of these stones, but it seems to me that they are either a manmade calamity—at which point, we might have to fight the individuals involved—or a natural calamity. At which point, we might have to cleanse the corruption.” 
 
    “You’re good at that,” Yang Mu said. 
 
    “What?” Wu Ying said, surprised. 
 
    “Your chi control.” This time she gestured toward him and the control flag, where his energy continued to flow into the flag. Her comments made him aware of what he was doing, how tightly bound his control had grown. “It’s still easy to sense a short distance away, but ever since Uncle Song taught you the proper Cyclone’s Breath method, you’re much less noticeable. It’s not like metal chi, which flows in a straight line and under rigid control, but something more natural. It’s good. Interesting.” 
 
    Wu Ying was silent before he managed a subdued, “Thank you.” 
 
    “No need. It’s but the truth.” Yang Mu finished weaving her chi into the leaves and underbrush she had gathered, then pulled out her bedroll and placed it upon the vegetation. Looking upward, she hummed idly in thought. “Is it going to rain, you think?” 
 
    Wu Ying drew a deep breath, then whispered the question to the winds. They blew away from him in a slight gust, coming back soon with the answer of hints of moisture and clouds from around him, from the east wind that would take over soon enough. 
 
    “No. Not this night.” 
 
    “Good. I like sleeping under the stars.” She flopped on her bed, which to Wu Ying’s surprise did not collapse under her weight. He raised an eyebrow, while she grinned and placed her hands behind her head. “It’s not my first trip away, Cultivator Long.” 
 
    “So I see.” Wu Ying walked over to the center of their encampment, conjuring a spade, and began digging their fire pit. “Could use some wood though.” 
 
    Yang Mu grinned, raising a finger and floating over a bunch of wood from nearby. As she did so, Wu Ying could see how the wood itself was shriveling a little, water and sap flowing out as she pulled it to him.  
 
    “I… see.” He hesitated then glanced at the wood, before pulling out some metal pit sticks to place around the fire along with a pot. “You do seem to have a few tricks, it seems.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Good. We’ll take turns cooking from now on.” He grinned. “Unless you want to do it all?” 
 
    “Because I’m the woman?” she said, sitting upward and staring at Wu Ying, weighing his answer. 
 
    “You’re the daughter of an innkeeper, are you not? Or are you telling me he didn’t teach you to cook?”  
 
    “I did. And what are you doing with that herb?” She stared as Wu Ying finished peeling the garlic, pulling out individual bulbs. “You’re not going to add that to our meal, are you?” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    “Raw?” she said, as she watched him toss the garlic bulbs into the pot that had yet to boil. “What are you doing? What are you making?” She watched wide-eyed as Wu Ying pulled out some dried black fungus mushrooms and threw them into the pot. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Once I add the rice and cook it together, it’ll be fine.” Next, he conjured a bag of rice, dropping it beside him. “So, garlic, fungus, rice? I’ll roast some meat on the spit too.” He untied the knot around the bag. “I have some chicken I bought from your parents.” 
 
    “Are you just going to throw the rice into the pot?” He nodded, and her eyes widened further. “Are you serious? You haven’t even washed it.” Her voice grew ever more horrified by the moment. “Is this how you cook?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with it?” Wu Ying said. It tasted fine. Not as good as a restaurant of course, but that was the point. It was not as though he needed that much sustenance now, as a Core Formation cultivator. In fact, he could go for weeks without eating, if necessary. Though the drain on his Core energy made that less than ideal unless he was cultivating too. 
 
    “I… you…” Yang Mu stared at Wu Ying then blurred across the space when he was about to tip the rice into the water. She grabbed the rice bag just before it tipped over, pulling it out of his hand. “Just… I’ll cook. You wash. And finish setting up the camp, will you?” 
 
    Wu Ying stared at what she held before he sighed. “Fine. It’s still fine, you know.” 
 
    “Just… wait. You’ll see.” 
 
    Hours later, when she was done, he had to admit she was right. Her way was better. And tastier. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Wu Ying really began to stretch his legs. Whereas they had been moving at just over twice as fast as any unascended human could have, now secure in the knowledge that Yang Mu’s aura control was sufficient, he sped up gradually. 
 
    Wind Steps—the modified movement technique endemic to his Sect—allowed him to traverse the land in steps that covered dozens of feet with each motion. He had to shorten the distance each step could take though, so as to avoid running into the dense vegetation. As he traveled, Wu Ying took pains to continue his practice and familiarization of his wind body where he shifted portions of his body into wind chi, allowing him to bypass smaller impediments like a breeze blowing through the leaves. 
 
    Yang Mu, on the other hand, had a different movement technique. Or, in truth, it seemed she had three that she combined effortlessly. The first and most utilized empowered her steps, allowing her to cross more ground with each movement. It was similar to the initial parts of the Wind Steps technique, a more physical expression of her chi that Wu Ying could sense had hidden depths she had not activated as yet. 
 
    The second movement technique blended seamlessly into the first, utilizing her wood chi nature. It was an all-encompassing environmental and movement technique that altered the vegetation around her or in her path. Where Wu Ying might have to stop before a tree or drift around or over or through dense vegetation, she made the vegetation part themselves. At times, it seemed like she even used branches and trees to propel her forward, increasing her speed. As such, while Wu Ying often traveled a circuitous route to get to his destination, she instead traveled in a straight line, borrowing the aid of nature itself in her journey. 
 
    Finally, there was a third technique she kept well hidden, one that Wu Ying only glimpsed twice throughout that day. The first time when they came across a wide river. The second, a long gully that they had to traverse. She bypassed the very space she crossed, compressing the intervening distance with the utilization of a high-level spatial movement technique. It utilized a high-level space and time dao in its underpinnings, he was certain. 
 
    As such, it was completely incomprehensible to Wu Ying in anything but its results. He had—briefly—attempted to understand the twinned daos of space and time, and neither had made much sense to him. How some individuals could not only grasp time in its entirety, or space as existing in multiple dimensions as showcased by the dimensional storages he carried, he could not comprehend. 
 
    At least, not in the deep-seated, soul-bound level that was required. 
 
    After all, that was the difference between knowledge and understanding. He could understand that space could be made of a myriad of things. A man could be seen, he could be touched, he could be smelled and heard. An existence in more than one dimension. And so, space itself could be said to exist in more than one dimension, being felt, being seen, even being heard if it consisted of a person. 
 
    But he could not understand how that translated to movement, to compressing or expanding it, to piercing or making that space all one. How a cultivator with the appropriate understanding could pinch off space and set it aside for a storage ring. It did not, of course, help that many of those who did understand such dao peculiarities were obtuse hermits, protected from outside interference by the fiercest of sect guardians. 
 
    So.  
 
    Three movement techniques combined to become one technique in itself, all of them blending together with such ease that it seemed she was using a single technique, if one had not significant time to study her. In fact, Wu Ying was certain, in another decade or so, they would form a single technique and she would become a veritable ghost, impossible to hold down in the forest or area of lush vegetation. 
 
    On the other hand… 
 
    Wu Ying came to a stop at his latest acquisition. The fourth of the day, a simple rose flower bush. He set his chi to cutting and digging, tiny whirlwinds burrowing into the ground. Not as much care was required, for the hardy, carnivorous, wood-aligned plant would spring back without issue once it was replanted. 
 
    Better than leaving it here to continually leach the nutrients from the other plants around. The markings of its hunger were all around, in the sickly pallor of the trees and the formations of mosses and other fungi on their bark, the rotting wooden corpses on the ground. 
 
    “You move well. But your aura control could use more work when you switch between your techniques,” Wu Ying remarked. 
 
    Yang Mu’s eyes narrowed a little. “My aura control is impeccable.” 
 
    “When you are not moving, it is. Better than mine even,” Wu Ying acknowledged. His nature did not allow for his aura or his presence to disappear entirely. Instead, he controlled its presence and blended the portions of chi that escaped, such that he seemed entirely natural to outward senses. Perfect for hiding from spirit beasts or demonic creatures. To those with the knowledge or the right kind of techniques, he was more easily spotted, however. “But you have to focus to change your movement technique and the flows, and you are leaking a little when you do so.” 
 
    She glared at him before turning away, leaving Wu Ying to finish his work. He wrapped his chi around the bush, pulling it into his World Spirit Ring where he had carved a similar hole. Then, using the soil he had dug up in the real world, he refilled the earth around the carnivorous wood plant, locating it near the strand of fast-growing spirit weeds to help control their spread in his World Spirit Ring.  
 
    The ring was perhaps his greatest treasure, a mini-world that grew everyday as it leached energy from his core. As he grew stronger, the ring grew too. In theory, one day, there might even be a minor world within. For now, it was multiple li across with valleys, rivers, and even mountains in the distance. 
 
    After pulling water from the clouds and dampening the soil, the process of replanting was over, leaving a gaping hole in the earth as the only mark of their presence. Wu Ying did not concern himself about that sign, instead moving on to the next target. 
 
    Their entire journey that day and over the next few was a wending one that took them south through the deep woods, skirting along the edges of untamed wilderness before working deeper. There was—of course—no actual boundary between what might be considered more civilized forests and the deep wilds, no visible markings beyond signs of travel and the presence—or lack—of other spirit and demonic beasts. 
 
    Still, years of practice had gifted Wu Ying an understanding of the invisible boundaries that were formed by the movements of powerful spirit and demonic beasts, the subtle signs in the shift of environmental chi and the markings they created to delineate their territory. 
 
    Gliding along such edges, Wu Ying picked at the bountiful spirit herbs available. He took the rarest items, the ones meant for Energy Storage and Core Formation cultivators, but always sought to leave the area he traveled within better off. Sometimes that meant removing encroaching or destructive vegetation. Other times it was trimming away dead or overhanging shrubbery to allow the blossoming of herbs in his wake. In some cases, he would even subtly alter the natural geography, shifting the natural flow of chi to better benefit one or another plant. 
 
    By the third day, Yang Mu had taken an overt interest in his gathering. Her curiosity was of a more mercantile nature, eyeing the herbs he acquired with an assessing eye that tallied up the income he generated. After the second herb on that day, she could not help but ask. 
 
    “Why are you taking that? There’s little value in green schisandra berries. Don’t you have to wait for them to ripen further?” Yang Mu said. 
 
    “Normally, yes. If we were trying to sell it for consumption or as an addition to alchemical forgings.” Wu Ying tapped the tree they were under. “However, this tree is water-based.” He gestured at the pool of water it sat beside, the small trickle of liquid flowing from the tree to join a nearby stream. “Not many uses for it among apothecarists, since most schisandra berries are best for fire and metal applications.” 
 
    Yang Mu nodded. Through her study with her parents, she had gained a wider base of knowledge than most, a deeper understanding of what goods were needed for which client. If anything, her knowledge was even broader than Wu Ying’s, covering enchanted equipment and formations of all forms, unlike the gatherer and his dabbling in apothecary. 
 
    “These are more for myself, for my baths as a Body Cultivator.” Wu Ying finished pouring the last of the berries into the jar he had extracted before sealing it with a cork stopper. “I’ll soak it in some rice wine and use it in the bath later on when it’s ready.” 
 
    “Oh…” Yang Mu fell silent, though there was an inquiring look in her eyes.  
 
    “You have questions?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Curiosities.” Yang Mu gestured at the bottle he held. “My parents were adamant I should not attempt body cultivation. That it could affect my advancement in soul cultivation. And yet, it has not stopped your progress.” 
 
    He nodded. “No, not really. I’ve been fortunate to be able to progress both my dao and locate a wind body cultivation manual that works for me.”  
 
    “Exactly. I don’t understand why my parents were so worried.”  
 
    Wu Ying smiled a little, making the jar disappear into his storage ring. Then he turned deliberately in the direction he intended to travel before taking a step. They moved together while Wu Ying continued the conversation, manipulating the wind around them both to hide their words.  
 
    “You’ve met a lot of cultivators. Those in the Core Formation realm mostly, I think. Some Energy Formation cultivators, of course, but your family caters toward those at the higher stage. Is that not right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you and your sisters, you’ve all progressed relatively smoothly. A few hiccups, a few moments where you’ve had troubles, but generally you progressed upward without issue.”  
 
    Another grunted agreement came from her.  
 
    “So you’ve never seen the struggles of the less fortunate.” 
 
    “We’ve struggled. It has never been easy.” 
 
    “Cultivation has never been easy,” Wu Ying agreed. “But you had your parents, Nascent Soul cultivators. Direct teaching and experience to bypass the hardest parts of the earliest stages of cultivation. Access to resources, cultivation techniques that were suited for each of you beyond the basic Yellow Emperor technique that most have to use. Even in sects like mine, finding a technique that is compatible, that can help an individual breakthrough is hard. I had to leave the Verdant Green Waters to locate my own technique. 
 
    “But that’s because a sect must consider what is best for the sect as a whole. Only those with the personal attention of an Elder can hope to skip that requirement.” 
 
    “So you’re saying I’m lucky?” Yang Mu said, irritated at the long-winded cultivator. 
 
    “Yes. And that you’ve never seen how hard a struggle it has been for others.” Wu Ying dodged under a tree branch, coming to rest on top of a boulder. “Body Cultivation tears your body apart. The pain that you experience is unlike anything you’ve ever felt. It digs deep into your physique, into your blood vessels and bones. It has broken many, made them stop cultivating entirely in fear of the process. Because that’s the other thing. Many Body Cultivation techniques… you can’t stop.” 
 
    “What?” Yang Mu said, cocking her head. “Why have I not heard that before?” 
 
    “Because it’s not something most consider.” He shrugged, stepping away to continue their trek, feeling the wind blowing across his skin. “The process of altering your body is painful. If you stop before the process is complete, your body wants to revert. That process is painful too, and the reversion process can be…”  
 
    “Can be what?” Yang Mu said eventually. 
 
    “Fatal in some cases. Impossible in others. A Body Cultivator who stops could be caught in a never-ending, painful process of changing back and forth as one side or another of his body battles within him.” 
 
    Wu Ying watched as she grew quiet, contemplative. He liked that about her, that she was willing to take in new viewpoints and weigh them against her prior assumptions. 
 
    In time, the Gatherer chose a new direction, headed for a new herb. He noticed that Yang Mu’s control of her aura had improved, reducing the flare of chi as she switched between techniques. It had caused her to stumble a little, her movements no longer as smooth as before. 
 
    A decent trade-off in his estimation. In time she’d get better, and if she was not as swift as before, it was more than acceptable for this portion of their journey. A necessary step, if they were to cut down on the time taken to reach their destination. 
 
    Time to head into the deep wilds, where dragons and demons lay.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The deep wilds was a strange place to be. So called because few humans dared cross the land, for Nascent Soul and even immortal creatures resided within. Tall branches blocked out the sun above the pair as they traversed the ground, trees that had not been touched since the scattering of humans after the flood. 
 
    In this place, mortal man held no sway. Unlike the ebb and flow of civilization at the edges, where an outpost, a village, or even a city might form before eventually falling, here, man had never emplaced themselves. Here, the Dao ran deep and the creatures all moved to an unheard beat. 
 
    Wonders never ceased to pass by, as the pair traversed these lands. There, a pool at night, so clear and calm that the moon and clouds were perfectly reflected, untouched as though a celestial mirror had been brought forward. Around this midnight water feature, spirits gathered and immortal beauties might bathe, casting aside their silken raiment for but a moment. 
 
    Here, a deep cave that glowed with hidden light. Wandering within, the pair were treated to a sight unseen by mortal man—a cluster of glow worms that bathed the insides of the cave in a myriad of colors, shifting from pale blue and green to bright yellows and oranges. In this magical land, a mushroom field that supported immortal glow worms grew.  
 
    For a dozen mushroom cuttings, the pair traded an evening of stories and warmth, bringing forth hot tea and mulled wine to the introverted immortals. When they left the next day, it was with a dozen glowing mushrooms and a tale that few would believe. 
 
    Days passed in such a manner, in quiet travel and soft-spoken evenings. Cultivation resources were bountiful in their natural form, but so was danger. More than once, the pair crouched, hidden under formation flags and within caverns, forced to wait and cultivate as dangers greater than the pair crossed nearby. 
 
    In such an environment, Wu Ying grew even more circumspect in his gathering. Oftentimes, they would come to a stop and watch a location for hours as the Gatherer ascertained that no traps lay in wait for them. Such traps came in a variety of manners, from plants that defended with poisonous sap, strangling vines that draped over the neck innocuously, or lulling flower scents that put cultivators and other vermin to sleep for the insects, reptiles, and arachnids that lay in wait for the greedy. 
 
    Nearly a week into their journey, after Wu Ying had carefully extracted a handful of berries from a bush whose branches were covered by a crawling vine that snapped and tore at any creature lured in by the enticing sight, Yang Mu chose to break their silence, drifting over to land on the sturdy branch Wu Ying perched upon above the bush. 
 
    “I never knew there were so many varieties of dangerous plants,” Yang Mu said. “Or creatures seeking to stop the harvesting of such plants.”  
 
    Wu Ying grunted, unsure of her point but acknowledging her statement either way. He breathed in slowly and deeply through his nose, sifting through the smells the wind brought to him as he sought his next destination. There was a particularly alluring scent, waterlogged and metallic, that came from the northwest. He knew it to be from a lotus of some form, likely a metallic lotus mutation. A rare variation, only available in lakes and ponds that had run-off from a mine or some other heavily mineralized content. 
 
    Near to him, of course, was the wood-aligned cultivator. Her scent had been withdrawn, kept focused, and, after some pointed discussion, no longer floral-scented. Now, she smelled of clean skin and that underlying mortal odor. 
 
    Farther east, there was an acrid, almost rotting scent. Either a dead animal or one of the plants that mimicked the process of decomposition to lure prey toward it. The first might offer a beast core and scavengers that might be slain for their spirit stones. The second might allow him to locate fallen equipment and gather such plants for his World Spirit Ring. Such plants’ necrotic properties could be useful for creating poisons and medicines. 
 
    “I do not, however, understand why there are so few that are useful for our purposes,” she had continued speaking while he was sifting out the scents. She gestured at the lush greenery around them. “Surely there must be more.” 
 
    “Ah…” Wu Ying hesitated, looking at the woman. She returned his look, patiently waiting for his answer. Realizing she was not idly asking and wanted him to elaborate, he continued. “It’s a matter of time, dissemination of knowledge, and training.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded, then flicked his hand sideways. In doing so, he conjured a small barricade of wind that sent their scent and words upward while he kept his voice low.  
 
    “Firstly, improper knowledge. Did you know that many books are not particularly well-written? Even the seminal work, the Shen Nong Ben Cao Jing[2], is replete with errors. Because of that, various individuals have attempted to fix the errors. Sometimes doing a good job, but just as often, introducing their own mistakes. As such, while the works available on various herbs and vegetation is significant, they must be individually verified unless one knows the author well.” Wu Ying paused, then offered a slight grin. “And even then, in such instances, one must take into account the author’s own flaws. 
 
    “On top of that, it’s worth realizing that even the Shen Nong’s work covers only 365 works.” He gestured all around him. “How many plants can you see?” 
 
    “A lot.” 
 
    “Exactly.”  
 
    Yang Mu frowned, looking around now with new eyes. 
 
    “After that, we come to the issue of seclusion of knowledge. While I can sense a dozen powerful herbs around us, I have specific knowledge of only three. The others are unknown in their use, even though they burn with power. I could collect them, but I do not have the knowledge, the tools, or the market for such herbs. Another Gatherer might know three such herbs too—but a different three.” 
 
    Yang Mu made a face. “Yes. Sometimes cultivators would arrive with unknown herbs or minerals or talismans, insisting they were of use. However, if we have no customer in mind for many of those wares, my mother would either refuse or offer them a much lower price than what they desired. It’s no use storing items that might degrade eventually if we cannot sell them.” Another deeper frown. “Or worse, we cannot define the providence of such items.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Wu Ying said. “Every sect has their own knowledge, their own needs. That we keep much of it from each other means that what is desired in one region is worthless in the next. Some items and herbs are, of course, widely used, like the base Spirit Grass. But those are often grown in-house. As Gatherers, we—I—specialize in the esoteric and rare.” 
 
    “Ah…” Yang Mu nodded. “Which is why you avoid picking some of the things even I recognize. Because there’s no point.” 
 
    “Exactly. I only have so much storage space,” Wu Ying said. Of course, he had a lot more than she likely knew—though he wondered how much she had ascertained or been told of his World Spirit Ring by her parents—but it still made little sense to pick much of it from the wild. He was no roving locust swarm. Better to leave what he did not require or held little value to him and allow it to grow, supporting the wildlife around. 
 
    After all, he had his own world to supply him with much of those needs. 
 
    “So that is knowledge. You said time and, I assume, training falls above too.” 
 
    “Exactly, though training also of those apothecarists and cultivators we must work with.” He gestured at the surroundings. “If I bring a new plant to an apothecarist, would they recognize it? Are they trained to experiment on such plants to bring about a positive reaction? Or will they, accidentally, create a poison? Are they willing to risk making a harmful product that might injure an individual in the future? It is why physicians and apothecarists are leery of experimenting, yet hunger to do so. It is a path to both vast riches and penury.” 
 
    “And that’s what you mean by time and training.” Yang Mu waved Wu Ying quiet as he moved to correct her. “There’s obviously more, with the amount of time needed to find more of the same kind of plant, the training to process and gather it properly, time taken to learn all that, and so forth.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Very well. We may go then.” 
 
    Wu Ying snorted a little at her casual dismissal of the topic and her sudden impatience. Still, he had ascertained their best route for now, so he took off once more. Those metallic lotuses intrigued him. They were rare, and he hoped, by spending some time there, he might learn how to replicate the process in his World Spirit Ring. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Three hours later, as Wu Ying walked the surroundings, poking and prodding at trees, digging up the mud, and regarding the inflow of water from the river to the pond that held the copper lotuses, Yang Mu made an announcement. 
 
    “I shall go find us dinner.” Gesturing upstream, she added, “You’ll find me farther up that way.” Her head tilted a little, taking in the sloping, mist-shrouded hill. “Unless you are done?” 
 
    “It will be a few hours at the least.” Wu Ying hesitated, eyeing the ground and rubbing his chin. “I’d prefer the rest of the day in fact. I believe there might be a change in the energy flows when the moon rises, when yang gives way to yin. I would set some formation flags and talismans to help me record and understand the changes.” 
 
    Huffing a little, Yang Mu left without another word. Wu Ying forgot about her within moments, already rubbing the earth between his fingers and raising the soil to his lips to taste it. Metallic, a little acidic too, and clean with just a touch of sulphur. Taking out an eight-sided compass, a brush, and paper, he charted the flow of environmental chi in the surroundings. 
 
    If he was right, the inflow into the pond was not just influenced by the higher metallic content within the water itself, but also a feature of the concentration of yin energy in the surroundings. Along with the growth of supporting plants around the body of water, the pond had intensified in the amount of metallic yin energy it contained, allowing the copper lotuses in the center to flourish. 
 
    The lotuses were few, numbering just over two dozen, of which more than half were normal—mortal—lotuses, with just a tinge of the copper element within them. The other half dozen were a mix, most in the spirit range and two in the saint level of progress. Wu Ying debated what to do even as he took additional readings, tested and sampled the water and earth, and sketched details about the pond, the vegetation surrounding it, and the rocks that formed this natural formation. 
 
    In particular, he debated taking or leaving one saint-level copper lotus. The strongest lotus might have a chance at progressing, becoming an immortal copper lotus in a hundred years. In a decade, the copper lotus might have grown in strength, becoming more potent. It would sell better then, be more useful for those at a higher stage of cultivation. And, of course, such individuals were wealthier. 
 
    On the other hand, Wu Ying could vaguely sense the movement of carp and catfish within the pond. Some were large and potent, their energy brushing against his spiritual senses. Others were but mortal or body cleansing level carp, not at all a concern.  
 
    Good eating perhaps, though it was obvious that Yang Mu had other plans for dinner. Perhaps she did not enjoy the taste of fish? Or she had sensed the denizens within the water and had chosen not to bother them. For at least the largest within, a creature that lurked at the bottom of the pond, was potent, its presence a watery shadow in Wu Ying’s mind. And even that much was only available to his senses due to the training and experience he had gained diving in the eastern ocean. 
 
    No. Leaving the lotuses behind might be a mistake, for there was no guarantee the creature below would not consume the plants in the interim period. Of course, normally such fish were not consumers of vegetation, but certain rules bent as one gained in strength and cultivation level.  
 
    If he could ascertain the aspect of the creatures within the pond and the potent creature at the bottom, he might be able to verify if the creature was safeguarding the lotuses or cared little for them. While most creatures grew in harmony with the environment, gaining the elemental aspect that was most prominent, some might develop in direct opposition. Those creatures were often the most powerful variety, for in their struggles, they had gained strength.  
 
    It was, perhaps, a metaphor of existence. It was easy to go with the flow of social existence, choosing the occupations, the residences, and even the loves that one’s parents and society dictated of them. Harder though to oppose such heavenly dictates and rise above. 
 
    Heroes of the norm, individuals who rose to prominence within such structures were common. From the three brothers of the Eastern Han dynasty to Judge Bao and his upright sense of justice, striking down the corrupt and criminal. Heroes of the society that had brought them up, that worked within the confines of their societal restrictions… 
 
    Yet there were those who stood in entire opposition to such societal precepts that inspired as well. Sun Wukong[3] was, of course, the most prominent of these rebels who set themselves apart from society. His punishments—from being trapped and cooked alive to imprisonment for five hundred years under a mountain—were legendary. Then there were those like Fan Li Hua who defied traditional roles and their very kingdom to marry those they loved and paid in the death of their clan.  
 
    Tragedy, punishment, and pain dogged the steps of those who defied the dictates of society. Much like it dogged the steps of cultivators who defied the rule of heaven. There was no easy path, yet these heroes continued their struggles against a world and a society that stood in opposition to their sense of honor and morals. They fought, till tragedy finally consumed them or they rose above it all. 
 
    A fitting allegory then. 
 
    Hours were spent at the pond, readings taken and the camp prepared. Wu Ying’s contemplations of the dao were interrupted only by the return of Yang Mu, the woman proffering a brace of slain ground birds for Wu Ying to cook for their dinner. 
 
    Over the dinner of fire-roasted birds, a medley of pickled vegetables, and rice, Yang Mu broke the silence, dropping a small rock in the space between the pair. 
 
    “You should head north later,” Yang Mu said. 
 
    Wu Ying glanced at the rock, noting the reflections arising from the object. “Why?” 
 
    “Can you not see?” 
 
    “Metal of some form, yes.” He shrugged. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed and she pointed her chopsticks at the rock. “Not just any rock. That’s high-grade iron ore, infused with additional metal chi. I also saw some fire garnets in the striations, though I did not have time to investigate their quality.” 
 
    Again, another shrug.  
 
    “Do you not care? My family would have bought properly mined ore for dozens of tael.” She snorted. “Or just traded for high quality beast cores.” 
 
    “Did you bring a pick?”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Did you bring a pick?” Wu Ying mimed the action of breaking the rock apart by swinging a pickaxe over his shoulder with his right hand. “A shovel and pails?” 
 
    “No. Of course not.” 
 
    “Neither did I.” 
 
    “Why not?” Yang Mu said, sounding frustrated.  
 
    “Why didn’t you?” 
 
    “Because I’m not the gatherer!” 
 
    Wu Ying finished chewing on the drumstick he had pulled from the bird laid before him, extracting the meat from the bone with his teeth before tossing the bone into the fire and swallowing the meat. Then, and only then, did he answer her. “And I don’t gather rocks.”  
 
    “Why not?” she repeated. 
 
    “Too much to learn.” 
 
    That answer made Yang Mu hesitate. She looked at the rock, then picked it up and turned it around before she shrugged. “It’s not that hard. There aren’t that many variations of metals and rocks out there. And while I wouldn’t expect you to mine the earth itself, there should be no reason to not extract those on the surface.” 
 
    “If I knew the difference in grades and types, it might make sense,” Wu Ying said. “But it always seemed to me that there was more work involved in that than it was worth. I remember crushing, tossing, and melting down a significant amount of ore each time we needed to purify the metals coming in. Herbs are easier.” 
 
    “You worked as a blacksmith?” She cocked her head at that, eyeing his arms.  
 
    He had not the massive thews of a blacksmith, though he was not in any way slender. His days working as a farmer and martial artist before progressing far on the path to cultivation had ensured he would never fit the slim, slender build so common among their peers. 
 
    “A little. I had no real skill. It was enlightening, but sufficient enough for me to learn not to bother with mining.” He grinned. “Anyway, how deep a seam did you find? Where would I carry these rocks? Am I expected to carry them with me till I find another sect? Who would buy them? All problems if I started moving into something new. Better to specialize and study what I can.” 
 
    Yang Mu’s eyes narrowed once more, then she let out one long huff. She gestured at the rock. “Fine. But we’re going by the seam tomorrow. I’ll gather the metal if you are too lazy to do so.” 
 
    “You should have done so earlier today, then we wouldn’t be delayed.” She growled a little under her breath, and Wu Ying grinned. “But because you were trying to be considerate for me, we’ll just do that.” 
 
    Silence greeted his words, and he debated briefly about prodding her further to thank him. That fleeting mischievous thought disappeared soon though as he turned his attention back to dinner. Time enough to test her further later.  
 
    After all, they had many li left. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Cross-legged, Wu Ying cultivated on the mountain slope. Winds swirled around him, bringing notice of the nearby environment and those beasts that might be paying too close attention to the pair. A Nascent Soul beetle crawled across the ground a li away, searching for new prey for its pincers of rot and decay. A flock of Energy Storage sparrows flew overhead, led by their Core Formation leader, enjoying the increased updraft Wu Ying’s presence brought. And more, so many more creatures, traversed the ground around them. All of whom might object to their presence. Certainly, after the first powerful strike by his companion, Wu Ying had had to emplace a swirling defense around the cave entrance to deaden the noise of her mining. 
 
    Even now, he could not help but wonder why she had such a massive hammer in her spatial storage, or why anyone would create spirit equipment like that. At first glance, when she had extracted the hammer with its oversized head from her storage ring, he had been mildly curious. It was, after all, a work of art, with enameled green and yellow copper banding and a dark, water-marked steel head. Then it had expanded such that when placed shaft down, the head stood over Yang Mu by a good foot and the striking surface was easily larger than a large man’s torso. 
 
    When she proceeded to wield the weapon against her own fans, slammed into the corners of the mountain to provide her spikes to crack apart the surface seam, he had been astounded. That her fans looked no worse for wear was just as miraculous in its own way. 
 
    Even now, Wu Ying found his light meditation disturbed by each ringing impact as he wondered about the status and condition of her equipment. 
 
    In truth, he too experienced some mild feelings of greed for what she mined. He could sense the deep-seated chi within the metals themselves, the powerful resonance they exhibited. The winds had blown around the stone dust Yang Mu was creating, pulling it together into a ball of slowly compacting metal. Entirely too small and miniscule for her use, but scattered across his World Spirit Ring? 
 
    Definitely useful. 
 
    As for the larger pieces she kept on shattering and pulling apart, well, that was hers. In fact… 
 
    “Been quiet for the last while,” Wu Ying said, cocking his head.  
 
    He extended his senses to the nearly formed cave to find Yang Mu scooping shattered rocks into a small canvas bag. Something was happening around the top of the bag that his spiritual sense could not correctly perceive. 
 
    Curiosity dragged Wu Ying over to stare at the newly created shadowed cave where Yang Mu continued to toss stones twice the size of a wine pot into the much smaller opening. Each time the rocks came close, the boulders would twist and shrink, their dimensions warping before they plopped into the storage sack. 
 
    “How…?” Wu Ying said, shaking his head. “I’ve never seen that effect before.” 
 
    “It’s not a common enhancement,” Yang Mu said, her voice mildly strained as she spoke. “It requires an understanding of spatial daos and theory to enact. I have to manipulate the dimensional storage and my own understanding at the same time.” 
 
    Her words made Wu Ying stare more carefully and allow his spiritual senses to pick at the chi she was exuding into the atmosphere. Now that he was paying attention, he could sense the energy she was directing from her core toward the dimensional bag, the way she wrapped the area above the bag and the bag itself in the chi and her own dao understandings. 
 
    Wu Ying watched for long minutes as Yang Mu finished clearing out the space of the broken rocks. Then, to his surprise, she walked out to pick at additional rocks at the front of the cliff face. The rocks here were more carefully perused, as she sorted through them and tossed aside nearly two-thirds of those left behind. 
 
    Not once did she ask for his help, instead processing the rocks in silence. Wu Ying moved away after a time, paying attention to the storage bag and her actions, trying to gain a glimpse of the spatial daos in play. He sought to grasp enlightenment and understanding. 
 
    And failed. 
 
    In the end, Yang Mu straightened and brushed her hands clean, peeling off the gloves she had been utilizing and storing them away. Both her fans and the massive hammer had been slipped into the ring before she had begun processing the rocks, leaving naught but the massive cave and the crumbled, undesired rocks as indication of her passage. 
 
    “Done?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “Yes.” She rolled her neck, then gestured at her bag. It floated back up to her hands, then she strapped it to the side of her robes via a simple cloth belt. She regarded the miniature cave she had created, before shrugging. “Thank you. For forming the wind wall to muffle my actions.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” He cocked his head and listened to the wind that had just gusted over to him, bringing a new scent. “Time to go, unless you want to start a fight.” 
 
    Yang Mu hesitated, then to Wu Ying’s pleasure, she shook her head. Together, the pair left the surroundings, the Gatherer taking a moment once they reached the tree line to scatter a few yellow talismans behind them. Those talismans would activate and obscure their trail, making it more difficult for the beasts tracking them. 
 
    Better safe than sorry. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The pair hunkered down low, broken tree branches, decomposing leaves, and mud covering their bodies. Two weeks and deep into the untamed wilds and Yang Mu no longer questioned Wu Ying’s occasional impertinent actions. In this case, tackling her to the ground, rolling both of them through the nearest mud pit, and wielding his wind to pull debris over them both. She had even gone so far as to aid him, pulling at the nearby vegetation to provide them additional cover. 
 
    Now, they lay on their fronts, their eyes small slits in the gloom of the deep undergrowth as the Nascent Soul spirit beast that Wu Ying had sensed prowled the forest. The creature was no massive monster like the last Nascent Soul beast Wu Ying had fought, but a normal-sized creature of its kind. That still left it larger and heavier than the pair put together, the beast’s darkened fur flashing as deeper shades of black adjusted to the gloom within, massive paws touching down upon the ground with the barest whisper of noise. 
 
    Occasionally, the Black Tiger let out a low chuff, having drawn in the scent of creatures nearby before releasing the air from its nostrils. Its tail swished lazily behind it as the undoubted king of the jungle prowled its territory, searching for the intrusive pair of presences it had sensed. 
 
    A wind arose, brushing the treetops and swaying branches, scattering leaves, flowers, and fruit. A bird shifted its weight as the branch it sat upon swayed, and the tiger turned yellow eyes upon it. A flicker of movement, and the creature had the bird in its jaws before bounding off the same branch again to land on the ground not far away. 
 
    Jaw working once, then again, the Core Formation-level core of the bird cracked in its sharp teeth as a burst of yang-aspected water chi was released into the air. Head turned upward, the creature swallowed its victim in a single gulp, the split pieces sliding down its gullet. 
 
    Beside him, the trembles of Yang Mu’s body increased. Fear locked the woman in place under the paltry defense of brush and mud. Shifting ever so slowly when the predator looked aside, Wu Ying clutched her hand and squeezed, offering unspoken comfort. 
 
    He understood her fear. Remembered it all too well. The first time he had encountered a Nascent Soul monster, the first time he had faced one alone without the aid of another more powerful cultivator came rushing back to him. The casual, predatory killing intent that the Black Tiger exuded into the air, its mastery of stealth, and its blindingly fast movements showcased how far ahead it was from them. 
 
    Even among Nascent Soul beasts, there were gradations of strength. And this one, this creature that roamed the deep wilds was powerful beyond belief. If Wu Ying did not know better—and he was not certain he did—he would have named the monster an immortal. As fabled as the White Tiger of the West. Perhaps, one day, it would become a true immortal and challenge the White Tiger for supremacy. 
 
    Till then, it prowled these forests.  
 
    And they had, inadvertently, drawn its attention in their passage. Now it stalked them, searching for their presence. Wu Ying could only be grateful that their combined abilities, layering wood and wind chi to cover their scent and obscure their tracks, had given them some degree of safety. Alone, he was uncertain he would have been able to dodge the creature’s predatory gaze. 
 
    Slow breaths, taken with great care and wide spaces between each intake. As cultivators, they required little air. Wu Ying had trained to hold his breath for long minutes not so long ago. His companion had not, but even she required little enough air that she mimicked his breathing, alternating carefully so as not to alert the monster crouched all too close to them. 
 
    Her trembling had slowed a little, the involuntary fear response fading. The grip of her hand on his did not relent. If anything, she pressed a little more into his shoulder. Not enough to obscure movement but seeking comfort in his warmth and presence. 
 
    Long moments, as the creature stayed crouched over its forelegs, cleaning them of the traces of blood that had escaped while snacking. Then, lazily, the monster stood and stretched, turning its head slowly.  
 
    There was a look in the creature’s yellow eyes, one that was both dismissive and malicious. As though it were informing them that their luck had held out. That they had managed to evade its attention and could live.  
 
    Today.  
 
    But one day, it would find them. It would stalk them. And then, it would feast upon their corpses. 
 
    Then, between slow blinks, the creature was gone. As swiftly as it had arrived, it departed, without a hint of noise, having crossed hundreds of feet within moments. Bypassing the trees and bushes around it, a ghostly predator of the gloom. 
 
    Even so, neither cultivator chose to move. It was nearly a half day before the pair rose from their impromptu hiding spot, their trembling subsided, the fear controlled. Without a word, Wu Ying led them away, treading in the opposite direction of their arrival. Out from the depths of the woods, no longer stopping to gather even as the wind whispered the secrets of the master of the forest to the wind cultivator. 
 
    For there were beasts that prowled this land that it was best not to encounter, nor intrude upon. For whatever gain one might acquire by traversing the depths of the wilderness, it paled upon understanding that most important of factors. 
 
    That one could not spend coin when one was dead. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Days later, the pair exited the depths of the forest to alight upon a much-trampled road. Now on a packed dirt road, with shards of sunlight seeping through the opened vegetation, tension escaped with each breath and tense muscles relaxed. Wu Ying rolled his shoulders, releasing them before twisting from side to side, emitting a series of loud cracks and pops as his spine shifted. Beside him, Yang Mu too stretched, a smile blossoming upon her face as relief rose. 
 
    Only for it to tighten moments later as she regarded her companion.  
 
    “Are we done then, with your testing?” she said testily. 
 
    “Testing?” he replied, shifting his stance to meet her accusing gaze face-on. He idly noted that there were no people on this road, not for a few li on either side. This was not a heavily traversed passage, for it only passed by a couple of smaller villages and a middling sized town.  
 
    “We’re both Core formation cultivators. We could have easily flown to the south by now, bypassing much of these issues. And as for your excuse of needing to gather…” She glanced at his ring, raising a single, suggestive eyebrow. “Do I need to say it?” 
 
    “I do carry some items that are useful for trade, and I grow a lot of other rarer items, but your supposition is wrong. To some extent,” Wu Ying said, rubbing the edge of the simple metal ring with his thumb. 
 
    That it was a plain ring, with neither inset gem or marks except for the lettering on the inside, helped with its disguise. On the other hand, at their levels of cultivation and dao understanding, it was easy enough to notice the twisting of chi around the ring. Worse, for Wu Ying’s desire for anonymity, as the World Spirit Ring had grown stronger and repaired itself, the amount of chi it drew from the surroundings had increased. 
 
    There were ways to reduce the consumption of external, environmental chi, to alter the exchange between the surroundings and the tiny, twisted dimension within. Most of that was on him, to create a world that balanced the needs of the plants and the ring within itself, such that the enchantment was not required to balance itself by pulling energy from outside. 
 
    But he had not yet reached that level of understanding or grasp of the greater Dao to remove its needs completely. 
 
    It also was a concern that as Wu Ying grew further in his own cultivation, the aura and energy the ring could draw from him was tainted with his wind chi. To a certain extent, the World Spirit Ring could alter such chi to balance out its own needs as the energy passed through its internal formations. Furthermore, Wu Ying had taken the time to create internal formations and plant vegetation that would do the same. But in the end, only so much could be done. 
 
    All of which meant that, unlike in its earlier years, the World Spirit Ring had grown ever more prominent to those who had both the knowledge and the senses to watch for such things. That he had to fight duels or escape from those seeking to acquire the ring was not, in itself, new to Wu Ying. 
 
    “The items within my storage are limited in number,” Wu Ying said. “And much space is set aside for the herbs for my cultivation baths.” 
 
    “But we could have bypassed much of these problems already, could we not?” Yang Mu said grumpily. “If not for the fact that you wished to test me.” 
 
    “It was necessary,” he admitted. “I know little of you, even less of what your intentions might be. Better to understand such matters in an environment I can control, rather than when disaster strikes in a land I know little of.” 
 
    “And that Nascent Soul Black Tiger? That was considered controlled?” Yang Mu said angrily. “Did you expect to manage that creature?” 
 
    “Why, is your control of yourself that bad?” Wu Ying said bitingly. “Do you have so little faith in yourself that you feared hiding from it?” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you were not afraid as well. I was there.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, you were. And being afraid and wary is part of my job. Or did you think that traversing the deep wilds was easy?” 
 
    “Of course I knew it wasn’t. But that creature—” 
 
    “Was more dangerous than most.” Wu Ying shrugged. “Such things happen. It is why I am careful and quiet. But so are most Gatherers. Sometimes, luck and fate are against you.” He smiled a little wryly. “As my martial sister would say, it is good to know if the scales must be balanced in your companion’s fate.” 
 
    “What does that even mean?” 
 
    “That some people are unluckier than others in this life.” 
 
    Yang Mu growled before stalking off, leaving Wu Ying to stare at her back. He ran a hand through his hair and considered maybe leaving now, before she could notice that he was gone. But there was only one path on this road unless he wanted to enter the wilds again. And even he was not willing to risk the tiger’s wrath once again.  
 
    Still, he did shape the wind to carry his words to her. “You know, you’re going the wrong way.” 
 
    She froze, turned around, and stalked back the way she had come. As she passed Wu Ying, she glared at him, daring him to say anything.  
 
    He let her get a few feet farther away before he added, “I thought you wanted to fly?” 
 
    Again, she stopped. Now, Wu Ying conjured his winds, lightening himself with the Heavenly Soul, Earthly Body qinggong method and floated over to her under the guidance of his chi and the winds.  
 
    He smiled as he drifted closer, adding, “There’s a middling sized town down that way, about sixty li or so. We can rest there, I can conduct a cleansing ritual for my body, then we can finish the journey.” He cocked his head, eyeing the very still woman whose fist was clenched. “If that is acceptable, of course.” 
 
    “Why should you care what I think?” she growled. 
 
    “Well, you did pass the test.” 
 
    Silence from the woman, while Wu Ying bobbed in place next to her. The wind spun dust in a small circle around him, pulling him upward and downward, spinning him from side to side. Not like the impressive stillness that some cultivators managed with their flying weapons, but still, he floated serenely beside her. 
 
    “You… you…” She drew a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “You are an infuriating man.” 
 
    “And one used to traveling alone.” Wu Ying shrugged. “Shall we?” 
 
    In answer, Yang Mu conjured one of her fans. It expanded as it hovered before her, forming the same green jade energy shield she had used before. Stepping onto the platform it created, she directed a touch of her chi to chase after Wu Ying, who was already drifting away on the wind, ascending above the roadway and gaining speed. 
 
    Still, he did keep an eye on her, knowing that the speed he could attain was not easily achieved by others. After all, they were not the wind like he was. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    A day and a night, the pair resided in that small town. There were no complications during their stay, even if the appearance of a pair of Core Formation cultivators had them both feted by the local magistrate at his residence. While Wu Ying bathed in the Body Cultivation herbal bath that stripped his bones and muscles raw, tearing them apart to better allow wind chi to permeate his form, Yang Mu completed a minor task for the city lord as a favor.  
 
    Over dinner that evening—one that, thankfully, they were able to host without the now terrified city lord—Yang Mu related the day’s events to Wu Ying. 
 
    “After hunting through the entirety of the mansion and its buildings, I’d still found no traces of what was causing the deaths and calamities of the Xi family. It was only when I started emplacing the formation flags that the maid who had been assigned to me chose to act.” Yang Mu gestured with her chopsticks as she spoke, too excited to care about proper manners. “It was her all along.” 
 
    “And what was she?”  
 
    “A fox spirit!”  
 
    “You met one?” Wu Ying said, surprised. 
 
    “I did. Met and banished her too.” Then she made a face. “Horrible fight though.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Illusion magic,” Yang Mu explained, her nose scrunched up cutely. “I hate illusion magic. Spent nearly two hours caught in her trap, chasing her around. Thankfully, she was just mischievous rather than vicious. When I finally managed to exhaust her, she chose to leave.” 
 
    “And you’re sure she’s gone?” 
 
    “The city at least.” She raised her left hand, showing the dangling bracelet on it. Wu Ying watched as one of the jade beads glowed, flickering a little with hidden light. “I marked her before she left, so that she will not be able to return to the city without me knowing. The mark on her aura will last for at least a few years, until she changes substantially. I’ve passed notice of the mark to the formation master in charge of the city as well, to ensure they adjust their protections against her.” 
 
    Wu Ying blinked, cocking his head. “That’s possible?” 
 
    “Of course. How do you think the formations around most sects are created? They link your sect token to your aura and then both to the formation itself. Or did you think that the penalties for losing your sect token were for nothing?” 
 
    “Huh.” Wu Ying hummed to himself, before raising the last of the fried rice dish to his mouth. He could smell the sesame oil and dried pork and chicken sausage that had been fried into the dish, along with multiple helpings of eggs and scallions. His tongue salivated as he chewed, noting the light spice and herbs they had used, which were new. One of the wonders of travel—new cuisine each time. “How do you know so much about sect tokens and formations then? I do not believe you’ve ever joined one.” 
 
    “Of course not.” She laughed at the thought, her hair dancing behind her as she shook her head. “Could you see my parents letting me do so?”  
 
    “They did seem a tad protective,” he acknowledged. 
 
    “What a fine and politick understatement. No, I have never joined a sect. But I have perused more than a few lost tokens, taken from the slain and sold to us. I’ve visited a few of the nearby sects too, with my mother. She travels there to give lectures and sell or buy goods, and I started going with her in later years.” She smiled in fond remembrance. “She used to take me and my sisters to watch their tournaments and take part in their auctions. When we were much younger, she sometimes even let us take part.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Oh yes. Until we started winning more often than not. Then she banned us. Said there was nothing else for us to learn from them.” Yang Mu’s nose wrinkled as she frowned. “I think she just didn’t want us embarrassing her customers anymore.” 
 
    “That seems… wise.” 
 
    “Mother always cared more about what we could earn than any prizes anyway,” she replied. If there was still a hint of bitterness in her voice, it was much subdued. “Anyway. That was what I was doing this day, outside of perusing the wares in town. Not much to buy, all mortal goods, though I did send some knickknacks back home.” 
 
    Wu Ying winced, realizing he had never even thought to do something like that. Not in years. Of course, he also had been very far from home back then. But perhaps he should look into that.  
 
    “What about you?” she asked, throwing Wu Ying’s focus back into the present. 
 
    He could not help but shrug. “As I said, I had neglected the cleansing baths and Body Cultivation training lately. All of which I had to undertake today.” 
 
    “More stretching and twisting?” she teased. 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    Softer, gentler, she glanced over his robed body, as though she could see the injuries and the damage the cleansing baths did to him. “Does it still hurt?”  
 
    He could only shrug. It did, but the lingering ache was more soul deep than physical. A side effect of, well, body cultivation. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s a small thing.” 
 
    She shook her head at his reply but fell silent, allowing the pair to finish their meal. Once the servants brought in dessert—sesame balls in a sweetened soup base—the pair were done with their meal, the latter portion completed in comfortable silence. Of course, that led to the next topic. 
 
    “Are we flying then tomorrow?” Yang Mu asked. “No more delays?” 
 
    Wu Ying waggled his hand a little, then glanced at the table still filled with plates and cups. Finding no place to extract his map, he sketched in the air, attempting to communicate the problem. “Only for a short while. The mountain range is a known residence of a phoenix, so we cannot fly over it. Between it and the courting dragons and the various other winged creatures that shelter under the phoenix’s benevolent domain, we will need to take a longer route southward.” He gestured with his finger, tracing the route south from where they were and the mountain range that bisected their journey.  
 
    “We can either walk through the range—or ride—and travel as a mortal, or we can cross farther west first.” This time, he traced their way across some portions of the deeper wild before he stopped. “There’s a small mercantile town along the river there. We can take a boat down the river that crosses around the mountain range, growing deeper and wider as it is fed by the waters from the mountain.” 
 
    “Which route are we taking?” Yang Mu asked. 
 
    “I’d recommend the western river route,” Wu Ying replied. “Flight across the wilds is always tricky, as you know. Especially as we head to the south.”  
 
    There was a reason why Core Formation cultivators did not travel through the air over large tracts of untamed wilderness. Nascent Soul and even Core level beasts lay below, and some took deep offense at such invasions. The kind of offense that had such creatures track cultivators across hundreds of li, pull them from their beds in the middle of the night, and lay wreck to the houses and cities they resided within. 
 
    On top of that, the occasional flying spirit beast dominated the skies, easily outmaneuvering the vast majority of flying cultivators. Not Wu Ying of course, but not everyone was gifted with the dao of the wind. Only in the areas around their sects or in the tamed, civilized lands of the inner kingdoms were such travel methods wielded. Or, of course, they could travel along the roads, flying low to them. But at that point, it would make as much sense to just run. As fast, less tiring, but significantly less elegant. 
 
    Even then… 
 
    Flying, for most cultivators, required a significant amount of energy. Few cultivators could hold themselves aloft for an entire day, and the energy expenditure of doing so could be better dedicated to the formation of one’s core. As such, few Core Formation cultivators chose to fly everywhere, instead preferring the slower methods of mortal travel. 
 
    “You recommend?” Yang Mu said softly. “Do I then get to have an opinion on our journey, Cultivator Long?” 
 
    “You do.” He shrugged. “As you said, you have passed my test. And since I cannot convince you to leave, it is best to have your agreement.” 
 
    “How magnanimous,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    “I am, am I not?” Wu Ying smirked good-naturedly. 
 
    “Fool. But you were right on one thing. I should rest. There is much ground to cover.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It took a single day and night of travel for the pair to fly to the river city, a place whose entire commerce and livelihood revolved around the loading and unloading of grain and fishing barges. After landing a short distance from the walls, the pair walked in through the massive raised-earth impediments and the wooden gates. Wu Ying let his gaze sweep over the formations that guarded the walls, noting their power and presence.  
 
    The pair moved quickly through the town, finding the harbor where trade ships stood. Yang Mu stepped aside to allow Wu Ying to negotiate their passage with the harbormaster and captains in turn, a small smile on her lips as she watched the interaction. It was not a complicated journey to negotiate, especially since there were no major forks southward from the river. As such, the majority of the ships leaving were headed to their final destination. 
 
    In short order, the pair were upon a grain ship and traveling downstream. To Yang Mu’s surprise, Wu Ying declined a berth inside the ship itself, preferring to sleep under the stars like the crew. Food was plentiful and fresh, the grain ship supplementing their meals with vegetables from passing villages and fish caught as they drifted south. 
 
    In the mornings, Wu Ying practiced his Body Cultivation movements, flowing through the seven forms for each of the winds. He twisted and turned, stretched and exploded into motion, the flow of wind and chi sending gusts of air through the ship. More than once, as their destination neared, Wu Ying caught a whiff of an acrid aroma, the same one that had driven him to take Lady Yang’s assignment. A rotted, twisted thing that set the small hairs on his arms and the back of his head standing. 
 
    After his Body Cultivation exercises, Wu Ying began his sword practice. First, the forms he knew all too well, the Long family style. He flowed from form to form, tapping in the movements and the energy of each rotation and twist, submerging himself in the familiar and recognizing the deep intricacies of the system created by his ancestor.  
 
    Yet now that he had gained the Heart of the Sword, now that he had studied and learned and experienced additional styles, all the way from the hot desert sands of the west to the flowing forms of eastern swordmasters, from the acrobatic north and even those of the explosive southern masters, he noted gaps in the style. 
 
    He understood the flaws in the system, the ways it did not suit him. 
 
    He understood, more than anything, why it could not be his any longer.  
 
    Finally, he understood that such differences and improvements he might create were as much a matter of preference and compatibility than true flaws. 
 
    And so, after the Long family style was complete, he moved on to the real work of the day. 
 
    Each morning, he took the flaws in the base style and flowed through them, improving upon the movements to suit his own. He borrowed liberally from past masters and foolish peasants alike, combining them into a style of his own. 
 
    A style which had been further perfected by another who had the Heart of the Sword, from the treatises and documents Wu Ying had acquired and studied and from the myriad experiences he had faced. Battles with Spirit and Demonic beasts, dark sect cultivators, and tournaments with the orthodox and heretics.  
 
    Still, the Long family style was the heart of the Wandering Dragon. 
 
    Much of the style was still being formed, the techniques individually perfected but a singular flowing form unfinished. There was no staircase of progression to allow those of lower strength, poorer flexibility, or of a different dao than his own wind cultivation to progress and utilize what he did. Though some methods were meant for use on the ground, just as many were adapted to borrow the wind and Wu Ying’s ability to float through the air and command the winds.  
 
    In the end, the Wandering Dragon was a martial art that was entirely his own, that continued to adapt as Wu Ying grew more adept in his wind body. Strikes and cuts, dao understandings, and physical strength all lent to greater strength.  
 
    Blade strikes that sent cuts of sword intent and chi through the air in crescent arcs, lunging strikes that combined the Sword’s Truth and exuded wind chi to form a spinning, vertical attack that crossed tens of feet in the blink of an eye. 
 
    And of course, the movements of the Wandering Dragon’s various cuts. The first he had perfected—as far as he could, with his own limited dao. The second, forming in his mind and based off the simple passing lunge he had once been exposed to combined with the Sword’s Truth. And the third cut… 
 
    The third was only a glimmer in his consciousness. 
 
    A spinning attack that combined a cyclone’s ferocity and a typhoon’s fury. 
 
    Each morning, he trained. Yang Mu joined him many days. Coming upstairs as the early light of dawn broke, she would take a seat at the prow of the ship and cultivate, drawing chi toward her. Wu Ying could see how it was slower for the woman, as they floated upon the river away from the forest and vegetation that created and concentrated the wood chi she required. 
 
    Yet it was only a mild hindrance at their level. She drew in chi from the surroundings, pulling at it across the broad river and from the lingering vegetation on the riverbanks and further, her aura splashed across the surroundings in a rather unsubtle way.  
 
    At first, Wu Ying had worried that her actions might draw additional trouble to them, but casting his senses wide, he noted the lack of concentrated chi. Whether it was the constant pruning by nearby villagers or the care and movement of the kingdom’s army, the waterways were more civilized and had few creatures of concern. A word with the captain told of river dragons that patrolled the rivers too, appeased by gifts and tribute periodically. 
 
    The deep valleys of chi, the spirit herbs, and the powerful creatures required to feed a Nascent Soul beast were claimed by these dragons, and, as such, not present for utilization by others. Certainly, a few Core Formation demonic beasts might lurk in the distance, myriad Energy Storage creatures—or their equivalent—but they were rare enough. And with Yang Mu’s presence flowing outward, claiming the environmental chi all about, it would be as a direct challenge if such a creature came. 
 
    In the early mornings, she cultivated. It was only when he began working on his sword forms that she joined him, flowing through her own martial techniques. Fans would flick open and be thrown, cast through dangling rope lines to spin and return, caught as she spun, twisted, and leapt. Her movements were a combination of athletic display and dance, a martial art given grace and physicality.  
 
    To Wu Ying’s surprise on the first day, not all of Yang Mu’s forms were the drunken fairy. In fact, unlike him, who had mastered a single form to the exclusion of others—dabbling only in other styles to better progress his understanding of his main sword form—Yang Mu practiced a variety of disparate forms to a journeyman level of understanding.  
 
    From willowy seductress to cold and arrogant fairy, from stiff and unyielding dancer to drunken sotte, Yang Mu wielded her fans, snapping them open and casting them away, slicing through the air to return, a surfeit of personalities and martial styles showcased. 
 
    Wu Ying found himself, a week later, finished with his practice of his techniques and took a seat to watch Yang Mu. This was the seventh form that she used, as different as the ones preceding it each day. Like the majority, it was all grace and beauty, timed flourishes, staggered footsteps, and angled strikes of deadly steel and chi.  
 
    Watching her, he could not help but think of an elderly spinstress, careful but efficient with her movements, unthinking grace borne of years of practice and experience, with a surfeit of feints and hidden techniques to make up for a lack of strength. He found himself musing about the form itself, the way he would counter it, caught up in the beauty of her dance. 
 
    “Are you done watching?” Yang Mu said as she came to a standstill, one fan held open before her lips, the other low against her hip, ready to guard or deflect. Her legs were twisted like a spring, ready to throw her into a spinning leap or disengage or to crouch lower. Her chest moved up and down lightly, her diaphanous robes shifting with each breath, pressing against lightly sweating skin to cling to unmarked flesh. “Did you enjoy what you saw?” 
 
    Wu Ying blinked, returning to present to smile widely. “I very much did, Mistress Yang.” He ignored the loud sniff she made as she straightened herself and put away her fans. “I note that you have many styles of the fan dance that you utilize.” 
 
    A raised eyebrow was the only answer to his statement. 
 
    “Do you have many more then?” he said. 
 
    “As many as I need,” she answered, smiling. “My parents were always advocates of quantity having a quality of its own. Learning and understanding the various forms that would best suit any individual encounter allowed us paramount flexibility.” 
 
    “But yet, you forsake a deeper understanding of each style.” 
 
    “A hammer is useful when one must break wood or lock joints within, but it is useless if you are looking to whittle down a plank.” 
 
    “True, but I wield a sword. And a dexterous blade can whittle or hammer, crush or trim. It but requires practice.”  
 
    “Or you could just pick up a cleaver to cook with. An axe to chop your wood down. A mace to crush.” She flicked her hand, pulling a fan outward and opening it with a snap to flutter the item before her face, hiding all but those piercing black eyes that seemed to see so much of him. With such a simple motion, she caught his gaze and held it, drawing him in till he felt as though he was falling. “Or a fan to beguile.” 
 
    Wu Ying coughed and broke eye contact with an exertion of will. That woman… “Yes, well, I do wield a sword for battle. And have other tools for…” He paused, then smiled as he looked back at her. “Beguiling.” 
 
    “Now, that might be a sight to see.” Her voice was filled with mirth, the laughter that followed light and filled with joy.  
 
    It was not just Wu Ying but the sailors who stared at the cultivator as she laughed, wind catching her hair and framing her in the afternoon light. Then the wind brushed at Wu Ying’s cheek, reminding him it was time to cultivate.  
 
    He reluctantly drew a breath and stood, bowing to her. “One day, perhaps. For now, good day, Mistress Yang.”  
 
    He took to the sky till he reached the crow’s nest, where the wind and sway of the mast allowed him to draw more deeply of the formless wind chi. It also put him away from that infuriating and intriguing woman whose eyes sparkled in his memory, over and over again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Two weeks and one boat change later, the pair of cultivators landed in the riverside town beside a massive lake. The pair had had a pleasant and quiet trip down south other than a single attack by a Core equivalent fish that Wu Ying had accidentally angered while practicing some blade strikes off the bow of the ship. In the end, they had been forced to slay the slumbering creature and the ship had pulled over for a day to work with the nearby fishermen vessels to debone and harvest the corpse. 
 
    Wu Ying kept, of course, the core while happily offering the meat to the fishermen who had aided him in the harvest. The bones themselves he had taken into his World Spirit Ring, leaving them to decompose in one of his many compost piles, knowing their presence would aid the development of his herbs. 
 
    Outside of that singular attack, the trip had been so quiet that the captain had made sure to thank the pair of cultivators. Their presence and training had driven off any creature that might normally harass such a vessel. Even the less perceptive river bandits had chosen a different target, though Wu Ying was informed that the current numbers of such individuals were low. Something about an altruistic cultivator having passed by a few months ago. 
 
    It was with some minor relief that the pair arrived in the river city, neither wind nor wood cultivator entirely at ease on the ship for such a long period. In quiet agreement, they split apart once accommodation was located and greetings to the local lord offered. Unlike the smaller town they had first visited, the presence of the pair of Core Formation cultivators was of only mild interest to the cadaverous and aged municipal lord, more intent on playing with his numerous grandchildren than passing cultivators. 
 
    While Yang Mu retired to her chambers, Wu Ying made his way to the auction house. In short order, he had placed the minor beast stones he had acquired through the trip on sale, along with perusing the full details of their wares. While the auction itself would only be held on the seventh day of the week, the auction house leader was more than happy to allow Wu Ying to browse in hopes of luring him and his coin purse. 
 
    Finding only a few minor items of interest, from a spirit level sword and a couple of formation flags and pills, Wu Ying took his leave not long after, carrying the auction house seal with him. The seal would allow him and a guest to bypass the line, a small mark of favor. Along with the seal, Wu Ying also acquired further details of the power structure in the city, and introductions to the trio of families that ruled over the settlement. 
 
    For the next two days, Wu Ying met with, spoke with, and undertook minor tasks for these families, acquiring a small bounty of herbs, taels, and manuscripts in return for his aid. Though Wu Ying sensed the presence of at least two Nascent Soul elders in the settlement and suspected at least one other, none of the three sought to treat with him. 
 
    Instead, they sent the titular family heads to deal with Wu Ying. It was not an unexpected state of affairs, for most Nascent Soul elders spent their time cultivating when they had the option. After all, the amount of chi required to sustain and feed their newborn spirits was significant. Only powerful pills or cores could help shorten such a process. 
 
    On the night before the auction, Wu Ying entered the resplendent inn they were residing within, only to have Yang Mu greet him as he passed through the inner courtyard toward his room.  
 
    “Mistress Yang,” Wu Ying replied. 
 
    “And how goes your ingratiating with the leaders of this city?” Yang Mu said. “Has it bore fruit?” 
 
    “Some minor goods and manuals, yes.” He walked over to the table where Yang Mu was seated, eyeing the tea set and the extra cups, two of which had been poured and drunk from. A slight sniff spoke of a musky perfume made from the glands of an animal rather than the more flowery ones Yang Mu preferred. He moved the closer cup away from him as he sat. “And yourself? I have not seen much of you since we arrived.” 
 
    “It would be easier if you did not wake before dawn each day,” Yang Mu teased. 
 
    “A farmer wakes when the work requires it. And the work never ends,” he said. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t, does it?” She laughed, gesturing at the teapot. At his nod, she poured him a cup, then picked up the second cup and tossed away the tea before setting it on the tea tray for washing later. “But I have been speaking with the factors and merchants my mother has connections with. They offer rumors and dire warnings of the south, complaints about the spoiled spirit stones coming north and the ruining of trade.” 
 
    “Yes. It has distorted the market a little, for those stones not so corrupted.” He extracted the auction house seal from his storage ring and placed it on the table. “The auction house master was quite excited about the stones I brought in. He was fishing to see if I was willing to part with anything more potent than an Energy Storage level stone.” 
 
    “And did you?” 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head. “I might still.” He chuckled softly. “Sadly, one of the aspects of my unusual element is the lack of properly suited cultivation aids.” 
 
    “It has left you quite pure though.” The considering look she gave him was very frank, almost to the point that the swordsman wanted to shrink away. Only the madam who ran the army brothel had been more straightforward in her regard of him. 
 
    Which, perhaps, tracked. Both cultivators saw him as merchandise. In their own way. 
 
    “I intend to visit the auction tomorrow. And then, I think, we have spent long enough here. It is time for us to continue our journey,” Wu Ying said, dismissing the earlier discussion. “Did the rumors you were privy to provide a lead of where we should go?” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    Rather than push her, he picked up the tea and sipped, arching a single eyebrow. Light and complex, with a slight bitterness of an older tea leaf present. A mixed blend then, with some fruit introduced. Or perhaps just the flower of a fruit. 
 
    “Good tea,” Wu Ying complimented her. He was no tea master, would never be. Still, over the years, he’d learned a little to understand the nuances others might look for. He still would drink anything that was offered to him, but he could enjoy a good drink when it was supplied. 
 
    “My contacts did not offer much beyond rumors, as mentioned. But one thread I was able to pick out was that many of the corrupted cores are coming from Liang Soong.” 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head, not recognizing the name. 
 
    “A city further south and west of us. Inland, with no river access. We shall have to cross overland to reach it, though I understand there are a few locations that are safe for us to fly through.” A slight smile on Yang Mu’s face then. “I have taken the initiative to request a copy of a map of these routes. It will be delivered tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Ah…” Wu Ying breathed outward and found himself smiling. “That will be useful.” 
 
    “I thought so.” 
 
    Finishing his tea, Wu Ying picked up the seal and made it disappear into his storage ring. “Do you wish to view the auction? If so, we can meet below before we go.” 
 
    A small smile from Yang Mu. “No need. My family has a standing invitation and seal from these auction houses. I shall see you there, Cultivator Long.” 
 
    “Ah.” Disappointment flickered through him as his invitation was declined. He offered a long nod after a moment. “Of course, Mistress Yang. Till tomorrow then.” 
 
    “Till tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The auction was held in a long hall with a single, massive double-doored entrance and a staircase to the left leading toward the second floor. Wooden pillars held the roof aloft with interlocking joists in the duogong method, with the second floor built upon these interlocking pillars. Multiple plain wooden benches were arrayed on the lower floor, allowing those present a place to rest while awaiting the start of the auction. 
 
    The auction hall was filled with dozens of cultivators. Many moved in groups, dressed in similarly colored clothing to display their association with one of the three families that ruled the city or one of the few martial sects within. Unlike his own kingdom, their current one had few cultivation sects, instead leaning toward powerful families supplemented by secondary martial sects that taught a mixture of martial arts and cultivation techniques. 
 
    Sweeping his gaze over the group, Wu Ying guessed that two-thirds of those present were aligned with one of the families, the remainder a mixture of wandering cultivators or the martial sects. Those from the martial sects were less obvious in their alignment, wearing small discreet badges at most, rather than sporting similarly colored robes like the families. 
 
    It amused Wu Ying how so many times, even across kingdoms, certain forms repeated themselves. The clothing styles might change, growing tighter or looser, the weave and styles altering. But the signatures of groups that were together—whether in type of clothing, cut, or color—was the same.  
 
    More importantly, he noted that few within were above Body Cultivation, the Energy Storage cultivators on the lower floor preening like the little lords that they were among this group. Dressed in his simple green robes, his aura retracted to leak only a small amount of chi, Wu Ying drew few glances from those within as he entered. 
 
    However, an attentive attendant spotted him immediately, sweeping over with a smile on her lips and a sway in her hips. Her movements drew appreciative looks from those around for her tight, cloying dress was figure hugging with strategically positioned sashes to pull clothing tighter at bust and waist, while a dangerously tall slit up one leg offered tantalizing glimpses. 
 
    “Cultivator Long! Master Woo asked me to watch for you and lead you to the second floor if you chose to attend today,” she said, offering him a wide smile. “If you will follow me.” 
 
    “Of course.” Wu Ying ignored the curious looks of the other cultivators, grateful that none chose to block his way or discuss the affront to their dignity his presence might cause. Those kind of tales of arrogant and foolish masters were common enough in the jianghu, though Wu Ying had rarely met such fools. After all, one never knew who was a hidden master. “Have we met before? I fear I do not recall your countenance.” 
 
    “No, Cultivator Long, we have not. My master and Cultivator Yang were kind enough to describe you.” The woman looked over her shoulder as she led the way up the staircase. Each step set her hips swaying, and she seemed to add a little more twist when she met his gaze over her shoulder.  
 
    Wu Ying offered her a small smile, knowing that she appreciated the looks, but he kept his gaze fixed on her laughing eyes till she turned around once more to finish their ascent. Upstairs, there were no benches. Instead, it was filled with small wooden tables plated with refreshments and porcelain tea sets as individual chairs were arranged around. Most of the furniture was clustered near the edge of the balcony, allowing the seated to view the raised stage at the end of the hall. The chairs were made of rosewood, shined and glossed such that they gleamed as the reflected light from rice paper windows thrown open glinted off them. 
 
    There were significantly fewer cultivators on this level. On the other hand, the quality of those who sat was in direct contrast to their numbers, with the weakest in the latter half of the Energy Storage stage and the leaders of each house or martial sect Core Formation cultivators. Even then, Wu Ying counted nine such figures in the entire room. 
 
    A not inconsiderable number for such a city. Certainly the majority of those in power. Though the missing municipal lord was noteworthy in itself. 
 
    More to his surprise, Wu Ying found himself led toward a pair of familiar faces at the rightmost edge of the second floor. Once she had done her job, the attendant excused herself to return to the front of the house, leaving Wu Ying with the pair. Yang Mu finished her murmured conversation with the Auction House Leader, Master Woo, before greeting him, followed soon after by her companion. 
 
    “I am surprised to find you here before me, Mistress Yang,” Wu Ying replied after finishing his greeting. “I had thought you were planning to attend later.” 
 
    “I had, but Master Woo mentioned that he was supplying these lovely almond cookies.” Yang Mu lifted the plate that held a trio of the pale brown, tantalizingly aromatic delicacies. “I would recommend you acquire some before they are finished.” 
 
    Wu Ying chuckled as he noted how few were left in comparison to the other snacks available. Before he could answer, a new attendant appeared with a teacup that she added to the table before pouring tea into it. 
 
    “Ah, good. Get Cultivator Long some of our refreshments as well,” Master Woo said firmly to the attendant. Then, glancing at the smiling Yang Mu, he added, “The almond cookies from Han house in particular.” 
 
    “It really is not necessary,” Wu Ying demurred. 
 
    “That’s fine. I’ll eat yours,” Yang Mu said quickly. 
 
    He could not help but roll his eyes as Master Woo watched their interactions with interest. When he saw that they were done, Master Woo gestured down toward the stage and the cultivators who were now taking a seat as the auction master called for order.  
 
    “Thank you again, Cultivator Long, for your additions. I am sure that the younger cultivators will be quite excited over your offerings.” 
 
    “There’s no need for such formalities,” Wu Ying said, waving away the thanks. 
 
    “On the topic of offerings, you hinted you might have other items to add…?” Master Woo bobbed his head low. “I only bring it up so that we are suitably prepared for the second portion of the auction.” 
 
    Wu Ying hesitated, considering his offer once again. Before he could answer, Yang Mu interrupted. 
 
    “If we were to supply an untainted Core Formation core, aquatic and water-aligned, would you be willing to allow certain restrictions be put in place?”  
 
    “Cultivator Yang?” Master Woo sounded perplexed before he answered. “Well, it would depend on the restrictions.” 
 
    “Cultivator Long has quite the unusual element, as you probably guessed. So he will require unaspected Core Formation pills to aid him. Or cores derived from the wood, fire, or wind elements. The last, of course, being the preference,” Yang Mu said. “I believe he also has interest in any Saint-level jian, or materials and use of an enchanter to supplement the expansion of such a weapon.” 
 
    “Those…” Master Woo grimaced. “Those are rather restrictive guidelines.” 
 
    “Yes. But his needs are rather restrictive. All of ours are at these levels, but his more so. After all, he should acquire enough of his other needs from what he has already offered you.” Yang Mu smiled at Wu Ying, who was mildly bemused by her taking over the negotiation without asking. “If you aren’t willing to, we can always keep the core for another time.” 
 
    “Well…” Master Woo bit his lower lip, eyes narrowing in thought before he gave a firm nod. “It will be as you say. If you could perhaps allow me to view this core now? And then if you will, I shall inform our premier members of your requirements. Many might need to verify such expense beforehand.” 
 
    Wu Ying conjured the core from the fish, handing it over to Master Woo. A discreet motion by the auction master had a pair of Energy Storage cultivators step close to guard him as he let his senses and chi techniques play across the offered core.  
 
    A few more questions were asked and points clarified before Master Woo disappeared down the stairs, having stored the core in a spirit storage item of his own. As he left, he gave orders to attendants who fanned out, speaking with each of the Core Formation cultivators and leaders on the second floor as promised, bringing further attention to the pair. 
 
    Not that Wu Ying, nor Yang Mu from the looks of it, cared. She was secure in the respect and prestige offered by her illustrious parentage. He, on the other hand, had assessed those within. In his estimation, even together, the entire hall was of little threat to him. Even including the trio of cultivators who hid—badly—their true cultivation levels. He knew, in the worst-case scenario, he could escape. 
 
    After all, he had fled more than one sect or auction hall before. 
 
    “Thank you for speaking with Master Woo,” Wu Ying said, after sending the wind down to tease out the secrets of the hidden masters below. “I did not think he’d be so accommodating.” 
 
    “The lack of proper, untainted cores has grown worrisome. While formations can be used to cleanse the taint, it reduces the potency of those cores by a third at least.” 
 
    “Well, hopefully they do have some items of interest.” He smiled as the attendant arrived with the plate of snacks, then she refilled his and Yang Mu’s tea before drifting away to give them privacy.  
 
    Of course, the moment the plate was set down, Yang Mu stole a crumbly almond cookie from it.  
 
    “Really?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    In reply, she took a large bite and only forestalled an unladylike moan by sheer force of will.  
 
    Supplied with more tea and refreshments, the pair watched the auction, interrupted by the occasional city Core Formation cultivator. Little of import was discussed, though Wu Ying had to fend off more than one offer to purchase his core directly. Yang Mu too, though she adroitly made a few connections to sell the minerals she acquired in the future or other items directly, rather than at the auction house as in this instance.  
 
    For a price, of course. 
 
    In the meantime, he enjoyed the spectacle of the auction. While the majority of the items being sold were of little interest to him, he was watching the drama amongst the other cultivators instead. The tension, the surprise and disappointment as much needed and valued resources were purchased and distributed. The enmity that grew from resources bought or sold.  
 
    Of the three cultivators below who had cloaked themselves, Wu Ying ascertained one was no more than a Peak Energy Storage cultivator using an enchantment that hid his aura. Not his scent though, like so many others.  
 
    Just like the false second, in fact. That one was a Core Formation cultivator who purchased a number of Body Cleansing resources at the most basic level, casting his greater resources ahead of him and nearly destroying his attempts at privacy. More than one cultivator eyed the man who hid his face behind a scarf and a big hat, even as he was profligate with his funds.  
 
    “You think he seeks a new path?” Yang Mu asked, nodding toward the man below after the eighth such bid he had pre-empted with his greater wallet. 
 
    “Likely. He is old, for a Core Formation cultivator,” Wu Ying muttered, the pair of them shaping their words behind chi and their auras to ensure none could hear. A focused probing told Wu Ying the other had no more than a few layerings in his core but had the smell of the elderly hanging around him deeply.  
 
    “Body Cleansing. At his age.” She shook her head. “A fool’s hope.” 
 
    “But we are all fools.” Wu Ying smiled, leaning back. “Some of us just in different ways.” 
 
    An eyebrow arched in interrogation, but the wind cultivator chose not to continue that conversation.  
 
    After all, there was something even more interesting below in the third master who hid his cultivation. He, Wu Ying watched, for there was something about the man who sat there, a massive hat over his head, hunched low in the back of the hall. Hiding his features was a trivial matter, for privacy was sought by some. Rude, but understandable. It was the fact that he did not bid on any of the items in the first half, yet stared avariciously at each item that went by, his greed spiking his scent with each new item. 
 
    “Problem?” Yang Mu asked. 
 
    “Just a potential troublemaker.” Wu Ying shook his head, noting the auctioneer was calling an end to the first portion of the event. “It’s probably nothing.” 
 
    “Do not get involved,” Yang Mu murmured. “It is not your role.” 
 
    “I would never.” 
 
    “Mmm, of course not. It’s not as though the Verdant Gatherer is known for acting like a hero of justice.” Her voice was all too dry, contradicting her words and forcing Wu Ying to grimace. “Now, I do hope the next portion is more interesting.” Yang Mu stood and stretched a little, looking at her teacup and empty plate. “My mother always said the Woo Auction Houses had decent events. Thus far, I might call her a liar.” 
 
    Only she could make so light of a Nascent Soul cultivator.  
 
    Wu Ying shook his head, even as he answered, “I’m sure it will.”  
 
    In fact, the auction hall was now even more crowded. This time, of course, with gawkers rather than actual buyers. For what came next, those below could only hunger for. Now, the stage was set for those above.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “This set of paired ge was purchased from a wandering cultivator two months ago from a branch department over a thousand li away,” the auctioneer announced, waving at the dagger-axe polearms that the two young and willowy female attendants displayed as they walked up and down the stage. “As you can tell, they are unenchanted and of the Saint-level of quality, with a maker mark from the infamous Brother Dan of the Five Gorges.” 
 
    At his last pronouncement, whispers broke out from those below. The auctioneer smiled, allowing the audience to speak for a moment before he began the bidding process. Of course, he set it high enough that the majority below were immediately locked out, though a few groups quickly put their funds together to attempt to acquire the polearms. 
 
    On the second floor, Wu Ying noted the quiet discussion amongst one family as they considered the purchase. Not so far away, one of the martial sect leaders was watching the family as well, his fingers caressing his storage ring. All this, Wu Ying sensed via the shift of the winds, the gentle murmurs of his spiritual sense in the background while he stared at the stage.  
 
    “So, you like them shorter and curvier, do you?” Yang Mu said by his side. 
 
    “What?” Wu Ying frowned, bringing his attention back to the present and her. 
 
    She jerked her chin to indicate downstairs and the young attendant Wu Ying’s eyes had been idly tracking as he paid attention to the winds.  
 
    “No,” Wu Ying said, slightly offended. “That ge’s haft is damaged. There’s a minor structural fault that will have the weapon give way soon enough if it is not reinforced. Or replaced.” 
 
    Yang Mu raised an eyebrow at Wu Ying’s quick correction, though she proceeded to extend her senses and sharpen them. After a moment, ascertaining the truth of his words, she gave him a nod and sat back, picking at the cookies on her plate. 
 
    The second half of the auction continued to bore them. While the pair placed the occasional bid, nothing that appeared was of great interest to the well-equipped pair. Yang Mu had the best equipment available, gifted to her by her parents or taken from their stores. Wu Ying had traded for the majority of what he needed from her very mother, only his weapons and the skin-tight scaled armor he wore beneath his robes coming from his travels before. 
 
    On occasion, other items like the dagger-axes appeared, but for them, the items were of little use. That was the truth all over, weapons or pills or herbs that had little utility for the pair. Thankfully, the event was coming to an end with Wu Ying’s final core gift holding pride of place.  
 
    “And finally, the item you have all been waiting for… a pristine, high grade Core Formation equivalent spirit beast stone. Water-aspected from a Deep River Golden Carp,” the auctioneer announced, waving to the young lady who walked forward, opening the jade box that contained the core’s energy. She tilted the box, showcasing the stone for all to see as it drew environmental chi toward it, droplets condensing in the air as they neared the core. Beside the young lady, a pair of mid-grade Energy Storage guards stood, glowering at the audience and any who might have any ideas. 
 
    Of course, Wu Ying knew those guards were mostly for show. None of the Core Formation cultivators above would be foolish enough to act. Such a theft would set the others against them, begin a series of retaliatory actions until a new balance was achieved, where face and standing was confirmed. 
 
    Funny, how so many things in life could be settled if people were willing to talk and play by the rules—spoken or unspoken. He could see now, to some extent, why his earlier stumbling in the Sect, unknowing of the rules that many played by, had caused such irritation and trouble. He better understood their perspective. 
 
    But he also understood how so often those rules could be bent to crush those below. When rules triumphed over empathy and compassion, a tyranny of the petty and cruel arose. 
 
    As he had too once experienced. 
 
    “The auction is going well,” Yang Mu murmured, breaking Wu Ying’s idle musings.  
 
    He smiled agreeably, listening to the others bid upon the core. It had easily passed what he would have considered a reasonable amount. His eyes glittered with amusement as a jian, a dao, a magnificent guan dao were offered, a Black Faced, Heaven Sundering, Ghost Beating Formation was put up. That one had him leaning over. 
 
    “What is that?” he whispered. 
 
    “Ghost banishing formation. Works against the soul so it will affect even spirits and cultivators at this strength. I would assume it’s in the Saint-stage, much like the others,” Yang Mu murmured. “I would need to read the inscriptions themselves and run a few tests to verify, of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Other, stranger artifacts were offered. An enchanted war flag that would instill confidence and strength in those standing beneath its banner. It would drive the chi within those who fought underneath, boosting the overall strength of the unit.  
 
    An enchanted jade flute, streaks of white and green running through its body alongside the gold inscriptions that calmed the natural chi flows in the surroundings and made the flow of the dao more apparent. It encouraged moments of enlightenment when played, the instrument valuable even for those in the Nascent Soul stage. 
 
    A movement technique based upon the hottest part of a flame, the portion that one could not see. The Hidden Flame movement technique was explosive and blisteringly quick, though it could only be used in short bursts. A technique for combat rather than longer travels. 
 
    And, of course, the surplus amounts of pills, lower grade cores, taels, and low-grade equipment that would make up the equivalent value, though at their level, such things were only ancillary additions to round out an offer. 
 
    “Any that interest you?” Yang Mu murmured, noting how the auctioneer kept an eye on them.  
 
    The auction house master had spoken with them, given Wu Ying a small fan and small movements to indicate his preference or disinclination toward items. Of course, he was only to make his wishes known when something was truly objectionable. Or of great interest. 
 
    “That movement technique. And perhaps the flute,” Wu Ying murmured. In truth, neither were of direct use to him, but perhaps he might derive some further alterations to the Wind Steps if he studied the Hidden Flame.  
 
    “So, nothing then.”  
 
    Wu Ying shrugged.  
 
    No sooner had she said that than one of the family elders, eavesdropping on the pair, spoke up. “I have a Clear Mind, Immortal Soul pill. Meant for a Core Formation cultivator on the cusp of breaking through to the next stage,” the older man said, leaning forward to stare at the auctioneer. He angled his body a little such that the box he conjured on his lap could be seen by Wu Ying, though the small formations on the wooden inlaid box hid direct spiritual review.  
 
    Silence greeted the man’s words as the auctioneer stared at the speaker then looked at the other three families. When none made a move to speak, the auctioneer finally called the auction to a close. Immediately, the young lady closed the jade box, retreating to the end of the stage with her guards.  
 
    At the same time, Wu Ying ambled over to the Elder, bowing a little in greeting. “Elder Eng. I was surprised that you were willing to provide such a valuable pill.” 
 
    “Not as valuable as you might think.” Wu Ying’s conversation was interrupted as another family leader walked over, answering. “That pill has been in their family for nearly a hundred years. It is likely losing efficacy.” 
 
    “It has not,” Elder Eng said coldly. “The pill is in a state of suspension still, and the formation will hold for another decade.” Holding the pill up to Wu Ying, he continued. “I believe that the Verdant Gatherer will be able to make use of the pill before then, if rumors of his meteoric ascent are anything to go by. A true dragon among men.” 
 
    Wu Ying smiled a little at the praise, offering a bow and accepting the offered pill. While he was uncertain if he would be at the stage of ascending so soon, the elder was not wrong that Wu Ying could likely find uses for the pill. If nothing else, he could allow it to degrade a little and use it to build another layer of his core. 
 
    “Elder Eng is most generous.” He discreetly drew a breath, filtering the man’s scent as he double-checked his earlier assessment. Water Core cultivator, on the cusp of another layer it seemed. Likely the spirit stone would be used to aid the next step of his cultivation, allowing him to step smoothly into it. Hard to tell the number of layers, but Wu Ying would guess at least five or six in.  
 
    The number of layers in a core varied for each individual, based off both the soul cultivation method they utilized and the size of their dantian. Those with smaller dantians to begin with could not build a thickly layered core, leaving their Nascent Soul undersized for when it was time to birth themselves. On the other hand, too many layers in a core allowed a soul to grow but took significant time to form and made it harder for the Nascent Soul within to break free. As souls were fed not just by chi but the dao understandings one gained, it was not always advantageous to attempt to grow a soul to the maximum size. After all, if one layered one’s core too thickly, the soul would be unable to ascend. 
 
    Wu Ying’s attention was drawn from the polite conversation to the auctioneer, the attendant, and their guards moving through the slowly dispersing crowd toward the second floor. He was not the only one watching their approach, for the hidden cultivator acted at last. 
 
    He flickered over the intervening distance just before the attendant started up the stairs, catching the bodyguard with an elbow to the chest before snatching the box from her hands. The auctioneer turned, his mouth opening in a shout, only to freeze as lightning danced between the group of four as a series of talismans were discarded by the attacker. 
 
    Then, even as cultivators from the second floor stretched out their auras to intervene, chi flooding through bodies, the figure flickered out the doors. Moments after he left, leaving a trail of lightning and the smell of ozone behind him, the guard formations around the auction house triggered, sealing off the building and those within. 
 
    “Did he just steal my core?” Elder Eng said, his voice filled with surprise and disbelief. 
 
    Wu Ying, having watched the entire action play out in wonder like the others, discreetly made the pill box disappear into his storage ring.  
 
    Shock gave way to action as voices rose, calling for action and for others to catch the thief. On her own, Yang Mu could not help but laugh discreetly, hiding her amusement behind one of her fans. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying and Yang Mu rode through the hinterlands on their way south, leading a pair of pack horses. The pair of cultivators were not alone on the road, for it was often used by merchants and other travelers as one of the main arteries of commerce south. Still, most of the other travelers gave the pair a wide berth, unconsciously grasping the difference in cultivation and social standing. 
 
    “I do not believe you refused to help calm them,” Wu Ying complained once more. “It was you who pushed for me to include the spirit stone in the first place!” 
 
    “You did well enough,” Yang Mu said easily. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if I did eventually get Elder Eng to stop asking for his pill back, you could have helped. Unless you wanted me to fight my way out…”  
 
    “It would not come to that,” Yang Mu said. “Once they calmed down, they would have realized we had nothing to do with the matter.” A slight smile then. “Anyway, I had to make sure I was ready to run. After all, the Verdant Gatherer is well known for his ability to flee from even Nascent Soul cultivators. A poor cultivator like myself requires more preparation.” 
 
    “Really?” Wu Ying said, surprise registering at that note. 
 
    “Oh yes.” Her tone grew singsong as she quoted, “‘The Verdant Gatherer. He moves like the wind that precedes his presence, as formless as the air, as dangerous as a typhoon, and as swift as a gale. If he chooses to run, none may catch him.’” Her eyes twinkled with humor. “Or so the stories say.” 
 
    “Those stories are going to cause me problems in the future, I just know it,” he grumbled. 
 
    Another laugh, as she guided her horse around a deep pool on the road they rode upon. She waited till the two beasts were close together before picking up the thread of their conversation. “I am surprised that you chose to take the main road and agreed to the horses though. After all, the stories all speak of your travels on foot.” 
 
    Wu Ying glanced at the horse he rode upon, stroking the creature’s neck. The unconscious ability to move with his mount ensured he looked like an experienced rider, though he was nowhere near as comfortable as his companion. After all, she was not wrong. 
 
    “It’s true that I normally pass through the wilds. Horses are a liability there, as you probably understand now.” Wu Ying shrugged. “But I’m not opposed to taking it easy when necessary.”  
 
    Anyway, he had no further insights into his movement techniques to practice in the wild. He had not managed to purchase the Hottest Flame movement technique at a price he was willing to pay, the family wanting a significant fee for what he felt was no better than a mid-grade technique at best. Without additional inspiration, he was certain he had achieved the best variation in the Wind Steps. 
 
    Oh, there were certainly some minor alterations that could be done, but the adjustments would see only the most modest of changes. On the other hand, he did have a technique—the modified Never Empty Wine Pot method, renamed the Cyclone’s Breath—that he could spend time practicing and familiarizing himself with. Here, on the main road, where a mistake in a refinement was unlikely to draw a Nascent Soul spirit, seemed the best time to do so. 
 
    And, of course, in this way, they could journey together without Yang Mu having to expend her chi to keep up with him. Even if she had access to the same moving cultivation method, she was neither trained nor interested in studying it. She’d blithely cast it aside, mentioning a conflict with her cultivation techniques but refusing to elaborate. 
 
    “Though I would not have appeased them by letting them make me responsible for their deliveries,” Yang Mu said, patting the saddle horn and the reins tied to it for the pack mare she led. Wu Ying led a similarly burdened creature, voluminous furs and bags piled upon the backs. 
 
    “It was a simple enough compromise. Liang Soong is a busy trade city, and coming in with goods for the families will give us another set of contacts,” Wu Ying replied.  
 
    “It’ll make things slower.” 
 
    “True, but you don’t get to criticize if you don’t help.” 
 
    She chuckled and bowed her head in acknowledgement. After a short break, she could not help but ask, “I do wonder though, why did you not offer to help catch the thief? Surely you could have caught him?” 
 
    “It’s nice that you’re so confident in me, but I would not be so certain.” Wu Ying frowned. “Did you not hear the rumors while they took down the safeguard formations?” 
 
    “The Lightning Thief?” Yang Mu said. “A wandering cultivator who has plagued the south, a genius wielding the rare aspect of lightning. Extremely fast, his attacks shocking and lethal for many. Hunted by a half-dozen families and the government. A hero among the general populace though, for he has struck down more than one corrupt sect leader.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Reminds me a little of another wandering cultivator, in fact.” 
 
    “Mmmhmmm….” And hadn’t that been a fun accusation thrown at him. That he was working with the other, in cahoots. After all, feckless individuals without a home were all the same, to the provincial cultivators who might never travel farther than the nearest capital. 
 
    She grinned at his reply, then asked, “Were you scared to face him?” 
 
    “The Lightning Thief was at minimum a Peak Energy Storage cultivator. He’s known to have beaten Core Formation cultivators before, with a lightning aspect and the soul of the dao of lightning.” Wu Ying sighed. “Individuals like that, they will become peerless prodigies. Or legendary lessons as they stumble and fall. Either way, I can sense the workings of fate around him. And as my Master would say, it is best not to get entangled.” 
 
    “What of the trouble he caused you? The stone he stole?” Yang Mu asked. 
 
    “What of it?” Wu Ying said. “It is a single spirit stone. Let him play the rascal of the south. Why feel affront over such a minor thing?” His lips turned up wryly. “If we treat it as no more of an annoyance than the falling rain, as quick to fade as the water on our skin, it will not sink within and nourish the festering weeds of jealousy, anxiety, and anger. Better to let it roll off, than be forced to bend over and weed our very soul of such concerns.” 
 
    As he spoke, the wind danced, catching at his hair and tugging on it. His horse let out a low nicker, having caught a scent in the wind and shying to the side. A hand pressed against its neck calmed the creature, even as the distant demonic spirit chose to leave the pair of cultivators alone. 
 
    “Is that how you hold all individuals, all organizations who cross you then? You discard their existence as no more than the passing rain?” Yang Mu asked. 
 
    “Not all individuals, not all organizations.” A soft smile tugged at his lips as he recalled friends and family. “Some linger in the heart and the soul. Warming it with their generous actions.” Then he grew grimmer, as darker thoughts intruded. “And others, for the harm they have caused. Though most of those no longer survive.” 
 
    Yang Mu tilted her head, regarding the wind cultivator. A soft smile crossed her lips, and she placed a hand on his arm. He blinked, drawn away from darker thoughts, even as she withdrew her hand as his aura shifted. A moment later, she kicked her mare to bypass a wagon, leading them past the slow-moving transportation.  
 
    Leaving Wu Ying to watch her swaying back and lustrous hair in quiet thought. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Much to Wu Ying’s delight, the remaining journey to Liang Soong was uneventful. Of course, there were demonic spirits to contend with, especially after the pair retracted their auras such that they were an attractive target for the creatures—to supplement their income and clear the surroundings. It cost them little but time and provided a nice supplement to their food stores and resources while adding to the safety of the roadway as they dealt with the threats. 
 
    Often, Wu Ying would disappear early in the mornings and late at night, searching the surroundings for new and interesting spirit herbs and vegetation to add to his World Spirit Ring and his stores. Many hours were spent adding to his notes, drawing new images and recording notes while expanding on the maps of the region. He spent daylight hours riding in idle conversation with Yang Mu, the pair building a quiet friendship over the long days.  
 
    Conversations flowed across a wide variety of topics, ranging from esoteric debates about the Dao to tales of Wu Ying’s journeys and Yang Mu’s life in the inn, an existence that was just as exciting, since visitors of all forms and strengths paid homage and did commerce with Yang Mu’s parents. 
 
    More, Wu Ying basked in the quiet warmth of her stories, the familial and domestic nature of life. He laughed at the pranks played between sisters and sympathized over the long, grueling hours of training that were enforced by their parents.  
 
    Slowly, he understood her reasons, her need to leave. Though her parents wielded a light hand, still, their ever-present presence, their watchful eyes had stymied their children’s growth. Yang Mu was a contrast of perspectives, cynical Nascent Soul wisdom pasted on sheltered princess. It led to her delighting in the most mundane of things, while passing cynical judgment on cultivators and their cultivation base when the pair were alone. 
 
    Interspersed between their conversations and meals were long periods of cultivation and practice, where Wu Ying refined his understanding of the altered Cyclone’s Breath method. 
 
    Yang Mu, on the other hand, kept herself entertained by speaking with their fellow travelers when Wu Ying was training. The roadway was busy and the pair often joined passing merchants, nobles, and the occasional farmer. The gregarious woman made acquaintances with ease, sharing meals and wine with her new friends, along with gossip and tall tales. That the majority were mortals seemed not to concern her, her easy grace and charm crossing the gulf between cultivator and mortals with ease. 
 
    Only when the pair were forced to showcase their abilities to deal with the occasional demonic beast was the gap widened again. Even then, many times, she was able to set her new friends at ease with a few well-placed jokes and sharing the largesse. 
 
    Wu Ying, to his amusement, was brought into such discussions more often than not. It was not a situation he despised. It reminded him much of his time with the Pan clan or the Dorben in the north, where the distance between mortal and cultivator was bridged by bonds of familiarity, family, and feudal responsibilities. It was also an engineered opportunity to practice the new dialects they came across, most especially the dialect of the south and their eventual destination.  
 
    One aspect that interested the pair was the slow increase of true mortals—individuals who had never trained in even the basic forms of the Yellow Emperor cultivation technique—and cultivators who had chosen a different path to begin with. For Yang Mu, this was both fascinating and somewhat unique as she encountered a wider variety of basic Body Cleansing techniques. The wider traveled Wu Ying only took time to take notes, acquiring copies for his own library to donate to his sect later on.  
 
    As they left the central heartland of the former emperor’s domain, the spread of knowledge and the emperor’s initial direction faded, leaving clusters of villages and cities filled with offshoot cultivation techniques.  
 
    Days and weeks passed, the pair always traveling west and south. Packages were dropped off and others picked up, the string of pack horses increasing and decreasing. With each li, the changes in language, customs, dress, vegetation, and meals increased.  
 
    Rice continued to be the dominant food type, with everything from congee to simple glutinous rice meals cooked while on the road, unlike the north where millet had been just as—if not more—common. Each dish utilized a greater degree of sugar and soya sauce than the cleaner, lightly seasoned meals of the coastline. Dry spice rubs for the meats and marinades combined with a preponderance of deep frying and roasting for the meats with separate steamed or fried vegetables gracing their tables. 
 
    As the undergrowth grew denser, with clear land hard won through the immense working of the mortals fading away, so did the disappearance of animals that required much grazing space. Rather than sheep or goats or even the occasional cow, pigs and chicken and fish dominated the cuisine. Of course, with the influx of demonic spirits and other beasts from the deep forest, such cuisine also added more diverse meat sources—like snake, lizard, and the occasional massive spider. 
 
    Delightful as the changes in their daily meals might have been, the alterations in the ecosystem were even more intriguing to Wu Ying. Gone were the bamboo forests and their swaying trunks, replaced by hardier—and thornier—trees. Along with the warmer climate came denser undergrowth. The muddy wetlands filled with mists and the cloying, barbed shrubs that grew under the shade of broad-leaved trees had never felt the touch of snow. 
 
    The land grew hillier, mountains slowly appearing in the distance as the weeks wended on. Rain fell upon the group periodically, for they were entering the peak of summer as hot oceans released their liquid captives to the sky, where they scattered themselves across parched earth. Sheltered—for now—in the lee of the mountains and hills, the broken remnants of monsoon rains and minor thunderstorms still soaked the weary travelers. 
 
    More than once, Wu Ying triggered the Earth’s Embrace protective formation to form the earthen shelter for himself and his companions as a pounding storm swept away roadways and formed flash streams. Within, the cultivators and whichever lucky mortals would dry off while waiting for the storms to pass. 
 
    On such humid and sweltering days, sometimes Wu Ying would look upward and spot the glint of scale or the flicker of motion in the clouds and shudder, memories of a long, storm-tossed day returning. He would pull his aura in tight and step into the shadows, as fingers interlaced with his and offered comfort from old memories. 
 
    South and west, they traveled, and the world changed around them. 
 
    Dialects switched and altered as they passed clay-and-earth-made villages and a new, predominant language formed upon tongues. Under the guidance of Yang Mu, Wu Ying’s linguistic capability strengthened, aided by his cultivator’s mind and prior experience. By the time they were close to the border, he was passably fluent. 
 
    Each step was a slog, yet the flow of travelers never stopped. More than once, the cultivators passed army patrols tirelessly cutting down trees, clearing blockages and replacing washed out roads. The occasional earth and wood cultivator lieutenant was safeguarded by the army units, their greater cultivation and focus allowing them to utilize chi-techniques to do the work of dozens of unaspected cultivators. 
 
    Yet for all the slow-going of the route itself, for all that the environment sought to impede their travel, each day saw them closer to their objective. No monsoon, no physical impediment could stop the pair, and even after crossing the mountain range that demarcated the true Middle Kingdom from the outlying provinces, they persisted with dogged determination. 
 
    “Are you certain you cannot shift the winds a little?” Yang Mu grumbled, one hand idly holding the reins of her steed.  
 
    The creature knew to pick its way around deeper puddles, though it kept its head hung low as the wind and rain of another rainstorm battered the pair. For once, they were alone, their former companions having elected to stay at a roadside waystop rather than risk nature’s fury. 
 
    “I am certain. These winds are not for me to control.” His lips curled up a little in sardonic amusement. “If nothing else, I would not anger the lords of the skies who dictate the movements of these clouds.” 
 
    A slight hesitation, as Yang Mu tilted her head upward. There was nothing to see in this cloud-darkened day, heavy rain barring the sight of the clouds themselves. Occasional lightning flashes above and the continual rumble of thunder marked the day, mixing with the constant drum of droplets against her aura.  
 
    “Are they up there then?” she said softly. 
 
    “Not see. Sense.” And only because the wind carried their scent. “They fly high today and are few enough.” He offered her a quick smile, placating her concern for him. He drew another deep breath, cycling the Thousand Miseries. Along with the smell of dragons, hints of exotic spices and an acrid, burnt oil and diseased meat stench filled the air. Those, he chose not to bring up again. “I will not draw their attention, intruding. Just be thankful they do not bother to turn their attention to the earth.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” Yang Mu said, arms crossed. “But keeping the water off my clothes is tiring.” 
 
    “Then, do not,” Wu Ying offered. “The rain is warm and soothing on the skin.” 
 
    “And cold.” 
 
    “Not to me. And it shouldn’t be, for you.” He inclined his head to the side with a slight smile. “It’d take a lot less energy to warm yourself from the inside than protect your clothing from the rain entirely.” He stroked his horse’s neck. “Anyway, everyone else is enjoying the rain.” 
 
    “Or quietly suffering it.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Silence, before Yang Mu let out a long sigh. She twitched her hand, withdrawing a large straw hat from her storage ring, and placed it upon her head, a light silk veil lowered to aid with the gusting rain. Then she added an overcoat, flexing her aura so that it covered her and her mare in a bubble that the rain battered. In that shelter, she dressed quickly to change into something a little thicker before allowing her aura to relax. 
 
    Eyes closed, hands gripping the reins, her oil-slicked silk raincoat and veil kept Yang Mu mostly warm, even as she brushed her fingers along her saddle. 
 
    “The water is warm,” Yang Mu commented after a while.  
 
    Wu Ying could only smile in agreement, and the pair continued their journey in pleasant silence. Gone was the earlier discomfort, the arguments. Now, they rode companionably. 
 
    Till one day, as they turned the corner and ascended the latest hill. They came across the jade green and grey stone walls of the barrier to their destination. Liang Soong stood in the distance, the shimmering barrier of the city’s formation flickering as it protected the city from the occasional lightning strike while allowing the rain to fall. 
 
    “We’re here,” Wu Ying said, guiding his steed to a stop with practiced ease. 
 
    “Finally.” Yang Mu rolled her neck and shoulders. Though her words were laced with fatigue, there was anticipation in her voice. 
 
    “Now, we can really begin.” Fingers touched the hilt of his sword, brushed against the Coral Dragon Scale armor under his robes, and traced the outlines of his storage rings. He mentally verified the escape talismans he carried, the single Nascent Soul slaughter formation he had been sold, and the extra Saint sword he stored. 
 
    Then, satisfied, Wu Ying looked at his companion to verify her own preparedness. When she offered him a single curt nod, he smiled. A click of his tongue sent his steed down the slope to the massive barrier blocking the entrance to the city. The city where, even now, traces of something twisted and rotten wafted toward him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Liang Soong. Gateway to the southern kingdom of Nanyue[4], a city made of jade and grey stone. The city was positioned behind the largest passage through the hills and mountains that blocked off the valley the city resided within and the north. To safeguard the passage, a massive stone wall had been built, blocking off access and watched over by the infamous fortress of Liang Soong, a brooding monolith that hung off the walls of a nearby mountain.  
 
    The wall blocking the passage stood nearly a hundred feet high, the grey blocks streaked with jade green stone and crawling ivy, while massive siege weapons could be spotted as tiny dots on top of even taller towers. Guards patrolled on top of the obstacle and looked out from the towers, even as the massive gates stood open to allow the continual passage of commerce. 
 
    Under the on-going deluge from the heavens, grey spouts from the walls released a steady stream of collected water. So tall were the walls that some of that water dispersed through the air, creating a light mist that coated merchants and farmers alike as they waited in line to be inspected. 
 
    Light as the sprinkling of liquid today might be, it was obviously not always so. Vast divots in the ground, formed from the falling water, helped deepen the trench beside the massive wall. Cut perpendicular along the walls, the stream of water was carried into the limestone cliff itself, while glimpses of reinforced earth and stone blocks safeguarded the foundations of the wall. 
 
    From their position overlooking all this, Wu Ying spotted the exit of that stream as it joined the snaking river that bisected Liang Soong. Nearby, directly behind the wall, Wu Ying could sense the military outpost, a miniature city in itself. The entire complex likely housed ten thousand soldiers and their counterparts, so large that they could not all stay within the massive fortress. And even so, the military outpost was dwarfed by the city that lay behind. 
 
    Liang Soong was a city of a few hundred thousand mortals, hundreds of cultivators, and an uncounted—and possibly uncountable—variety of beasts. The cultural and mercantile hub of the northern region of Nanyue, it also controlled the flow of trade with the Middle Kingdom. As such, alongside the civilian population were the populous army and city guards that maintained order. 
 
    All this Wu Ying took in as the pair descended to join the throng awaiting entry through those same massive gates. Farmland sprawled across both sides of the fortress, enterprising farmers accepting the greater safety from proximity to the walls and their guards against the future danger of a battle fought between two kingdoms.  
 
    Wu Ying understood that rationale. He had wielded the same logic when he had re-established his parents and their village beneath the Verdant Green Waters. Assurance of on-going safety brought by the strength of those one sheltered beneath—but the on-going fear that when such security failed, it would come with an all-encompassing wave of destruction. 
 
    Yet… 
 
    There was no true security in this world.  
 
    Fate might overturn the most secure of fortresses or see to the destruction of the most prestigious of sects. For the mortals who sheltered under such aegis, only the strength to bear the consequences of the actions of those above them could be said to be a virtue. 
 
    “A long line,” Yang Mu said, standing up on the stirrups of her beast to peer ahead. What greeted her was a snaking line of oxen-drawn wagons, pack horses, and laden coolie backs. Her lips compressed as she let herself fall back. “It will be at least an hour or two before we are through.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded amiably, wiping his forehead to discard the gathered moisture. The clouds had chosen to let up a little, leaving only a small splattering of rain behind, a fine mist that kept everyone soaked to the bone. 
 
    “I hate waiting,” Yang Mu said when the silence stretched out. 
 
    Wu Ying tugged at the environmental chi as he sat there, feeling it answer him with a lustrous laughter. The southern wind danced to his commands, playful and primal, bringing with it the combined scents of thousands of mortals. Cooking fires, smelting forges, printing presses, and unwashed bodies alike danced on the wings of his unseen companion. 
 
    Finding him unresponsive, she growled. “We could just use our rank and bypass all this.” 
 
    Her words made the man standing behind the pair frown. He let his gaze run over them, stopping on Wu Ying’s sheathed weapon, pausing at the lack of the same on Yang Mu’s figure. Then it tracked upward, eyeing the bundled lustrous long hair on both of them, before he ran his hand through his own short-cut hair. Conclusions were drawn, and as Wu Ying guided his horse ahead, the man allowed additional space to form between them.  
 
    All this Wu Ying noted through his spiritual senses, spoken to by the laughing wind. He felt it tug at his hair, beckoning him to do as the woman said. To bypass the foolish fortress and enter the city proper. 
 
    For what was a stone fortress to the insubstantial wind? What point to an earthen line raised across the land, one used to declare ownership, when the wind contained all that was above it anyway? What meaning did a wall have, beyond a physical reminder of man’s ego and greed? 
 
    Almost. Almost, Wu Ying acquiesced to the wind and Yang Mu. 
 
    “Were you not the one who enjoyed mixing with them before?” Wu Ying said instead. “An hour or two, it will make little difference to our objectives. And there is much to be learnt, while we wait.” 
 
    “We are so close though…” Yang Mu ran a hand through her hair, flexed her will to shed the water aside, and expanded it to keep the fine mist away again.  
 
    “Patience.”  
 
    “We could learn as much, if not more, in the city itself.” A wry smile twisted her lips. “Not all of us speak to the elements like you do, Cultivator Long. And it has been a long few weeks. A hot bath and a decent meal not cooked by myself would be much appreciated.” 
 
    “True enough, Mistress Yang. But these goods must be checked in properly.” Wu Ying tapped the reins he had tied off, before tugging on them gently to move the pack horse closer. He scratched the creature’s ear as it neared him. “I would be loath to have spent all this extra time for no reason.” 
 
    “We can still check the goods through, if we rode ahead.” She added, using spirit speech, directly to his ears, “I do believe our presence has made others uncomfortable.” 
 
    Wu Ying sighed. “If you didn’t use my title…” 
 
    All he received was a big smile.  
 
    They moved another dozen or so feet before he let out a long, aggrieved breath and guided his horse around the wagon ahead of them. He relaxed his aura at the same time, causing those around to glance back at them before they politely looked away and shuffled to the side of the road.  
 
    Soon enough, the pair were at the front of the line, the gate guards eyeing the approaching cultivators with not a little caution. One of the leaders, clad in the heavy-duty linen scale they wore, hurried out from the gatehouse, smiling congenially as they approached. 
 
    “Honored Cultivators. Welcome.” Even as he spoke, he was glancing at the gold bracelet he wore, watching as various gems lit up as their auras washed over it. There were four gems, with the first two brightened and glowing. 
 
    “Cultivation sensor?” Wu Ying said curiously. “Crude working.” 
 
    “My apologies, Honored Cultivators. It is routine,” the guard lieutenant said, smiling obsequiously.  
 
    “It is no concern at all,” Yang Mu cut in, edging her horse forward. “My companion can often be a little blunt in his opinions. Such enchantments are rare further north, where we come from. Often, cultivators are used instead.” 
 
    “Yes, Honored Cultivator. We have heard that. The cultivator in charge…” He flicked his gaze back the way he’d come, hesitated, and shook his head. “May I inquire of why you are here?” 
 
    “Trade.” Wu Ying gestured backward to the beast of burden he led. “We have items to sell and more to purchase.” He touched his storage ring with one thumb, running it over the simple band. “I am also a Gatherer and have some rarer herbs to sell.” 
 
    “Of course. And the Honored Cultivators know of the taxes imposed on all trade arriving into the city, yes?” The man offered a consoling smile. “For cultivators, the price is three Core Formation equivalent stones.” 
 
    “What?” Wu Ying nearly shouted in surprise, only calmed when Yang Mu put a hand on his arm. 
 
    “Surely you joke. How could trade continue at those rates?” Yang Mu said. “I knew of the taxes—any major city would have them—but the last I heard, it was but three Energy Storage equivalent spirit stones or their equivalent.” 
 
    “It is a recent change, Honored Cultivator.” A deep bow from the man, even as he sweated in apprehension. “The change was directed by the City Lord.” 
 
    “City Lord?” Wu Ying asked, noting the way the man seemed to emphasize the last two words. “Not a magistrate?” 
 
    “No, Honored Cultivator. The City Lord is the ultimate law of the city, with the local government and cultivators answering to her.”  
 
    “Now that is interesting,” Yang Mu said. “That is, I believe, a change too, is it not? Were the cultivators not answerable to the general?” 
 
    “I… well… yes.” The guard gulped, casting a look back toward the gate. Wu Ying wondered if he regretted exiting now. If he should have, perhaps, refused the order of the one within.  
 
    “Another change. So many in such a short period,” Yang Mu whispered. “It seems that Liang Soong is in a state of flux.” 
 
    Tendrils of chi extended from the gatehouse. Wu Ying noticed them, the flexing of power as the one within spoke to the guard. Another cultivator might not have required as much energy put into the working, but to speak to a mortal required more energy. If nothing else, to ensure they heard. 
 
    “Honored Cultivators, my apologies.” Another gulp, as the guard worked up his courage. “Will you be paying the toll? If not, we would ask that you not hold up the line.” 
 
    Beside them, the passage of merchants and farmers continued. None were required to offer anything more than a handful of coins or taels, sometimes naught more than the provision of the traveling pass or their residency card.  
 
    No cultivators though. Wu Ying sensed none of them along the main line, none behind them. Had others of their kind already been driven away by the high prices? Or had they all entered and refused to exit the city, considering how much it cost to return? After all, for most cultivators, spending a few months or years cultivating while the latest foolishness passed by was simple enough. 
 
    The best cure for temporary foolishness was often patience. 
 
    “What line?” Wu Ying gestured behind him. 
 
    His answer was a strained smile on the guard’s face. 
 
    “Surely we can come to some arrangement,” Yang Mu said, leaning down from her horse to bring herself closer to the other man, her voice heavy with suggestion. It extended her neck gracefully and allowed her raincloak to fall open a little. 
 
    “I… Honored Cultivator!” Sounding a little shocked, the guard stepped back. “I am married!” 
 
    Yang Mu blinked, then looked affronted. “You! You dare insult me like that? Do you take me for a common strumpet?” 
 
    “I…” The guard looked flustered now. “But you suggested…” 
 
    “An arrangement for the entry fee. A reduction perhaps, or a payment plan. Or perhaps a favor we could do for the City Lord.”  
 
    “My apologies…”  
 
    “Silence.” She straightened further, her gaze turning to the guard house. “Bring out your supervisor. I will not be insulted like this again.” 
 
    Now, she let her aura unfurl. Not far, but she let the full strength of her Core Formation cultivation beat upon the air. Nearby mortals shrank back, one of the farmers fainting and a pair of horses stilling in fright. Wu Ying frowned but extended his own aura to block hers from all but the guards. 
 
    Silence now, as the bracelet on the lieutenant’s arm flared into brilliant light across three gems, with the fourth glowing dimly too. Yet even as the bracelet burned on his arm, the man was frozen, his legs and body shaking under the force of her displeasure. 
 
    For a few long moments, her displeasure beat upon the air. Then another presence asserted itself. A man strode out from the gates, his aura preceding him and pushing back Yang Mu’s. Another Core Formation cultivator, this one with the stolidity of the earth aspect. 
 
    “Enough, Honored Cultivator. My man meant no disrespect by his words.” He came to a standstill before the pair. Unlike the solid presence of his earth-filled aura, the man was straight and thin like a bamboo pole. Between his thin, upright body and his presence, Wu Ying could not help but recall the hoodoos he had seen in the west, spires of rock that reached the sky, unconnected to anything but the ground itself. “Let us begin again perhaps. I am Ky Be Long, Captain of the Guards under our august lord Xam Minh Chau.” 
 
    A female city lord. How fascinating. 
 
    “Long Wu Ying, of the Verdant Green Waters sect.” Offering the man a clasped hand greeting, Wu Ying bowed a little in his saddle. Surreptitiously, he drew a deeper breath, cycling the man’s chi through his technique. 
 
    Earth aspect, in the middle stages of Core Formation. At least four or five layers, it seemed. More than that though, outside of the slightly dry and dusty smell of his cultivation, there was a rotten tinge to it, distasteful like spilled oil. It was but a touch, but the presence was concerning. 
 
    “Yang Mu.”  
 
    Be Long stared at Yang Mu, waiting for further details. When she failed to give any, he visibly hesitated as he looked between the pair. Wu Ying could see him doing the social mathematics of the situation. Whether he knew of the Verdant Green Waters or not—and the sect was two kingdoms and thousands of li away—that Wu Ying came from a sect placed him at a higher standing than a simple wandering cultivator. 
 
    On the other hand, Yang Mu was the one who had been insulted. Furthermore, she had shown herself to be easily offended. In addition, the Luo Yue was a matrilineal society[5], with women bearing the highest status in the kingdom. Everything from legislation to inheritance laws passed through the female line. 
 
    All of which meant that discerning who had the higher status and who to speak to in this matter was now but an educated guess. Something Yang Mu understood and likely a situation she had engineered on purpose. 
 
    “Honored Cultivators, I understand that the cost of entry is surprising and high. It is, unfortunately, necessary due to the increased cost of guarding our borders. There has been a significant increase in attacks from strong demonic spirits.” Be Long let out a long, theatrical sigh. “It has cost our men many lives. For one with such strength, if you were to exert yourselves—” 
 
    “One,” Yang Mu said, cutting him off. 
 
    “Cultivator Yang, a single core—” 
 
    “And we will provide it after we have been allowed in. My companion and I will ‘exert’ ourselves and deal with a single threat for you, providing you its core in payment.” 
 
    “Madam—” Be Long sounded offended at her insistence, but she was not done. 
 
    “Otherwise, we shall turn around and leave. The provisions and deliveries we have brought can be accepted by the factors outside your city walls and we will complete our own purchasing elsewhere.” 
 
    “You will not find another entrance to Nanyue within a thousand li.” 
 
    “As though I care. We can find proper jade for my mother in the north. And acquire untainted cores at the same time.” Her lips curled up in a sneer now. 
 
    Be Long stepped closer and lowered his voice, anger thrumming through each word. “What do you know of the taint?” 
 
    “Nothing, other than that it seems to be originating from your city. A fact that I intend to inform everyone else of.” She dropped her voice as well, adding, “I’ll also inform them that if one uses such cores without filtering them out, it will stain one’s own chi. Or is it because this entire country is tainted too?” 
 
    “You, you, you infuriating woman…” Be Long’s hand dropped to the dao by his side, clutching the handle tightly. “How dare you insult my city and my country!” 
 
    “Not an insult when it is the truth.” 
 
    “And you think you can do better against the taint?” he snarled. “I would like to see you try.” 
 
    “Then let us try,” Wu Ying said, cutting in. He had watched her insult and push Be Long, all under the eyes of the massive, heavily armed wall. If the man chose to ask for their death, even Wu Ying would find it hard to escape the multiple crossbows and siege weapons aimed at them, alongside the formations that they had readied.  
 
    “A single tainted monster, for us to dispose of, in return for entry. Surely you don’t think anyone else will pay your outrageous price?” Once more, Wu Ying turned and gestured behind him at the road empty of cultivators. “Or is the price nothing more than a sham to keep others out? To hide what is happening behind those impressive walls?” 
 
    “It is no sham. If you people think you can deal with the taint that easily, then I expect a core in a day!” 
 
    “Three days,” Yang Mu corrected immediately. “It is late today, and we will have to ensure our goods are properly stored. After which I shall require a proper bath before venturing into the wilderness again.” 
 
    “You do not get to dictate the terms of your entry,” Be Long said. 
 
    “End of the day tomorrow,” Wu Ying said before things could degenerate further. “I shall, however, need to know where I am to send this core. And preferably some information about recent troubles. After all, it would be a shame to go out and not find any such creatures because of a simple mistake.” 
 
    The man hesitated then nodded, reaching sideways to pull out a small seal. He flexed his aura, imprinting information on the seal before throwing it at Wu Ying. Catching the seal with his off-hand, Wu Ying bit back a curse at the meaty impact. Sending his aura into the seal, he read over the details and reviewed the simple map provided. 
 
    Unlike the overly structured cities of the north, Liang Soong was a city bisected by a serpentine river that ran from east to west, and the city was hemmed in by steep cylindrical hills. The northern edge of the city, right after the army encampment, was dominated by a mixture of rice paddy fields and the occasional building. On the southern end, the much more built-out city was enclosed by high walls. On each of those hills, Wu Ying noted tiny buildings and markings indicating the residence of the local cultivation schools.  
 
    More importantly, the residence of the city lord—located on one of those many hills on the southern side of the city and enclosed by the city walls—and the local government offices were marked. Detailed information of where to acquire further details about beast sightings as well as instructions of how to deposit the retrieved core were included in the seal. 
 
    “Thank you,” Wu Ying said after perusing the information, depositing the seal in his storage ring.  
 
    Yang Mu sniffed but chose not to antagonize Be Long further. Wu Ying knew by now her irritation was more act than reality, a negotiating tactic wielded for his benefit. 
 
    Even if he never asked her to do so. 
 
    Be Long stepped aside, arms crossing as the pair led their small train inward. As they passed through the massive gatehouse, Wu Ying could not help but look upward, only relaxing when they passed the murderholes and massive doubled gates to the land before them. 
 
    Finally, they were within Nanyue proper. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Once they had passed out of sight of the gate, Yang Mu clicked her tongue and guided her horse beside Wu Ying. Around them, the soldiers who trained, cared for the fortification, and stood guard watched the pair and other travelers with bored interest. Wu Ying scanned all around, allowing the wind to whisper secrets into his ears—tales of fornication, dirty dealings, and shrill orders alike. 
 
    For all that, he still had enough attention to pay to Yang Mu when she spoke to him. “You did well, following my lead.” 
 
    “It would have been easier if I’d known your purpose.” Wu Ying’s lips twitched in wry humor. “I doubt you chose to create that scene over some Core Formation stones.” 
 
    “A merchant should never take the first offer in a negotiation,” Yang Mu said. “Furthermore, when pressed, Be Long was quite informative.” 
 
    “And what did you learn?” 
 
    “The city is under attack. The need for cores is high, and their ability to cleanse the cores is failing them. I cannot think of any other reason for a cultivator to taint their core with such energy,” Yang Mu explained. 
 
    “I can.” After all, Wu Ying had once met a demonic cultivator. A man whose scent was all too similar to the one Be Long carried. In generalities, though not in specificity.  
 
    “They are worried about word escaping, though they are not stopping those leaving. Yet,” Yang Mu said. “However, that they are requesting such a high entrance amount speaks of the powerful beasts they face.” 
 
    “Nascent Soul level then?” Wu Ying said curiously. It would explain why they’d set entrance payments at Core Formation. An Energy Storage cultivator could do little against a Nascent Soul level creature but delay their progress briefly. Core Formation cultivators working together could fight such a monster. They might even win. 
 
    “Possibly. Still, one would think they would need more cultivators, rather than less. After all, those cannot be the only threat they face.” 
 
    Wu Ying guided his horse around a bickering couple who stood in the middle of the roadway, gesturing at an overturned cart of cabbages. He extended his senses a little farther, feeling the light drizzle of rain wash against his skin, so many scents muted by the constant drum of falling water. Hard to call forth details, but it mattered not for what he was sensing. 
 
    “They have enough. Their armies are strong. A lot of Body Cultivators, a decent number in the Energy Storage stage. At least a few hundred,” Wu Ying said, turning his head to eye the simple stone barracks and storage buildings that they bypassed. “Bringing so many upward, paying for their resources, feeding and training them…” 
 
    “You’re thinking there is a shortage of cores,” Yang Mu said. “To keep the current supply for their army. But surely they are used to managing such numbers.” She gestured at the permanent buildings they passed. 
 
    “Unless the roadway and supply from other cities are cut off,” Wu Ying guessed. “Or the city has had to raise even more soldiers to guard against the attacks.” 
 
    “And if they are trying not to feed their soldiers tainted stones…”  
 
    “They might have reduced their internal stockpiles such that they are looking to constrain the demand among those of a lower level too,” Wu Ying said. “Though… why demand so many Core Formation cores? Is it just to restrict entrance to Core Formation cultivators? Or are they attempting to empower their current batch further, such that they might do battle with what assails them?” 
 
    To this, Yang Mu had no answer.  
 
    The pair eventually made their way out of the encampment, leaving behind the simply built cube-designed official buildings and crossing the open ground between the city proper and the fortress. Most of this land, as Wu Ying had already noticed, was made up of rice fields. It not only forced an invading force to make use of the lone road to approach the city or risk getting bogged down in the undulating, uneven earth of the farmland in between, but the fields also helped feed the settlement. 
 
    Occasional buildings broke up the landscape, storage buildings and residences for the farmers, along with the necessary supplementary buildings that eased life. In most cases, they were small inns or restaurants, providing alcohol and ready-made meals for tired personnel, combined with a small trading outpost that carried everyday needs. Nothing too elaborate of course, since passing merchants and the city itself were a short distance away. 
 
    Well, short in a sense. It was still a half a day’s fast walk, or longer if one was burdened by produce. No surprise then that there were merchants and wagon drivers who transported goods between the farmland and city, taking only a small cut of the profit in payment for the convenience. 
 
    Watching farmers wade through waterlogged fields to tend rice stalks and extract weeds, to care for the fish and prawns that grew within the fields, Wu Ying could not help but feel a pang of nostalgia. His life had been hard as a farmer, long hours with always the fear of a marauding demonic beast or a long drought in the future. 
 
    And yet…  
 
    These days, he was a leaf on the wind, detached from his former residence. He drifted through life but was no longer tied to any location. As a farmer, he had been bound to his village, to the community and his family. Now, the threads that held him tight were more ephemeral, a suggestion rather than the strictures of his life before. 
 
    Maudlin thoughts, and foolish ones. Life had not been better in the past, just different. He could not forget how his entire existence had been upset by another’s choice, by the demands of war and the nobles above. It was a fool’s game to regret a past that had never been, casually dismissing the pains of yesteryear.  
 
    He remembered those early spring days when the snow had yet to leave and winter stores were bereft, eating a meal of watery chuk and wanting more. Only to have to hide those hunger pangs or risk his parents offering him their meals. He remembered ducking his head and accepting the abuse and harsh words offered by Yin Xue as he strutted around, lord of it all. Muscles aching, hands bleeding, as Wu Ying worked a hoe through dry ground, turning it over properly. 
 
    Ridiculous to pine for a time that never was. 
 
    “You’re quiet,” Yang Mu said, moving easily to the rhythm of her mare. “Problem?” 
 
    “Just thinking.” At her raised eyebrow, he gestured at the farmers working in the fields. “Remembering a past.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. You were one of them once. How far you’ve progressed. Do you regret it, the path you’ve taken and the one you forsook?” 
 
    Wu Ying blinked, surprised at how closely her words paralleled his thoughts. “I miss my friends, my parents.” He grimaced, recalling the few letters that had passed between them. So many years now, and the never-ending worry. Would they still live when he returned? Were his friends well? How about his martial sister? “That life was simpler in some ways. But I also had less control. The world pushed me around, and I could only endure.” 
 
    “And now?”  
 
    “Now, I change the world.” He grinned suddenly, puffing up his chest. “I am the storm that rages, the typhoon that washes away the debris, the cyclone that destroys.” 
 
    She burst out laughing in surprise at the sudden change in tone, conjuring a fan to lightly smack his arm. “You are a fool, Cultivator Long.” 
 
    “But a good-looking one.” 
 
    In answer, Yang Mu waggled her fan side to side in a horizontal manner.  
 
    Then she kicked her horse, spurring it ahead and leaving Wu Ying to call plaintively behind her, “I’m good-looking, right?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Still smiling, the pair entered the southern city, crossing the gated and fortified bridge area with no more than a nod at the guards who watched it all. Now that they were in the city itself, Yang Mu led them as she consulted a small document she had extracted from her storage ring. Twice, she bent low to speak with a passing mortal, tipping them a coin as they provided updated directions. 
 
    The city was frustrating to guide oneself through, for unlike the organized cities of the north, Liang Soong’s roads wound about like the serpentine river. More than once, Wu Ying noted alleyways ending in walls, wide streets narrowing without rhyme or reason, and multiple roads intersecting one another in a small square, causing untold chaos.  
 
    Liang Soong had grown organically rather than being planned in its construction, and though there was some reasoning for its roads, more such thoroughfares had just been added or blocked on the whims of the mortals that resided within. 
 
    Between helpful locals and Yang Mu’s directions, the pair finally managed to locate their temporary abode as the light drizzle came to a halt. The pair had traveled quite a distance by then, pushing away from the river edge toward the inner walls, nearly two-thirds of their way there. The neighborhood they stood within reminded Wu Ying of the structures he was familiar with in the north, where high exterior walls ensured privacy for those that resided within. 
 
    The inn held a roadside entrance and a separate stable beside it. Even as he dismounted, the wind swirled around him, returning reassurance that the outer building entrance was naught but a front for the much more expansive series of connected buildings behind. 
 
    Yang Mu was in her element as she entered, giving orders in rapid fire to the innkeeper and her servants, sending some to ready their rooms and set aside their—minimal—personal belongings, while others unloaded their beasts of burden and set them in one of the many meeting rooms. Another servant scurried out of the inn itself, on the way to carry a series of messages that Yang Mu had already penned to the final recipients of the goods. 
 
    The portly female innkeeper was all smiles, even under the barrage of orders, adding her additional commentary to the instructions till Yang Mu finally ran down. Then she guided Yang Mu to their waiting room to freshen up while Wu Ying chose to retire to his room. 
 
    He had little enough to do with the final delivery, though he assumed he would receive some small share of the fee when all was done. If not, it was a small enough price to pay to grasp another facet of his companion. Yet he doubted it would be a concern. For all her mercantile upbringing, Yang Mu was not greedy. 
 
    At least, not for taels. 
 
    One long, hot bath later, Wu Ying found himself bereft of immediate projects. Tomorrow, he would learn more about the tainted cores. Even face one of those creatures, as he left the city to do battle. Alone, for the most part, for it had been agreed that Yang Mu would continue to ascertain details and play the part of merchant. Today though, even though the day was late and the sun would set in a bell, he had little direction. 
 
    Lips pursed, he hovered near the door, debating if he should join Yang Mu, as a memory rose. Himself, sprawled on the ground after tripping over a bundle of wood, sword tip pointed at his heart. Breathing hard, leg throbbing, as merciless dark eyes stared down at his frail body. 
 
    “Always know the terrain you fight upon. Never assume that land you’ve treaded upon has stayed the same. Balance is everything in battle and life.” 
 
    Wryly smiling, his father’s words still ringing through his mind, he turned aside from the door and approached the window. A simple movement threw him outward, a grip on the windowsill allowing him to fling his body onto the roof. 
 
    He landed soundlessly and moved to the peak to view the city from his new vantage point. Wu Ying had spotted not a single flying cultivator, even around the hills and the cultivation sects, and assumed that either a formation kept such activity contained or common courtesy disallowed such modes of travel. Not an uncommon rule in most cities. 
 
    He had wondered before about such regulations. Inquiry had led him to conversations about safety concerns, about duels fought high above that destroyed buildings and killed mortals alike. And, quieter asides, about saving face for magistrates and lords who often were unable to take to the skies themselves. 
 
    Wu Ying could not help but wonder which reason it was for Liang Soong’s ban. 
 
    In the end, it mattered not. His placement on the roof was the best vantage that he could achieve unless he traveled to one of the few temples. The tallest was a seven-story pagoda that overlooked the surroundings, but was in the southeastern part of the city, near the river. A trip, especially across the labyrinth of streets of the city that Wu Ying chose to avoid for now. 
 
    In any case, Wu Ying sought the roof not just for the greater visual vantage point, but so that the winds might reach him more easily. Crossing his legs, he breathed deeply and let his soul perception permeate the air, dancing on the breeze across rooftops and down alleyways, to rattle closed windows and chase hungry cats. 
 
    The winds returned eventually with the scents and smells of the city. Wu Ying filtered out the offensive aromas after sampling them, even as he allowed his mind to build a map of the surroundings. He did not need to see the settlement to understand its size and shape. 
 
    A crowded road, filled with mortal food stalls and vendors, ran straight and long, the air choked with scents and the wind slowed. A walled courtyard, where the air was trapped and a slowly dying mortal lay with his window open, staring at the gardens outside. Another twisting street, empty of inhabitants but the pair of beggars who curled up in the corner, seeking a moment’s rest while they feasted on the rat they had caught. 
 
    Again and again, the wind flowed, curling around and over Wu Ying, expanding and painting a picture of the city. Scents, smells, the pressure and flow of the air around him as he sat on the rooftop.  
 
    Mortal, cultivator, spirit beast, and even the occasional tiny demonic rat impinged upon his consciousness. Burning spirit lamps and tightly woven formations kept him out of some locations. Fewer than most would expect. After all, who could truly hide from the very air itself? 
 
    Hours passed and the sun set, bringing with it a chill that the muggy air had lacked thus far. In time, Wu Ying’s eyes flew open at the scent of a familiar fiery and calm aura.  
 
    Wu Ying stood abruptly, turning in the direction of the surprising presence. A wide smile broke upon his face as he darted across rooftops to his new destination. Guards, stationed to watch for trespassers, called out warnings.  
 
    Not that Wu Ying cared, for it was time to meet an old friend. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying dropped silently from the rooftop into the courtyard. Cotton shoes made not a sound on the rounded paving stones, even as he bent his knees and ankles a little to take the shock. His arrival drew the attention of those in the food court, numerous tables scattered between the bordering food stalls selling a variety of succulent dishes. Dark eyes regarded Wu Ying, a few city and merchant guards letting their hands fall to their sheathed weapons by reflex, even as the cultivator searched for his prey. 
 
    The moment he found him, Wu Ying strode over, a wide grin threatening to pull his cheeks apart. Back to Wu Ying, the seated presence looked no different from all outward appearances. Bald head, black robes trimmed with green, sleeves rolled up so that the skewer of meat clutched in one hand did not stain his clothing, chopsticks in the other hand. 
 
    “You! What are you doing here?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    In answer, a foot shifted, pushing a stool as an invitation for Wu Ying. Tou He took one last bite from the meat skewer, letting the sizzling meat disappear down his lips before he discarded the wooden skewer and turned to his friend. 
 
    Mouth still full, he answered. “My duty. And you?” 
 
    “You weren’t looking for me then?” Wu Ying said, remembering the letter that had arrived for him months ago. Forecasters and those who could tell the future were unreliable, but with the right incentive and sufficient time, they could find anyone.  
 
    “Why would I be?” Tou He said, sounding puzzled. “Now, sit down and order some food. I recommend the thịt nướng.” 
 
    Wu Ying rolled his eyes as he sat down. “Which one?” To punctuate his point, he gestured at the numerous stalls that included everything from the fragrant skewered meat—pork and chicken among them—to the roast duck, soya chicken and even pots of soya sauce marinated, stewed meat.  
 
    “All of them, of course!” Tou He said. “What’s the point of being in Core Formation if you cannot indulge?” 
 
    “Is that why you ascended then?” Wu Ying teased. “To have more space to put all that food?” 
 
    “It’s a good reason, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Good enough.”  
 
    Wu Ying swiftly ordered from the attendant who brought over Tou He’s meal, then tipped her a coin to inform the others stalls of his order. At the same time, he stole from the man’s fried fish, wielding his chopstick to remove one long strip of meat, the white flesh glistening as it was brought over. He chewed on the garlic-and-sesame-oil-flavored meal, the small explosion of spice when he bit into a chili causing his eyebrow to rise.  
 
    When he finished his mouthful, Wu Ying continued his earlier line of questioning. “What brought you south?”  
 
    “An assignment.” 
 
    “One worthy of an Elder?”  
 
    “Yes. You do know even Elders have to contribute. Troubling rumors from the south, and the Sect has chosen to take a more active role in seeking out potential problems,” Tou He said. “After the war, that is.” 
 
    “I assumed that was the change.”  
 
    “Now, stop that.” The ex-monk smacked Wu Ying’s hand as he reached for more of the fish. “You have your own.” 
 
    “Are we so estranged that you will not share with me?” Wu Ying put on a hurt look. 
 
    “I’ll pay for your meal. But this is mine.”  
 
    “Greedy.” 
 
    “Needy.” Tou He finished stripping one side of the fish with his chopsticks, scooped more rice into his mouth, then flipped the fish over. He dug into the flensed flesh on this side, though most had been removed already prior to frying; the strips left on the side dish where they had been deep-fried to coat both sides of the flesh after dredging. 
 
    His friend’s attention turned to the meal, Wu Ying probed the other with his aura, curiously. Tou He had learned additional aura control techniques while Wu Ying had been away, the glow around the other controlled and tight. There was barely a leak of the flame that was buried within. Even so, spending months discerning the difference between Body, Soul, and Spirit cultivation alone had ensured Wu Ying’s senses had leapt forward by multiple li.  
 
    As such, obscured or not, Tou He was an open book to him. And what Wu Ying found was startling.  
 
    It should not have been, if Wu Ying had considered the matter at all. Tou He had been changed by the fire dragon blood Wu Ying had offered the man, allowing him to leapfrog progress as an Energy Storage cultivator. It had improved Tou He’s connection to the fire element but had, inadvertently, altered his bloodline as well. 
 
    In addition, his friend had both the lower and middle dantian opened. Creating two cores was significantly more complex, prone to failure, and thus, rare compared to the single dantian method. While the Nascent Soul was not, physically, represented in a core—or so it was believed—it was easier to link a single dantian to the growing immortal soul than two cores while managing the flow of energy from both such cores.  
 
    Even so, Tou He had had no other choice but to open both dantians if he meant to continue his progression. His lower dantian was smaller than normal, too small to properly nourish the growth and development of a Nascent Soul. If he had progressed with a single dantian, he would have been destined to stay in Core Formation forever. 
 
    And a weak one at that. 
 
    Now though, he had a multi-layered core within his body, located in the lower dantian. It pressed against the edges of its storage space, allowing no place for unrefined chi to be stored. Thankfully, the middle dantian was sufficient for this, but Wu Ying wondered how Tou He would grow the core further. Would he, eventually, build a second core in his dantian, as Wu Ying would assume? Or was there another plan? 
 
    Likely some painful and challenging technique. It always was with cultivation techniques that were meant to overcome a limitation. 
 
    None of that, of course, had anything to do with his friend’s ravenous appetite. On the other hand, Wu Ying was sensing something even stranger in the man’s body. Lowering his voice, Wu Ying asked, “Did you study a cultivation technique that derives chi from the food you consume?” 
 
    “Yes,” Tou He said quite proudly. Then, lowering his voice and flexing his aura to help cut off noise around them, an act that Wu Ying mirrored a moment later, he continued. “The fire dragon blood changed my body. Refined it a bit, especially when I broke through. Between that and my dantians, I have to cultivate a lot more chi than most.” He waved at the meal before him. “This is one way to supplement my consumption of pills.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t spirit beast or demonic beast meat be better?” 
 
    “Of course. Have any left?” A slight pause, then he added, “That isn’t tainted?” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded. Of course, the meat would be tainted too, would it not? It’d make it difficult to consume such meat without first cleansing it. As it was, Wu Ying could sense traces of the taint in all those around, the mortals unable to wipe it from them. It was tiny traces, but he could not help but wonder what, if the taint was not removed, would happen to these mortals. 
 
    “I actually do.” Then he let the bubble of silence drop as the first of his dishes arrived—skewers of meat on a large plate that would have fed a family. “But we can discuss that later. As well as your presence here.” 
 
    Tou He nodded, copying his friend. “Agreed. Right now, I want to hear about your exploits.” 
 
    “And I, yours!” A slight pause, then he added, “And of my parents and my martial sister.” 
 
    “They are well.” Then Tou He blinked, grinning as he flicked a hand sideways, extracting and offering Wu Ying two scrolls. “On the off-chance that I met you.” 
 
    Wu Ying took the scrolls, noting the seals on them. No surprise they were from Fairy Yang and his parents. “Thank you. But don’t think that lets you off from telling me about what you’ve been up to!” 
 
    Tou He laughed, snagging a skewer from Wu Ying. Waving the thinly cut, marinated pork belly in one hand, he began. “Well, when you left, you should know, it upset quite a few people. Yin Xue was grumbling, a lot, about how he was looking forward to beating you with his new fist…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was not Wu Ying’s wisest course of action. Staying up late into the night, speaking with his friend till even the late-night street stalls had closed, booting the pair out to wander the streets till they found a diner that catered to early risers. They had spoken for hours on end, taking turns relating the important events in their lives and the minor significant truths of their existence. They touched only lightly upon cultivation matters, with Tou He holding forth in the majority. After all, they had many friends in common. 
 
    “I still don’t believe you all managed to hear so much about my travels,” Wu Ying said, shaking his head. “There’s barely any news about the Verdant Green Waters sect—and most of it, the usual.” 
 
    “The usual?” Tou He said curiously. 
 
    “The Verdant Green Waters sect has swept the Shou kingdom cultivation tournament again. There’s a genius apothecarist who can make any kind of pill you want in the Verdant Green Waters, but you must pay with blood, taels, or cores. The Verdant Green Waters has released a new formation technique. You know, the usual. Oh, and of course, numerous poems, paintings, and long discussions about the beauty and grace of one Fairy Yang.” 
 
    Tou He laughed at the mocking tone Wu Ying used for the last line, even as the pair strolled away from their latest meal toward the municipal guards’ office. Dawn had broken and the streets were crowded, though the pair deftly manipulated their presence such that a small but noticeable bubble was created around them. No need for jostling for these immortal cultivators. Wu Ying almost felt a little guilty at doing so, as mortals shifted away from the cultivators subconsciously, only to stare and point and whisper as they passed.  
 
    Yet, it was also for their own good. Bumping into either cultivator would likely see the mortal falling and injuring themselves, as though running into a wall. Even Wu Ying with his wind cultivation was still more solid than most mortals. 
 
    “Well, part of the reason is that your martial sister kept an on-going assignment active, such that any verifiable news about you would be brought back. It was quite a popular assignment actually. It seems the new Gatherer Elder—” 
 
    “Senior Goh? He managed to make his Core?” Wu Ying interrupted. 
 
    “No. Another that the Sect had poached from a smaller sect. The Fertile Saplings, I believe. They actually disbanded not so long after.” 
 
    “Horrid name.” 
 
    “I believe that’s part of the reason for their dissolution,” Tou He said. “Anyway, Elder Kim aided your martial sister in that, because it saw an increase in the number of applicants to the program. Even some men, some of which were being trained to be wandering gatherers in your image.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    The pair came to a stop before the guards’ administrative building. Wu Ying swept his spiritual sense over it, noting the lack of anyone above Energy Storage stage within. “Are you sure you want to come with me? Surely you have other things to do.” 
 
    “It will not hurt my own mission to come along.” 
 
    “We still need to discuss that.”  
 
    Still, taking his friend’s words as agreement, Wu Ying ascended the steps into the building. After offering the seal and informing the attendant of his requirements, the pair were directed to a small waiting room off the main hall. In short order, an officious-looking bureaucrat arrived, his hands hidden within his voluminous robes as he bowed. 
 
    “Honored Cultivators. We have been informed of what you will be doing by Captain Ky.” The bureaucrat extracted his hands from his sleeves, offering Wu Ying a seal. “This will allow you entry into the city once again after you have acquired the core. You may leave the core with the gate guards or deposit it with us here.” He then lifted his other hand, where a bamboo scroll lay. “Here is a map with markings indicating the presence of Core Formation equivalent beasts that have been troubling our city.” 
 
    “Beasts. So there have been more than one,” Wu Ying said, just to confirm. 
 
    “There have been a herd of elephants blocking the use of the forest to the east, what we believe to be a cloud leopard to the direct south along the roadway leading out from the city, and to the west, a pack of dhole.” 
 
    “And they’re all Core Formation equivalent?”  
 
    “At least a few in the herds or packs,” the bureaucrat said. “They are… different of course.” 
 
    “What do you mean different?” 
 
    Before the bureaucrat could answer Wu Ying’s question, Tou He said grimly, “The taint that infects the beasts forces their cores to grow. It provides greater strength, as all larger cores do, but the cores themselves are flawed. Jagged and twisted, the cultivation of the creatures corrupted. The monsters act as though they are in pain, even formerly peaceful creatures aggressive.” 
 
    “I… see.” 
 
    “Do the Honored Cultivators have any further questions?” the bureaucrat said. 
 
    Wu Ying held up a hand before he unrolled the map to review its contents. Once he was satisfied that the map was sufficiently detailed to guide him, he dismissed the man. To Tou He, he said, “Your mission, it is about the tainted cores, is it not?” 
 
    “In a way.”  
 
    When Wu Ying raised an eyebrow, Tou He shook his head, obviously looking around to indicate the reason for caution.  
 
    “Well, the day is not getting any longer. And this map seems to indicate we have far to travel, if we are to find these monsters,” Wu Ying said. “I do hope you’ve kept up with your qinggong techniques.” 
 
    Matching his friend’s light tone, Tou He stood and walked to the door. “I’m sure I’ll be able to keep up.” 
 
    Even worried about what might make his friend hesitant of speaking his concerns in a well-guarded building, Wu Ying could not help but grin. It would be good to show off his techniques. After all, the wind would always be faster than the flame. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying came to a stop as they neared the edge of the forest to the east, wind flaring out before him and throwing stones and sticks all around. He reached out with his senses and the wind, searching for the herd of elephants they had decided to deal with. Not only were they more dangerous to the mortals who needed to work amongst the vast trees, Wu Ying was curious. He had read of these creatures in passing but had never met one in person. Doing so would scratch his curiosity and provide safety. It did not, of course, hurt that the additional numbers meant that the pair of them could acquire additional tainted core samples for their own use. 
 
    “Did you choose that qinggong method just to continue to be lazy?” Wu Ying crossed his arms and glared, watching as Tou He landed beside him as the wind died down. The ex-monk hopped off the staff he had been standing upon and snatched it before the chi he imbued into the weapon faded. 
 
    “I’m not lazy. Just smart,” Tou He said. 
 
    “What is it called anyway?” 
 
    “The Flickering Flame.” 
 
    “It borrows my wind to move. Does it do that with all chi?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “It does,” Tou He replied. “So long as another is nearby, it consumes the energy they leave behind to aid in movement.” 
 
    “Like a flame, burning away a wick to fuel itself, allowing another’s chi to power your technique.” Wu Ying frowned. “What happens when there are no others going in your direction?” 
 
    “Then I must provide the chi, of course,” Tou He said. “I must say, your wind chi is much simpler to follow than other forms. Earth chi is the worst.” 
 
    “I can guess.” Wu Ying could not help but remember the elemental chart and their interactions. Air as an element derived from wood and fire after all, with fire having a greater control over wind than he liked to admit. Not as bad as fire would dominate wood, though not much better. And both wind and fire would struggle with metal and earth. “So, what do these elephants look like?” 
 
    “Big. And strange. Similar to oxen but with large ears and bigger.” 
 
    “Bigger than an ox?” Wu Ying said, not too surprised. After all, he had once fought a massive, multi-story snake that had dwarfed a hill. Spirit beasts had a tendency to grow as they increased in cultivation strength. “How much bigger?” 
 
    “The normal ones are at least twice the size,” Tou He replied. 
 
    Even as they spoke, the pair blanketed the area to pick up traces of their prey. Wu Ying’s wind was the first to provide clues of what was to come, as he pointed farther north.  
 
    Wu Ying picked up the threads of the conversation as they flew low to the earth. “Normal ones? You mean the creatures are the size of a… a house, normally?” 
 
    “Maybe a small hut,” Tou He replied, holding his hand upward as though trying to measure invisible elephants and buildings. “You’ll see.” 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head. He knew elephants had been described as big, but he recalled dismissing the descriptions as exaggerations. All too many explorers tended to take poetic license in their writing, rather than providing factual details of the wonders they encountered. As though reality needed to be adjusted, rather than just accepted. 
 
    Still, if the wind that spoke to him was clear, perhaps in this case, the writers had not been exaggerating. They might have been underselling these elephants a little. It spoke of feet that struck with the strength of a rockfall. It murmured of ground crushed, trees cracked and broken, branches stripped from the tallest treetops. Of air shifted by simple movements and massive fans in the shape of ears that created breezes, tongues that twisted in the air ahead of them, and trumpet calls that set bird and predator aflight. 
 
    Through the forest, the pair skimmed across the earth, staying low beneath the overhanging branches and yet higher than the dense undergrowth. Wu Ying shaped the wind before him, pushing aside branches and thorns that grasped at clothing, armoring his aura to deflect and break when necessary. Behind, Tou He flew higher and hunched, choosing a less destructive route as he followed his friend. 
 
    They flew in haste, deeper toward one of the many lakes that littered the northeast. This land was wet, the river dominating the landscape, but it was insufficient to soak up the spring deluge. And so, lakes formed in the valleys between hills, fed from flowing water and blocked by fallen timber. 
 
    At one such lake, the herd rested, drawing in liquid nourishment and stripping nearby trees. Wu Ying floated into the branches of a nearby tree to watch the creatures even as his friend alighted nearby, taking a moment to marvel at the sight.  
 
    A dozen elephants, the smallest standing five feet tall, the majority around ten feet at the shoulders. They were broad, easily double the width of an ox, and grey-brown in coloration. Their feet were not the dainty hooves of horses or goats, but tree trunks that reached deep into the earth to bear their massive weight. Their nose—hah, not tongue—was the strangest thing, like a living snake resting between paired trunks. 
 
    The herd was made up of a child, about eight adults, and the massive trio of creatures that dominated the surroundings. These were no stone turtles of the north, large enough to carry a small village on their backs, but they were still massive. Easily twenty to thirty feet tall each and about two-thirds as wide. Their path through the undergrowth from deeper within the forest was clear, shattered trees and torn up earth marking their route. 
 
    Most of all, Wu Ying felt the solidity of the group, their connection to the very earth they traveled. Not just their elemental connection was present to his spiritual senses, but also the marking of the changes on their body, the brownish coloration, the toughened hide that spoke of a defensive addition not just in their aura but flesh as well. 
 
    On top of that was the smell, the twisted, burnt energy scent of their chi. It was mixed with the wet, pain-filled acrid odor the creatures gave off—a burnt earthen spirit and something familiar and twisted in it. 
 
    “This will be difficult,” Wu Ying said, shaping the wind so that their words and scent would not reach the herd. “Those three, the largest ones, they’re all in Core Formation or close to it. The biggest is mid-grade or so, for a beast. The other two are early Core Formation or peak Energy Storage.”  
 
    “I concur,” Tou He said. 
 
    “This is going to cause a lot of damage when we fight.” 
 
    “Good thing we’re a distance away from the loggers,” Tou He said. “Though we might want to angle our attacks from the northwest.” 
 
    “Easy enough to do.” Wu Ying touched the blade by his side, two fingers on the hilt. “I can deal with the biggest three. Can you help with the rest?” 
 
    “Just the biggest three?” Tou He said, slightly mocking. Then, more seriously, he added, “Of the remainder, only four are tainted. The others don’t need to die.” 
 
    “I’ll leave you to it.” 
 
    Tou He smiled at his friend’s trust. “On you, then.” 
 
    A slow nod, as Wu Ying’s hand wrapped around the sword. There were many options for his opening strike, from a blade draw to a lunge. There was quite the distance between the two groups, though it would not be that difficult for him to cover the ground. 
 
    Wu Ying quickly reviewed his goals in the battle. Minimize damage to himself, his friend, and the environment. That meant finishing the fight fast, in particular targeting the most powerful Core Formation creature. The problem was that it was earth-aspected with a preponderance of the endurance and stability that the element was known for. 
 
    “Choices, choices, choices…” 
 
    Inhale, exhale. Decision made, Wu Ying drew the saint-jian from his sheath. He brought it up then down, positioning his feet. He focused, eyeing the swaying branches in the way, the distance between them. Turning his head to Tou He, he noted the cultivator had his staff out too. 
 
    A single nod, and a heartbeat’s pause to ensure that the area behind the attack was clear. Wu Ying ran, feet touching upon swaying branches and leaves, the wind guiding a few recalcitrant wooden limbs into the correct position. At the same time, the northern wind gathered at his back, pushing him onward as the cultivator gained speed. 
 
    The last distance between Wu Ying and his target was bare of trees and impediments. Feet touching upon wooden branch, he flexed his energy downward, sending chi through his feet with such force that he shattered his launch point and the branches around it.  
 
    Sword leveled into a straight line, Wu Ying extended his body and lengthened his form such that he became an arrow in flight, wind chi and sword intent forming a corona of energy around his body as he launched himself into the second cut of the Wandering Dragon.  
 
    Bestial instincts had the massive elephant begin its turn, Wu Ying’s attack meant to catch it in the side and blast through the massive body foiled. Earth rose up from the ground to form a secondary protective layer, even as the elephant’s aura darkened and tightened. 
 
    Impact.  
 
    Dao and killing intent warred against earthen element and creature’s toughened hide. Wu Ying pierced through the layers of aura reinforcement and risen earth, his attack slowed a little before he struck hardened skin. Metal pierced toughened hide and muscle, blood spurting outward as flesh and muscles tore before he met hardened bone. There the tip of his weapon skidded off, his strike angling downward as the combined energy shattered the reinforced skeletal front hip. 
 
    Dropping from above, Wu Ying was forced further down, tearing a furrow that opened even further as the cyclone of wind and sword energy parted skin and flesh. Shards of bone were pulled from the body as well, moments before Wu Ying slammed into the ground. The creature’s foot now hung on tendrils of flesh and muscles, limb contained and held together by the monster’s massive aura. 
 
    Retracting his sword and sword chi moments before crashing, Wu Ying extended his opposite hand, taking the impact with it even as he bent hand and elbow, dispersing the energy of his fall. It was not something he would have chosen to do as a mortal, the amount of force and speed outside the bounds of a mortal limit. Now, with his wind body and Core Formation soul, it was a simple matter. 
 
    Rolling over and over before springing upward, Wu Ying twisted through the air and around, releasing a blade strike as he spun like a top, robes flaring out behind him. As the arc of sword energy impacted the earth elephant, he noticed that the creature was still standing, its damaged foot and chest covered by earth to replace the destroyed flesh.  
 
    He watched as his attacks struck, but now the elephants acted. 
 
    Environmental chi flooded from the elephant’s core, entering the soil below Wu Ying. From the earth, shards of black stone, jagged and twisted, rose to attack Wu Ying’s back. Only his sense of the shifting chi and the disrupted air informed him of the attack. 
 
    A surge of wind chi sent him higher, his spin ending as he landed upon the jagged spikes. A moment later he hissed as additional spikes birthed from the completed spikes tore into the foot he had landed upon. A flex of will tore him free from the earth, even as the newly shifted soil drank in his shed blood. 
 
    Another flexing of his chi had the open wound seal, blood vessels closing and the skin tightening around his foot. In the air, floating far above the ground through manipulation of the wind, Wu Ying darted sideways as he dealt with his injury. Around him, stone spikes targeted him as the elephants cast them into the air.  
 
    A small push of his chi and Wu Ying danced, darting from side to side as he dodged the attacks. 
 
    From the trees, Tou He joined the fight, his staff swung downward. Body coated in flames, the bald cultivator struck hard against one of the tainted Energy Storage level elephants, crushing its head and dropping the creature with a single strike. Rather than follow up though, Tou He slowed for a moment to whisper a prayer over the body, barely escaping as the nearest elephant swung its trunk in retaliation. 
 
    Brightening with each moment he was in battle, such that it was hard to even look in Tou He’s direction, the cultivator darted across the ground, battling the monsters while leaving Wu Ying to handle his own problems. 
 
    And problems there were.  
 
    Realizing that the fast-moving cultivator floating above them was not going to be struck down by the thrown stone spikes, the other elephants had begun to embed chi into the projectiles. Upon nearing him, the embedded chi made the spikes explode, pelting Wu Ying with sharpened obsidian and granite shrapnel. 
 
    In retaliation, Wu Ying lashed out, sending blade strikes of sword and killing intent into the scrum of five elephants that had focused on him. The others were at the edges of the battle, one of the larger elephants having chosen to leave the leader to take on Tou He rather than cluster around him.  
 
    Like the thrown shards though, Wu Ying’s attacks were doing little damage. Even fast moving as the wind and blade chi was, the lead earth elephant had time to reinforce its brethren, protecting them with walls of dirt or just hardening their auras with its own. All Wu Ying’s attacks had done was leave shallow wounds across bodies and scatter blood across the surroundings, staining water and mud below. 
 
    Now, with stones shattering around him, Wu Ying conjured a globe of wind that caught the shards and redirected them around himself. The smallest pieces and those coming in at an acute angle were easily deflected, though the larger projectiles and those thrown with greatest force required more effort. Even then, not all were caught, leaving the attacks to pepper his body and tear his robes.  
 
    Beneath his robes, the magical scaled armor protected his vitals, allowing Wu Ying to ignore the attacks for now. Yet the battlefield stalemate would not hold forever, and already the clearing and lake they had been fighting next to was torn apart, scattered stoney projectiles and sudden dips in the earth lowering the lake level and leaving behind churned mud. 
 
    He had failed in his goal of finishing the battle quickly. Now, it was a test to see if he could finish the fight at all. 
 
    “Right. The big one’s not going to be finished anytime soon,” Wu Ying said, twisting energy to speak to his friend. He floated higher as another large stone spear exploded beneath him, borrowing the wind and energy to do so. As he did so, he let the wind grab the shards and shrapnel and continued to build the wind shield around him, creating a shield three layers thick. “I’m going in close now.” 
 
    Swinging wide and around as additional shards exploded, he dove low. As Wu Ying neared the ground, he unleashed the various layers of earthen shards at his opponents, imbuing earth and wind chi to strike at the monsters. 
 
    His target was no longer the massive cow[6] that led the herd. Instead, he directed the rain of shards at the smaller creatures. Even as he fell, Wu Ying could sense how the matriarch wielded its command of earth chi, the twisted and tar-like feel of its energy clotting and cloying on his skin as it took control of the falling earth. Unable to control the direction or speed of the falling projectiles, it instead broke them apart, creating a choking cloud that swept over the herd. 
 
    It was no real surprise to the cultivator that his initial gambit had failed. That didn’t stop him from releasing the rest of the earth and his wind shield at the elephants though, wary of keeping the creatures’ element so close to him.  
 
    More importantly, he was now below and amongst the monsters. The second jian appeared in his hands as he darted between monsters, ducking underneath, above, and behind the creatures as he imbued his weapons with wind and killing intent. Metal blades pierced toughened flesh, flensing skin and tearing into veins and arteries with impunity. The elephants twisted and wielded their trunks, tusks, and bodies, attempting to strike the flying gnat that struck at them and failing again and again. 
 
    Viscera and blood swirled in the air, mixing with the cloud of dirt and stone even as it choked sight and breathing, muffling the growls and cries and snorts of anger all around him. Rather than striking individually and expecting to end the fight in a single blow, Wu Ying tore into the group to distract them, bleeding out his opponents. A single, immediately fatal strike would slow him down too much as the matriarch elephant reinforced her brethren, so he attacked with the intent to bleed them out while waiting for an opportunity. 
 
    Within minutes, three of the creatures were staggering around, bleeding from deep wounds or already collapsed, hamstrung and unable to empower their bodies via their earth aspects any longer. Even the matriarch was worse for wear, the massive wound down its side still leaking blood, its core drained of energy. 
 
    On the other hand, Tou He had only one opponent left, having chased off the other non-tainted elephants. Those monsters were retreating, leaving the fire cultivator the last Core Formation elephant to deal with. 
 
    As Wu Ying spun and sought to return to battle, another explosion of stone blocked his way. Again and again, stone slabs rose and exploded, pushing him over the lake from the water’s edge where they had fought. 
 
    For a moment, floating over the water, Wu Ying was safe. Close by, his friend had been forced to retreat as well, a rolling column of muddy earth rising above the water to shove back the fire cultivator. Only when the pair were floating over the water did the attacks stop, Wu Ying taking higher to the sky as his senses were attenuated by the liquid below. Moments later, hanging onto his staff, his friend joined him. 
 
    “I thought you’d deal with the three largest,” Tou He teased, dimming the flames and light that surrounded him. 
 
    “I thought you were dealing with the smaller ones,” Wu Ying replied. 
 
    “You were too fast.” 
 
    “You’re too slow.” 
 
    “That was a nice attack though. Second form of the Wandering Dragon?” 
 
    “Yes,” Wu Ying confirmed. “What’s with the bright light?” 
 
    “Sun Form.” Tou He added, softer, “Chi-intensive. So we should end this fast.” 
 
    “I’ve been trying, but that cow is tough. I need to get close and strike at her properly.”  
 
    Before his friend could answer, the earth chi that had surrounded them and permeated the entire clearing flexed. It caused the pair to stumble in the air, dropping a few feet before they reasserted their control.  
 
    At the same time, a dome of earth formed, rising throughout the edges of the clearing, blocking off the sun and clouds. It moved so fast, the pair already trapped over the lake had not the time to flee before it enclosed their surroundings, leaving the only source of light the brightly burning Tou He. 
 
    “Hun dan,” Wu Ying cursed. “That’s new.” 
 
    “Now what?” Tou He muttered, moments before the dome of earth shrank, more earth pulled upward to reinforce the dome as the entire structure collapsed inward. 
 
    “You had to ask,” Wu Ying replied. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying flexed his aura, sending the wind to contest the falling earth dome. It shrieked through the surroundings, gale force winds pounding earthen walls, a cyclone forming as it scoured and diminished the barriers that enclosed them. The air filled with dust, the water beneath their feet churning. 
 
    To no one’s surprise, it was a losing proposition, though he managed to slow the rate of shrinkage. However, each moment saw more earth pulled from the ground into the dome itself, adding to the weight that his wind had to press against.  
 
    Meanwhile, Tou He used his staff to bat aside incoming earthen spikes, extending the size and length of the staff and loosing a concentrated beam of fire from the end at times. As the only source of illumination in the dark, the pair were easy targets for the remaining earth elephants. 
 
    “They’re going to kill themselves!” Tou He grunted out, forming a shield of flame moments before the shrapnel from an exploding earthen spear reached them. Fire was a poor shield, especially against earth. The superheated fluid landed on the pair, burning through enchanted silk robes to their flesh. 
 
    Wu Ying flicked the blobs off his body, hissing a little at the pain, rivulets of sweat forming on his forehead. As they were further constrained, his ability to call upon the wind was decreased, the strength of his connection cut off from the world. 
 
    “I figure they know they can survive this,” Wu Ying replied. “Or perhaps they are truly mad. We won’t be alive to find out if we don’t find a solution.” 
 
    “Kill the matriarch?”  
 
    Wu Ying glanced over to where the matriarch was. The cow had been smart and shifted its location when the dome had enclosed them. But the cow was not the only one with a spiritual and elemental sense, and even with the dirt clogging the wind, its large size was easy to track. In fact, it was so large, they could have stood under its feet and been protected from the shrinking dome. 
 
    “I have an idea.” Wu Ying hesitated, then added, “You’ll need to stay close to me and follow everything I do without hesitation.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    If he called upon the winds from outside, utilized them to punch a hole through… perhaps. Wind against earth was not a winning battle, not in the short term. He could wear the monster away, tear the dome apart with a howling cyclone over time.  
 
    But not in time. Already, he felt the energy within his core drop as he poured it into the surroundings to keep him aloft, to battle the shrinking dome. The amount of space between them dwindled, even as the elephants moved toward the deepening water. 
 
    “Then follow me.” 
 
    Wu Ying released his hold on the winds, throwing himself and Tou He into a direct attack. No time to utilize and empower his sword for the second cut of the Wandering Dragon, but the Sword’s Truth was more than sufficient. He exited the nearest body in a welter of gore, Tou He flickering along behind him. 
 
    The shrinking dome collapsed inward ever faster, catching one of the elephants on the edges by surprise. The earth seemed to suck the creature into the dome itself, swallowing it whole. Only a small, startled trumpet shook the surroundings before it was gone, elephants rushing in closer to one another. 
 
    Tou He, behind Wu Ying, swung his staff at an elephant. He caught the smaller creature in its chest, sending the middle-aged calf spinning through the air with a deep burn across its body. Off the ground, the grey-brown figure lost its connection to the earth and the environmental chi it manipulated, allowing a gust of wind to send it higher into the sky. 
 
    The dome continued to strengthen, the pair dancing amidst the herd and laying into them with sword and staff. Wu Ying had sheathed his secondary weapon, having to concentrate and manipulate the wind and control his sword, all while watching the thickening dome. Cracks appeared across it as the hastily constructed structure came apart, portions collapsing into the churning water they fought nearby.  
 
    The lake had diminished in circumference, the earth beneath its waves pulled away from it. The matriarch raised its head, releasing a trumpet growl of command. Immediately, the elephants sank into the ground, smaller globes of earth forming around them in defense. All the remaining creatures, even the only tiny calf, had a dome created for it. 
 
    All but the matriarch, whose attention was split between the dome it had created and the sphere it had created for the calf. 
 
    “Follow me!” Wu Ying commanded his friend, sheathing his sword as he darted under the matriarch elephant.  
 
    Tou He followed, the pair taking shelter beneath the creature. Moments later, the dome gave way, the massive unstable structure unable to be stabilized by the creature’s chi any longer.  
 
    A jagged portion struck the water, sending waves rolling. Moments later, the water exploded. It was not the only section of earth that released its energy in this manner, filling the dome in a constant drumroll of explosions that deafened them all and made ears throb. 
 
    The matriarch, sensing their presence beneath it as it released control of the structure, sought to deal with them. At first, it bent its head to swipe at them with its trunk, only to jerk away as Tou He’s burning staff battered it aside. Then earth bubbled upward, seeking to pull them down. That failed too, as Wu Ying formed a flowing current of air beneath the pair to stand upon. The earth bubbling beneath forced the two to crouch a little between bulging belly and burping earth. 
 
    All the while, the dome collapsed but the matriarch stood unharmed. It had formed a small patch of loose earth directly above itself, such that the thinned earth that crashed into its body could be shrugged off. 
 
    At the same time, angered that the pests had ducked underneath it, it took the most viable route dealing with them. It lowered its bulk, intent on squishing the pair. Wu Ying flew with his sword upward, bracing himself as she squatted, only for the sharpened tip of his blade to enter her belly and doing little to stop her movement. After all, the dao of the jian was not one of bracing or protection but of piercing and sharpness.  
 
    Thankfully, there was another who had studied a protective technique and wielded a staff. Burning weapon thrust into the ground, the staff took the weight of the massive creature as Wu Ying was forced down. 
 
    Body tented, the matriarch screamed as the flame-imbued staff caught on her belly. Wu Ying smelled the charring meat, blood dribbling down his arm from his embedded jian. Where jian was insufficient to deter, burning flesh and unyielding staff forced the matriarch to stand again. Her aura flexed at the same time, pushing earth and the pair away as she sent waves of earth rolling to crush them.  
 
    If she could have jumped, Wu Ying assumed she would have. Instead, the pair were crushed to the earth by the creature’s aura, his flowing wind flooring broken by the surge of energy. High above, earth flowed away at the same time, clearing the air around her. 
 
    Trapped in sticky, muddy earth, the matriarch’s own elemental dao holding them tight, Wu Ying and Tou He were helpless. Rather than strike them, the elderly cow backed off, bleeding and burned as it trumpeted its agony to the sky, and the earth shook, covering their faces. 
 
    Fear surged through Wu Ying as he was held tight, but struggle as he might, the wet earth offered no grip for him, no stability to exert his strength. A slight burning around his lungs had begun, the lack of air a reminder of the exertion of the day already. He had not prepared for being entombed, so even his prior training at diving was of less use than normal. 
 
    Focusing within, Wu Ying gathered his chi to throw himself out, only to feel another cultivation base surge. Tou He flared his chi, burning and drying the soil all around them, muddy earth cleansed of tainted earth chi.  
 
    Dry now, Wu Ying threw himself to the side, exploding out of the soil and tumbling sideways. Moments later, Tou He followed even as Wu Ying’s connection to the wind reformed. As they escaped, the matriarch returned, legs pounding toward them in an attempt to finish the fight. 
 
    A little too late. The falling foot clipped Tou He and the cultivator spun away, his staff lost as he was cast aside. Wu Ying on the other hand, more used to being thrust around by tumultuous wind, rolled and came to his feet. One sword was lost, embedded in the creature’s body, so he conjured his other. 
 
    The matriarch’s eyes glowed with fury and hate, large ears flapping as she turned tiny eyes to regard the destruction. Rocks and dirt continued to settle, the sliding of rocks and the groaning of earth echoing as the massive fallen dome rippled. Within all this earth, the remnants of the herd were hidden. 
 
    Wu Ying felt the matriarch’s core as it throbbed, jagged and twisted and hurting the elephant. He could sense it sucking in chi in desperate need, reserves depleted from the reckless use of energy. The matriarch was exhausted, injured, barely able to output the energy required to keep its remnant earthen foot and side covered. 
 
    If he left the matriarch, it might die here and now. 
 
    Wu Ying considered retreating with Tou He. Combating and slowing down the earthen dome had required a significant amount of his resources, his core throbbing at the pull of energy it had experienced. The Cyclone’s Breath method helped refill his stores, but it was never meant to be anything but an ongoing supplement. In the dust-choked surroundings, wind chi was mixed and corrupted, forcing Wu Ying to expand more focus and energy than ever to keep the cultivation technique working. 
 
    Good sense suggested they run. 
 
    But this battle was nearly over, in one way or the other. 
 
    As though the thought was the signal flag, the matriarch moved. At first, its steps were slow and plodding, the ground trembling with each footfall. As it picked up speed, the earth before them shifted and twisted, smoothing out to make the elephant’s charge easier. It bucked and heaved under each step, throwing the creature forward as it moved faster than Wu Ying would have thought possible. 
 
    Sword held in the low guard on his right, the cultivator focused, pouring his energy and killing intent into the blade. He felt the dao intentions of the Heart of the Sword filling it, ideas and concepts of sharpness and swiftness, the need to cut and part, to flow elegantly while doing so. At the same time, he wrapped the cutting edge of the northern wind, the strength of the tropical storms of the east, and the flexibility of the central wind into the attack.  
 
    Staring down the charging earth elephant, feeling the earth jump and twist with each movement, Wu Ying rode the shifts with ease. He lifted himself off the ground a little to reduce the shocks, his legs bending as he ran. The wind picked up behind him, carrying him on wings of flame as he neared the other. 
 
    Two implacable forces, approaching one another. Corona of energy, grey and brown from the earth elephant, white and silver from Wu Ying formed between the pair. But Wu Ying was the wind, not hard-bodied metal or unrelenting earth.  
 
    It was but a question of timing for when he would dodge. When his opponent would react to his all-too-predictable movement. 
 
    An eyeblink, an extra gust of wind and dust between the pair. 
 
    There. 
 
    He spun sideways like a top, his feet placing and rotating as he swung around. The central wind’s movement techniques influenced his footwork as he whirled around the creature’s charge. At the same time, his sword rose, the ring of metal striking earthen tusk shaking the air. 
 
    Up in a block, imparting energy to the turn, then down in a sideways cut. Chi engorged the blade, extending its length. Wind and sword intent bit into the flesh along unprotected neck, finding a tiny gap in earthen armor that allowed the creature to turn its head. 
 
    Blood fountained as the attack struck deep, but energy unleashed and caught by stubborn earthen chi ran rampant through the weapon. Metal stressed to the maximum, dao intent and chi embedding insufficient to strengthen the weapon, the jian exploded. Metal shards were left within the earthen elephant, sinking deeper into flesh and organs, tearing veins and arteries. 
 
    Other metal splinters pelted Wu Ying as he spun away, one fragment leaving a gaping wound in his arm where the scale armor was missing. Another shard tore through the sky, clipping his ear and leaving it bleeding. 
 
    Then Wu Ying was away and back in the sky, the elephant stumbling a few further steps. It turned its body to follow Wu Ying, forward momentum and the sudden loss of footing all combining to set the creature tumbling. Earth was gorged apart, a deep trench forming as the beast bled out its life, its massive endurance and strength finally giving way, reinforced earthen limb shattering with suddenness as will finally gave way. 
 
    The wind cultivator panted, wringing out his aching hand. The Third Cut of the Wandering Dragon was incomplete, a concept given form and tested in battle but a failure. An explosive, excruciating, and expensive failure it seemed. 
 
    Dismissing the hilt of the weapon back into his storage ring, Wu Ying let out a low breath as he flexed numb fingers. Tou He stumbled closer, climbing the trench to stare at the dying matriarch. He offered Wu Ying a nod, and the man smiled. 
 
    The matriarch was down. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    Around the destroyed clearing, earth trembled and twisted. Grey elephant heads poked out of the ground, pushing apart their shielding domes, fury in their tiny eyes as they sensed the loss of their leader. Trunks were raised as they trumpeted their anger and loss. 
 
    Wu Ying sighed. “Oh, come on!”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, dealing with the last few elephants was significantly simpler. Many had expended their energy to protect themselves, with Tou He able to send the weakest fleeing with a concentrated burst of his aura and killing intent. After that, the rest of the fight was unsurprising, if a little difficult.  
 
    “These tainted cores. It makes them strong. Stronger than what you’d expect, with the amount of energy contained within them,” Wu Ying commented as he finished extracting the massive core from the matriarch earth elephant’s corpse. He shook his hand clean, withdrawing an insulated jade box to store the jagged spirit stone. Even holding the spirit stone whilst shielded, Wu Ying felt like he needed to give his hand a good wash. 
 
    “It does. It’s what made keeping these creatures contained such a problem for the city,” Tou He replied. The monk was seated on the nearby rise, keeping watch for scavengers while Wu Ying worked. 
 
    “I can sense how the taint has entered the bones and meat,” Wu Ying commented, prodding the hardened flesh. “I’d consider skinning it, but can it even be used?” 
 
    “Some would,” Tou He said. 
 
    “But you don’t suggest it?” 
 
    “Even the best cleansing rituals leave a trace behind.” 
 
    “Ah….” Wu Ying imagined trying to move around in such tainted leather, or even eating the meat or consuming a pill made from this. He could not help but shudder a little. The thought was similar to eating rancid pork. You could wash the meat and the slime away, cook it as best you could, but the taste and the memory would always be there. Never mind the stomach troubles it could cause. And if you mixed it with good herbs or other sources… 
 
    “Let’s drag the bodies over. I’ll extract the other stones, and you can burn it all away.” Wu Ying could not help but grin. “I’m assuming your flames can do that?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” 
 
    Wu Ying stretched, stepping away from the corpse and glancing at the torn and beaten-up robes he wore. If there was one aspect he missed most of all about the Sect, it was the easy surplus of clothing one could acquire at a discount. Not that he had been able to afford the robes initially, but now, as an Elder and a rather successful Gatherer, minor expenses like purchasing multiple sets of robes were a small thing. In truth, robes even now were not that expensive, but his parsimonious nature made him wince at the ongoing expense. 
 
    “Watch out!” 
 
    A quick hop sideways had Wu Ying cross a dozen feet, removing himself from the point of impact. Moments later, the limp elephant corpse slammed into the ground, raising a cloud of dirt and squirting blood into the air as Tou He lobbed it over.  
 
    Wind rose defensively, sending away the droplets and clearing the air around the body. To little use, for moments later, another body landed near the first.  
 
    “Someone was holding back, it seems,” Wu Ying muttered to himself, watching as his friend heaved the massive corpses around as if they were no heavier than the bags of rice he’d once carried up the mountain. Then, as Tou He paused to locate more corpses, Wu Ying raised his voice. “Stop throwing them if you want me to do any harvesting!” 
 
    “Fine, fine. If the great wind gatherer needs me to be careful…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The pair watched the flames catch on the corpses, burning merrily and brighter. A small nudge of Wu Ying’s will had the winds carry the stench upward and away from the pair, such that they were spared from the noxious fumes. Well, beyond the occasional times when the wind felt playful, shifting to send a puff or a rolling cloud over the two. 
 
    After one such gust, Tou He retreated further and glared at his friend, who followed him. He waved the meat bun he’d extracted in front of Wu Ying in agitation. “Why is your control so poor?” 
 
    “It’s not so much control as a partnership. I can’t tell them what to do so much as strongly request it. The wind will, however, do what it wants.” 
 
    “Dangerous. If I tried that with the flames, they’d consume me. I am the one in control of the fire, not the other way around.” 
 
    “A difference in dao or element?” Wu Ying asked, curious to hear his friend’s opinion. 
 
    “Maybe a little of both,” Tou He said. “I know some others—not of the fire element, but water and wood in particular—who espouse your views. Where the elements are a partnership. Others view the elements as a portion of themselves, no more required to be dominated than you would dominate your heart or lungs. Control perhaps, but not dominate. 
 
    “The fire that you gifted me though. It is not inherently a part of me. It is an element I must battle constantly or risk it consuming me entirely.” 
 
    Wu Ying winced. “Ah… I’m sorry.”  
 
    “For what? I knew taking the dragon’s blood was dangerous. It was my choice,” Tou He said. “And I have gained much from it.” 
 
    Wu Ying turned his attention then to the fiery depression where the corpses were being consumed. The fire that lit the lakeside was brighter and hotter than any he had seen, outside of the blacksmith’s forge. It burnt so hot that portions of it were green and other parts were entirely clear, as though color itself had been consumed. 
 
    Fat, flesh, muscle, and even bone transformed to ash and fuel for the flame. The massive corpses shrank visibly, the chi within either dispersed back into metal and earth chi or transformed into fire chi. Wood chi, already fading as the creatures died, became fuel for the flames while all liquid in the bodies hissed and escaped into the air. Most of all, the taint that had marred the corpses was devoured, destroyed, and cleansed. 
 
    As he watched the flames do so, Wu Ying was struck with the obvious. Between his earlier upbringing, his dao path, and the dragon flames he now controlled, it was easy to see why Tou He had been selected to come down. 
 
    “You were sent down to deal with the taint, weren’t you? Is there anything you can tell me about it?” Wu Ying said as the pair continued to watch the fire.  
 
    “I was sent to find and deal with the source,” Tou He confirmed. Having finished his snack, he conjured another bun, peeling the wrapping off the bottom. “If I could, that is. There was some belief that I would be more of an external aid to local efforts.” 
 
    “And there have been none?” Wu Ying said worriedly. 
 
    “None what?” 
 
    “Local efforts to stop the taint.” 
 
    “None that have survived or continued.” Tou He turned and gestured back to the city. “The local government has kept details closely held, but it seems that at least two expeditions have been sent to locate and deal with the problem. Both have not been heard from. The last expedition was a month and a half ago. Since then, the government has pulled back their people, concentrating on shoring up their defenses while further aid is requested.” 
 
    “Because of the increasing number of tainted Core Formation monsters.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “And this taint, the source, it creates demonic beasts at a faster rate than ever,” Wu Ying said. “Makes them stronger than they should be, maybe even damages spirit beasts who have managed to escape the fate of becoming a demonic beast. Or am I wrong?” 
 
    “No, not wrong. That is what I believe too.” 
 
    “Then pulling back is a fool’s move,” Wu Ying said firmly. “Hiding away just allows the taint to increase. The source must be dealt with.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Tou He fell silent for a time, staring at the fire before he added, almost as an afterthought, “The last expedition contained a mixture of the city’s martial elders and a division from the army holding the fortification. A half-dozen Core Formation elders. And none returned.” 
 
    “Ah…” Wu Ying’s indignation at the foolishness of the locals faded. It was not that they did not see the problem. It was that they did not feel as though they could change their destiny anyway. Or perhaps, a little of that and a little politics. “Are there not more elders in their schools?” 
 
    “They’re not martial schools, Ah Ying. That one”—he gestured at the largest hill a distance from them, where multiple buildings were situated along the hill—“focuses on teaching cultivation techniques to their bureaucrats.” His finger tracked to the right. “That school is one you might want to visit. They’re gatherers—though really, they’re just farmers. Wood and earth elements mostly. That one is a spirit beast sanctuary. 
 
    “Their schools focus more on elements, guiding people to the professions that suit their elements and their inclinations. Martial sects are almost non-existent, with the army taking their place. You know of how they run their armies?” 
 
    “Mass conscription at an early age. Everyone is forced to train locally, with current or retired army personnel organizing the training,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Exactly. They have fewer villages, because of the forest and spirit beasts. They’re more concentrated in their cities or the areas around their cities, with travel between settlements more difficult than farther north. Travel is vouchsafed by the army.” Tou He shook his head. “To do that, the army receives a large stipend of the budget, and every long-term member of the army is stuffed with cores to be pushed to a higher cultivation level if possible.” 
 
    “How do they afford that?” Wu Ying said with a frown.  
 
    One of the problems that cultivators faced in general was the lack of resources at the lower level. While prodigies and those who ran into significant amounts of beneficial events could skip many of the impediments to cultivation, most stalled due to a lack of resources to provide aid when an obstacle occurred. 
 
    Wu Ying had been lucky, having encountered more than his share of beneficial events and dao inspiration. Yet, he had also utilized a much larger proportion of resources than your average cultivator to reach the heights he had. If not for the fact that he was a Gatherer, an individual able to acquire these rare resources directly, he would have not progressed as far or as fast. 
 
    “Look around you,” Tou He said. “We import a portion of the beast stones we need from the south. Do you think they’d sell them to us if they had not filled their demand? The southern jungles are filled with beasts galore.” 
 
    “And so, they intend to wait then? Until the army is able to send additional aid? Maybe a dedicated team?” Wu Ying mused. “How long has this been going on?” 
 
    “The taint? A few years.” 
 
    “Then they think they have time?”  
 
    Tou He shrugged. 
 
    “Do you know anything else?” Wu Ying said, a little frustrated. 
 
    “Know? No.”  
 
    “But you suspect something.” 
 
    “You do too.” Lips thinned. “It is not the same, but this smell, this taint. We have experienced it before, once.” 
 
    “Demonic chi.” 
 
    Tou He nodded and Wu Ying winced. That it was invading spirit beasts in the wild meant there was a source, possibly uncontrolled, possibly created to infect these creatures. A fount or a spring, a gate between the demonic realm and the middle kingdom. 
 
    A travesty against the Dao.  
 
    Demons were not, inherently, bad. It was a matter of phrasing and definition.  
 
    A spirit beast who broke from their natural path of ascension had to tread a careful path or see the spirit core it built twist and break, driving it insane. In that, they were unnatural and no longer in sync with the Dao and were thus named demonic beasts. 
 
    On the other hand, other creatures gained strength or sentience, their very nature—like the taotei, the hundun, the qionggi—destructive, chaotic, and vicious. Though peasant and cultivator alike called them demons, they were not in opposition to their dao. In fact, by embodying these aspects further, they were able to grow in strength along a “true” path. 
 
    Both were common events in the Middle Kingdom, and while unfortunate in some cases, like a mortal damaging their own meridians, it was not unusual. Even a common demonic beast was still intrinsically part of the Dao, though they might have left the path to greater heights. 
 
    On the other hand, this taint, this corruption was wrong. It forcibly altered the natural world, attempting to subvert nature and beasts in an alien way. The dao that it espoused was not the dao of the Middle Kingdom, their dao originating from another location. It was why such fonts, such breaches or gates that were left open to the demonic plain were not allowed. Each moment it was allowed to exist, it weakened and ate away at the foundations of the greater Dao and realm.  
 
    A bone cracked, shattering as the heat weakened it, showering the surroundings with sparks. Wu Ying checked the fire again, but like before, Tou He’s control of the flame was spectacular. Outside a ring of around a foot from the corpses, the flames refused to burn, dying off as soon as the sparks landed. Though the heat from the fire should have created lava and slag, crisped the earth and made it liquid, somehow Tou He had kept the flame and heat contained. 
 
    The pair fell into a companionable silence, Wu Ying turning over their conversation in his mind. It seemed his objective would not be as easy to complete as he’d first believed. Even so, as smoke and flames rose, he heard the whisper of the southern wind. The promise of secrets of heaven and hell to be exposed. 
 
    If he dared to walk this path. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    By the time the fire had consumed the tainted bodies, late evening had fallen. Their return to the city was uneventful, with only a minor argument arising when Wu Ying offered the smallest core as payment. It took the intervention of the southern gate lieutenant before the argument was complete to the dissatisfaction of everyone, leaving Wu Ying less two more beast cores but still holding onto the massive Core Formation matriarch’s core. 
 
    “I still wouldn’t recommend using it,” Tou He said as the pair sauntered along the busy city streets. 
 
    “The core?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Wasn’t thinking of it.” Wu Ying cocked his head, gesturing in one direction as they reached an intersection. Mortals streamed around the uncaring pair of cultivators as they ran their own errands. “Are you free?” 
 
    “If you’re paying, certainly.” 
 
    “Why…” Wu Ying shook his head. “No, you stomach-obsessed fool. Not food. There’s someone I want to introduce you to.” Then, having been reminded of his own hunger, he added, “Well, we can do dinner too.” 
 
    Tou He grinned. “Then of course. I even know a place that’ll cook up all that untainted spirit beast meat you have.” 
 
    “Still remember that, do we?” 
 
    Another, wider grin from his friend. Wu Ying chuckled, swinging by a roadside stall to pick up some leaf-wrapped glutinous rice meals. He purchased a half-dozen for his friend and one for himself. Tou He murmured his thanks, digging into the meal almost immediately.  
 
    As they walked, Wu Ying let the winds out to play, relaxing his control such that wind swirled around the pair without his conscious intent. It tugged at robes, skirted under wagons, and picked at leaves, banging open shutters and carrying snatches of conversation and scents to the wind cultivator. Higher above, the slow swirl of wind chi covered the many li that made up the city, filtering the energy such that his Cyclone’s Breath method never stopped refilling his dantian. 
 
    Just as importantly, the slow flow of air also brought with it notes and impressions of the schools that arrayed those hills. As Tou He had noted, each of those mountain schools were specialized colleges where promising cultivators were trained in a specific profession. Numerous scents came to him, from the farmlands filled with spirit herbs to herbal-scented apothecarist halls, to the dry smell of old parchment and the musky scent of animals held close together.  
 
    “What do you think?” Wu Ying asked his friend as they kept walking. “About their heresy?” 
 
    Tou He rolled his eyes, for a few passersby had given Wu Ying a hard look when they caught his last sentence. “There’s nothing wrong with not seeking to ascend.” The ex-monk flicked his hand upward, indicating the sky. “Their rationale about cultivation also seems quite convincing, if you’re willing to look at it emotionlessly.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The Nanyue believe that cultivation was not given to us mortals to make us gods, but to make our lives easier. A gift, to allow us to contend against the spirit and demonic beasts that lurk at the edges of civilization.”  
 
    Wu Ying nodded, having learned that much thus far from Yang Mu.  
 
    “If you consider the story of the Yellow Emperor and the time before him, humanity struggled, always at the mercy of such creatures till he spread the knowledge of cultivation.” 
 
    “And because our lives were made easier, we should only use it for that purpose?” Wu Ying said doubtfully. 
 
    “Yes. Look at the Heavenly Tribulation,” Tou He replied. “We know it is wielded by the Heavens to block ascension. The Nanyue believe even attempting to step further along the path to immortality is inherently wrong.” 
 
    “Ah, but some believe that the Heavenly Tribulation is not a punishment, but instead an opportunity and a test at once. That one cannot ascend or achieve the next step without the lightning and chi from Heaven itself,” Wu Ying pointed out. 
 
    “Perhaps. It’s not what the Nanyue believe though.” 
 
    The wind cultivator turned the corner, mulling over his friend’s words before finding a gap in the logic. “If they believe that cultivation—and Heavenly Tribulations—are wrong, then why do they even have Core Formation cultivators? After all, are they not then actively defying the ‘correct’ usage?” 
 
    Tou He opened his mouth to answer, then paused and frowned in thought. 
 
    “It’s because, Cultivator Long, of us.” Yang Mu’s voice cut in, catching the pair by surprise.  
 
    Wu Ying turned smoothly, an eyebrow rising at the fact that the wind had not told him of her presence. Or that he’d even missed her approach through his spiritual sense. Yang Mu had a small smile of satisfaction when she saw his face. 
 
    “What do you mean, Lady Cultivator?” Tou He asked. His eyes darted between the pair as he assessed them. 
 
    “The other nations, who have Core Formation cultivators,” Yang Mu replied. “No nation can afford to be that weak. As it is, Nanyue only shook off northern ownership a bare hundred and eighty years ago.” 
 
    “Conquest,” Tou He idly corrected. “I doubt ownership is a term they’d prefer.” 
 
    Yang Mu inclined her head, before looking at Wu Ying, who had failed to introduce them. At her pointed glance, he shook off his thoughts and introduced the pair before gesturing up the road to their residence.  
 
    “I was about to introduce you two anyway. And afterward, we were planning on sustenance. Would you care to join us?” 
 
    Yang Mu shook her head, making Wu Ying frown. “I have matters to attend to for my mother. But perhaps a drink, later tonight?” She gestured at the inn. “They have quite a marvelous garden at night.” 
 
    Wu Ying glanced at Tou He, who shrugged.  
 
    “Tonight then, Mistress Yang,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    Offering the pair one last smile, she sauntered off to her meeting, leaving Wu Ying wondering what it was that she had to deal with. And what, if any, news she might bring about their objective. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Later that evening, the pair stood to greet Yang Mu as she finally returned, the gong having rung for the second time[7] just before she arrived. As it was, the attendant who served the pair looked exhausted, though happy for the generous tips Tou He had provided. As such, food and drink had continuously flowed to their table within the garden of the inn. 
 
    Around them, their cultured green surroundings had been illuminated by paper lanterns hoisted onto nearby trees. The lanterns had been artfully arranged such that the few tables in the smaller garden received sufficient illumination while darkening the areas in-between. At the same time, the carefully trimmed vegetation provided privacy, while flowing water features throughout the gardens helped to mask conversations. 
 
    Under the cheerful, flickering lights, under clear skies for once, the garden was both friendly and just a little eerie. It attempted to mimic the wild growth of a real forest, and yet was too manufactured to one who had spent much of his life within. Instead, it felt artificial and strange, a child’s nighttime painting of the real thing.  
 
    Yang Mu smiled at the pair, her hips swaying ever so gently, her long, lustrous hair glinting in the dark. There was a slight flush to her cheeks, a redness that marked the consumption of alcohol in dubious quantities. She slipped into a seat, followed by the pair soon after, and inclined her head in thanks as Tou He poured her a cup of wine. 
 
    “Are you sure you should still be drinking?” Wu Ying said doubtfully as she picked up the cup. 
 
    “Is this wine enhanced?” Yang Mu said. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then I shall be fine.” She sipped on the wine, nodding appreciatively. “Excellent wine.” She looked at Tou He. “A good choice.” 
 
    “Hey! I could have picked it,” Wu Ying protested. 
 
    Tou He and Yang Mu exchanged knowing looks, before Tou He spoke up, ignoring his friend who fumed in silence. “So how is it that you know my tasteless friend?” 
 
    “Oh, he’s got a decent tongue for food. But wine and tea…” She let out a long sigh. “We met at my parents’ inn.”  
 
    Tou He made an encouraging sound, and Yang Mu happily chose to answer in detail, relating how they’d met and who her parents were. 
 
    “Twinned dao progression, all the way to Nascent Soul. Incredibly rare. And then choosing to raise their children, all of which have progressed well.” Tou He shook his head in wonder. “You, my lady, are a rare creature indeed.” 
 
    She laughed. “Is that not the case with most who have managed to achieve Core Formation? And even more so at the stage above. Enlightenment, privilege, or dedication, those are the hallmarks of our peers and betters.” 
 
    “Talent too,” Wu Ying added. 
 
    “Talent without dedication is like a beautiful girl who hides in her room. If not exploited early, it wastes away, leaving naught but the ashes of regret,” Yang Mu said. 
 
    Tou He hummed in thought, turning the wine cup in hand as he stared at the reflections of light in the clear liquid. “Yet talent does not waste away in the same manner as beauty.” 
 
    “But it is not coin to be hoarded for a rainy day. Its value is in its application and growth, not inherent in itself,” Yang Mu said. 
 
    “Coin can be spent today or a year from now. It is still coin. But someone who is talented in the sword cannot pick up the jian and beat another who has trained for years, just because they were once talented,” Wu Ying said. “An appropriate metaphor then.” 
 
    “Then is talent no longer a concern at later stages of cultivation?” Tou He asked. 
 
    “Of course not.” Wu Ying stared at his friend rather pointedly. He remembered how Tou He had breezed through the martial and physical portions of their training early on.  
 
    That his friend had not achieved the Heart of the Staff was clear, but that was perhaps a decision to avoid certain aspects of the weapon. For all that Tou He had left the monastery, certain aspects of his Buddhist upbringing still held true. Embracing the violent, crushing, and fatal nature of the weapon might be something he could not do.  
 
    Pushing aside those musings, Wu Ying continued. “Talent nurtured from the start and brought to our level would still provide an advantage. If anything, I would think that advantage is greater than before, as the continual progression of the talented allowed them to specialize and increase their advantage.” 
 
    “Only if they concentrated on that which they were talented within,” Yang Mu said, a secretive smile on her lips. 
 
    Wu Ying considered asking her, then chose not to. If she meant it as a barb against him, he deserved it. He had some small talent with the sword, but while he studied and practiced, he had numerous interests. And all of them took time and effort to exploit. 
 
    “Was your dinner fruitful, Lady Yang?” Tou He asked to cover his friend’s silence. 
 
    “Very much so, Cultivator Liu. I was able to better grasp the city’s current predicament.”  
 
    At the pair’s urging, she detailed her findings after speaking with her merchant contacts. There was little new to either party, though Yang Mu was able to elaborate on the actions taken by the army for both expeditions, along with the resources utilized and their future plans. 
 
    “A special team from their capital is on the way?” Wu Ying said, leaning back in his chair with a smile. “That’ll complicate things, perhaps.” 
 
    “Oh?” Tou He said, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, you’re here to cleanse the source. I’ve been charged with learning more about it.” While Wu Ying could have stayed behind and just received a report when the special team was done, the wind pressing upon him demanded he play a more active role. “And Mistress Yang…” 
 
    “And Mistress Yang what?” A single, graceful eyebrow arched, daring him to complete his sentence. 
 
    “Will do what she wants.” 
 
    “Exactly.” She shrugged. “In this case, it’ll be to accompany the team when they depart.” 
 
    Once more, Wu Ying wondered about her objectives. Yang Mu took great pleasure, it seemed, in their travels, in seeing the world and making new connections for herself and her parents. While she had amassed a princely fortune via her acquisitions, trade did not seem the focused passion that it was for her mother. It was, like his own Gathering, a profession that supported and gave direction to her travels but was not the objective in itself. 
 
    Swapping wine cup for rice bowl, Tou He ladled more of the spicy tofu hotpot onto it. As he prepped another bowl, he mused out loud. “It seems that we need to find reason to have the army commander or the lord magistrate to allow our presence.” 
 
    “And I’m assuming an extra blade would be insufficient,” Wu Ying said as he touched the hilt of his weapon. He’d retrieved the saint jian from the corpse after the battle, though now he needed to acquire a second or third as backup.  
 
    Good thing they were in Nanyue, fabled land of weaponry. In the northern kingdoms, weapons from Nanyue were highly prized for their quality and beauty. As he’d walked, Wu Ying had noted that the reputation of the weapons had been somewhat overblown. There were still weapons of shoddy make, mortal weaponry that was no better than farm tools.  
 
    But not entirely.  
 
    He’d noted a few weapons of great beauty and sturdiness in passing, and the wind carried the noise of hammering and production to him on occasion, speaking of forges that worked late into the night.  
 
    “Perhaps one wielded by you,” Tou He said. “A prodigy of the jian is still a prodigy. But it might be a safer matter to ingratiate ourselves with the city lord.” 
 
    “If we can speak with her.” 
 
    “If we can speak with her,” Tou He concurred. 
 
    “Well, Cultivator Long knows at least one direct report, no?” When Wu Ying looked confused by Yang Mu’s words, she added, “The Guard Captain.” 
 
    “Oh!” Then a slow nod. That might be a good introduction. Perhaps he might even be able to use Be Long to avoid speaking with the city lord entirely, if he could direct them to the correct individual.  
 
    “And yourself, Lady Yang?” Tou He muttered before consuming his bowl of rice. 
 
    Bemused, Yang Mu watched as Tou He finished the bowl within moments.  
 
    Wu Ying smirked as he added, “And that’s after he’s eaten. Took us nearly three hours before they were done cooking all the spirit meat I gave them. We also have a meal being prepped for tomorrow. Some of the cuts needed more time.” 
 
    “Ah, I shall be sure to join you then.” She considered, then added, “I’ll invite some of my contacts, if that is acceptable.” 
 
    Wu Ying glanced at his friend, who just shrugged. “I do not see why not,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Good.” Then, turning to the ex-monk, she answered his question. “I have some small skill with formations. I intend to visit the nearby school to review the formations they are using to cleanse the cores. My mother helped me work upon the formations we used for those cores that arrived at her village, and from my experience, we have a better solution than what is being utilized now. Certainly, our methods leave less taint behind.” 
 
    “They are rather messy,” Tou He confirmed. He set down his bowl and refilled it once more, checking with the pair if they wished eighths. 
 
    “That reminds me.” Wu Ying extracted the earth elephant matriarch’s core from his ring, opening the jade box to present the item to Yang Mu. “When you’ve integrated whatever you might learn from the schools here, I’d like to be present when you cleanse this one. I think there might be something to learn in that act.” 
 
    “For the core?” Yang Mu widened her eyes in impish delight. “Of course!” 
 
    “Not for the core,” Wu Ying said grumpily. He pulled back the box, closing it. “I do have some other lesser cores that can be used as payment.” 
 
    “Well, will you at least sell it to me?” She fluttered her eyelids. 
 
    Wu Ying snorted at her overt games, though he was uncomfortable as well with exactly how well it worked. He was no blushing teenager. He should not find her as alluring. And yet…  
 
    He muttered his agreement. It was quite likely the wood cultivator could make good use of the earth core. It was not as though it would be highly efficient for him to use it to aid his cultivation, what with the clash between earth and wind.  
 
    She offered him a brilliant smile in thanks, and Tou He, watching the pair, smirked.  
 
    Missing the fire cultivator’s silent regard, Yang Mu stood, downing her cup swiftly. “It is late, and there is much to do. Tomorrow. Dinner, yes?” 
 
    Receiving their agreement, she sauntered away.  
 
    Only when she had retreated far enough away that she could not overhear, did Wu Ying ask, “What?” 
 
    “Nothing, nothing at all.” Then, before Wu Ying could demand further answers, Tou He pointed at the dishes before him. “Help me finish this, will you? I should rest too, but wasting all this food is a crime.” 
 
    “You’re the one who kept ordering!” Still, Wu Ying picked up his chopsticks, snagging some of the deep-fried pork before his friend took it all.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Plans thwarted by the simple fact that Captain Ky would not be available till later in the day, Wu Ying left the gate. The smell of early morning congee and buns, fresh produce rolling in from the surrounding farmland, and breakfast consumed by laborers hurrying to work filled the morning, along with the underlying taint that Wu Ying had come to realize was becoming part of the city’s makeup. 
 
    Concerning, in many ways. It was not something most would notice, not if they had not both the enhanced senses of a cultivator and the training and cultivation technique to sift through the myriad scents. He did, and he could tell that the taint had permeated the city in spots. The occasional guard, a mortal who smelled rank to him.  
 
    A beggar child, staring up at him, his clothing threadbare and his meridians clogged. The smell of old, badly cooked rat meat wafting from him, dripped oil and shreds of meat caught in unbrushed gums. Wu Ying paused for a long time, staring at the boy. 
 
    He could not save them all. It was not his place. His master would have spoken of altering fates and twisting karmic destinies, of threads that bound one tightly to this earth and curtailed one’s rise to the heavens. His martial sister would have spoken of balance and the duty of bureaucracies and nobles.  
 
    But a letter read late at night echoed the most. 
 
      
 
    Your father takes the supplements provided by your friends, as do I, though not as often as he should. He thinks I do not notice, but he often passes them on to the children who clog the village now, many whom call him Master. He spends more time teaching them the jian than he does farming these days. If not for your largesse and that of your friends and the village’s understanding, I fear they would have taken our farmland from us long ago. 
 
    He sees in them, you. Their excitement, their youth, their optimism. He sees a future beyond the village for them, among the sect and perhaps even in the lands your occasional letters speak of. He sees a future that he did not have and seeks to provide. 
 
    And I, I see grandchildren I fear I will never have. Perhaps we both do. It is strange, is it not, that cultivators seeking immortality are often the end of their line? It is an irony of the Heavens, and perhaps why they are so displeased by those seeking to ascend. 
 
    If all were to become immortal, what would become of earth and its mortal existence? 
 
    Do the gods truly care about mortals? Are cultivators walking the path to immortality forced to give up all mortal ties and mortal feelings? 
 
    Or is there another way? 
 
    Never mind me. I find that with your father busy teaching and you gone, I have taken to reading and knitting more to pass the time. It leaves me with long periods to contemplate matters of little importance. 
 
      
 
    Children who were the future, who he might never have. These were not his, it was not his place to interact and change their fate. And yet, his mother’s questions rang through his mind. 
 
    Before he knew it, Wu Ying found himself buying out a stall, then another, sending the owners to offer the meal to those beggar children this day. And to that single child with his big eyes and missing tooth, for the rest of the year. A largesse that would have beggared him years ago. 
 
    Now, barely a consideration. 
 
    “And master…” Wu Ying waited for the steam bun maker to meet his gaze, allowing just a trace of killing intent as the wind played and tugged at both their robes. “I would remember that both good deeds and bad are seen by the wind.” 
 
    And so speaking, he let the wind take him away. For a moment, he joined it, disappearing from mortal sight to drift over to another street before reforming. Dramatic, but sometimes, points needed to be made. 
 
    Small mercies, small changes. 
 
    In contrast to the larger changes enacted. Every step he took, he felt the massive cleansing formations spread throughout the city. Other, smaller ones were concentrated in the industrial quarter, upon the hill that he knew to house the formation master school. But there was a single larger one too. Limited by the city walls, enacted to cleanse the air and block the taint; to slowly draw it from one and all. 
 
    Incredibly inefficient, but at least, a step in the right direction. 
 
    Stopping at a roadside stall to purchase a sugar cane and hibiscus drink, Wu Ying debated his next steps. He could, of course, return to training or cultivating. A man could never have enough of either. Then, of course, the city was still an unknown factor. Spending the morning wandering the streets to learn its secrets, listening to the wind and mortals alike might glean unusual and unexpected benefits.  
 
    Almost, Wu Ying chose to do so. He might, perhaps, visit a blacksmith or ten to search for a replacement blade.  
 
    Then the wind blew again, tugging at a lock of his hair and bringing with it the smell of overturned soil and fresh-cut herbs. It was the smell of ripening fruit and flowering plants, a location filled with wood and earth chi. A gentle reminder. 
 
    “My thanks,” he murmured, to himself, to the wind.  
 
    He downed the last of the drink, returned the cup, and turned aside to exit the city. The journey to the school would require him to traverse open land once more, but it was a small matter for the wind cultivator. 
 
    Barely an inconvenience. 
 
    He arrived at the green-and-gold paifang that denoted the start of The School of Bountiful Sustenance, stone staircases ascending in the distance. Wu Ying smiled at the majestic name, felt the slight touch of dao inspiration in the stroke of the lines on the plaque, a worldly infusion of intent in them. Looking at the words, one was bound to understand the writer’s intent, to experience the feel of the earth beneath one’s feet, the smell of herbs freshly cut or rice newly threshed. 
 
    The hill itself was unlike the others, all of which were left untouched but for the scattering of buildings meant to house their students. No, the School of Bountiful Sustenance’s hill was altered, the earth cut away to create the stepped rice fields. Earth berms rose between the fields, closing off the land while drainage ditches and bamboo pipes guided water from wells and springs above. 
 
    Figures dotted the hill, moving through the routine of care and tending that were part and parcel of farming. With his spiritual sense unfurled around himself, Wu Ying could feel multiple formations twisting the environmental chi, amplifying earth chi to provide and conserve nutrients, adjusting the flow of wood chi to promote growth and healthy saplings. Water chi was drawn and converted to help sustain the various aquaculture stocks within the fields, while robust ground cover helped ensure firm footing upon the numerous paths ascending and descending. 
 
    Of particular interest were the farmers themselves. Most were in the higher grades of Body Cultivation, with a few standout individuals—often the overseers and teachers—in the middle grade of Energy Storage. He sensed no Core Formation cultivators among this group, though it was no surprise they might be higher.  
 
    After all, he felt the subtle pull of chi that concentrated toward the peak. Up there, where more than plain rice was grown, would be where those with the strength and expertise to handle more powerful and concentrated spirit herbs lived. He began to ascend, intent on meeting them. 
 
    “Are you lost, honored visitor?” 
 
    Wu Ying turned smoothly, offering a placating smile for the cultivator clad in a simple brown peasant tunic who’d greeted him. He carried nothing, though Wu Ying could sense a minor fluctuation in space around the man’s fingers, a surefire indicator of a storage ring. 
 
    “No. I was but observing the fine school.” Wu Ying gestured to the hill. “We do not have such an establishment where I come from.” 
 
    “Of course. Nanyue continues to lead the world in our understanding and exploitation of cultivation techniques for the greater good,” the man said. 
 
    Wu Ying made a noise to indicate that he had heard the man, though he felt no desire to confirm the other’s statement. 
 
    Eyes twinkling, as though he understood Wu Ying’s silent disagreement, the man put two hands together and bowed. “But my apologies for my rudeness. I am Thich Tuan Sy.” 
 
    “Long Wu Ying of the Verdant Green Waters Sect. Are you a teacher here, by any chance?”  
 
    “I am.” Tuan Sy inclined his head. “How did you tell?” 
 
    “You’re very strongly wood aligned.” Wu Ying gestured at the man’s hands. “I can also see the hands of a farmer there.” Never mind the darkness in his skin, even for a cultivator in the peak Energy Storage stage. Much like Wu Ying’s own coloration in fact, though the man seemed to be more naturally tanned and less protected by his continued progress as a cultivator. 
 
    “And I yours.” Gesturing to the path leading up, Tuan Sy said, “I assume that the famed Verdant Gatherer has questions about our facilities and training methods? Perhaps he wishes to peruse our library and trade some of his rarer stock?” 
 
    Wu Ying did not startle. He was beginning—reluctantly—to realize that to some people, his name would be known. He was no unremarkable farmer any longer, even if he might have preferred that. It was also not too surprising that a school dedicated to his profession would know of him. 
 
    In any case, it was to his benefit. 
 
    “I do, actually. Would Teacher Thich be able to provide some assistance in this matter?” Wu Ying said, following the man as they ascended the hill. He noted idly the way Tuan Sy flexed his chi, using a subtle qinggong method that connected him with the ground and let him rise up the hill at the pace of a swiftly cantering horse. 
 
    “I can. I am, however, only a small individual in our illustrious school. For much of what you desire, the principal or vice principal would be more suitable.”  
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Wearing a small smile, Tuan Sy regaled Wu Ying with details about the school, slowing to a stop at times to point out areas of particular interest. A new irrigation method, a breed of rice they were testing that yielded more grains per stalk, a cultivator who had found enlightenment. 
 
    Enlightenment. How often Wu Ying noticed it, ascending the hill. It reminded him of the Sect, where individuals could be found seated in silence, caught in the middle of an action or flowing through a form before stilling as a glimpse of the greater Dao arrived. Moments when they would freeze and receive a Heavenly benediction for their insight.  
 
    He had forgotten how often that occurred in his own sect, having traversed the wider world for so long. A world where opportunities to embrace the greater Dao were overshadowed by the needs of daily life, the struggle for sustenance, a shelter over one’s head and security against demonic spirits. 
 
    Here, in the safety of a school that catered to their needs, that taught and broke open preconceptions, these low-ranked cultivators found their first glimpses into the Dao. Wu Ying only sensed three such individuals on his walk up the hill, but even three was more than what he normally experienced in months living in a city. 
 
    Rare was the individual who found enlightenment among the press of humanity. An interesting commentary upon civilization and society, if one were willing to focus upon such a matter. Or perhaps a discussion on the natural state of mortals. 
 
    “As you probably noticed, we only have a few buildings,” Tuan Sy was saying, as Wu Ying brought his attention back to the present as they neared the first of the major structures halfway up the hill.  
 
    “If one does not include the warehouses and greenhouses,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “If one does not include the warehouses and greenhouses,” Tuan Sy echoed in agreement. “These are the residence halls for our newer members, who work the lower fields, as well as the local library for their use and the classrooms. Nothing in there that would be of interest to Cultivator Long.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Mortal rice, mortal fish,” Tuan Sy said. “We teach cultivators the necessary skills to feed our population.” A shrug. “Necessary, but not of interest to one as illustrious as you. Those students who progress far though, who have shown significant skill, are brought higher to more challenging works.” 
 
    “Spirit herbs.” 
 
    “Exactly.”  
 
    “How do you handle those herbs that are impossible, or incredibly difficult, to cultivate domestically?” Wu Ying asked. That was, after all, the entire reason he had a profession. Some plants did not work well with others in near proximity, others took too long to grow, and some just died when domestic cultivation was attempted. 
 
    “Mmm… the same way your sects do, of course,” Tuan Sy said.  
 
    A raised eyebrow greeted his non-answer. 
 
    Smiling, Tuan Sy said, “By making wandering gatherers quite welcome.”  
 
    Wu Ying could not help but chuckle a little. “A good strategy that.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    Exiting the small mid-stage village, Tuan Sy carried on detailing the fields and the worlds they crossed, carefully probing for Wu Ying’s knowledge and interest. The wind cultivator did not mind, for he knew that providing such information would smooth their trades later. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There were three things that a Gatherer prized above all. The first were the skills they utilized, whether it was the kinds of formations they could build, the methodology for extracting the most value out of a harvest, or even their ability to spot such plants in the wild. These were hard-won skills, requiring long hours of training, repetition, and often, a talent that had been polished. 
 
    The second was knowledge. Whether it was the information contained within their minds or kept within the numerous treatises and volumes they owned, whether base descriptions of various plants and their elements as well as their natural habitat or more complicated details about substitute herbs that might provide similar effects, without knowledge, a Gatherer was nothing.  
 
    Lastly, the third aspect a Gatherer prized were heirloom plants and gardens. The seedlings and cuttings, the plants that had been bred over years, germinated and cross-pollinated to provide greater harvest or to survive in unusual environments. Whether it was as simple as a Spirit Grass blend that flourished in the warmer months, sacrificing hardiness from cold, or a complex Fire Orchid graft that flowered seasonally, these heirloom domesticated plants were hoarded by Gatherers of the more sedentary variety. 
 
    After all, if one could not just wander into the wilds to acquire what one required, then it was only the unique strains one brought to the table that could bolster one’s reputation. Wu Ying, of course, knew of such games of reputation and prestige, of favors and coin that were played by sect Gatherers. Even if, for himself, these games were of less import. His value, as a Wild Gatherer, lay in the first and second areas. 
 
    Still, it was not that he did not cultivate his own strains of herbs. The World Spirit Ring allowed him constant access to land, even while traveling. He grew fields of Spirit Grass, worked upon golden rice fields of the highest quality, and had entire orchards filled with plums, many infused with a variety of elemental chi. Over time, small living creatures had come to make his World Spirit Ring their residence—earthworms, flies, bees, and more.  
 
    Their flourishing had, of course, created its own issues. Larger mammals still could not exist within his World Spirit Ring. Their existence would strain the ring too greatly, for their greater souls would strain the dao inscriptions and increase the chi burden on Wu Ying. For a time, only the web of formation flags and constant pruning allowed the cultivator to alleviate the insect problem, till a balance was achieved. Even now, Wu Ying had to constantly pay attention as he introduced a variety of more complex but simple organisms, like frogs, to his ring. 
 
    For all his success in developing fields of spiritual herbs, Wu Ying was still one person. The variety that he grew was constrained by time and effort, his harvest benefiting more from benign neglect than studied care. 
 
    There were many herbs and plants he just could not grow. The amount of effort required to care for certain finnicky plants was enormous. Many of these plants were former wild gathered herbs, domesticated but still prone to failure without constant attention.  
 
    A small matter for a sect or a family or a school dedicated to such matters. Impossible for Wu Ying, who had multiple draws upon his time, who had not just a single greenhouse but entire fields and hills and rivers to watch. Such plants could only be thrown into the wild landscape of his own World Spirit Ring and wished the best before he moved on. 
 
    Even more importantly, Wu Ying lacked one aspect that these institutions contained—that depth of institutional knowledge and time that allowed multiple variations to sprout. An inheritance of past efforts that allowed one to test on trees and plants that might take years to sprout.  
 
    All of which meant that Wu Ying was at a disadvantage in certain kinds of negotiations with other Gatherers. 
 
    “We cannot trade the Divine Wind Ivy for such a small sampling of stock,” Principal Nguyen said. “Surely you understand how rare such breeds are.” 
 
    “I do, but at the same time, your Divine Wind Ivy has little demand.” Wu Ying gestured at the table and its contents. Between the pair were the samples he had brought forth, breeds of plants that did not grow this far south. Some were seeds, lain dormant and safeguarded in jade boxes, others cuttings that had been preserved for grafting, or even newly sprouted plants, held in stasis by formations in the boxes they had been stored within. Each sample pulsed with the power contained with them, even as the wind danced in the lushly appointed hardwood room they sat within. “There are few cultivators who have need of such plant, even fewer apothecarists.” 
 
    Principal Nguyen was already shaking his head when Wu Ying was half-done speaking. “Surely not. If anything, I am being overly generous to the Verdant Gatherer due to his prodigious reputation and with the expectations of further trades in the immediate future.”  
 
    He gestured at the small cutting of ivy that floated above the table, the wind coursing around the still green leaves. “Caring for the wind ivy is quite taxing on our disciples. The fact that we continue to do so with so few customers is an argument that arises each year when allocating resources. Why bother, when we might not sell a cutting or even the leaves? Could we not put such resources to better use growing more fire or wood ivies? Dedicate precious student time to another?” 
 
    Now the principal let out a long sigh. “Such arguments continue, and so when a customer arrives, we must make them pay for all the resources already spent to some extent. In this way, we can justify the cost for the future again.” 
 
    “And yet, if I purchase nothing today, then all those resources are wasted,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Yes. A hard dilemma, for both of us. But I say again, we cannot sell you a cutting—a cutting no less—for such meager returns. Surely the great Verdant Gatherer has more to offer.” 
 
    “I do, of course. But as the honored principal suggested, we have much to discuss. I would not want to trade all that I have immediately.” Wu Ying gestured to the side, in the direction of the library that the pair had visited—briefly—before he had been ushered over to the tearoom to discuss his presence with the principal. “Access to your library and copies of your records among them.” 
 
    “Then, perhaps, let us discuss that,” Principal Nguyen said. “A simple trade, that will include all that you have offered and what you desire along with access to all but the highly restricted works of our library for a period of a week.” 
 
    “And those works…?” 
 
    “Number eight manuals,” the principal replied, cutting down sideways as if dismissing the topic. “All for plants and findings that we would not trade with you at all.” 
 
    Wu Ying raised an eyebrow but received no further answer from the unspoken prompt. In the meantime, he reached for the teacup, light floral notes reaching his nose as he raised it to his lips. He was content to wait till he received further explanation.  
 
    Eventually, the principal sighed. “We have restricted plants and other herbs gathered from poison practitioners and other dark sect practitioners. Plantings watered with the blood of innocents, yin-infused corpse flowers, or poisonous roots. Forbidden practices and cuttings, but knowledge that is still important to keep. Though not distribute.” 
 
    Wu Ying grimaced. “I see. Then I am happy with that exception to our trade. Such things are of little interest or use to me. Still, we have not discussed price for such expansive access.” 
 
    “A copy—a full copy—of your notes.” 
 
    “A big request.” 
 
    “It’s a big library,” Principal Nguyen said, eyes twinkling. 
 
    “Which perhaps might make it less useful for myself,” Wu Ying said. “After all, I am but one person. Finding the pearls among the dirt would be difficult.” 
 
    “We can dedicate one of our senior librarians to you.” 
 
    “For the whole week,” Wu Ying said. “That way, they can copy what works are of interest to me.” 
 
    “No,” the principal said immediately. “This deal favors you much more then.” 
 
    “Do you think so?” Wu Ying cocked his head. “Your school is vast, its lineage deep. I will not have access to most of your plants after I leave. Much of your findings will have to be replicated by those I might trade with, and even then…” He gestured around him. “Few would have the environment or resources to duplicate your work.” 
 
    “Mmmm… we would ask that you not trade such learnings within a kingdom of ours,” Principal Nguyen said. “There is, of course, little worry within our kingdom, as we share such information freely, but would not give our enemies such an advantage so freely.” 
 
    “You have many?” Wu Ying said, slightly amused. He nodded to the quiet attendant, who glided forward and refilled his teacup and placed a small snack plate of semi-spherical cookies before them. The wind cultivator had tasted the cookie before, the soft crumbly texture of the dessert pairing with the sweet sesame paste within quite delightfully. 
 
    “Many what?” Principal Nguyen said, pushing the plate of sweets toward Wu Ying when he spotted the man’s eyes drifting downward. 
 
    “Enemies.” Giving in to temptation, Wu Ying took another. 
 
    “None right now,” the principal said. “All hostilities have ceased at the moment. But a man as traveled as you are is cognizant of such political concerns, and the future.” 
 
    Chewing upon the slightly sticky central filling, careful to wield his wind to send crumbly flakes of pastry to his plate, Wu Ying considered what had been said. And not. 
 
    His notes, for theirs. He could, of course, shortchange them, hold back certain volumes since they would not know the full extent of his wanderings or what he had gained. Allowing them to take his work and make copies would certainly benefit the school, see more Wild Gatherers in competition perhaps. But… 
 
    It would not be by much. Many of his notes were for environments unlike the ones the Gatherers of Nanyue lived within. The geography, the plants, the animals, and the mix of elements dictated a unique set of collectable herbs—and the pills that supported the growth of the cultivators within that environment. Like him, they too would struggle to make use of his notes of the everlasting, wintry north without access to the plants that grew there. 
 
    In the end, what tipped his decision was a simpler moment of understanding. Were he to pass away, all his notes, everything that he had ever gathered would be lost. And mortal as he was now, that might still happen. In the spread of knowledge, he would gain a degree of immortality over and above the stories told of him. 
 
    “If you promise to make a second set to be delivered to the Verdant Green Waters if I fall,” Wu Ying said, “then we have a deal.” 
 
    Seeming surprised, Principal Nguyen leaned forward. “Are you expecting to pass away soon, Cultivator Long?” 
 
    “The taint affecting much of your city and the spirit beasts. I seek to deal with them.”  
 
    “You alone?” More surprise.  
 
    Wu Ying tried not to take offense at the tone. “There is an expedition arriving soon that will set out to complete the task. I shall join them, if I can.” 
 
    “A special unit, yes.” Principal Nguyen’s lips thinned. “Our special units are quite prideful. I fear they will not accept your presence so easily.” 
 
    “Surely they would not turn down another blade,” Wu Ying said. “Or an individual whose experience in the wilds likely compares to theirs at the least.” 
 
    “Ah, but in our lands? With our beasts?” the principal said. “Surely you know that much can change.” 
 
    “Of course.” Wu Ying turned over one of his hands, revealing a cloth laced with simple enchantments sewn into them. Flipping the cloth open, the smell of tainted chi immediately burst forth as he revealed the beast core within. “And who but me has more experience dealing with a changing environment? Surely a taint that could alter the spiritual core of a magnificent animal like this must have seen changes in the nearby environment.” 
 
    A smile crossed the principal’s face as he interlaced his fingers. “You want my recommendation as well, then?” 
 
    “It would not hurt.” 
 
    The principal fell silent, considering the request. Meanwhile, Wu Ying chose to enjoy the snacks, allowing his wind to drift in from the open window, bringing with it whispered secrets great and small. That the occasional seed or spore drifted into his ring to be planted and grown, well…  
 
    The wind blew where it willed. 
 
    Eventually, the principal met Wu Ying’s gaze firmly, resolve anchored deep within. “Your terms are acceptable. Let us begin then, for I believe there is much to do if we are to have you suitably prepared.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    The rest of the day saw Wu Ying browsing the stacks after their negotiations were complete. He had eventually managed to purchase the cutting at a price that was acceptable, if a little painful. When he was certain none were watching, he replanted the cutting in his World Spirit Ring, watering and tamping the ground down gently amidst a sprawling trellis, before turning his attention to the library. 
 
    As good as his word, the principal had been quick to assign Wu Ying a senior librarian. Their intimate knowledge of the library guided Wu Ying to works and treatises that could supplement his own stores of knowledge, the pair flipping through numerous scrolls and manuals together.  
 
    Over time, their focus turned to a few specifics, the first a simple overview of mundane plants and spirit herbs in the surrounding countryside to bolster Wu Ying’s local knowledge. 
 
    The second area of focus was additional works detailing the ecology of neighboring countries and lands. Such treatises would allow Wu Ying to prepare himself should he choose to travel even farther afield from Nanyue—now or in the future.  
 
    The third category of work was the notes about grafts, cuttings, and other spliced breeds the school had undertaken. This section took up two entire floors of the massive school library, and only after judicious questioning and narrowing of interest to spirit herbs that Wu Ying had access to or could grow farther north—or in his own World Spirit Ring—were they able to narrow the massive amount of information available to a manageable workload. 
 
    For the first two category of works, Wu Ying was able to outright purchase directly reproduced manuals. That saved reproduction time and would allow him to read the works at his leisure while the enormous amount of information he had requested was recopied by the senior librarian. 
 
    Reluctant as he might be, Wu Ying chose to leave the library as dusk fell. His head buzzed with images and words, sketches and even samples, for some portions of the library had included dried and pressed herbs where appropriate. As much as he wished to stay, he had an appointment with his companions.  
 
    Leaving the senior librarian to his work, Wu Ying spotted a tainted avian predator in the distance as he returned to the city, a creature filled with rage and greed. It swooped from the sky to dive at a farmer, wings tucked in and its claws extended to snatch the man from the ground. Within moments, it tore off, leaving behind a fallen hat and a screaming populace, with neither Wu Ying nor the nearby patrol able to do more but watch from a distance as the creature hastened away.  
 
    Under that grim portent, Wu Ying strode to the restaurant Tou He and he had made arrangements with for their spirit beast meat. He found the restaurant owner waiting, effusively grateful that his establishment had been chosen for such a momentous undertaking. Yet after a series of politely worded thanks, the proprietor nervously shifted from foot to foot rather than leading Wu Ying to their private room upstairs. 
 
    “Yes, laoban? Is there something else?” Wu Ying asked, knowing there must be. 
 
    “I said nothing, Honored Cultivator. I told my people not to speak either but…” He ducked his head low in embarrassment.  
 
    “Others have learnt of the feast?” Wu Ying said, the wind whispering of what it had seen above. 
 
    “Yes, Honored Cultivator. I fear that a number of missives and young lords and ladies have arrived, seeking to umm… introduce themselves to you and your guest.” With his head lowered, Wu Ying had a good view of the sweat upon the balding proprietor’s scalp, the man’s nervousness all too apparent in both his actions and scent. 
 
    Wu Ying understood. The proprietor was caught between angering a pair of cultivators who had sufficient strength to acquire massive amounts of untainted meat and the powers that resided within the city. Displease one and they might level his establishment—or refuse to pay for the work undertaken. But if he chose not to speak with Wu Ying, life in the city would be impossible. 
 
    “Show me these missives,” Wu Ying said curiously.  
 
    He considered what meats they had left, how much had been made. He knew it was too much for the three of them to consume, even with Tou He’s massive appetite. Of course, much of the food could have been stored away for a later date, which had been the initial plan.  
 
    Still… “We have space for how many?” 
 
    “Eight others, Honored Cultivator.” Gesturing, the proprietor called for his servants. 
 
    Seven then, since the man knew not of Yang Mu. Moments later, the servants arrived, carrying with them plates of invitations. Wu Ying’s eyebrow twitched as he stared at the numerous scrolls, simple invitations or declarations of intent. 
 
    “How many of those are in the Core Formation stage? Or of equivalent rank within the government or army?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “Uhh…” The proprietor hesitated, clearly not wanting to answer. 
 
    “Let me review that.” Yang Mu’s voice cut in, a fan coming up to gently push Wu Ying aside from behind.  
 
    He shifted to allow the young lady to approach the documents, the fan snapping shut and disappearing a moment later as she plucked and sorted the scrolls. Seals were glanced at, many set aside with only a few held for further examination. Wu Ying shook his head at the proprietor who had moved to object to Yang Mu’s actions. Realizing that Wu Ying was not objecting to the matter, the proprietor relaxed and stepped back, casting worried glances into his dining room now. 
 
    Curious, the wind cultivator allowed his spiritual sense to turn that way. While he had it running passively in the city, it was entirely defensive. There was no reason to focus that sense upon others, for courtesy’s sake if naught else. 
 
    Eight individuals, the good majority women with only two men seated within. Differences in clothing and perfumes spoke of different sexes and tastes, from floral to masculine notes. At the same time, he prodded at their auras, noting that not a single cultivator within was above Energy Storage. Most were in the peak or near peak stage of the second stage though, a good showing for the city. 
 
    A spiritual whisper slipped through the air from Yang Mu, alerting Wu Ying of her focus. “What is your goal here?” 
 
    Calling forth the wind to hide their words, Wu Ying carried on the discreet conversation. “To have dinner.” 
 
    “Well, this is no longer a simple dinner, Cultivator Long. So, what is your goal here?” 
 
    He could not help but grimace. When she was right, she was right. So… “We have but one goal, do we not?”  
 
    Yang Mu broke into a wide smile. Moments later, she had discarded all but four of the scrolls, rolling each of them up and offering them to the proprietor. 
 
    “Inform the owners of these documents that we would be pleased to see them in an hour.” She tilted her head upward, looking through the wooden flooring with her spiritual sense before she added, “I will need that time to adjust the chi in your rooms.” 
 
    “Madam Cultivator…”  
 
    She turned her gaze on him and the proprietor ended up bobbing low in acquiescence. As she started up the stairs, Wu Ying patted the proprietor on the shoulder in sympathy. He too understood not wishing to deal with Yang Mu when she was intent on a task. 
 
    “We have two more seats and some local prodigies,” Wu Ying said. “What do you wish to do with them?” 
 
    “Ask your friend. I care not.” Her answer drifted down the stairs.  
 
    The proprietor glanced at Wu Ying, only to be dismissed with a wave. Together, he and his servants hurried after Yang Mu as the messages were relayed via runners, her voice already rising as she barked out new orders. 
 
    True to her words, moments later, Tou He arrived. Spotting an opportunity, Wu Ying grinned at the bald cultivator, who instantly looked wary. 
 
    “Why are you smiling like that? It scares me.” 
 
    “Oh, no. Nothing scary at all. Just a small problem. You see…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying strode up the stairs, well pleased with himself as he left his friend. He stopped at the landing where the hapless proprietor stood, watching Yang Mu command his servants. On the second floor, through an open door, Wu Ying saw her stalking the edges of their private room, a chi compass in hand, taking readings and muttering to herself. Occasionally she shoved a chair sideways or moved the table an inch one way or the other or ordered the servants to remove a piece of furniture and look for a mirror or painting.  
 
    Meanwhile, Wu Ying sensed Tou He being mobbed by the Energy Storage cultivators. More than a few of the ladies were plying their wiles against him, as was one of the men, much to the horror of the ex-monk. Better him than Wu Ying.  
 
    Yang Mu paused, slippered foot tapping on the floor before she pointed at Wu Ying. “You. Come here and take out that sword of yours. I need you to carve some formations on the walls.” 
 
    “I do not think the proprietor will enjoy you defacing his building,” Wu Ying said even as he followed her orders.  
 
    “He’ll be fine. I’m adding a permanent cleansing formation in here. It’ll remove the impurities from the air and ensure any that might have seeped into our food since he has begun cooking is dispersed. It’ll make dining in this room—and his establishment in general—much more agreeable for cultivators.” 
 
    Even as she spoke, she extracted a series of yellow talisman paper. Using her chi to hold them aloft and wielding two outstretched fingers like a brush, she burnt words and formations into the paper before flicking her hand sideways, letting the papers plaster themselves to the wall. 
 
    “Why not just use the talismans?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “They would not last our dinner.” She snapped her fingers and pointed. “Well, get to it.” 
 
    Wu Ying frowned but ambled over to the nearest document. He had a lot of questions, like the depth he should carve the formations, the order of words to begin carving. All were answered, he soon realized, as he stared at the talisman stuck to the wall. Somehow, Yang Mu had managed to infuse a degree of her own dao understanding of formations into the talismans, such that the inscribed characters were an instruction manual that he need only follow. 
 
    Much like a child might follow an outline on a wooden block to learn to draw. 
 
    He marveled at the ability she had so casually demonstrated before another snap of her fingers reminded him of her request. Drawing his jian, he raised the weapon and carved into the wooden posts and walls. Sword intent flickered from the tip of his weapon, sharpening and thinning, deepening and twisting as per her instructions, the metal never touching wood.  
 
    As he worked, more and more talismans dotted the room, sometimes appearing even on top of previously carved locations. Wu Ying followed the order of the talismans as they appeared, the formation whorls and words forming all across the room as he traversed walls and ceiling, the wind picking at the falling wood to gather it in a corner. 
 
    Together, they wove a delicate dance of chi, sword intent, and formation creation. As he worked, flashes of errant chi would spark, swiftly drowned out by the smoothing application of Yang Mu’s aura. It was a reassuring presence, a scent that reminded him of peaceful glades and bubbling hot springs amidst lush greenery. A heady presence that comforted and invigorated at the same time. 
 
    Time became immaterial, only the next formation to be carved, the next talisman that intruded upon his serenity. Movements became rote, Wu Ying fallen into a trance where time no longer had meaning. 
 
    And then, time crashed into existence once more.  
 
    No more yellow talismans hovered in the air, each carved piece of yellow paper discarded and gathered by the winds in a corner beside Yang Mu. As Wu Ying reasserted his sense of self, the formation master retrieved the papers and wood shavings to deal with them later. 
 
    Floating in mid-air in the room, sensing the formation beginning its work, Wu Ying commanded the wind to lower him. He gently floated to the floor as he tasted the altered chi, the pull of the runes surrounding them. The introduction of cleansed chi, like a refreshing breeze where before, a slightly rancid smell had hung around them all. 
 
    “My lady…” The proprietor wrung his hands, staring at the glowing runes, the lady, and Wu Ying in trepidation. He kept his head bowed, speaking to the floor. “I cannot pay you for this.” 
 
    “Who spoke of payment?” Yang Mu snorted. “I did this myself.” 
 
    “But this is too much.” 
 
    “It is done, laoban. It is too late to worry about payment. Consider it a gift.” 
 
    The man flinched at her abrupt tone, lowering his head further. Curiously, Wu Ying walked over, stopping a short distance from the man. Now that he was present once more, he could smell the cold, rank sweat of fear arising from the other. 
 
    “What worries you?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    At first the man would not speak. Then, he whispered hesitantly, “I cannot keep this. We do not have the backing to have something so grand. It will be taken from us. This building, this business. It will be taken from us. It’s too much for me.” 
 
    Yang Mu frowned. “Go on.” 
 
    “There is nothing more to say.” The proprietor drew a deep breath, straightened himself, and put on a smile like a prisoner going to the executioner. “I apologize for my unseemly behavior. Your gift, it is generous. I shall ensure you have the most magnificent meal tonight.”  
 
    Turning, he hurried away, swiping at his eyes as he turned the corner.  
 
    “I do not understand,” Yang Mu muttered. 
 
    Wu Ying could only smile sadly as he watched the man leave. “I do. I should have thought of it.”  
 
    “Then explain it,” Yang Mu said. “Why would he fear this working? It is magnificent, if I say so myself.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “He did not object when I told him what I intended!”  
 
    “He might not have understood all that you meant to do. Did not understand what it would mean, till it was too late. How can any mortal comprehend the differences between a temporary formation and a permanent one?” Wu Ying sighed. “I did not till now.” 
 
    “Surely the city lord will not allow such a thing?” 
 
    Wu Ying considered pointing out they knew nothing of the city lord. Whether she was corrupt or incompetent. But instead, he chose to say, “The individuals who would take action would likely be friends of the city lord. Or otherwise know her.” 
 
    “Then he needs a protector. Someone who will help stop this from happening.” 
 
    “I’m sure the proprietor knows that too. However, such connections are not so easily made and always come with a cost.” 
 
    He understood the man better than Yang Mu did. She had never grown up fearing for her life. Fearing that everything she had struggled for, everything she’d made would be taken away by the whims of the powerful. She had been the powerful, even if humble.  
 
    Voices came from the staircase, interrupting their conversation. From below, Tou He led their guests, two young ladies gliding upward proud as peacocks. When Tou He met his friend’s gaze, it was with heat and a dare for Wu Ying to comment. 
 
    The wind cultivator declined.  
 
    In short order, both women were introduced, followed soon after by those Yang Mu had invited. Those who came were not alone, though the majority of their various entourages were left below. As each new guest arrived, the proprietor was sure to announce them. 
 
    “Principal Le Khac Duy of the beast-rearing school.” Muscular, stocky, and bearing a morose visage, the man was clad in dark browns even during this evening’s festivities. 
 
    “Nguyen Chi Hieu of the Eight Spiral Arms trading house.” Surprisingly a younger man. Like most of the Nanyue, he forewent wearing his hair long, keeping it close-cut with bangs falling over the front of his face. He hunched over a little as he walked, as though attempting to hide his presence. 
 
    “Captain Ky Be Long.” The proprietor looked surprised at the appearance of the guardsman, who also looked somewhat bemused to be here. 
 
    “Captain Ky, a pleasure to see you again,” Wu Ying said. He did not twitch when Yang Mu sent a missive to him via spiritual talk for his ears alone. 
 
    “I invited him directly, since gaining his support is important.” 
 
    “Thank you. I must say, this is an unusual gathering,” Captain Ky said, offering a nod to Wu Ying. “And Lady Yang Mu, it is a pleasure as always.” This time, his smile became more genuine even as he stepped closer. “You are as radiant as the sun, as always.” 
 
    She smiled, twisting her hand to call forth a fan to cover her lips. “Oh, my. Captain Ky, you’re such a flatterer. Such a change from before.” 
 
    “I was on duty before,” Be Long said. “Now, I may pursue my own pleasure and not my lord’s wishes.” 
 
    “Pleasure is it…” She fluttered her eyelashes at him. 
 
    Wu Ying frowned, even as Be Long stepped closer and guided Yang Mu toward the table with just his presence. A flash of annoyance ran through Wu Ying as she laughed at another of Be Long’s jokes, her fan lowered to show gleaming teeth.  
 
    Then the proprietor was speaking again, making another announcement. “Abbess Pham Thu Giang.” When he said this, the proprietor dropped into a deep bow for the woman who entered, flanked by two of her nuns. The group were all clad in the typical orange robes of their order, their heads shaved entirely clean. “You honor me by gracing my poor establishment.” 
 
    Wu Ying frowned then. “I… Abbess. I am uncertain if we have sufficient foodstuff that would suit your palate.” 
 
    “I am sure it will be fine, will it not, Laoban Sai?” Thu Giang said with a smile. “My nuns have brought some minor gifts as well, to aid with that.” 
 
    The laoban looked stricken, before Wu Ying gestured for him to take care of the matter. Nodding firmly, the proprietor scurried off with the two nuns following him, heading down the stairs to the kitchen to deal with the sudden change in the meal plan. 
 
    “I am surprised to see you here, abbess,” Wu Ying commented as he gestured for her to follow him.  
 
    Tou He was casting wide-eyed looks at Wu Ying and the abbess, and taking pity on his friend, Wu Ying guided the abbess to a seat away from the ex-monk.  
 
    Teasing was one thing, but Wu Ying knew that his friend had quiet misgivings about leaving the monastery early on. Though it was said to be over diet, Wu Ying knew that there were deeper considerations than just whether meat was bad. But disagreement or not, Tou He was still deeply religious. After all, even now, he kept his head shaved, held to many of the principles of Buddhism, sought peace, and offered aid when he could rather than harm.  
 
    “I’d heard rumors of a powerful ex-monk from the north arriving in my city, seeking to provide aid with our most recent troubles.” Staring at Tou He, who looked away, the older lady added, “Regretfully, I have not been able to speak with him.” Wu Ying noted a slight flush appearing on his friend’s cheeks. “When I received such a generous invitation, I could not decline.” 
 
    “Ah…” Wu Ying’s lips pursed. It seemed that his minor dinner had caused more of an occasion than he had expected. 
 
    “These formations…” Abbess Pham looked around, peering at the walls and the ceiling. “Freshly carved and empowered. And quite adroitly made. It is like stepping into a spring meadow. Your work, Cultivator Long?” 
 
    “No,” Wu Ying said. “Or, only peripherally. I am but the carver. The formation mistress is Lady Yang.” He gestured to where she stood, scandalously close to that oily captain. “Did you want to speak with her?” 
 
    Now, the abbess had to force her lips still at his tone of voice. He might have sounded a little too eager with that last sentence. “Over dinner perhaps. But I fear you have another guest. And no one to introduce her.” 
 
    Wu Ying took his leave with a smile, stopping at the edge of the staircase. The woman who was ascending had an aura of power that had nothing to do with cultivation but of mortal authority and presence. In fact, she was barely a middling Body Cleansing cultivator, but the pair of guards standing behind her spoke of her importance. 
 
    “Who is this arriving?” Wu Ying muttered, using the wind to send the words to Yang Mu. 
 
    “Oh! She did come,” Yang Mu exclaimed out loud. Ignoring the puzzled look from the captain, she excused herself to join Wu Ying. “Cultivator Long Wu Ying of the Verdant Green Waters Sect, known far and wide as the famed Verdant Gatherer, may I present to you Mistress Quach Thuy Ngan.” 
 
    “Mistress Quach,” Wu Ying said, bowing to the woman. He could sense that she was stuck at the peak of Body Cultivation, a deplorable lack of progress considering her age and the resources she likely had. Even looking at the gold and jade that surrounded her fingers and neck spoke of significant wealth, and yet, nothing. 
 
    “The Verdant Gatherer.” A finger rose, tapping her lip in thought. “Prodigy of the sword. Wandering hero of justice at times, a thief at others. Supposedly disgraced and banished from his own sect, and yet he stands here next to an Elder of that very same sect. How interesting.” 
 
    “Mistress Quach is too kind in her estimation,” Wu Ying murmured as he stepped aside for the woman. Her bodyguards followed, one splitting to guard the door, the other to stand behind her chair. “I fear you have me at a disadvantage.” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve heard that too. A man who rarely bothers to do his proper research before his travels, instead choosing to let the wind take him where it will.” 
 
    “Fate wills us where it will.” 
 
    “If I ran my family the way you do your life, it would be a failure within three years.” Thuy Ngan looked at the chairs beside her, placed as she was next to the abbess, then pointed at the empty seat. “Cultivator Yang, you will sit with me.” 
 
    “Of course, Mistress Quach.” 
 
    That left Wu Ying on the other side of the abbess, Tou He almost opposite him, and the others seating themselves soon after. The captain, he noticed, had managed to place himself a seat over from Yang Mu, though the merchant—Nguyen Chi Hieu—was between them. That, of course, meant the principal of the beast-rearing academy was on Wu Ying’s other side. 
 
    “Do not take offense at Mistress Quach. She has always been that way,” the abbess said, patting Wu Ying’s hand. “She was a horrible student as a child, impatient to forge ahead even when she had not mastered the classics. Too smart, I fear, for her own good.” A small smile. “It is a wonder that she has managed to grow her clan so well, even with her shortcomings.” 
 
    “Shortcomings…” Mistress Quach sniffed. “You are still looking well. Are you eating the herbs I have sent to the monastery?” 
 
    “The temple is grateful for your generosity. Many of my nuns have progressed well because of that generosity.” 
 
    “You know I meant it for you.” Thuy Nyan’s eyes narrowed. “Why do you insist on being so troublesome?” 
 
    “Om Amideva Hrih.” 
 
    Sniffing, Thuy Nyan spoke to Yang Mu. “I have heard much of your recent exploits and the goods you have brought south. Numerous core formation stones, untainted. Do you have more?” 
 
    “I do, Mistress,” Yang Mu replied. “Though I’m not surprised that there are not more arriving. The journey south was a little hazardous.” 
 
    In short order, the pair were discussing the trip to Liang Soong, Thuy Nyan ignoring the rest. Yang Mu had a glint in her eyes, one that told Wu Ying she was plotting something. The way she cast a glance at the proprietor as he came by spoke perhaps of what she might be planning. He wished her the best of it, knowing that it was her mess to solve. 
 
    Meanwhile, Wu Ying offered the abbess a grateful nod for elucidating on Mistress Quach’s place in the city before turning to his other companion. 
 
    “Principal Le, I have heard that Nanyue takes beast-rearing in a somewhat different direction from the kingdoms I hail from. Both in the kinds of beasts you have and the methodology,” Wu Ying remarked. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Principal Le said. “We have quite a variety of beasts, including some monkeys and other companions that are not common in your kingdom. In addition, because of our surplus of beast cores, we are able to raise more such creatures than the north.” A darkness shadowed the man’s face. “Or it used to be. This new taint has made things difficult for us.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “We cleanse the cores we receive as best we can, but eventually, for those beasts we have to feed, some grow tainted. The taint in the air, of course, does little good.” He let out a long sigh, looking down. “More than one promising creature has had to be put down, as their forms and dao twisted.” 
 
    “A tragedy.” 
 
    “Very much so. We can only hope that the special unit can solve the problem.” 
 
    “Mmmm…” Wu Ying hesitated, considering if he should mention his desires.  
 
    Before he could resolve his thoughts, the abbess cut in. “Cultivator Long, will you join your Elder in the expedition then? I understand you have some skill with your sword. And of course, as a wild gatherer, much knowledge of the backwoods.”  
 
    “Oh, you’re intending to join the special unit?” the principal said, sounding surprised. 
 
    “If they will allow us.” 
 
    “Interesting.” He cocked his head. “I must admit, I know little of yourself or the Elder.” A nod to where Tou He continued to hold court with the young ladies, even as the servants arrived to place the first of the dishes on the table. “I wonder what you think you might bring in addition to your martial skills.” 
 
    For a moment, Wu Ying lamented his peaceful meal. It seemed that dinner was going to be less about their meal and more about growing support for their inclusion in the upcoming expedition. 
 
    “Well, Principal Le, did you ever hear the story of the time Tou He and I fought a demonic cultivator…?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    One dinner, a couple of frank conversations, and numerous visits to the various schools around the city and the arrival of the special unit later, and Wu Ying and his friends found themselves summoned to a meeting with the city lord, army command, and the head of the special unit itself. 
 
    The meeting was held in the central residence of the city lord, a building that stood multiple floors above the surroundings and where numerous buildings, garden, and walls set it apart from the rest of the city itself. Each of those buildings housed members of the municipal government, everything from the bureau of records and granaries to the bureau of education and enlightenment.  
 
    Dark clothed figures scurried between paved walkways, arms clutching stacks of paper as they traversed the ground, similar in appearance and demeanor to the buzzing insects that sought to feast upon blood or processed paper. Wu Ying had learned that there was an entire department whose purpose was nothing more than the reproduction of older works as the ongoing heat and humidity saw to their eventual destruction. 
 
    Yang Mu led the trio on foot, seeming to know their destination. No wheeled conveyances were allowed within the bounds of the municipal grounds, and the trio had declined the use of the palanquin that had been offered, even though the grounds were awash with mud, leaving the paved walkways dirtied. Numerous workers cleared the muddy ground, using brooms and shovels galore. 
 
    Perhaps regretting the choice to walk, Yang Mu strode ahead, her lips curled up in disgust. Only the exertion of her aura kept the mud from dirtying her robes as she marched onward, mud flung from the soles of her feet to be caught on the winds and discarded.  
 
    Behind, Wu Ying, floated above the entire issue. In doing so, he barely disturbed the mud, and the little that was caught by the gusting wind was sent away to splatter behind him or to the side. 
 
    Tou He, on the other hand, ignored the dirt, happily tromping over the paved, if muddy, paths. Each splatter of mud showed on the green-trimmed, black robes in stark relief, though it seemed to bother not the man. As he passed, his fiery aura dried the mud on his robes, leaving dry footprints and shavings of earth behind.  
 
    “I’m certain they’re going to try to bully us out of the expedition,” Yang Mu said—again. “So you both need to be careful not to give them an excuse. In addition, if we bow to their authority at all, they’ll attempt to place us under their command. And that, we cannot accept.” 
 
    “Why?” Tou He said innocently. “Surely it is their expedition.” 
 
    “Their third expedition, after two failures,” Yang Mu said. “I do not trust them to succeed this time either.” 
 
    “Then why join them and not go alone?” Wu Ying said. If she was this doubtful, why had she not raised her concerns before? 
 
    “Because there is safety in numbers,” Yang Mu said. “And I have picked up hints that the previous expeditions were not complete failures. They have gleaned information of our opponent, and that might be the difference between success and failure.” 
 
    “So we need them,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “And they us.” Yang Mu tilted her chin upward. “Even if they do not know it.” 
 
    They crossed another dozen steps before Tou He muttered to Wu Ying, “She’s quite confident, isn’t she?” 
 
    Wu Ying could only smile. In truth, he dreaded the idea of working for the army. The few times he had been involved with the army or army personnel he had been gravely injured. And while he understood that the circumstances were different, old scars rarely healed cleanly. 
 
    “Shall we let you lead the conversation then, Cultivator Yang?” Tou He said. 
 
    Yang Mu turned to Tou He, searching the ex-monk’s face. Suspicion died upon his innocently beaming face. Turning to Wu Ying, she raised a single, inquiring eyebrow. 
 
    “He’s just like that,” Wu Ying replied to her unasked question. 
 
    A slight moment of hesitation, then she nodded firmly. “Yes. Let’s do it that way. After all, they’re more used to women leading the way here.” 
 
    Wu Ying had to agree. The city lord was female, their current queen was the same. In fact, the entirety of their inheritance laws were matrilineal—though they had some complexities that Wu Ying was still attempting to understand. Belatedly and lackadaisically admittedly, as he had more than a few subjects to study. Ranging from expanding his command of the language, translating the documents offered to him by the school of Harvesting and Gathering, and amusingly, exploring a new avenue of research. 
 
    Spirit beast and spiritual herb coexistence and mixture. Of course, he knew and applied aquaculture to his own rice fields. But the Nanyue had taken the mixing of spirit beasts and spiritual herbs to a whole new level. They raised spirit beasts just for their manure, had them consume certain herbs to enhance the byproducts, allowed them to dig and otherwise till soil to enhance the side effects, and even improved the distribution and growth of wild cultivated plants by adding digestion and dispersal by spirit beasts to the equation. 
 
    Fascinating area of study and one that Wu Ying was enacting even as he walked, wielding his will and chi in the bounds of his World Spirit Ring. 
 
    The trio were shown into the meeting room, cups of tea and small snacks already distributed. Captain Ky was a familiar face, and by clothing and personality was Lord Xam. Which meant that the colonel of the special unit, Huynh Bich Trang, was the last member. 
 
    Bich Trang was, surprisingly, short. If she was even five feet tall, it was because of the hair that had been piled upon her head and tied off in a tight bun. Yet for all her lack of stature, she had an air that drew the eye, a quiescent tiger rather than a slumbering ox. 
 
    She was also impatient to get started, for once introduction had been made, she leaned forward and thumped a hand on the table. “Why exactly are you three forcing your way onto my expedition?” 
 
    As agreed, the pair glanced at Yang Mu, who sat forward, her hands turning over to show her palms. “The concerns of Nanyue are the concerns of the world, for yours is the beating heart of cultivation. Without the spirit stones that flow northward, progression becomes significantly more difficult for cultivators in the Middle Kingdom.” 
 
    “And why should we care if you progress?” Bich Trang sneered. “The entire act of immortal cultivation as practiced by the Middle Kingdom is an affront to the heavens itself.” 
 
    “Yet the trade between the two kingdoms is a guarantee of peace,” Yang Mu said. “Constant and consistent trade is a boon to Nanyue. From the north, you receive supplementary rice and meat shipments, from the south, fruits and vegetables. The Middle Kingdom provides Nanyue the majority of the iron it needs for the creation of its famed weapons, along with the various storage vessels and formations that allow you to exploit the land around your city to its fullest. In addition, mercenaries from the north arrive regularly, seeking fame and fortune in your cities, helping do battle against the demonic beasts that assail your cities. And yet…” 
 
    “Yet?” Captain Ky asked. 
 
    “I noted few coming south during our travels. Few in the city itself,” Yang Mu said. “The tainted cores are not in demand, not by the mercenaries.” 
 
    “Did you know all that?” Tou He sent to Wu Ying through spirit communication, his lips barely moving. 
 
    “I did.” Only because Yang Mu had told him on their trip south, but Tou He did not need to know that. “Shush now. She’s working.” 
 
    “We do not need mercenaries to protect our cities,” Captain Ky objected. 
 
    Wu Ying raised a single, elegant eyebrow. He recalled their first meeting, the demand of three Core Formation stones to allow their entrance. The captain chose to ignore Wu Ying’s pointed look. 
 
    “In the short term, certainly. But the beasts grow stronger, and Nanyue lacks the numbers of Core Formation cultivators to fight them all off,” Yang Mu stated. 
 
    The city lord shifted in her seat, looking unhappy at the bluntly put situation. Yet she chose not to contradict Yang Mu or even speak at all, waiting to see what the commander had to say before she intervened.  
 
    “You speak endlessly about why dealing with the taint is important, but nothing about why you three are pushing to join me,” Bich Trang said.  
 
    “Is it not clear? We are a significant increase in strength to your expedition,” Yang Mu said. “I have skill with formations that can be useful depending on the source of the taint. Containing it, closing it, filtering it further… all of it might be necessary.” A gesture at Tou He. “The Verdant Green Waters Elder is a strong fighter who carries a cleansing element in his flames. He can directly do what my formations might fail at. And I’m certain his Sect did not send him down without additional external aid.”  
 
    Tou He offered a bright smile but chose not to explain. The city lord gained a considering expression at the mention of the sect and additional external aid. 
 
    Finally, Yang Mu gestured at Wu Ying. “And the Verdant Gatherer has more experience with the deep wilds than most. His knowledge of plants and changing environments will be useful, if the taint has spread far and wide. Nor should his skill with the sword be underestimated.”  
 
    Bich Trang shook her head. “I have members in my unit who can do all that you have spoken of and more. I have trackers and formation masters, a physician and pill apothecarist who can aid with dispelling the taint, multiple individuals with skills in weapon arts. You people bring nothing to the table.” 
 
    Yang Mu nodded before raising a finger. “Perhaps. But we also are not members of your unit. Nanyue has always lacked high-level cultivators. Losing more on an expedition would be a greater loss to you than us.” 
 
    Tou He and Wu Ying shared a startled glance, neither having been expected to be offered as warm bodies.  
 
    Yet for once, Bich Trang looked pleased by what Yang Mu had said. “Then you are offering to face the dangers ahead of my people?”  
 
    “We are offering to face them with you.” Yang Mu leaned back. “Or you can go ahead without us. And we’ll follow after.” 
 
    Bich Trang snorted. “Lord Xam could have you kept back. Thrown into jail even. Endangering a military exercise is a serious offense.” 
 
    “She could.” Yang Mu inclined her head. “But I believe she sees the wisdom of including us in your expedition. Already the schools have seen significant losses from the taint, as have the harvest of your farmlands. It can only grow worse. If you fail—” 
 
    “We will not fail,” Bich Trang said. 
 
    “—the next unit to arrive might take months. Already, the city’s resources are strained.” She gestured to the north as she continued. “Never mind the fact that a weakened Liang Soong is a tempting target. Once Nanyue loses the gateway to the north…” 
 
    “Are you threatening us?” Now Lord Xam spoke up, coldly.  
 
    “Not at all,” Yang Mu said. “Just detailing the dangers that Colonel Huynh might not understand. The military are not always cognizant of such greater concerns.” 
 
    “The military is what holds the fortress of Liang Soong,” Bich Trang said. “We are well aware of any designs on Nanyue.” Changing tact, she smiled grimly at the trio. “Which is why your addition is concerning. After all, what is to say you three are not looking to sabotage our successful completion of the mission? As you said, a weakened Liang Soong is a tempting target.” 
 
    Tou He spoke now, brows drawing down over shaved head. “The abbess will speak of my motives and character. And I, in turn, can vouch for Cultivator Long. He has risked much for the greater good of cultivators, whether in the State of Shen or otherwise.” 
 
    “And my parents are well known to Lord Xam,” Yang Mu said. “They have no interest in such greater politics.” 
 
    “And yet, you are here.” 
 
    “Curiosity drives my own journey now. Though aiding them in understanding the damage done to their spirit core supply is something I, a filial daughter, can do.” 
 
    Still Bich Trang looked unconvinced.  
 
    Recalling what Yang Mu had hinted at earlier, Wu Ying spoke up. “Your danger is not from any of us. The taint is not something a member of the orthodox sects—or even a heretical sect member—would indulge in. What I have sensed, it is demonic in nature. Left too long, this tear or rupture will eventually draw powerful demonic creatures from their realm. It will twist the Dao of those that exist nearby and empower them in ways that are anathema to our existence. Perhaps its presence is even a precursor to an invasion of demons to this plane.” 
 
    A demon, without the strict controls of the immortals of hell, would wreak havoc upon all that it encountered. Hungry, angry, vengeful, or vicious, it mattered not. They would savage all they came across, and in so doing, cause untold destruction. 
 
    “So, you do know something of our true problems,” Bich Trang said quietly. There was new consideration in her eyes, one that set the hair on the back of Wu Ying’s neck aright. It was not, he would say, hungry but cold. Calculating. Then he blinked and it was gone. 
 
    “Only in small degrees. Let us help,” Wu Ying answered. “Or see your land corrupted and see the heavens take action. And watch as such action causes untold damage to your charges.” 
 
    The room waited with bated breath for Bich Trang after that pronouncement. Her face was unmoving, a carved rock of sullen regard, but one hand clenched tightly beneath the table, unseen to mortal eye but all too clear to the Core Formation cultivators in the room.  
 
    Slowly, she nodded acquiescence. The city lord pursed her lips, then nodded back before turning to regard the trio. And the real negotiations began. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    With the expedition leaving the next morning, Wu Ying hurried through the streets on a final errand. Yang Mu was handling the last-minute negotiations with the unit, and there were, surprisingly, a significant amount. It amazed him how much talk there was for such a small expedition, but the military had their way of doing things and it involved a lot of paperwork.  
 
    Spending so much time discussing matters, ingratiating himself, and learning over the past few days had driven the thought of purchasing a proper backup weapon from his mind. Now, Wu Ying sought to remedy that failing, seeking to purchase a new Saint-sword. 
 
    It would be a shame anyway, to come all the way to Nanyue and fail to buy a weapon. Working through the metalwork district, he caught sight of well-crafted weaponry all around him, the master works of each shop displayed prominently to attract the public. 
 
    The quality of such work ranged, the minimum showcased reaching at least the Spirit level. On occasion, he spotted a Saint-level weapon on display and those caused him to slow down. A massive guan dao, placed prominently beneath the sign of a shop displaying the polearm. A paired set of short, handled axes sat farther within another blacksmith’s shop, their sides inlaid with polished gems and precious metals. The blades themselves were of the highest quality, infused with a light enchantment whose intent Wu Ying could not grasp fully. A Dao of the Home? Homecoming? 
 
    He shook his head, turned on his heel, and hurried on before the blacksmith could spot him. He had no use for a pair of axes. Their brutal techniques were anathema to his elegant jian. And while he understood the wielding of the weapon on a base level—all short melee weapons, to some extent, were similar—he had no true skill in their use. 
 
    Hurrying deeper into the warren nest that was the metal-working district, Wu Ying soon found himself outside a massive three-story building that marked his journey’s end. On the bottom floor, the building was open on three sides to allow heat and fumes to escape, careful flues and chimneys aiding in that process. Additional enchantments glowed along high ceiling beams, helping to contain the warmth as a dozen blacksmiths worked hard under the aegis of a trio of overseers. 
 
    “Cultivator Long.” A young female clad in a tight dress that hugged her body in a way that was beyond scandalous greeted him. “If you would follow me, the master of the house awaits you above.” 
 
    “How did you know who I am?” Wu Ying asked. He did not sense any danger from her or the house itself, so his question was more out of curiosity. 
 
    “There are few enough individuals with the Heart of a weapon that even a single one is of interest to our master,” the saleswoman said. “One whose Heart is that of a weapon my master specializes in? He knew you would visit us soon enough.” 
 
    Wu Ying smiled as he admitted she was not wrong. 
 
    At her welcome, he entered the building, taking the stairs to the next level. She directed him past the open retail center of the second floor, where numerous weapons were displayed, to a second staircase. Even as he crossed to head above, Wu Ying spotted polearms and butterfly swords, triple staves and axes and knives galore. However, the majority of the space was dominated by the dao and jians that the few customers within perused, all overseen by attentive salespeople. 
 
    “The Single Blade Armory specializes in the jian, does it not?” Wu Ying said, getting a confirming nod from the young lady. “Then why the numerous other weapons?” 
 
    “Master Vu feels that a solid base in understanding of all weaponry is required for a blacksmith to call himself a proper smith.” The answer came easily and smoothly, as though it was an often-repeated answer. Which, Wu Ying assumed, was likely the case. “It is only later, when their base skills have approached an adequate level, that Master Vu feels it is appropriate for an apprentice to specialize.” 
 
    The third floor consisted of a large waiting room and a trio of enclosed rooms opposite the entrance. It was to the middle room that Wu Ying was guided, the saleswoman knocking on the door before being called within. As Wu Ying waited on the doorstep, he allowed his spiritual sense and wind to dance across the surroundings. 
 
    Both doors on either side were connected to the middle room, with the door on the right leading to a simple washroom. The one on the left, however, rebuffed both his aura and wind, formations locking down the space. While Wu Ying could not sense within, minor fluctuations in the environmental chi and the dao spoke of a space dao in play. 
 
    An extradimensional storage room, one that likely safeguarded the most precious equipment. After all, Wu Ying had not noted a single Immortal or even Saint weapon on his journey to this floor, a stark contrast to the other blacksmiths. 
 
    “Cultivator Long Wu Ying greets Grandmaster Vu of the Single Blade Armory,” Wu Ying said, bowing low as he stepped into the office. The wind cultivator was only mildly surprised when his guide stepped in as well, moving to take position on his side of the table and readying refreshments for him. 
 
    The room was a simple box, bereft of window or fresh air. A series of cabinets lay at the back wall, a large and dented desk before him, and the owner sat behind it. Perhaps of most interest was the scarring exhibited along the hardwood, reinforced walls, as though numerous men had taken weapons to them. 
 
    The man who sat behind the desk, awaiting his arrival, had looked to be sleeping, his eyes shut tightly as he rested. Grandmaster Vu had the hallmarks of an older athlete—or blacksmith in this case—one whose body had long ago betrayed him. The once-bulky frame had shrunken on broad shoulders, while liver-spotted hands rested, clasped on his lap. At Wu Ying’s greeting, he leaned forward to sip his drink, eyes still closed. Fingers trembled as they touched the teacup, the cup shaking a little as it was brought to parched lips. 
 
    “Cultivator Long. You took your time coming to see me,” Grandmaster Vu said. 
 
    “My apologies, Senior. I had many tasks to fulfill.” Wu Ying glanced at the seat before him and, at the older man’s nod, took it. He thanked the young lady as she offered him the cup of tea, even as he turned his full attention to the older man.  
 
    Something about him set Wu Ying’s senses on edge. He was but a Body Cultivator, not even a peak one, but the wind spoke of danger and a cutting edge to the man. His very aura brought with it a taste of metal and a sharpness like a razor, leaving Wu Ying sitting lightly on his edge of his seat. 
 
    “Hmmphff. I’m inclined to send you away rather than sell my babies to you,” Grandmaster Vu said. 
 
    “That would be unfortunate. I have heard many tales about the Senior’s great skills. How there is no greater swordsmith in the entirety of Nanyue.” 
 
    “Don’t think idle praise will help you.” Grandmaster Vu sniffed. “I know my standing and it is not the greatest. Old Yue in the south still outshines me. But good luck getting a sword from him.” The old man smacked the table with amusement. “He only makes weapons for the Imperial Court. Utter waste, for most of those fools could not cut a bound pig to save their lives.” 
 
    “I bow to your greater wisdom.” Mimicking action to words, Wu Ying inclined his body a little. “Would it be possible, at least, to see your creations?” 
 
    “See them, he says. As though they are fish in a market.” Grandmaster Vu waved dismissively.  
 
    The motion, so languid, so relaxed, put Wu Ying’s hair on edge almost immediately. His aura hardened reflexively, and the wind cultivator flicked a finger that gripped the teacup upward as he wielded his own aura. It clashed with the blade projection the old man had directed at him, only for Wu Ying’s to shatter upon clashing with the Grandmaster’s. 
 
    Only when the attack struck his aura did it dissipate, the winds surrounding him swirling in agitation. Wu Ying’s hair was blown back, for sharp as the attack might have been, it had only the strength of a Body Cleansing cultivator behind it.  
 
    Yet as fast as Wu Ying had destroyed the blade projection, it was not enough. Grandmaster Vu continued to move. Each movement poured chi and blade intent into the action, sending blade energy at Wu Ying. 
 
    Lips pursed in annoyance, the wind cultivator shifted his aura. The wind whipped up around them, gaining an edge that cracked against the grandmaster’s attacks. At the same time, he swirled his teacup, using the motion to generate additional wind chi, lacing his understanding of the sword into his aura to form a tiny cyclone of blade energy and chi above his teacup. 
 
    The motion caught the attacks flying at him from below, no longer directly contesting the attacks but pushing them upward. The conflicting attacks met above Wu Ying’s arm, pushing them away. Rather than facing the dense attacks of the grandmaster, Wu Ying sent them away, letting them further scar the wood.  
 
    “Are we done?” Wu Ying asked as he allowed the cyclone of blade energy to die away, lifting the teacup the rest of his way to his lips. 
 
    “Not a complete lie then,” Grandmaster Vu muttered. 
 
    “A lie?” 
 
    “You have no heft to your blade, boy.” 
 
    Wu Ying felt realization click into place at the man’s words as he placed the teacup down. “That’s what is embedded in your Heart of the Blade, isn’t it? Your dao understanding of metal, of blacksmithing, and the heaviness of a strike.” He frowned a little. “You gained the Heart of the Dao via swordsmithing then?” 
 
    “Not just that.” The old man snorted. “As though one could truly understand a blade without wielding it.” 
 
    Curiously, Wu Ying tilted his head. “Are all your blacksmiths swordsmen then? Are all masters and grandmasters swordsmen who’ve gained the Sense or Heart of the jian?”  
 
    “Are all martial cultivators able to Sense or delve into the Heart of their weapons? Or are as many of them naught more but base thugs?” 
 
    Wu Ying considered for a moment before he shook his head. The majority were not, though… “The strongest often are.” 
 
    “Often is not always. And martial art knowledge is intrinsic to the work. Understanding a sword and how it is wielded is required to create a remarkable weapon. Some might even argue that the time spent learning the weapon to this extent detracts from the actual process of creation,” Grandmaster Vu said. “I disagree, but that is my belief. And my Armory’s.” 
 
    “Have I passed your test then?” Wu Ying said. “Or shall we destroy more of your office and disrupt your granddaughter’s hair?” 
 
    Now, Grandmaster Vu looked surprised. “You can see the similarity?”  
 
    Wu Ying turned to the silent girl whose plump, baby fat cheeks and sparkling eyes, along with the neat bun, were nothing like the old man’s before him. Neither jawline nor nose were similar, and her slim and plentiful build was too soft for the current shrunken figure or the formerly muscular aspect of the blacksmith. He smiled and touched his nose in answer, knowing the stories that were told to him. 
 
    “I smelled it.”  
 
    “Like a bloodhound.” 
 
    Wu Ying chose not to answer nor elaborate on his skill. If not for the minor thread of metal in both their auras, more prominent in the peak Energy Storage young lady, he might have missed it. Of course, the fact that she carried a pair of blades in the small of her back, hidden by careful cuts of the cloth, had drawn his attention in the first place. 
 
    “The swords?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    The old man slumped in his seat, the minor explosion of energy seeming to desert him suddenly. “Go, child. Bring in the three.” 
 
    “The three?” Surprise now, from the granddaughter. 
 
    “Did I stutter? Or do you think I’m senile already?” 
 
    “I… yes, Ong Ong[8].” She bowed, then hurried toward the silk cloth that blocked sight of the doorway that led to the dimensional space.  
 
    Wu Ying noted the small enchantments on the cloth that sought to divert his attention and make him look anywhere but the doorway itself. 
 
    “Stop peeking. It’s rude,” Grandmaster Vu snapped. “She’s not for sale anyway.” 
 
    “I was more curious about your armory.” 
 
    “Neither is that.” 
 
    “Such a large dimensional space. Are you not worried of it breaking down?” Wu Ying asked, locking eyes with the old man. 
 
    “What’s the use of a big clan and all this coin if you don’t spend it, eh?” Grandmaster Vu shook his head. “My useless third son-in-law is at least able to do something useful, if not give me more grandchildren to spoil.” 
 
    “I find the idea of you as a doting grandfather difficult to imagine.” 
 
    “Heh. That’s because I’m not. Beat them till they learn how to hold a hammer and strike steel properly, that’s what I do!” 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head at the image that brought to mind. Yet there was enough of a twinkle in the man’s eyes that Wu Ying felt that perhaps he was not as harsh as he made himself out to be. Even his earlier test, dangerous as it might have been, was guarded, for he had never targeted a lethal location. Furthermore, interacting with the heavier sword strike had allowed Wu Ying to grasp a different form of the Heart of the Sword. A concept that he might be able to incorporate into his own understanding. 
 
    Eventually. 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted as the granddaughter returned bearing a trio of sheathed jian. She placed them on the table between the pair, then gently extracted the blades from their sheaths, laying the weapons alongside their coverings in parallel to one another. 
 
    The moment the blades were released, Wu Ying could only stare open-mouthed. The difference between these weapons and the ones a floor below… no, even the other Saint-level weapons he had spotted while walking through the streets was night and day. 
 
    The tales of the talent of Nanyue swordsmiths all paled before the truth displayed before him. Wu Ying reached for the sword, his hand hovering over the nearest weapon but not yet daring to touch them. Instead, he sensed the weapons, noting how their presence warped the environmental chi around them. 
 
    “These are enchanted,” Wu Ying said quietly. 
 
    “Bah! Enchantments are a waste of a good weapon,” Grandmaster Vu said distastefully. “Used only by those who are unable to wield a hammer properly or control their fire.” At the wind cultivator’s frown, the old man pointed at the weapons. “Do you see any markings, any etchings on my blades? Anything that would weaken them?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Exactly! Why would I do such a thing?”  
 
    “But then…” Wu Ying gestured at the swords.  
 
    Each of them had twisted the environment around themselves, with differing aspects being showcased. Around the leftmost weapon, its hilt and sheath wrapped in dyed and bleached white leather, frost had gathered. Not upon the blade itself, but on the table and the air above it, such that tiny snowflakes formed and fell. 
 
    The middle weapon seemed to drink up the light, such that it was hard to see the blade amidst the shadows it seemed to draw into itself. The black-wrapped blade spoke of the promise of a silent death under its sharpened edge, a merciless passing of ignoble ends. 
 
    Compared to the first two, the final blade was the least showy. No external effects were visible, not on the blade nor their surroundings. Instead, the blade was but itself, silent, deadly, razor-sharp. Yet Wu Ying’s gaze kept drifting to it, a part of his soul and dao resonating with the weapon. 
 
    “You see it too then.” There was a satisfied tone in Grandmaster Vu’s voice as he spoke. “What all my time and effort managed.” 
 
    “Yes.” A hesitation, then Wu Ying said, on instinct that there was more, “And no.” 
 
    “You don’t think these are worthy of you?” 
 
    “I don’t see the final results of your efforts.” 
 
    Silence greeted his words, and Wu Ying tore his eyes away from the weapon to regard the old blacksmith. Lines deepened on the man’s face, such that he looked more prune than man, before an errant breeze tickled the old man’s nose. He let out a loud sneeze, not bothering to cover his mouth, and rubbed his nose afterward.  
 
    A minor exertion of will ensured that none of his expelled air ever reached Wu Ying, though hazy droplets intensified the snowfall around the leftmost blade. Wu Ying barely caught the long-suffering sigh from the granddaughter, as she regarded the newly dirtied weapons. 
 
    “Damn wind.” Grandmaster Vu thumped the arm of his chair. “Damn child. Don’t even think about trying to wield mu masterpiece. That one is meant for a better man than you.” A whisper then, so soft that Wu Ying was not certain he was even expected to hear it. “If I ever find someone with the Soul of the Sword.” 
 
    “And you’d gift this weapon to one who did have it?” Wu Ying said, cocking an eyebrow. 
 
    “Why, you know one?” Grandmaster Vu said peevishly. Before Wu Ying could answer, he waved dismissively. “What kind of fool do you think I am, to give away my wares? If they truly had the Soul of the Jian, they would pay everything they owned for that weapon.” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    “Do not sound so doubtful. It is everything I have learnt and understood, the pinnacle of my skill and talent. I poured my heart and soul into its making.” Another gesture at the three swords. “These are but mere playthings to it.” 
 
    “I see.” Then remembering their earlier topic, Wu Ying prodded. “Playthings that don’t require enchantments.” 
 
    “You won’t give it up, will you?” 
 
    “A customer who buys a weapon without understanding it fully is a fool,” Wu Ying said. “I am no fool.” 
 
    “Could have fooled me.” Silence, before the Grandmaster shrugged. “It’s simple. There are no enchantments because it is the sword itself that calls these effects into being. Enchantments are but the external imposition of a dao and will upon the world, shaping it by their swirls and runes and formations. These swords require none of that—for they are the imposition of such concepts into the world.” 
 
    “Their very being is an enchantment,” Wu Ying said, understandingly.  
 
    “And more powerful for that.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    One could not forcibly increase the energy or strength of such an enchantment, not empower them with a spirit stone like with a formation flag. Enchantments were even less flexible than carved formations or environmental hazards embedded in the earth. Yet they also required the least amount of upkeep, these swords turned enchantments. For their very being had been turned to their purpose. 
 
    “Shuang. Ying. Ren.[9]” The names came to Wu Ying, unbidden.  
 
    The blacksmith regarded the wind cultivator with a degree more respect. “You see, child? This is what you want from a customer. Someone who can perceive the weapons for what they are, truly. He might be ignorant, but he sees true.” 
 
    “I understand, Ong Ong.” 
 
    “Which will you choose?” Grandmaster Vu asked. 
 
    “I’m allowed to choose?” 
 
    “Do you want me to pick for you?”  
 
    Wu Ying smiled wryly at the man’s prodding, his gaze darting over the three blades. In the end though, he reached for Ren. Something within him called to the weapon, called for it. However, before he could touch it, the old man slapped a hand on the table. 
 
    “Oy! You pay before you take,” Grandmaster Vu said, leaning forward. “What kind of city did you grow up in, that you take what is not yours?” 
 
    “No city,” Wu Ying said. “I’m just a simple farmer. And we mostly traded among friends and village members.”  
 
    He leaned back in his chair, even as the granddaughter stepped forward to sheathe the other weapons. She went to store them, leaving Wu Ying and her grandfather to negotiate over the remaining weapon. 
 
    Which, Wu Ying noticed, the old man had already made him express a strong desire for, removing at least one tool of negotiation. Damn merchants and their tricks. From the predatory gaze that the formerly sleepy old man turned on him, he realized he was in for quite the bargaining session.  
 
    Still, he had no intention of leaving this room without the jian. One way or the other. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    “How much did he take you for?” Yang Mu pressed, the next day.  
 
    The trio were on horses, waiting near the southern gate for the arrival of the special unit members. By internal agreement, the trio had chosen to arrive earlier than their scheduled departure time on the off chance the colonel would attempt to leave without them. 
 
    “Too much,” Wu Ying replied, his hand drifting once more to the hilt of the sword by his side. Sheathed as it was, the intensity of the blade was hidden. Yet even a glimpse at the scabbard and hilt had been sufficient to inform Yang Mu of its origins and price, after which she had interrogated him. 
 
    “You should not have gone negotiating without me,” she said. “Or at least asked me beforehand. I could have told you he was a wily merchant. How do you think he came to own the largest shop in Liang Soong?” 
 
    “I would think his obvious mastery as a swordsmith,” Wu Ying replied. 
 
    “Oh, please! As though the best craftsmen are the best merchants.” She sniffed. “It’s thinking like that allows us to thrive.” 
 
    “It’s thinking like yours that makes everything more complicated and expensive than it has to be.” 
 
    “Ah, so you think craftsmen should just give away whatever they have, or that the time and skill they’ve put into learning their art should be discounted?” She snorted. “Did you give away your rice then?” 
 
    “When a family was hungry, we shared what we had.” 
 
    “But swords aren’t rice.” 
 
    “Though they can save lives too.”  
 
    She nodded. “Yet not every sword is the same. Rice might taste different, but the end results are the same.” 
 
    “Final result?” Tou He, listening to the two of them argue, a wrapped steamed bun with a slice of meat in one hand, mumbled through his full mouth. 
 
    “For most people.” Yang Mu’s gaze rolled down to Tou He’s handful of buns. 
 
    Wu Ying added. “Final being to be shat out.” 
 
    Yang Mu twitched, glaring at the wind cultivator. “I was about to say to provide sustenance. I would never be that crude.” 
 
    “You forget, I was there when you fell into that mud pit during the leech swarm,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “You were never to bring that incident up again!” She shook her head. “Now I’m glad he took you for all you were worth.” 
 
    “Not all,” he replied.  
 
    A flicker of a memory, of being forced to wield his final card in the negotiations. The name of a boy who had achieved the Soul of the Sword. Being forced to scribe a letter to him, to inform him of the weapon that awaited his hands, if he ever sought one that suited his skill. 
 
    That it might be years before Pan Chen was old enough to take hold of the weapon or dare the journey, Wu Ying had not informed Grandmaster Vu. Some things, some secrets and individuals were best served by being mysteries. Even if he had confirmed that his own progress to the Heart of the Sword had come from studying under the sword saint. 
 
    For all that, for the jian that he now carried, Wu Ying found himself once more nearly penniless. Having to divest himself of nearly all his coin, precious stones, and hoarded spirit stones had barely been enough to satisfy the old man. The wealth that had served him well before, the spirit herbs and rare pills formed from surplus product offered to him by apothecarists, were of little interest to the other. 
 
    “Bah! Then he obviously isn’t as good as he’s rumored to be, what with the way you keep stroking that sword.” Yang Mu sniffed. 
 
    Tou He suddenly laughed. 
 
    “What?” they asked in unison. 
 
    “Just remembering a friend of ours,” Tou He said, gesturing with the half-eaten bun between Wu Ying and himself. “She’d have made the same joke about sword stroking, but unintentionally.” 
 
    Yang Mu’s eyes narrowed. “And you think I’m talking of his other sword?” She sniffed. “Why would I ever discuss that?” 
 
    Tou He raised a single, skeptical eyebrow. She met his gaze, but slowly a blush crept up her cheeks before she turned away. Whether she blushed because of the impertinence or just her blatant falsehood, who could say? 
 
    Wu Ying could only smile a little. Whatever he and Yang Mu were—and they still had not spoken of it directly—it was more than friends. Perhaps, one day, more? It was a different relationship, for sure. Slow-growing, friendship coming before lust. A rather nice change. 
 
    Silence fell between the group, the wash of passing mortals filling in the surroundings.  
 
    Finally though, the special unit arrived. A group of five, the army unit all dressed in similar, armored outfits. Each of the light, hardened leather plates they wore were subtly different in design and significantly varied in format from the uniforms of the regular army personnel. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Colonel Huynh Bich Trang said as she arrived, astride her own horse. 
 
    “We are. Though perhaps we could be introduced to your companions?” Yang Mu answered, her gaze flicking over the other four. An even split among the others, two men and two women. 
 
    “We can talk on the road. We have delayed long enough,” Bich Trang said, clicking her tongue.  
 
    Her horse pushed ahead at her command, through the open city gates. When they were nearly a hundred feet from the exit and the hubbub around the gates had subsided, they sensed a disturbance behind them. Wu Ying kept track of who noticed it first, his head bent low. The army unit’s scout was the first to sense the disturbance, his head turning all the way around. Whether alerted by the movement of her man or sensing it herself, Bich Trang was next to shift. 
 
    Then almost simultaneously, two others in the army unit, leaving the scholar who rode with a book open before her as the last to realize something new was happening. And even then, only because a companion grabbed the reins of her horse to stop it from riding into Tou He’s. 
 
    “Who is that?” Yang Mu asked, standing a little on the stirrups of her horse to peer at the growing dust cloud. She gave up as her steed shifted beneath her, annoyed at her movements and agitated by the crowd of other mares around it. Placing a hand on the neck of the horse and stroking it to calm her mare, she looked at Wu Ying for an answer. 
 
    “Why ask me?” he said. 
 
    “You’re telling me the wind hasn’t told you already?”  
 
    Wu Ying offered her a guilty grin, eliciting a series of strange looks from the new members of their group. He shrugged to them all. “I speak with the wind. Sometimes, it even answers.” 
 
    As though to contradict his words, a breeze woke up, sending leaves and dust swirling around them all and startling their steeds, who shifted and tossed their heads. All but Tou He’s, for his horse was just as placid as its rider. In fact, while waiting, the ex-monk had removed another bun from the bag tied to the side of his saddle. 
 
    “So, who is it?” 
 
    “Captain Ky.” Wu Ying cocked his head as the wind drifted around him, whispering secrets. Eventually he nodded. “It seems he is packed for travel.” 
 
    “What is this?” Colonel Huynh snarled, spurring her horse to intercept the captain. The pair slowed when they met, the mortals on the road moving aside to give the pair of cultivators room.  
 
    Wu Ying waved, dismissing the winds who insisted on bringing their words. He needed not the details of their conversation to know the gist of it. Instead, he spoke to the four other members of the army unit, offering them a friendly smile. 
 
    “I am Long Wu Ying of the Verdant Green Waters Sect. It is a pleasure to meet you all, fellow cultivators. May the heavens smile upon our expedition.” 
 
    “You should have come on time,” one of the men said, eyes narrowed, his face thin and sallow and pinched. “If I had not noticed your earlier presence, it would have caused trouble with the fates, your early arrival. As it stood, we had to adjust our departure for you. Now that one…” He sighed, touching his belt. “Do you think I should start calculating the adjustments to our star charts?”  
 
    “I do not think—” Yang Mu began. 
 
    “I was not asking you,” the other man snapped. “I do not need an amateur to tell me how to do my job.” 
 
    Yang Mu’s lips compressed white at being cut off. 
 
    “My apologies, Lady Yang. Minh Trac has not been sleeping well,” said the other male in the group, the portly scout offering the trio a friendly smile as he clutched his strung bow with his other hand. “Being our formation master and fortune-teller, Sargent Minh has not had much sleep since our assignment. Fortunes keep changing, he says. I am Bui Dinh Don.”  
 
    “There’s still no reason to be rude,” Tou He noted. 
 
    “That wasn’t rude. If I was being rude, you’d know it,” Minh Trac said waspishly. 
 
    “Then perhaps you need a lesson in proper manners, if you did not think that was rude,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Picking on our weakest members already.” Moving her horse with just the touch of her feet, the speaker shoved back Minh Trac’s mare and put herself between him and Wu Ying. Her massive guan dao was a little different. The wide, heavy metal shaft suited her overly large hands, but it had a shortened shaft to make it easier to wield in the forest. The weapon rose and pointed at Wu Ying as the woman spoke. “Suits me well. I have wanted to test your blade.” 
 
    “Oh, Wu Ying…” Tou He said with a mournful note in his voice. “What is it with these women and your sword? You were such a quiet, respectful gentleman before. Now, look.” 
 
    “What are you implying… monk?” The polearm-wielder said that last word with a sneer, the tip of her weapon changing direction toward Tou He.  
 
    “I am Liu Tou He, Elder of the Verdant Green Waters Sect. And I am no monk,” Tou He said genially. “Though I once treaded that path, it was, in the end, not mine.” He raised his hand to offer the vine-woven bag to her. “Buns?” 
 
    “I will show you buns!”  
 
    Guiding his horse between the two, blocking off his own unit member, Dinh Don stuck his hand in the bag to extract three of the steamed buns. He threw one to the fighter, forcing her to lower her polearm as she caught it rather than let it bounce off her chest. “Eat, Thien Giang. You’re always so angry when you haven’t eaten.” 
 
    “I’m angry because these fools dare threaten us—”  
 
    “And you too, Phuong Vy.” Dinh Don’s voice grew softer, more considerate as he offered the bun to the last member of the unit.  
 
    At her name, the scholar looked up from the manual she had been reading, frowning at the food offered to her. “That’ll stain the pages.” 
 
    “Only if you don’t pay attention.” 
 
    “It’ll stain the pages.” 
 
    Dinh Don rolled his eyes in a good-natured way. “You didn’t eat breakfast. Or dinner. Or lunch yesterday. You cannot subsist on chi alone. And we’re on a mission. So put the book away and eat.” 
 
    Phuong Vy closed the book with a snap, rolling it up and tucking it in her robes before taking the offered bun. “Fine. Only because we’re on a mission and the colonel will be angry otherwise.” 
 
    Grinning in triumph, Dinh Don took a bite of the one he had kept for himself, letting out an appreciative moan. “Good bun. Where did you find it?” 
 
    Tou He was more than happy to try to describe the location, though not knowing the name of the streets, he was forced to rely on remembered landmarks and vague directions. The pair fell into a loud and robust conversation about food, even as the other members of the unit fell back. 
 
    Eventually, a cantering noise alerted them of the returning colonel and captain, both of which looked entirely unhappy.  
 
    Rather than explain, the colonel waved down the road. “Let’s go. We have a lot of ground to cover.”  
 
    “Is he joining us?” Minh Trac asked, a scroll propped up on a small traveling case that sat precariously on his saddle. 
 
    “He is.” 
 
    “I’m going to have recalculate all our fortunes again,” Minh Trac growled as he extracted the I Ching compass. “You. What’s your birth date and sign?” 
 
    “I… what?” Captain Ky said. 
 
    “Birthdate and sign. Hurry up!” 
 
    Shaking his head, Wu Ying guided his horse to follow Bich Trang, murmuring a little command for the wind to help keep track of the aggressive Thien Giang. After all, he doubted their minor conflict was over yet. And while Minh Trac seemed like the kind to be rude, the woman was the kind who spoiled for a fight.  
 
    In truth, he was not willing to let it go either. 
 
    As for why he was so furious, well, that was his problem. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    The rest of the day passed in relative peace—if you called warding off intrusive personal questions from Minh Trac peaceful. The fortune-teller seemed to not understand why anyone would be unwilling to discuss their personal details, muttering about the lack of accuracy in his forecasts. Be Long had no choice, and Tou He was content to divulge his information with only the mildest of prompts, but neither Yang Mu nor Wu Ying cared to indulge the man. 
 
    In fact, it had gotten so bad that Wu Ying had left his horse behind with Yang Mu while he took to scouting ahead, flitting from tree to tree and branch to ground with ease. All the while, the wind swirled around him, providing him details.  
 
    Dinh Don followed along more sedately, the scout staying a bare couple hundred feet ahead of the rest of the team. Wu Ying understood his reluctance to travel too far, for the dense woods shrank the range of an individual’s spiritual sense. What use was a scout that could not report back? 
 
    On the other hand, Wu Ying cared little for such concerns. The entire group was slow-moving on their horses, even if Bich Trang seemed to exude a low-grade wood aura whose focus was less on plants but creatures, benefiting the steeds they rode upon such that they were able to travel without slowing. 
 
    Even suppressed, the combined auras of the group exerted a subtle pressure upon the world. External chi swirled, drawn in by Wu Ying’s Cyclone’s Breath method and, on a more localized basis, the studious bookworm Phuong Vy.  
 
    Wu Ying had been surprised when he recognized the gentle touch of a fellow moving cultivator in play, though her method seemed more localized, the chi she drew upon more general. Unlike his technique that drew exclusively upon wind chi, she took in everything but strained it through her meridians to alter it to suit her needs. 
 
    That was not the only surprise the army unit had brought with it. It had taken Wu Ying nearly the entire day before he’d noticed the bird that had been watching them high above. It was because of its constant presence that Wu Ying finally noticed it gliding high above them. No bigger than a small dot in the beginning, when the creature landed at night, its true size was apparent. 
 
    Wings flaring wide, the bird—a raptor of some form, Wu Ying assumed from the turn of its beak—opened its massive wings, landing on a nearby fallen tree trunk light as a feather as the group prepped for the night in their chosen clearing. Seated with its wings folded, it looked only half the size of one of their horses, though its wingspan easily dwarfed the beast. In fact, if not for the gentle pull and pulse of the colonel’s aura, their steeds would have bolted at the new, predatory presence. 
 
    “Yours?” Tou He asked as Bich Trang approached the bird, a hand fishing in a storage pouch by her side to extract strips of meat to feed the raptor. 
 
    “Yes. My bonded beast companion,” Bich Trang said. “As I told you before, we do not rely on a single point of failure.” 
 
    “Beasts…” Wu Ying shook his head, walking closer. The bird turned its head, slow-blinking eyes regarding him with a predatory gaze that set the hairs on the back of his neck alight. “I understand only a little about them. They’re not common among my sect or kingdom.” 
 
    “Raising a spirit beast requires a significant amount of beast meat, along with access to beast cores. Worse, tamed spirit beast meat isn’t sufficient, or it is required in very large quantities. Beast bonding is very expensive and difficult for those without our resources,” Bich Trang said. “Even for us, our numbers are constrained by similar considerations. Maybe one in fifty cultivators are able to raise such a creature, and few of those ever ascend.” 
 
    Yang Mu crouched to stare the raptor in the eye. It returned her regard with the placid calm of a predator, as though its consideration for swallowing her whole was just a small facet of its life.  
 
    “On the other hand, Nanyue has been raising spirit beasts for so long, they have quite the variety in the upper echelons. They age even slower than mortal man does as they grow in strength, do they not?” Yang Mu said. 
 
    “We do. They are a strategic reserve, one of the pillars of our kingdom’s independence. Families from all across the country pass on the beast bond as needed,” Bich Trang confirmed. “Sao Choi is my family’s contribution.” 
 
    “Nascent Soul bird,” Wu Ying said, understanding at last what he had been feeling for so long and not been able to grasp. The bird controlled not the wind but something close to it, a higher concept. Air, instead of wind, or a portion of that air. He could not grasp it, but he felt deep in his soul the symmetry between their daos. “High level birds are rare. They’re more fragile in the early stages. Dragons can be touchy about sharing the skies. Even more so when it’s a creature they see as lesser to begin with.” 
 
    “Yes.” The colonel smiled as she stroked the bird. “We are fortunate to have managed to raise Sao Choi as well as we have.” 
 
    “How do you pass on the bond?” Wu Ying asked. “I understand such a bond between spirit beast and cultivator is one of the most important aspects. Too lax a control, and the beast will consume the cultivator. Too strong, and they will flee. And such bonds must be rebuilt for each new owner.” 
 
    “You understand well, for one who has not trained in the arts,” Bich Trang said. 
 
    Wu Ying shrugged. He read a lot, and his time with various cultivating clans had spread his knowledge far and wide. 
 
    “We begin the bonding process at a young age, designating heirs by family line. In this way, the bond is like steel when the time comes for a change,” Bich Trang replied, offering a genial smile at Sao Choi even as it continued to eat. 
 
    “And it didn’t think you were prey as a child?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    No answer, Bich Trang smiling. No surprise there. Some techniques were meant to be kept secret. 
 
    Tou He, having finished caring for his mare, ambled over. “Almost makes us seem superfluous then, having a Nascent Soul spirit beast with you.” 
 
    “So I said, and yet you all insisted.”  
 
    Yang Mu shot the ex-monk a glare, to which the man shrugged before wandering back toward the center of their clearing. Tou He dug a fire pit, then a couple of metal rods were withdrawn from his ring and embedded into the ground before he started looking for rocks to line the edge of the pit.  
 
    “What are we eating?” Tou He asked. “And did we discuss cooking rotations? Because I think we should discuss cooking rotations. And dinner.” 
 
    Dinh Don wandered over, armfuls of wood in hand that he deposited next to Tou He. “I completely agree. We should discuss dinner. But I’ll be cooking.” 
 
    “Are you a good cook then?” Tou He said. “Because Wu Ying really isn’t.” 
 
    “Hey!” Wu Ying protested. “You haven’t seen me in ten years. I could have gotten better.” Then, frowning, he added, “I’m not a bad cook either!” 
 
    “You’re not a good one though.” Tou He lowered his head and faux whispered to Dinh Don, “He uses the same five spices all the time. The only thing he varies is his vegetables, and even then, with access to the whole forest, he falls back on his favorites.” 
 
    “I like what I like,” Wu Ying said, crossing his arms. It hadn’t been that bad—and it was not as though they’d had much time to cook or he had been relegated to that role solely. So what if he wanted to go back to the meals that he enjoyed regularly?  
 
    “See? I bet he hasn’t changed in ten years,” Tou He said. “For the wind, my friend can be quite steadfast at times.” 
 
    Wu Ying chose to ignore his friend gossiping about him. Instead, he watched the bird and the colonel as she fed it a massive carcass that Bich Trang had taken from her ring, a fond look in her eyes. Now that he watched both more closely and with more context, he realized that she looked less like one who watched a pet and more a familiar granduncle. 
 
    With a shake of her head, Bich Trang turned away to speak to them all. “The monk is correct. We should speak more about our duties and go over the plan again.” 
 
    Yang Mu let out an unhappy groan, having left to put up her tent. Still, the group gathered around the makeshift campfire, lit already by the simple expedience of Tou He using a touch of his fire chi, and the colonel took the lead on this discussion. Mostly though, she was reiterating what Yang Mu had agreed to, though more details were offered. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It took three days before the newly formed group ran into trouble they could not avoid. They had agreed to stay away from any demonic beasts they could, as constant battles would only wear them down. Every night, the two formation masters interlaid new formation flags around their resting place to help cleanse them, hide their presence, and also purify the corpses for Sao Choi to consume. 
 
    Dinh Don had reined his horse in along the deer track they had been following, waiting for the group to arrive before he lowered his head to speak. Wu Ying had drifted back not long before the rest of the group arrived, having sensed the scout’s intentions. 
 
    “We’re being stalked,” Dinh Don said without preamble. 
 
    “Who and how many?” Bich Trang asked. 
 
    Be Long, near the back, flinched. Wu Ying had noted his growing unease as signs of civilization fell by the wayside. Yang Mu, recognizing the discomfort that she too had experienced when she first traveled with Wu Ying, had taken to riding beside the city dweller, engaging him with conversation as a distraction. Too often, as far as Wu Ying was concerned. The captain would not learn to handle the wild if he was distracted by a woman. Especially not Yang Mu. 
 
    “I’ve spotted five so far, but I expect there to be more,” Dinh Don hesitated, then looked at Wu Ying for confirmation. 
 
    “Seven in total. There might be one more whose ability eludes me, but I believe it is a beast companion instead. One deeply steeped in the dao of shadows,” Wu Ying said. “The rest are all earth-aligned.” 
 
    “What are they?” Bich Trang asked. 
 
    “Earth-creature. Unusual looking. Front legs of a bird, back legs of a cat, and a simian face,” Dinh Don added. “I have not seen their like before. Something from the deep wilds.” 
 
    “Then what are they doing out here?” Be Long frowned, the Captain of the Guard sounding entirely unhappy. “Driven out this way by the taint?” 
 
    “Or sent,” Minh Trac muttered. “The corruption is causing fortunes to change on a constant basis. Clouding the future, hiding us from the sight of the heavens.” 
 
    “Sight of heavens? Is not everything part of the Dao?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “The heavens are not the Dao, they are just part of it. And though the greatest of the gods might see the Dao in its entirety, my ability to perceive is limited,” Minh Trac admitted reluctantly. 
 
    “In other words, foretelling the future is useless,” Yang Mu said. “A waste of time.” 
 
    “Understanding the flow of time is important to understand the proper placement of flags in a formation! How can one build proper formations that will last the centuries if one does not understand the changes brought about by the passing of the ages!” Minh Trac replied heatedly. 
 
    “The ages? Your formations wouldn’t last a week as—” 
 
    “Enough!” Bich Trang cut off the pair before the conversation could devolve into another argument. The entire party had listened to them bicker more than enough. “We have a fight to prepare for.” 
 
    “What is there to ready? Five or seven beasts, it is the same,” Thien Giang said, swinging her guan dao down with one motion, slicing through a branch and watching it crash. “They come, I’ll kill them all.” 
 
    “And attract more attention,” Wu Ying said. “Not a good thing, if we want to sneak up on the corruption.” 
 
    “A tear does not care if we stride in or sneak. It is still broken and unthinking,” Thien Giang said.  
 
    “We don’t know it’s a tear. Or who made it,” Wu Ying replied. 
 
    The polearm wielder shook her head under her heavy helm.  
 
    Again, Bich Trang cut in before another argument could continue. “I agree with the wind cultivator. We should attempt to finish the fight quickly. If they stalk us, we should pick the location of the battle and end it fast. I see no point in additional risk.” 
 
    Her words forced reluctant agreement from the group.  
 
    “Now, here’s what we’re going to do.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying floated high above the group, eyeing the bird that held position with the occasional stroke of its wings. He could almost feel it mocking him with the way it moved, for Sao Choi needed no physical aid to fly. It controlled the very air itself and its position in it with an innate flexing of will. In the meantime, Wu Ying’s understanding of the dao was neither as deep nor as broad as the bird’s, requiring him to float and spin about in small degrees as the wind bore him aloft. 
 
    From their position, the pair could sense the movements of the grounded. The way the earth-chimeras had turned aside, leaving the group alone as they sensed a change in pattern. Hanging back just far enough that they could continue tracking but allowing the creatures the ability to continue their silent surveillance.  
 
    Except, of course, Dinh Don was masking the true movements of the team while paper talisman figurines took the place of the group. The simple talismans had been supplied by Yang Mu, shaped to copy the chi flows of the group even as the paper bait sat upon their horses and picked their way forward. Without a direct connection to the earth below, the paper bait could easily trick the earth-chimeras. 
 
    It helped, of course, that not all of the team had left for the fight. Tou He, the bookish Phuong Vy, and Be Long stayed behind, imbuing the surroundings with their auras to further mess with the distant chi signatures. 
 
    In the meantime, the other group intended to narrow the distance and strike at their stalkers, taking them by surprise. Once the group was engaged, Wu Ying and Sao Choi were to swoop down and finish the battle and deal with any that tried to run. 
 
    A simple plan. It should have been a simple battle. 
 
    If not for the danger he sensed coming toward him. Wu Ying knew how rare it was for a single bird to rise to Nascent Soul stage, but one exception was not the single avian but a flock. A grouping of spirit beasts taking to the sky could easily chase away or tear down a single powerful creature, utilizing their greater number to peck away at their prey. After all, in the sky, a single injury to the wing could lend to true tragedy. 
 
    “Everything’s complicated,” Wu Ying muttered.  
 
    He raised his hand a little, calling the wind to him and sending it toward the incoming flock. He poured an iota of chi into the wind, forcing it to blow brisker and colder, forcing the creatures to push even harder and expend energy to approach him and Sao Choi. At the same time, he turned the wind as it passed the flock, circling the scents to him, such that he might smell their intentions more fully. 
 
    A squawk by the side made Wu Ying turn to the bird. He was not sure how intelligent Sao Choi was, but its cultivation stage and that it had a name lent credence to the idea that the bird was no less clever than any human cultivator. 
 
    Dangerous to treat it otherwise, even as it was hazardous to assign entirely human motivations to it.  
 
    “We can drop into the trees before they arrive,” Wu Ying said. Avoid the coming fight.  
 
    Another squawk.  
 
    “Yeah, I know you can win. I might be able to too.” He certainly could unless there were a few Core Formation cultivators among that flock, and he doubted there were. They probably did not even realize the threat they truly faced, not as distant as the pair were and with their auras shrouded. “But we’re supposed to be keeping a low profile.” 
 
    The bird shuddered, raised its beak, and let out one long flap of its wings. It turned its gaze to the struggling flock then back down to the monsters below, seeming to make up its mind. Wings tucked in, it dove. Leaving the startled wind cultivator alone in the skies, Sao Choi sheared through the air, heading for the earth elementals by itself. 
 
    “That’s not the plan, damn it!” Wu Ying cried.  
 
    He felt his control of the wind holding him aloft slip as Sao Choi dragged all the wind toward itself, causing him to fall for tens of feet. The creature contained the air, building up its attack and yanking the wind cultivator along behind it. On purpose or not, Wu Ying was uncertain as he fought to control his fall and not shatter against wooden obstacles ahead. 
 
    Dropping like a stone—no, faster than a stone—the pair descended upon the monsters. Wooden trees were blasted apart by the wind spear the raptor had formed ahead of itself, the shards of wood and broken branches pelting the monsters below. 
 
    Hardened earth defenses met the initial attack, reflexive use of chi forming to protect the creatures. Sufficient to save them from dire injury, insufficient to stop Sao Choi as it snatched up one of its victims, wings flaring as it banked and rose. 
 
    Wu Ying, forced to fall along behind, had drawn his own sword. He guided the wind at the last moment, letting himself skim across the ground even as he struck and rolled, slicing sideways at two of the figures he passed. The attack cracked through the first defense, drawing blood and lopping off a limb, but was deflected on the second stone bulwark that rose in defense. 
 
    Then he was past the group. He tucked his feet, twisting as he impacted a tree, the trunk creaking and breaking before breaking free of the earth and tilting precariously. He rode the falling tree trunk down, a light cushion of air stabilizing him as he did so. 
 
    In the meantime, Sao Choi had returned, banking in a way that would have been impossible for a mortal bird. Its beak twisted, cracking tainted rock arm before the beak plunged into flesh. Snapping its head, Sao Choi tore free a chunk of its prey’s torso. The earth bubbled upward to grab at clawed feet, but Sao Choi levitated directly upward, ignoring the attack contemptuously. 
 
    Wu Ying pushed off the tree, returning to the battle even as his feet and limbs ached. His jian swung forward and sideways, bloodying his newest weapon. No fancy enchantments, no special techniques. Just a blade whose heart, whose very being was embodied with a single idea. 
 
    Cut. 
 
    Sword intent tore through muscular, furred arm and met bone beneath. Arm fell, but the blade strike continued, opening up chest and lungs, continuing onward and letting the two halves of the monster fall apart. Behind, additional trees fell as Wu Ying’s empowered attack continued farther than even he had expected.  
 
    As Wu Ying reoriented to the new reality of his weapon, the increased deadliness of it, he recognized additional voices and chi flows. The team was on the way, hurrying to catch them. 
 
    Too slow. 
 
    All too slow. 
 
    By the time they arrived, the monsters were dead; even the shadow creature that had attempted to slink away caught in a bubble of constricting air, its control of the Dao subsumed under the greater enlightenment of the raptor.  
 
    Bich Trang snarled as she stalked up to Wu Ying, sheathing her sword once she had judged the danger had passed. “What was that? We had a plan, Verdant Gatherer. Disobeying orders is grounds for punishment and dismissal from this party!” 
 
    Wu Ying waited for her to end her tirade before he gestured at Sao Choi. “Speak to your companion, colonel. I was but drawn along, unwillingly, when it chose to attack.” 
 
    The group, as one, turned to regard the Nascent Soul bird that had taken to tearing into the meat of its former prey. It threw back its head, meat sliding down its gullet, white bone of broken ribs marred by blood before it disappeared. Then its head dipped again, beak opening to tear free additional strips of chimerical meat. Tainted meat. 
 
    “Should it be eating that?” Yang Mu asked hesitantly. 
 
    “No,” Thien Giang said. 
 
    “Right. I thought so.” Yang Mu hesitated as she looked at Bich Trang. “Should you not stop it?” 
 
    “You do it,” Bich Trang said wryly. For all the lightness in her tone, there was worry in her eyes as she watched Sao Choi consume the creatures. “No? Then let’s find the cores from the ones Cultivator Long killed.” Lowering her voice a little, she added to Wu Ying, “Put away the ones you killed before Sao Choi consumes them too.” 
 
    “Yes, colonel,” Wu Ying muttered, sheathing his sword and regarding the deadly raptor.  
 
    Seven monsters, half of them in the Core Formation stage. The bird had destroyed them within moments. Exactly how powerful was Sao Choi, why was it not further utilized and what kind of control did Bich Trang really have over it?  
 
    Wu Ying was uncertain, but it seemed there were depths to this relationship that he had not plumbed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Day after day, encounter after encounter. Battles became routine as they delved farther into the humid wilderness, going from every few days to every other day to a daily occurrence. The team took turns doing battle, Bich Trang taking the opportunity to understand how the new additions to her group fought as well as integrating the team into the unit itself. 
 
    Wu Ying watched and learned as well, gaining an understanding of the special unit and their tactics. As expected, Thien Giang, Dinh Don, and Bich Trang were the ones who handled the monsters directly while the others hung back and offered support. Surprisingly, Minh Trac, with his formations and talismans, contributed more to the battles, while the bookish Phuong Vy rarely took action. On the other hand, when she did so, it was via poisoned throwing knives that sank into exposed flesh and caused fast-spreading numbness through limbs. 
 
    It took Wu Ying only a single battle to understand that the special unit was holding back during the battles. A certain degree of wariness existed between the groups that time together had yet to abate, so trump cards were hidden by all but Captain Ky.  
 
    On their side, Wu Ying kept to the modified forms of the Long family style, choosing not to wield the various cuts of the Wandering Dragon in front of his “allies.” Yang Mu never activated the advanced inscriptions on her fans during the battles, only allowing them to grow and shrink and return as she fought the creatures. As for Tou He… 
 
    Wu Ying knew not what his friend kept hidden. His staff technique had in itself been modified, no longer the mostly defensive form of the Mountain Abides. He utilized a more aggressive blend of attacks and defenses, the flames that were part of his makeup flaring to life and lighting the weapon with each movement. Even so, the ex-monk restrained his fire aura such that the flames he left behind were quickly smothered. Not that setting fire to the humid, damp jungle would have been easy. 
 
    Of them all, it was the bronze-based Captain Ky who struggled. While his metal aura provided him with a powerful defensive technique, he struggled in the forest, seeming to never be looking in the right location when surprise attacks appeared.  
 
    The captain’s dao was difficult to pin down, though Wu Ying was certain it held strains of duty, fortitude, and protection. It reinforced his aura technique which, in itself, built upon his metal element. Unlike Elder Po of the Verdant Green Waters, who transformed his very being into metal itself, Be Long hardened the domain of his aura against attacks. It was more subtle, easier to manipulate and discard, and less effective at the same time.  
 
    On the other hand, Wu Ying watched as Be Long extended his metal aura in a spike from the back of his left shoulder, impaling the falling fist-sized leech before it reached him, and had to admit, it did have its advantages. Even as Be Long finished the leech above, another jumped from the ground, attempting to latch onto his leg, where another metal-aura spike caught it. 
 
    The leeches were the latest assault, the team of Core Formation cultivators dealing with them in their own ways. Minh Trac had a floating series of talisman inscriptions that burned out one after the other, each of them providing a moving defense for himself and the scholar. Tou He, riding ahead of them, flared his aura in a controlled manner, shriveling those assaulting him and sending them squirming away in search of easier prey. 
 
    Yang Mu had subsumed her aura, and that of her horse, such that the leeches themselves were unable to differentiate her from the trees, thus leaving her alone. It was a similar method to Dinh Don, whose passage and scouting ahead of them had picked this route as the least troublesome, threading their way between swamps on the left and a group of ferocious demonic deer on the right. 
 
    Most interesting to Wu Ying was the colonel’s method, similar to the minor whirlwind that he utilized to cast aside the leeches. In effect, if not specifics. There was no swirling air about her, no movement at all. It seemed as though the leeches falling toward her were gripped and thrown by some force, swatted out of the air violently to splatter against trunks. Even after days of careful observation, Wu Ying could not penetrate the dense layer of defenses surrounding the colonel to ascertain her actual elemental attachment. 
 
    As the team finally left the leech-ridden trees, Bich Trang waved them over to a small rise free of vegetation. Sao Choi landed on a nearby rock, taking with grace the meal that Bich Trang offered, even as its beak tore into the corpse with glee. The team took the moment to dismount, providing water and food for their horses and resting them while inspecting for any parasites their spiritual senses might have missed. 
 
    “How much longer?” Bich Trang asked Minh Trac, the formation master already having handed his reins to Phuong Vy while he drew out his compass. 
 
    “Future is cloudy, it’s hard to see—” 
 
    “I did not ask for excuses. I asked how much longer,” Bich Trang cut the man off impatiently. 
 
    “I’m trying to tell you.” Receiving her glare, he sighed. “A few days, I believe. Then the cloud of demonic energy grows too close, and my ability to foretell disappears entirely. I will no longer be of use then.” 
 
    “As if you’ve been of any use now,” muttered Yang Mu. 
 
    “I foretold that night attack two days ago!” Minh Trac said. “The one that bypassed your formations, if you forget.” 
 
    “Just the first layer,” Yang Mu replied, lifting her chin. “The Stalking Dragonfly would never have made it through the secondary defenses.” 
 
    “Not all of us sleep in enchanted tents,” Thien Giang said, sneering. “Some of us aren’t the spoiled princesses of powerful parents.” 
 
    “Or perhaps they just don’t consider you all worth investing in,” Yang Mu replied. 
 
    “You—” 
 
    “Enough.” Bich Trang commanded. The colonel took off her helmet for a moment to wipe her face, the humidity and heat of the jungle causing even the cultivators to sweat a little. “I’ve told you before, antagonizing one another aids no one. Be like the monk.” 
 
    “Ex-monk.” Tou He waved a banana-leaf-wrapped ball of glutinous rice at them. “But eating is a good idea, I concur.” 
 
    “That wasn’t what I meant.” Bich Trang looked upward, eyeing the sun, then shrugged. “But now is as good a time as any for lunch. Unless there are other dangers to be wary of?” 
 
    Dinh Don, riding up on his horse from ahead, body slumped over the saddle like a rice sack, straightened at her words. “Always. But if we take our usual precautions, we should be safe enough.” He pointed to the southwest. “We’ll have to head that way afterward. There’s an abandoned village ahead that’s now filled with Than Vong.” 
 
    “Than Vong?” Wu Ying asked as he peeled apart the wrapping on the glutinous rice cake he’d extracted from his storage ring. 
 
    “Ma Than Vong[10]. Hanged ghosts,” Dinh Don clarified. “Folk tales say they are the vengeful spirits of suicide victims. In truth, they are but a common Middle Kingdom demon whose favorite method of warding off trespassers is to hang their victims from nearby trees. They leave the bodies to be picked apart by vermin and insects.” 
 
    “That explains what the wind has been telling me,” Wu Ying muttered in surprised acknowledgement. “Flying bones and rotting corpses in trees indeed.” He cocked his head, eyes going distant as he communed with the wind. A moment later, he frowned. 
 
    “Problem, Cultivator Long?” Bich Trang asked. She had learned that his ability with the wind gave him a much broader sense of the world, unlike her own scout. While Dinh Don recognized and was able to ascertain threats low to the earth—including guiding them around dangerous plants and a man-eating Nascent Soul trap door spider—his range was severely limited compared to Wu Ying’s wind techniques. 
 
    “There’s another encampment down that way.” Wu Ying gestured in the direction that Dinh Don had pointed. “It’s a distance away, and it looks more newly built. Maybe an off shoot from the original?” He shrugged, not knowing the answer. “The bones are hung all along the way till…” His hand traced the air, following the guidance of the wind and stopped nearly all the way due east. 
 
    “Too far. We can’t afford to go that far off our course,” Bich Trang said. 
 
    “We need to go to the village,” Minh Trac said, waving a piece of paper at the colonel. He had been writing upon it since they stopped, reading the wind and stars and flow of chi. “There’s a lingering stain of disaster hovering over the village. It grows with each passing of the moon and will cause great misfortune in the future if it is not dealt with.” 
 
    Bich Trang was already shaking her head. “No. We can send a missive back to the city lord telling her of the danger on her border, but our objective does not lie in the village.” 
 
    “My duty does though!” Be Long stepped forward, his body hunching inward a little as he readied himself for an argument. “It sounds like dealing with the village now would be less troublesome than in the future. Especially with such a contingent of heroes gathered here.” 
 
    “It is not our mission,” Bich Trang repeated. 
 
    “It is your duty though. To support the city and the people,” Be Long said. “We must act for the greater good.” 
 
    “Dealing with the creeping corruption is the greater good.” 
 
    “Not if we leave behind an infection like this to spread.” 
 
    “My vision might be clouded, but I tell you truth, colonel. This is a danger that must be dealt with,” Minh Trac said urgently. “It affects not just the city but could become a problem for the country.” 
 
    “It is that dire?” 
 
    Minh Trac nodded soberly. “I see the rise of a demonic kingdom, one where humans are ruled by demons.” 
 
    Now it was time for Thien Giang to scoff. “Oh, come on. Another demonic kingdom? How many can there be?” She shook her head. “That’s the third one you’ve seen.” 
 
    “I see possibilities, not certainties!” Minh Trac snapped. “The flow of time and fortune changes systematically as we interact with it. Yet you forget our history if you think it cannot happen.” 
 
    “I forget nothing!” 
 
    “Enough,” Bich Trang held up her hand, quieting the two. “Minh Trac and his brethren have served the kingdom well. It was a predecessor of his that freed us from the clutches of the Mo Wang, and it is their vision that allows us to foresee attacks from the north.” A hard gaze landed upon the northerners, though it had little effect on the eating Tou He. Minh Trac was smiling, only for Bich Trang to continue. “But I still do not believe that our best choice is to deal with the matter now. We could come by after we have dealt with our primary mission.” 
 
    That mollified Thien Giang a little and even Minh Trac seemed satisfied with that suggestion. It was clear that whatever disaster his compass and runes might forecast, it was much in the future. Be Long was the only unhappy individual, but the captain was not about to risk his life on an all-out assault by himself. 
 
    Satisfied that everyone was handled, Bich Trang waved them away, commanding them to finish taking care of their horses and sustenance. It was a short rest, and within ten minutes, the group was ready to leave. 
 
    Dinh Don led the way, headed in the same direction he had indicated, under orders to weave their way through the Ma Than Vong clan lands as best as possible. In aid of this, Minh Trac had distributed a series of talismans to reduce their presence further. 
 
    The entire group was halfway down the hill when Bich Trang noticed that Phuong Vy, book before her, was not moving with the rest of the team. Instead, she was absentmindedly guiding her horse toward the main settlement, angling away from the group. 
 
    “Private La, what are you doing?” Bich Trang said wearily.  
 
    “Huh?” Phuong Vy looked up from her book, looked toward the voice, and then realizing she was separated, checked around her. “I’m going to the disturbance of course.” 
 
    “What disturbance?” Bich Trang said. 
 
    “Why, the one in the center of the encampment. The corruption splinter, torn from its true resting place.” 
 
    Silence greeted her statement, before voices rose in agitation and anger. Eventually though, Phuong Vy was encouraged to explain herself.  
 
    “Can you not sense it? The splinter is a flame that has been brought to the center of the village. They use it to cook with, to prepare their foods and thus cleanse their meat, leaving them untouched.” Phuong Vy shook her head in admiration and horror. “It’s both their savior and their doom.”  
 
    “Why do you say that?” Yang Mu asked. 
 
    “The flame is fed from the corruption in the meat they consume, the very essence of the twisted chi dripping into the splinter to act as fuel. It burns the flesh clean, allowing them to safely consume the meat for the moment, but because it burns constantly, it infuses the surroundings with demonic chi.” She opened her hands and turned them sideways. “It chokes them out slowly, rather than twisting them quickly. In the end, all will fall. It is likely this very splinter that Minh Trac sees in the future. Growing stronger with each meal, becoming a lingering rash on the skin of the earth.” 
 
    Wu Ying frowned, holding up his hand. A small whirlwind formed as the winds danced in his palm, whispering to him. He shuddered, dismissing the winds after confirming her words. Yet it was no surprise that Captain Ky sought clarity after such a dire pronouncement. 
 
    “How do you know all this?” he said. “Neither our scouts nor the soothsayer saw this.” 
 
    “I know fire,” Phuong Vy said simply. 
 
    “That explains nothing.” 
 
    “The fire in the village, it is something I understand. Just like I understand the fire within you, as I understand the fire within you all. Some burn hot”—a nod to Tou He—“others are cooler”—that brought a shy smile from Dinh Don—“and many are between. But that flame is within all living things, all but the coldest of corpses that are becoming naught but earth. I understand flame. And this flame is corrupt and twisted, staining the fire within everything around.” 
 
    Be Long’s lips thinned, but he shook his head a moment later, causing his horse to shift and kick a little. “What a muddled mix of fish and dragons. But it is decided. We are going to the village then?” 
 
    “It seems so.” Bich Trang turned her hand sideways, conjuring her helmet and slipping it on. “It seems we will have to do this the hard way.” 
 
    Wu Ying winced a little, and even Yang Mu looked doubtful at Bich Trang’s rather casual pronouncement. Tou He was perfectly serene as always, mouth-stuffed like a chipmunk. The rest of the team shifted their rides, joining the scholar as they headed for the village. 
 
    How, exactly, taking on an entire settlement of demons was easier than what was to come, Wu Ying knew not. But, it seemed, they were going to find out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    It took the group almost an hour to make it nearly two-thirds of the way to the ghost village. Wu Ying and Dinh Don had pushed ahead of the group, searching for enemy scouts. As he traveled, the wind whispered a warning to Wu Ying and the wind cultivator drifted over from high above. An open-handed palm strike, coming from above toward the crown of the head, was sufficient, the creature’s vertebrae crushed downward into its spine.  
 
    Wu Ying spun and caught the falling figure as it slipped to the ground, blood and brain fluid leaking from the ears. He gently placed the body against a nearby tree trunk and knelt, listening. The noise of its pair of hearts slowed as the body caught up to the demon’s death. 
 
    Long of limb, with elongated bat ears, elongated fingers that jutted from thick knuckles that folded over strangely to form a third knuckle. Gripping hands for clambering through the forest and swinging through the air, rather than a human’s. A long tail that moved like a serpent while its shorter, thicker torso hid its gender features under dense fur. Elongated snout, with teeth meant to bite and rend flesh. 
 
    Wu Ying frowned at the body, then looked upward to where the creature had crouched in the foliage. Its marked fur, brown and black splotches across coarse hair, had helped hide it in the canopy, the creature almost invisible to the naked eye. Some minor twisting of the dao, a warping of shadows and space had aided its camouflage. 
 
    “Dangerous,” Wu Ying said softly to Dinh Don as the portly scout rode up on his horse, the pair almost bouncing through the forest as the scout warped the surroundings to fit the two. “Are you even able to sense them in the trees?” 
 
    Dinh Don snorted. “My senses might be connected to the earth, but I am not entirely without skill in the woods.” 
 
    “My apologies,” Wu Ying said. “I only noticed this one because the wind spoke of it to me. He eluded my spiritual sense at first.” 
 
    “You rely too greatly on the wind, spread it out too far,” the scout said. “Concentrate your focus and your senses, sweep it before you like a brush, and you will find that you are able to discern much more with your aura.” 
 
    “A brush?”  
 
    The scout grinned. “The Bristled Sense. That’s the name of the art I use.” 
 
    Wu Ying had no answer to the man’s obvious pride at his ability. Instead, he gestured at the body beside their feet. “What should we do with this?” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it. But we should let your people see what they are up against.” Dinh Don hesitated, then flicked his hand forward. “It would help if we dealt with some of the closer scouts before the others arrive.” 
 
    “Not worried they might realize some are missing?” 
 
    “The Ma Than Vong might be smart demons, but they are still demons. Discipline is something they struggle with.” The man chuckled. “I’d be surprised if they remembered to send out relief on time.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded, eyeing the creature’s long snout. “Is blood a concern?” 
 
    “A little. Their sense of smell is supposedly decent. Though they also have a connection to the woods that often tells them of others arriving. I’d watch your aura.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded and suppressed his aura further. He drew it deeper and deeper within him such that it was right beside his skin. Within moments, he became nothing more than another background item, no more of import than a tree or a twig or a breeze. 
 
    “Wild Gatherer indeed.” Then, as though he refused to be outdone, Dinh Don did the same, fading away from Wu Ying’s senses even as he stared right at the other. In a display of control, Dinh Don also extended his control such that his horse was suppressed as well. 
 
    Smiling a little, Wu Ying took to the sky, allowing the wind to lift him. Already, his friends were coming back with whispered answers of lurking dangers. A snake lying in wait there. Branches filled with cobwebs and an agitated spider scuttling across thrumming threads to deal with a spirit bird that sought escape. Unseen and unnoticed by many, a colony of red ants waged war with a colony of black ants, their prize a rotting tree. 
 
    More.  
 
    A scout, another of the hanged ghost demons. Lurking in the tree, behind one of the rotting figures of a long dead body. Only string tied to the bones kept the grisly prize together, and even then, those strings were fraying, remnants scattered across the ground.  
 
    A good thing that there were no nearly new corpses. The group was too deep, the locals having drawn back for too long for the hanged ghosts to keep taking humans. In their stead, other demonic beasts were strung up, their bodies fresh, the smell redolent and their bodies bloated. 
 
    This scout had chosen a human body to hide behind. To watch for the inevitable reaction when another mortal came across the desecrated body. A chance to launch a surprise attack perhaps, or to scuttle away and alert its friends. 
 
    It mattered not to Wu Ying. 
 
    He flitted through the trees, a ghost that barely touched the leaves as he neared the creature. He kept his blade in its sheath, remembering the warning about scents, and struck with his hand only. Flying almost directly from below the creature, he rose on the wind that carried his scent at the last moment, causing the creature to flinch backward. Right into the knife ridge of his hand. 
 
    Wu Ying felt cartilage crumble as he crushed its trachea. Another hand blocked flailing arm, gripping it tightly as he used the leverage to keep the body from falling as formerly tightened tail and toes relaxed. He spun in the air, pivoting with the wind to kick the creature in the ribs, shattering bone and crushing hearts and lungs to add to the fatal injuries. 
 
    Once he was certain it would not move again, he lowered the dying creature to the ground for Dinh Don and the others to deal with. Fighting the Ma Than Vong was simple, a trivial exertion of his skills. No noise escaped, not with his control of the wind, nor was locating them and narrowing the gap before they learned of his presence barely more difficult. 
 
    Like a green ghost flowing through the shadowed undergrowth, Wu Ying struck at the scouts, opening a narrow gap in their curtain of paranoia. Through that gap, the rest of the team slipped, Dinh Don manipulating the earth to bury the corpses. 
 
    Eventually, however, the easy part was over. Wu Ying was forced to halt his actions and await the team, for the village was but a short distance away. Lounging on a tree limb, he listened to the wind as it spoke of corruption in the air and the burning splinter within the village, even as he listened to the screams of beast and demon alike and felt the stirrings of insanity. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The group convened below a short rise that obstructed their view of the village below, though a crafting by Minh Trac over the surrounding area bent light to allow them to see the village without exposing themselves.  
 
    The village—really, the ruins of an ancient city which the Ma Than Vong had moved into—sprawled across a significant area of land. It reached all the way to where the group hid, buildings and roads fallen apart and broken down by the never-ending encroachment of the jungle. Where they stood, only minor signs of the previously magnificent civilization stood. A remnant green stone block there, a paved path that had yet to be completely torn down here. 
 
    Closer to the village, the jungle had been beaten back on a more regular basis, leaving remnant walls and buildings still standing. Many of those walls were vine-choked, easily mistaken for a standing shrub or tree if not for the regularity of their lines and placement along the curving streets leading to the new village walls. 
 
    And what walls they were. Massive stone blocks torn from older buildings and glittering green-grey. The walls rose up around the much smaller portion of the hanged ghosts’ village, enclosing the demons within. They stretched for a good li in either direction from the main gates, and another couple of li away from the team, overlooking the stream that ran through their center before being enclosed again. 
 
    Within the walls of the city, many buildings had been patched together with stone torn from other buildings or filled in with simple clay and reed. The existing buildings were a diverse mixture of reinforced remnants and still pristine works, all of them stained with splashes of mud, soot, and a mixture so dark red, it was nearly black.  
 
    Through the winding streets, fires were built and tended, offering warmth and light to the darkening day, even as a pale shadow seemed to hang over the entire settlement, adding to the shadows that shrouded the location. It was this shadow that Wu Ying and the other cultivators eyed, for their spiritual senses spoke of a twisted corruption that emanated from the towering stepped pyramid in the center. 
 
    “So, you were not wrong in that the corruption is spreading,” Bich Trang said. “This miasma… it hangs in the air.” 
 
    “But is not part of it,” Wu Ying said, shaking his head. “Or not intrinsically so.” The wind tugged at his robes, pushing at him gently as it whispered further advice and histrionics. “And my dao, my grasp is of the wind, not the air. The wind cares not about the smell or corruption, not as much as a dao of the air might.” 
 
    “Excuses,” Thien Giang sniffed. 
 
    “Oh, and you’ve been at all helpful during this expedition,” Yang Mu said. “Remind me again what you’ve done beyond eat and shit?” She tapped her lips. “You’ve done a lot of both though.” 
 
    “Better than a prissy princess who acts as though she doesn’t do either but leaves the largest turds of us all.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know you were checking.” 
 
    “Anyone with a nose could—” 
 
    “Enough!” Bich Trang said. “You are professionals. Nervous as you might be, bickering is unacceptable.” 
 
    Thien Giang lowered her head, her cheeks a little red as she kept her gaze downward. At the same time, Yang Mu raised her chin.  
 
    “Nervous? Why would we be nervous about assaulting a city?” Tou He said. “Not as though we’d be outnumbered by hundreds, maybe thousands. And while most are no stronger than Body Cleansing, I can sense at least a half dozen that burn with the intensity of a Core Formation cultivator.” 
 
    “I’m more concerned about the Nascent Soul level one that is near the splinter. I cannot but think that we will have to confront them to acquire the splinter.” Be Long hesitated, then added, “We are trying to acquire the splinter, are we not?” 
 
    “Acquire or destroy,” Phuong Vy said, the diminutive scholar looking up briefly as she finished dipping another set of knives into a pot of scentless poisons. “I believe I have the right equipment to contain the corruption so that we can study it further and make the destruction of the true source easier. But if not, destroying it immediately will be necessary.” 
 
    “A Nascent Soul demon is dangerous. Not as dangerous as a Spirit Beast of the same rank, of course.” Be Long nodded to Bich Trang, whose bird had joined them by perching on a branch high above, glaring at the group in silent disapproval. It was still worrying how something so big and powerful could be so stealthy, hiding its strength and arrival with disturbing ease. “But dangerous nonetheless.” 
 
    “Sao Choi will not take direct action during the battle,” Bich Trang said. “There are a number of aerial scouts that can be dealt with, but otherwise, it will not enter the city.” 
 
    “Why?” Wu Ying could not help but ask. 
 
    Bich Trang shook her head, refusing to answer his question. The wind cultivator frowned, as did his friends, all of them looking unhappy at the sudden loss of one of their most powerful trump cards. Though, Wu Ying noted, none of the special unit members looked surprised at all. 
 
    “If that is the case, can we do this?” Be Long said, the guard captain looking nervous now. 
 
    “You were the one pushing for us to deal with the village originally,” Thien Giang said, sounding annoyed. 
 
    “I might have been overenthusiastic.”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter. We can deal with a Nascent Soul demon, if necessary. Hold it off long enough, at least, for the others to handle.” Bich Trang looked at both Minh Trac and Thien Giang as she said this, her gaze heavy with unspoken meaning. 
 
    “Do you want me to use them now?” Minh Trac said, looking surprised. 
 
    “We have a spare, do we not?” Bich Trang said. 
 
    “We do. But—” 
 
    “It’s necessary. If a single splinter can do this much damage, we need to know what we’re likely to face. If we can contain it, destroy it from a distance, or even close the tear, it can only benefit us. Entering a battle with so little knowledge is a failure of planning of the most basic level.” 
 
    Wu Ying cocked his head. “You might want to look closer at the temple before you make a final decision. Front gates.” 
 
    As one, the group turned their attention to the view. Minh Trac sighed audibly, but then manipulated the formation to magnify the projected vision around the temple in the center of the city. A small gasp escaped Yang Mu’s lips, a hand rising to cover them. Thien Giang’s hands tightened on her halberd, but she did not take her gaze off the projection, much like the rest of the group who were locked in shared, silent horror. 
 
    Four figures, their corpses significantly fresher than the majority of bodies they’d passed. These four were varied in their damage, most missing limbs, one bearing a large hole in the center of their chest where the heart would have been, the last one its head crushed, the skin peeling from the remnants of its skull. 
 
    “I guess we know where the rest of the expeditions ended at least.” Tou He placed his hands together, bowing his head and chanting, “Namo Amitoufo. May they rest in peace and their families find release from suffering.”  
 
    “We should send a message back,” Be Long said into the silence. 
 
    “When we enter. Ready yourselves. We will make them pay for their desecration,” Bich Trang said firmly. 
 
    Wu Ying cast one last look at the corpses, their twisted and bulging cheeks, their swinging bodies, and inclined his head to the colonel in agreement.  
 
    Hanged ghosts indeed.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Of course it was not as simple as that. Where the sect cultivators might have undertaken a simpler series of tactics to deal with the village, perhaps even pushing forward with fierce determination and only a single plan for retreat, the special unit undertook more elaborate preparations.  
 
    Almost immediately, Bich Trang barked orders to the two utility cultivators, Minh Trac moving away to begin placement of formation flags to provide a defensive redoubt for the team in the event of a withdrawal. At the same time, Phuong Vy handed Dinh Don the knives she had poisoned, along with a series of wrapped powders. The scout left then, laying out a series of trails and traps for those that might follow them back or for the group to retreat toward, bolstering Minh Trac’s efforts. 
 
    In the meantime, Bich Trang and Thien Giang were reviewing the routes through the city, highlighting roads and potential resistance points. Wu Ying was of great use there, his winds able to provide details of numbers even within buildings. They discussed tactics, specifically around which of the Core Formation opponents they sensed were best dealt with immediately, while including the non-special unit cultivators in the discussion. 
 
    Even overly elaborate as the entire planning session seemed to Wu Ying, it took less than half an hour before the group was ready to move. Bich Trang looked somewhat unhappy at the speed and lack of preparation, but with the loss of the enemies’ scouts and the fading light, the need to take action before suspicions were raised trumped further preparations. 
 
    Pushing ahead of the group, Wu Ying and Dinh Don traversed the ground to the city, flitting between the crumbling walls in search of stragglers and watchers. Something they had noticed early on was the presence of smaller groups of the Ma Than Vong in the outskirts, almost all in the lower grade of Body Cleansing. Scrawny, hungry-looking creatures that had all the earmarks of the discards of society. 
 
    The decision had been made to avoid them if at all possible, so the pair charted a way through the low-burning fires and the fitfully sleeping outcasts. Only twice did the pair have to act. The first time to kill a trio of hanged demons that had stumbled out from an underground passage right into the path of the pair. The second time, Dinh Don collapsed the stone walls of a building upon its inhabitants, causing some minor ruckus but opening a gap which the rest of the team managed to slip through. 
 
    Eventually, the group found themselves before the main walls of the settlement, staring at the crude but powerful enchantments carved into them to block easy access. Yang Mu took action then, utilizing a series of talismans to split the formation that bolstered the strength of the wall without destroying the formation itself. Once it had been complete, the team ascended the wall with quick jumps. 
 
    A single, unlucky guard was dispatched at the top of the wall by Thien Giang, her polearm landing flat side down and crushing the creature before it could speak. After that, Phuong Vy utilized a series of metallic strings to hang the creature over the wall, shrouded in shadows and out of the line of sight of any passing guard before the group traveled deeper into the city. 
 
    In the shadowed, muggy light that filtered through soiled air and fading sunset, the group moved through the city. The few fires that dotted the intersections to offer illumination or that peeked out from open windows were avoided when possible. When not, the group struck quickly and efficiently, falling into a routine that had become common during the journey. 
 
    After the second such battle, while Dinh Don sucked the bodies into the earth, Wu Ying brought his concern to light. Finding Bich Trang, he spoke softly. 
 
    “You will need to be careful about relying on my senses for the rest of this incursion.” Seeing the colonel’s perplexed expression, he continued. “The corruption in the air is significant. The longer I am in here, the longer I interact with it and the fallen air, the worse my control. My sense of the winds has declined appreciably.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What I’m learning is not reliable,” Wu Ying said simply. After all, he was not certain he could explain the disjointed conversations the winds were having with him. The conversations that regularly contradicted one another.  
 
    Of hanged demons in the rooms ahead and above, of beings that were—visibly—not there, and of past—and perhaps future—atrocities to come. Again and again, he heard the wind whisper of monsters approaching or leaving their vicinity, of creatures eighty-feet tall that sucked upon the marrow of humans and moving swarms of flesh maggots that threatened to swallow the world.  
 
    “Then we’ll have you take your place in the front line and have Don take over the scouting,” Bich Trang decided. She issued the orders in quick clipped conversation, leaving Wu Ying to trail after the other scout. 
 
    Tou He drifted over to Wu Ying, lowering his voice as he said, “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Just the corruption. It’s… staining the wind.” 
 
    “And the flames itself,” Tou He murmured.  
 
    Looking at his friend, Wu Ying realized that he had missed the growing strain on the ex-monk’s face, the lines that creased his brows.  
 
    Seeing his friend looking him over, Tou He shrugged. “Phuong Vy is sensing it too. The splinter is a flame, and it is corrupting everything. My own dao is not of the fire, but…” He shrugged, then as they came to a stop near a wall while waiting for a signal, he raised his hand. For a moment, his aura brightened a little and Wu Ying realized that his friend’s flames were reacting constantly to the corruption around them. Burning it away. 
 
    “How are you containing it?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “With difficulty.” Turning his hand over, Tou He allowed soot to fall from his hand and body, a small mound forming around him. “My aura and dao is not meant to do this, but…” He shrugged. “Needs must.” 
 
    “Needs must indeed.” 
 
    “This splinter… Amitabha, but it is bad. My flames are struggling to contain themselves, for they seek to consume it.” 
 
    “We’ll deal with it. And its guardian.” Wu Ying’s lips thinned as he thought of the Nascent Soul demon that lay at the center of the temple.  
 
    Before Tou He could answer, Bich Trang held up a hand. She gave the signal that they’d been waiting for, and the group tensed, the pair joining Thien Giang in front of the target building. Together, the three burst into the room, followed by Bich Trang and Yang Mu. For the trio, their target was the Core Formation demon at the far end of the room. The other two would deal with the remainder. 
 
    Wu Ying led the attack even though he was a step behind Thien Giang on entering, thrusting his sword into a single, focused blade strike that combined sword intent and wind. The attack punctured the creature’s upper chest even as it stood up, forcing it back and disrupting the chi it drew from its core. Even so, a wave of water drawn from a pot beside it blocked Thien Gian’s cut with the polearm.  
 
    As the cultivator swept her weapon around for a return attack, the globe of water clung to her weapon, impacting her movements. No matter, for there was a third member of the group and Tou He finished the fight by bringing his staff down on the creature’s skull.  
 
    For a moment, just before the staff impacted, Wu Ying could have sworn he saw a burst of flames interacting with the creature’s aura as it cleansed the impurities. It happened so fast that he was uncertain he had seen it, but the crushing impact was sufficient to put an end to the fight, their opponent off-guard and overwhelmed by the trio.  
 
    In the meantime, the rest of the team within the building finished the battle with the quartet of hanged demons that had accompanied the Core Formation monster. The fight was over fast, though not before one of the creatures managed to stumble over a hanging pot. The sound of the pot cracking open reverberated through the room, making everyone wince. 
 
    The group stood still as they strained their hearing and spiritual senses, alert for danger and awareness after the last of the demons were dispatched, breathing slowing as they searched for additional enemies. Sensing nothing, they relaxed, pausing only long enough for Dinh Don to extract the Core Formation demon’s beast stone and bury the remaining bodies before moving onward. 
 
    There were two other targets to take out before they reached the temple, the remaining Core Formation cultivators too far out of the way for the group to dare test their subterfuge. This entire incursion was a delicate balance as the colonel weighed the varying needs of stealth, security, and terror. 
 
    The two targets were dealt with as quickly and efficiently as the first, so much so that Wu Ying felt the tension in his shoulders increase with each death and battle that went their way. In his experience, no plan ever went as well as this. Each success, each fight that resulted in the alarm still not being raised only put him further on edge. He was not the only one, for he saw it in the movements of the others too. All but Yang Mu, who had neither the experience nor wisdom to know that good fortune always preceded bad. 
 
    No surprise then that when the alarm was finally raised, by chance encounter rather than planned counter, Wu Ying felt deep relief.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The bucket of dung, thrown out of the window, had been tossed without looking, without conscious intent to cause harm. It was a routine chore, one laced with boredom, such that even the sensitive spiritual auras of the cultivators were unable to pick out the action until it was all too late. Wu Ying’s winds, reacting on instinct, caught the sloppy contents as it approached him, throwing it aside at Thien Giang, who was standing beside him. Her startled cry of disgust was loud and shrill and all too human. 
 
    A beat of startled silence as the group took in the disruption, even as Thien Giang quieted herself and shook herself clean. Tou He launched himself toward the window, one hand reaching the lower level to haul himself upward. 
 
    Too late, for the demon within, still gripping the bucket, screamed. Once, before the ex-monk’s staff crushed life and noise alike as he swung it sideways, still hanging from the windowsill. Commotion grew as the bucket fell to the floor inside the room and figures awakened. 
 
    “Leave them!” Bich Trang snapped at Tou He as he began to haul himself into the room and Yang Mu turned to the door, her fan ready to crack it open. “Speed is our friend now.” 
 
    So saying, she ran forward, the colonel leading the way. Dinh Don, crouched ahead of the group, offered her a single nod, raising his crossbow and forging onward. He fired the crossbow moments later, reloading it as he ran, the soft thump of the bolt entering a body and the dying gurgle soon followed by additional voices crying for help. 
 
    Confusion still held true as demons were slow to awaken and orient themselves to the assault. The group made the most of it, following Bich Trang and the scout. The group moved swiftly, burning chi and triggering their various movement techniques. Wu Ying took the front once more, even as Tou He briefly laid a hand on Thien Giang, flooding her body and aura with his cleansing flame to purify her of the mess. 
 
    A group of late-night revelers boiled out of an alleyway, makeshift weapons including a kitchen cleaver in hand. They shouted in their demonic tongue, harsh and broken and unknowable, as they emerged, only to face Wu Ying’s blades. He tore through them like a whirling dervish, leaving the group dying and crippled as he kept running, gesturing with one hand to blow an archer off a balcony. The archer landed with a crushing thump, a spike emerging from the road moments later to end his life. 
 
    And on they ran, chaos and the dead left behind. An entire village came alive, lights blooming through buildings and spreading like a rash. Soon enough, everyone would be awake and the Core Formation level demons they had missed would be alerted. 
 
    Even as they approached a town square, the fountain that used to dominate it now dried and collapsed, a massive spiritual pressure descended upon them all. The Nascent Soul level demon had awoken and was seeking them, sweeping his spiritual aura through the city in an effort to locate their presence and guide his forces. 
 
    Wu Ying shrugged off the pressure with ease, shunting it aside without alerting the other. Even Yang Mu—after her experience with him in the deep wilds—managed to do the same, and the special unit were easily able to avoid suspicion by utilizing their own techniques. Unfortunately, not all of them had the methods nor experience to avoid such scrutiny. 
 
    The guard captain, Be Long, was much more used to being on the opposite side of an aura search. Never having needed to hide his aura before, his aura suppression techniques had been supplemented with enchantments and talismans. Those were overcome and destroyed within moments as the Nascent Soul aura pressured them, cracking the jade bracelet he wore and setting alight the talisman papers that hovered beside him. 
 
    But it was Tou He’s aura, the purifying flames of the fire dragon contained within him, that reacted the most inappropriately. Under pressure, his aura burst to life and tore into the extended spiritual sense, savaging it and sending flames licking outward into the visual spectrum even as spiritually, it chased its way back toward the demon in the temple. It only reached a dozen feet before the flames were snuffed out and the spiritual pressure retracted. 
 
    Moments later, a roar of immense anger born of insult and hostility echoed through the abandoned city, causing the group to regard one another in trepidation. 
 
    “Well, that really is the end of any kind of stealth,” Minh Trac said. “Orders, colonel?” 
 
    Bich Trang hesitated, glancing around the abandoned square. She took in Yang Mu, who swung her fan down one side, sending an arc of energy to catch and bowl over a dozen charging demons, many exploding as the attack tore through them. To Phuong Vy, who had just finished throwing a series of daggers with thin wires strung across them at the walls of the alleyway, trapping it for those that might follow them directly. 
 
    Then she nodded. “So be it. We take him here.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Minh Trac immediately extracted formation flags from his ring, casting his gaze around the square and muttering to himself. The ground in the square had been crushed down, few weeds growing from the cracked paving stones, a testament of a better period in the city and square’s existence. Moonlight from a waning moon shone upon the group, its angle low and occasionally clouded, even as the ever-increasing number of flames stoked from awakening demons lit up the horizon. 
 
    Phuong Vy was the first to disagree, stating simply, “That’s not our objective.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t. You said you have a containment method?” At her nod, Bich Trang continued. “Take the wind cultivator and his companion with you. They’ll help you break in and take the splinter.” 
 
    Phuong Vy frowned, turning toward Wu Ying and Yang Mu, then nodded. Together, the trio gathered at the exit Wu Ying had chosen, knowing this was no time to object. 
 
    “I’d like to go with them,” Tou He said. 
 
    “No. You’re the bait for this trap,” Bich Trang said. “You angered him, you stay here. Your job is to last until the formation is ready, then we’ll finish this fight.” 
 
    Wu Ying felt a thrill of fear run through him at this pronouncement. He still did not trust the colonel and the special unit, but he could not see a way to object without disrupting the chain of command. And she was right, Tou He had angered the creature. 
 
    He could only hope that they were honorable and unlikely to abandon his friend.  
 
    “And myself?” Be Long asked, the captain looking a little mystified.  
 
    “Keep Minh Trac safe. The rest of us will support the monk.” 
 
    “Ex-monk.” 
 
    Bich Trang ignored the man, frowning at Wu Ying and his group who had yet to leave. “Go! Before he arrives.” 
 
    Wu Ying took off down the road, closely followed by the other two. As he ran, he lashed out with his jian, cutting down a trio of demons that stepped outside of their residence. He turned down a road soon after, a road that ran parallel to the one they had been on previously and that twisted away from the temple. 
 
    Phuong Vy hurried to catch up with Wu Ying. “Where are you going? This is not the way to the temple!”  
 
    “Exactly. The demon is rushing toward us. Best not to meet him, or the roadblocks that are forming,” Wu Ying replied.  
 
    Yang Mu in the back let out a little grunt of agreement, her fans held by her sides, one half open and the other closed. Occasionally she’d throw one, blocking off an alleyway before she would recall it, catching the weapon before they turned the corner. 
 
    Even so, the numbers and the creatures they fought continued to grow.  
 
    “How far do you intend to run?” Phuong Vy said, ripping a dagger from a skull as they disengaged from another quick skirmish. 
 
    Rather than answer, Wu Ying stepped toward a ramshackle door, striking it with the edge of his hand. His dao-imbued knife strike cut into the side of the door, causing it to swing open as he shouldered inside. An older demon, struggling to his feet, was struck with the backend of a pommel, causing him to crumple to the ground senseless. Then after the pair had followed him in, Wu Ying shoved the wobbly table in the way of the door, blocking it. 
 
    “Why are we here?” Phuong Vy snapped. 
 
    Again, Wu Ying held up his hand. His head cocked, he listened to the winds, filtering through their declarations of animosity, their shrieks of bloodlust and hunger, their descriptions of threats lurking in the trees above. He listened and waited until the impact of the flying Nascent Soul demon landing in the square they had left finally reverberated through the room, throwing plates and feet into the air. 
 
    “That.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We were waiting for that,” Wu Ying reiterated before he ducked through the hallway and headed for the front door.  
 
    He ignored the child demon lurking in the stairs, clutching a doll made of bones and dried skin, ignored the mother who held a knife pointed at them while she blocked the way upward. Ignored even the shadow beetle that might or might not be upstairs, feasting on the corpse of its latest prey. 
 
    Instead, he exited the front door and leapt upward, almost stumbling as the foothold of air he had expected to appear never did so until he had begun to fall. He righted himself and sprang sideways onto the roof, ignoring the curious and worried look Yang Mu sent him as she joined him moments later. 
 
    “Now we go to the temple. Straight and fast as we can,” he said. 
 
    “Finally!” Phuong Vy cried, joining them. 
 
    The scholar ran ahead and was easily caught by Wu Ying, the wind cultivator taking the lead once again. All around him, the winds stirred and blew, offering him glimpses of the world around. Yet for once, the wind was not reliable. 
 
    In the gloom, the group was hard to spot, as were the archers that had taken to the roofs. More than once, Wu Ying found the wind was too slow to inform him of a crouching watcher, their arrows and javelins thrown at them and blocked only by Yang Mu’s fans or the occasional floating talisman. 
 
    Those he did spot, he utilized the wind to cast down, sending them crashing to the earth. There were more than sufficient targets, for as their enemies realized their location, they took to the crumbling skyline too, chasing after the trio. 
 
    Yet this was where the well-trained cultivators shined. Qinggong methods allowed them to lighten their bodies, allowed them to step on precarious footing and not send crumbling mortar breaking or rotting beams crashing. No such luck for the heavy-footed demons, who raced across the ancient city only to collapse through rotten tiles or fall as they leapt massive gaps between streets, only to find footing too slick or in too great disrepair. 
 
    It did not, of course, help that the wind had picked up in the strangest ways. Tugging at robes, sending dislodged clay tiles spinning through the air at incredible—and deadly—speeds, or pulling demons and cultivators aside at the slightest provocation. 
 
    “Control your winds, false dragon!” Phuong Vy snarled as she was sent stumbling by a gust that caught her just before she fell, only Yang Mu’s sudden grip on her elbow keeping her from being thrown aside. Of the three, the scholar was struggling the hardest in their race across the moonlit rooftops. It was she that the wind seemed to target the most. 
 
    “I cannot. Like I told your colonel, the corruption has infected the air here. The wind is but a portion of the air, and with the corruption, my control has lessened. I can only stir it awake and let it dance through the night,” Wu Ying said. “I assume we are better able to handle some chaos than our enemies.” 
 
    And chaos there was. He could sense it already, as the modified Cyclone’s Breath method formed a nexus point farther south of them on the other side of the city. A whirlwind was forming there, gusting in circular fashion and in its initial stages. None of the others might sense it, but given time, it would come roaring through the city, bringing with it additional danger. 
 
    “Idiotic, chaotic fool…” Phuong Vy cursed, but she did not ask again, instead lowering her head to concentrate on their journey. She did deploy another half dozen yellow talisman papers around her, each of them floating about her body as she ran, working to intercept attacks that sought their lives.  
 
    Each moment, they neared the stepped pyramid that dominated the center of this abandoned city. They were nearly at the temple grounds, the massive edifice having a clear space all around.  
 
    On the steps leading up, they noticed a pair of figures awaiting them, standing under the rotting corpses of the previous expedition. Without verbal signal, the trio slowed their approach. Neither of their opponents were attempting to hide their auras, unlike the trio. 
 
    “Trouble,” Yang Mu muttered as they jogged across slick tiles. “They look strong. Stronger than the ones we fought.” 
 
    “They do,” Wu Ying said, eyeing the massive hammer the creature on the left wielded. Its long fingers were entirely wrapped around the massive shaft, the head nearly twice as big as its already elongated width. 
 
    The other Ma Than Vong held a pair of serrated blades low to its body, the weapons curved backward over the guards of the hilts, offering a crescent-shaped, jagged moon for attacking with. It kept its body low, hunched over unlike its proud companion, eyes hooded as it eyed the trio as they approached. 
 
    “We cannot stay long. Your friend might be doing well, but their leader is stronger than we expected,” Phuong Vy said, drawing a pair of small daggers which she hid beneath her palms. 
 
    In the background, the pulse and flare of battle between cultivators and Nascent Soul demon could be felt. It caused the very air to tremble and shriek, the repeated noises of weapons clashing and the crack of massive strikes that tore up the ground and sent gouts of flame and debris flinging through the air lighting up the sky. No wonder the roused villagers had chosen to chase the three rather than join a battle where they were nothing but minor obstacles. 
 
    The glow from the battle, where Tou He had unleashed the full strength of the fire dragon blood that coursed through his body, was clear across a third of the city. It lit up the night’s sky like a beacon of the gods, and the heat and its effects had created an updraft that threw Wu Ying’s command of the wind in further disarray. Yet the air freed at the top of that growing cyclone was clean and clear, singing to his senses like a cup of water after a day’s march through the desert. 
 
    “Then we finish this quickly. I’ll take the hammer,” Wu Ying said flatly. He buried the worry for his friend beneath action as he sped up once more. Sword held by his side, his eyes narrowed as he approached, searching for the opening. 
 
    With each step, the wind gathered around him as he flexed an iron control he rarely utilized. No longer friend but subservient to his demands, forced to work as he demanded as his wind chi poured out from his dantian. He formed a domain where even the corrupted energies had no choice but to accede to his iron control. 
 
    He would not fail, he would not stop, and he would not allow his friend to fall. 
 
    Killing intent bled into his aura, the long dormant wind dragon’s blood thrashing awake at the presence of a nearby cousin. The air around him bled energy, a corona of wind and light forming around him as he outpaced his friends with each step, his sword pointed at his foe.  
 
    Second form of the Wandering Dragon, the Dragon’s Truth. 
 
    Consume. 
 
    The modified lunge tore through the air, the last hundred feet covered in the blink of an eye. His opponent turned, feet braced under the incoming gale, timing the swing of the hammer he held over his head. He timed it perfectly, swinging downward when Wu Ying crossed under the ponderous attack, the hammerhead targeted to crush the cultivator’s neck and spine. 
 
    Perfectly timed, but an utter misjudgment of the strength of Wu Ying’s strike. 
 
    The leading trail of the attack was not the sword point, but the killing intent and energy that bled outward from Wu Ying. Those tore into the muscular hanged demon long before Wu Ying’s tip struck. Then winds along the edges and around Wu Ying cut into exposed muscles and tendons, killing intent laced through the motion as the hammer began its descent. As it neared, underneath the glowing light of shed chi, the swirling cyclone of wind that wrapped the wind cultivator tugged the attack off course. 
 
    Even the ponderous attack, filled with its own form of dao and the full killing intent of the demon, could not stop Wu Ying. His attack tore through the monster’s side, even as the sharpened tip of killing intent entered the demon’s body, expanding wider as winds burst into the body. The hammer head twisted away, torn from numbed fingers, the weapon never even reaching Wu Ying as he continued moving all the way through. 
 
    Chunks of the body, torn apart by shredding winds and blade intent, exploded, leaving Wu Ying to skim across the ground as he bled off momentum. He turned around, robes flaring out behind him, not a touch of blood or viscera on him. 
 
    Surprise registered on his other opponent’s face, the creature awaiting Wu Ying’s friends, confident in his ally’s ability to deal with the wind cultivator. For a moment more, it stared at Wu Ying before it began to fade into the shadow pooled around its feet. 
 
    Wu Ying raised his weapon, throwing a blade strike he knew would never reach the creature. 
 
    But both parties had forgotten he was not the only one in battle.  
 
    Yang Mu’s fan opened, flaring bright green and white as the inscriptions on the fan triggered. Light flowed through the surroundings, spreading out in a formation beneath her feet and catching the creature as it sank halfway through the ground, trapping it.  
 
    Surprise registered on its face as it leaned away from Wu Ying’s blade strike that finally caught up, carving a deep trench in its flesh. Moments later, poisoned throwing knives from Phuong Vy sank into its back.  
 
    Then the fan’s light guttered out, the massive configuration disappearing. The creature finished sinking into the ground as the pair of cultivators hurried over to Wu Ying. 
 
    “Thousand hells, where did it go?” Wu Ying said, casting his senses outward and finding no sign of the creature. It sat ill with him, to leave behind what was an obvious assassin. 
 
    “Do not worry, it is dead.” Phuong Vy grinned savagely as she hurried by him. She called over her shoulder, “It just doesn’t know it yet.” 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head, turning away from the scholar. He stared at the hanging corpses, many missing limbs and bones after the fury and suddenness of their battle. Rather than leave them to hang, he sliced sideways, parting the rope holding the last corpse above and sending it clattering to the ground. “She scares me sometimes.” 
 
    “Only sometimes?” Yang Mu said. “My father always said women with books are the most dangerous, for they know too many things.” 
 
    “Aren’t you and your sisters and your mother all well read?” Wu Ying asked.  
 
    “Yes, yes, we are.”  
 
    Even as they spoke, bones were pulled toward them by simple chi strings, Yang Mu utilizing the wood chi in the ropes to do so. In short order, they had the corpses gathered in a storage ring to be taken back. The actions by the pair were done by unspoken accord, neither willing to leave the bodies behind. 
 
    Task complete, the pair ran after Phuong Vy, scanning the surroundings for additional guards. There were some, but most lay on the ground, gurgling their lifeblood or twitching as Phuong Vy cleared the way with her poisoned knives.  
 
    She might not be a martial cultivator, but she was still a Core Formation cultivator. And these poor demons were nothing beneath their eyes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    They caught up with Phuong Vy as she stood before the massive doors of the temple, the way closed and barred. A deep hand imprint in the center of the doors indicated an attempt to enter once already, and now the woman was standing back, glaring at the doors while she pulled pouches from her storage ring before putting them back. 
 
    “What, exactly, are you thinking of doing?” Yang Mu asked, obviously scandalized as she stared at the tiny scholar. 
 
    “Finding a poison that’ll eat through those doors, of course.” Phuong Vy hefted a pouch consideringly, then hung it off one finger with another pair she had already drawn out. “I’ve not seen this kind of stone before, but I’m sure I can work something out.” 
 
    “You… it’s a formation! Just let me break the formation.” Giving her head a hard shake, Yang Mu turned to eye the doors before frowning more and more.  
 
    Wu Ying briefly looked over the glistening inscriptions and runes, understanding just enough about the flows of energy that passed through the doors to accept that he had no purpose looking at it. He recognized at least one portion of the energy signature to be a reflective attack, which saw off brute forcing their entrance. 
 
    On the other hand, waiting around for more enemies to arrive sat ill with him. He stepped back, raising his hand and enforcing his will on the winds again. He pushed his chi outward, feeling his core drain further as he sent the wind scurrying around the building, searching for another way within. 
 
    One, two, three entrances were found in quick order. Each were barred, though none as powerfully as the front doors. Still, they were inconveniently placed and two were inappropriately sized for normal cultivators. He might be able to bypass the physical restrictions with his qinggong methods, but it was unlikely the pair could fit. 
 
    More, he assumed that such weakness in the formation was a ruse. It seemed likely, though overconfidence could not be ruled out. After all, when one had a Nascent Soul level guardian, few enough were worried about such things. 
 
    Which reminded him… 
 
    “What is Sao Choi doing?” he muttered. 
 
    Phuong Vy glanced at Wu Ying, then shook her head a little as though dissuading him from pursuing that conversation. It was concerning, this lack of information, especially amongst his erstwhile allies. Especially when his friend was battling for his life.  
 
    He could only hope that the absence of the Nascent Soul beast was not something he should concern himself about. Did Bich Trang lack control over the creature, as he his winds, in this environment? If so, how did the cultivator know this beforehand? How much information had really been communicated backward, before the previous expeditions fell? 
 
    Or was there another reason for the bird’s lack of effort during this battle? Were they that certain they could handle matters in the village with their current resources? Was Sao Choi more fragile than it looked? Certainly birds were powerful allies, but weak in many ways. Their thin bones were easy to crush and break, their greater speed and maneuverability useless in a long, drawn-out battle. 
 
    Mostly. 
 
    Wu Ying had memories about one particular Nascent Soul bird that had beaten him bloody not that long ago. The right combination of dao and elements could allay many natural disadvantages after all. 
 
    A sharp cry drew Wu Ying’s attention back to the immediate surroundings. He was not concerned about the guards or the incoming mob, many of whom had come across their champion’s body and slowed down, gathering together at the far edges of his perception as they sought courage in numbers.  
 
    “There!” With a clap of Yang Mu’s hands and flooding of her chi, the massive double doors shattered.  
 
    Or they seemed to, in Wu Ying’s vision, before suddenly reforming. Or perhaps it was an image of the door that had shattered and the real ones had always been there? He shook his head, the dueling visions that clouded his senses throwing him off for a moment. 
 
    He could not help but wonder if the corruption that was invading the wind was taking its toll on him too. And if so, what could he do about it? Something to discuss with Tou He and Yang Mu later, it seemed. 
 
    Phuong Vy was not caught in idle musings like him, already setting tiny hands against the door. She put her strength into the push, levering the doors apart before she jerked backward, twisting as she did so. Too slow to avoid the trap entirely as bolts fired from within. Some of the pre-set crossbow bolts clattered uselessly against the massive doors that were still swinging open, others flew by and caught naught but air. One was deflected at the last minute by a fan snapped open, and Wu Ying swayed aside as two seemed to home in on him, one seemingly blown his way by an errant gust of wind. 
 
    Another snap of a fan and a blast of energy was thrown outward from the enchanted accessory. The racks of crossbows were blown over, the remaining weapons meant to fire a second volley sent clattering to the floor, launching their deadly payload upward and away. 
 
    Not without cost though.  
 
    Phuong Vy tumbled backward, clutching her side where it had begun to stain the area under her rosebud breasts, a grimace of pain across her visage. 
 
    “Are you well, Cultivator La?” Wu Ying said, hurrying over.  
 
    He stopped as she waved him away, the scholar muttering curses as she straightened. “I shall live. Go, deal with whatever traps there might be. We must get the splinter before they move it or bring more reinforcements.” 
 
    Wu Ying’s lips pursed, but he chose to not pursue the matter. He did recall, after all, that there were still a number of Core Formation demons unaccounted for. Not all of them were martial combatants of course, or were unlikely to be, but these were demons. Who knew how much of a martial tradition they truly held? In any case, the scholar was already extracting a compress to press to her side, and her being more experienced in the physicking arts than he, he saw no point in pressing the matter. 
 
    Striding in with his sword drawn, Wu Ying dealt with the half dozen guards waiting for him in short order, along with the four traps he located in as many steps. He stopped after that, anger rolling through his body as he took in the insides of the temple. 
 
    It seemed that the Ma Than Vong took their name and traditions to the extreme within this sacred place. Corpses of beasts and men and even their own people littered the insides, many strung high into the massive, empty ceiling of the sloped pyramid. The bodies rotted slowly, festering and decaying and staining the air, while large hunks of fresh meat hung near the center of the building around a central fire, a fire that burned a twisted, sickly greenish yellow. 
 
    The tainted flame. 
 
    And the splinter itself, that which fueled the fire, drew the eye and senses, twice the size of a slim man’s torso as it beat within the flame. If the reek of corruption and decay that filled the building, the one made of voided bowels and decomposing corpses and rotting meat, was not enough to turn the stomach, the sight of the pulsing heart in the center of the flame would have emptied a lesser man’s innards. Even Wu Ying, who had seen much in his travels, found himself recoiling, a deep sense of wrongness rising within him. 
 
    “I cannot spot every trap in here,” Yang Mu said, her voice high and a little desperate as she sought a topic other than the still-beating heart, the thundering rhythm filling the air now that the formation had been torn aside. The noise was all too present, all too… wrong. “Too many shadows. Too many… bodies.” 
 
    “Neither can I. Not this near that… thing.” Wu Ying made a quick decision, twisting his hand and cutting, first to the right then left. The blade strikes tore through the air, shattering unseen wires and cutting down corpses. When traps, magical and mechanical, were triggered by his actions, he grinned. “But my father used to say, if you could not be smarter than your opponent, you could always just work harder.” 
 
    Yang Mu matched the vicious smile on Wu Ying’s face, turning to one side. She raised her fans and swung them, slicing sideways with the edges of the metal implements, sending chi blades through the air with each motion. Unlike with a sword, her movements took on a slight flutter as she made the cuts, causing a wind to rise with each movement such that living snakes of power and intent traversed the air in search of prey. 
 
    Wu Ying swung his jian in short, sharp movements. He tore into the temple and the traps all around, making sure to gouge not just the walls and pillars but the floor and ceiling as well. All around them, stone cracked and exploded, wires and ropes were cut, and corpses tumbled, entrails and bones tumbling. 
 
    Traps triggered, one after the other, most misfiring and targeting other portions of the empty building. Some, however, were more widespread, throwing lit oil and releasing flying blades through the air. Rather than stay still, Wu Ying strode forward through the attacks, closing the distance toward the beating heart, beating aside attacks that came for him or slipping past them with the barest of movements. 
 
    Yang Mu let out a low laugh, joining Wu Ying in his approach. Unlike his—mostly—straight line approach, she took a more circuitous route, the steps of a drunken fairy both unpredictable and inefficient. Yet not once did the traps touch her, and the fans that never stopped moving cut again and again, picking up discarded bodies and tearing through traps that had been missed by Wu Ying. 
 
    Between the two of them, they took apart the temple, the storm of white and brown energy throwing corpses and limbs, flames and rope askew, even as the sickly green flames continued to thrum through the air. 
 
    Far behind and safe from the ongoing storm, Phuong Vy walked inside, a series of new talismans floating around her in protection. They formed interconnecting triangles, the sharp-edged formation beating aside the occasional bone or bolt cast in her direction. 
 
    It took the group only a short time to cover the rest of the ground, the few attendants who streamed out to stop falling to the flurry of power. In another time, in another place, Wu Ying might have been disturbed by the casual ending of their lives. But here, in this desecrated temple of corruption and decay where the beating heart of an infernal creature rested, he found such sensibilities muted. 
 
    No. 
 
    More than that, they were washed away by a righteous anger that saw him take deep satisfaction in the destruction of the temple and the ending of the Ma Than Vong. 
 
    “How are we to douse that fire?” Yang Mu said as the pair of them stopped a healthy distance from the heart.  
 
    Neither of them desired to near it, for an instinctive revulsion ran through them, along with a strong desire for the destruction of the infernal object.  
 
    “It does not seem to mind my wind,” Wu Ying noted idly. “Even the hardest gales barely shifted the flames.” 
 
    “And wood is of no use. I do have a water barrel in my ring…” Yang Mu said. 
 
    “You have a water barrel in your storage ring?” Wu Ying repeated, surprised. “Why?” 
 
    “A woman needs to keep herself clean and presentable. You never know what circumstances one might find oneself within,” Yang Mu said primly. 
 
    “I really want a ring that large,” Wu Ying grumbled. 
 
    “Of course you do. But the fire?” 
 
    “I’ll handle that. And the heart. You two, watch for trouble,” Phuong Vy said, coming up to the two.  
 
    The pair stepped aside, allowing the diminutive scholar to approach the heart and stop a few feet from it. The flames reflected off the glowing talismans that hovered around her, the yellow paper smoking at the edges as the chi devoted to their creation burnt out. 
 
    “First, to quench the flames, remove the air.” Phuong Vy threw her hands sideways, casting a formation flag out of both hands, then slammed a third into the floor before her feet.  
 
    The trio of flags shimmered, twisting the space caught between them and locking it away. Wu Ying cocked his head curiously, watching the fractured vision of the heart as the flame guttered and died, idly noting that such a formation could be used against him too. He regarded it with some minor trepidation, searching for flaws even as he attempted to enforce his will on the air around them, pulling fresher air from the broken entrance. 
 
    Yang Mu barely even eyed the formation, instead walking around the temple. She had stored one of her fans, leaving her with a staff that she used to prod and push at the wreckage, as though searching for treasures. 
 
    “Find anything?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “Nothing yet. But you never know.” 
 
    He shook his head, surprised at her optimism. This was not a place he would have expected anything of value, and he certainly had no desire to dirty his hands searching among the offal and rotting corpses.  
 
    Which was an interesting change from his earlier years, if he thought about it. Once he would have scrabbled through corpses for the meanest amount of coin. Now, he was rich enough – at least in theory – that he would turn up his nose at the thought of some advantage, when it came to pushing through all this mess. 
 
    Was he, dare he think it, becoming an effete noble? 
 
    Shuddering a little at the thought, Wu Ying eyed the surroundings more religiously. No. He had been tasked with watching for danger and that was what he was doing. He was not shirking such efforts just because he did not want to get his hands dirty—or at least, not only that. Though there was certainly a difference between good dirt and compost and the tainted, rotting remains around them. 
 
    “If you two will be quiet, I’m working here.” Phuong Vy snapped. “This is taking too long…” And it was, for the flames, while dying, were doing so slowly. “I’ll need to cool it further. The Nine Buddha Palms Void Formation or the Ice Jade Mountain Formation?” Muttering to herself, she stalked sideways then back, lips thin. 
 
    “The Buddha Palms will damage your formation and the heart. The Ice Jade will take longer, but it will likely cause the least amount of damage to both,” Yang Mu offered. “Truly depends on what you need.” 
 
    “I knew that!” Phuong Vy said, then hesitated before extracting the Ice Jade flags. These formation flags, enscripted and enchanted with runes all along the cloth, were blue and white, in contrast to the more common yellow or cream-colored flags. 
 
    She inserted the flags into the floor, this time there being a total of nine that she had to carefully position around the randomly inserted flags of before. Yang Mu took to watching the scholar work with pursed lips in between poking at the wreckage. 
 
    In the meantime, Wu Ying eyed the numerous entrances scattered throughout the four-sided pyramid, noting hallways running parallel to the base of the pyramid and disappearing into shadowed alcoves within that defied easy perception. With so much to be seen, he felt himself a little exposed, especially as the wind continued to shriek their misery and twisted visions in equal measure. 
 
    Without his usual flighty companions, with his senses seriously curtailed by the presence of the infernal heart that continued to beat—perhaps even more strongly now that the fire that had consumed it was guttering—and with so many entrances to watch, Wu Ying never noticed the attack until it was nearly too late. 
 
    For some, it was entirely tardy. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    “’Ware, above!” Wu Ying roared, the flicker of a descending shadow catching his attention as demonic beasts dropped from the tall chimney at the peak of the pyramid. They descended without warning, falling through the smoke while holding their weapons. A dozen descending figures, but Wu Ying only had eyes for one—the Core Formation cultivator that sought Phuong Vy’s life. 
 
    Controlling the building power of the formation as she planted the flags, the scholar was slow to react and even slower to defend. She barely brought the pair of formation flags in her hand above her head when the hanged demon arrived, his massive sword leading the way in the attack. It tore through her protective talismans with ease, struck her upraised defenses, and parted the flags and their staves with equal ease before the attack plunged into her chest via her shoulder. 
 
    Formed and controlled energies exploded, released after being twisted and held together by the placement of the flags the moment the flags she held were destroyed. They tore the first three emplaced out of the floor, sent the remainder of the Ice Jade flags away, and covered the entire area in a wave of unrestricted cold.  
 
    The explosion was what saved Phuong Vy’s life, the released energies casting her back even as she shrank away, the blade cutting deeper into her body with each moment. Thrown to the floor, her entire body was covered in fast-forming ice as her attacker was cast upward by the very same explosion. 
 
    Wu Ying’s retaliatory attack was cast aside by the same explosion, the released energies sending him tumbling through the air like a sapling amongst an avalanche. Frost covered the temple innards within moments, the temperature dropping below freezing as demons and cultivators were beset by the contained energies. 
 
    The entirety of the area was a winter wasteland but the still-beating heart. That froze for a second, the flames around it guttering out before it began beating again, more furiously than ever. The hellish beating caused frost nearby to shatter and bones to thrum as the infernal heart sought to impose a synchronicity to even the cultivator’s life beat.  
 
    A low cry from Yang Mu, one that had Wu Ying’s gut tightening in concern. He could not lose her. Not yet, not when they had not decided upon what they were to one another. Yet he could do nothing as he was assailed too by the infernal heart. 
 
    Wu Ying was pressed against the edge of the building, his breathing hard and tight as he pushed against the energy that threatened to overtake his control. He found his vision fuzzing, his focus wavering, and, worst of all, his dao understandings crumbling. 
 
    What was wind but moving air, and the air here had already been corrupted. He was nothing, not even as encompassing as the five winds he so desperately sought to understand. Traces of the wind of heaven, that he had sought for so long and that had led him here, dissipated as the heart thundered, driving something as paltry as wind aside with each beat. 
 
    Surprise then, that a wind, another wind he had only glimpsed and understood in the barest, rose within. A thread of understanding that he had gripped while learning of its counterpart pushed back against this tyrannical imposition from outside. The heavens might bow to tyrants, but hell would always be filled with rebels. 
 
    Hell—the hundred hells—was a place of suffering, a place of punishment and despair. There was never a doubt in that. But it was also a place of due process, of justice and understanding. Of redemption and cleansing before an individual’s rebirth. 
 
    Heaven might judge, but hell offered justice. 
 
    The infernal heart was anathema to the very understanding of what the hells offered, a place to regain one’s lost humanity, to set right the wrongs created in the foolish heat of mortal life. To rob another of their ability to choose, to strip free will and impose one’s dictates was not justice. For that, governments—heavenly or not—were required, in seeking governance for all they lacked nuance. 
 
    As the heart beat, as will eroded, that singular thread of hellish enlightenment fought against such an imposition. It freed Wu Ying from the noise, emerged from his core to create a barrier of howling wind. Hell itself gave the wind cultivator an opportunity to strengthen his resolve and firm his mind, closing off the aura that had left him vulnerable. 
 
    Gripping his sword, he levelled it toward the pedestal and the heart it held, only to spot Phuong Vy already there, blood dripping freely from her wounds. A hand raised and plunged downward, an obsidian knife gripped tightly, green and black light from glowing enchantments appearing around her as she struck. 
 
    Blade entered beating heart, and the heart stuttered. It beat once before it stilled. 
 
    Blessed silence rolled through the surroundings, broken only by the groans and moans of the living. 
 
    Her task done, Phuong Vy slumped to the floor. The Core Cultivator hanged demon rose too, its gaze flicking from Wu Ying, who was in the midst of finishing off its brethren to the silent heart, the senseless scholar, and the slowly recovering Yang Mu. The creature hesitated, claws flexing. 
 
    Wu Ying turned toward the hanged demon, sword raised and firm with resolution. The creature met Wu Ying’s glare with its own before it inclined its head a little, turning and bounding away, disappearing out an exit. The wind cultivator sagged in relief, his mind and energy still in disarray. A fight against the demon might have been more risky than he would have preferred, but he assumed the creature had done much the same math.  
 
    Perhaps, even, been grateful for them removing such a cursed object from their lives. Wu Ying could hope, at least. 
 
      
 
    He strode past the few hanged demons still alive, many staring senselessly into the horizon. He cut them down mercilessly, remembrance of the temple decorations still fresh. Yang Mu, unsteady on her feet, was doing the same as the pair approached Phuong Vy’s body.  
 
    The tiny scholar let out a long groan. “Owww…”  
 
    “You live,” Wu Ying said, surprised. 
 
    “Box it…” A twitch of her hand and a massive crate appeared next to her, crashing to the floor and shaking up dust and bones.  
 
    Wu Ying hesitated, but since Yang Mu was extracting bandages and pills, he chose to follow the scholar’s words. Except when he turned to the heart, he stopped. He had no desire to touch it or use anything of his own to touch it. Eventually, he shoved the crate over and opened its top before using the wreckage to lever the heart, floor stones propped against still flesh as he dropped the infernal organ into the crate. Listening to the fleshy thud, Wu Ying almost swore he heard the echo of that infernal heartbeat begin again. He shuddered, his soul quailing, but it was but an echo.  
 
    Then the lid closed, and it was over, the heart hidden from them.  
 
    “Activate it,” Phuong Vy croaked softly. 
 
    Frowning, Wu Ying looked at her before he turned away immediately. Yang Mu had stripped the scholar of her outer clothing, leaving only the thin silk underlayer to cover her modesty, an underlayer that clung tightly from spilled blood. There was nothing erotic about such a sight, but courtesy was an iron law in such situations. 
 
    “Right. Umm… how?” Wu Ying scanned the surroundings just in case, idly noting his control of the wind was strengthening with the source of the taint removed. 
 
    Phuong Vy rattled off the instructions and, following the intricate motions and flow of chi required, he managed to activate the inscriptions on the box. Immediately, the beast stone set in the top glowed, imbuing the box with its strength and locking away the heart. 
 
    Tension left Wu Ying’s body, the sense of wrongness that had existed beside him all this time disappearing. The sighs of relief from the pair behind him informed him that they felt similarly. 
 
    Finally, it was over. 
 
    At least, this portion of their infiltration. Now, they just had to leave. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Exiting the temple with the box gripped in one hand, Wu Ying eyed the destroyed exterior of the temple and the empty square around it, searching for the enemies he knew had been gathering outside. He was carrying the box rather than storing it in a ring because Phuong Vy had scolded him for even attempting that. It seemed that certain containment runes on the wooden box required access to the Dao of the Heavens to function and placing them within a storage ring would cut the box off. An act that could lead to untold disasters. 
 
    Of course, the other reason he was carrying the box was because Yang Mu had flatly refused to go near it at all, muttering about them destroying the thing immediately rather than leaving it to fester. 
 
    The badly injured scholar was of no use. They were lucky she was on her feet and lucid. As it was, she was bolstered by a series of apothecary pills and enchanted bandages that stopped her bleeding while increasing the production of blood and fluids. Now, in one hand, she held a bottle of tea laced with honey and sugar cane that she quaffed habitually, riding after them on a moving cauldron. Even so, each shift of the cauldron made her lips compress and her face pale while blood leaked from the bandages. 
 
    “The fight is over, it seems.” Wu Ying eyed the distance where a flame had once burnt, surprised that they had missed the ending. He would have thought the formation the other team had been emplacing would have been destructive in its activation, but the Nascent Soul demon’s end had been understated. 
 
    Now, the only sign of the battle and the activation of the formation was the extensive destruction to entire blocks of the ancient city. Stone walls and buildings were shattered, pavement that had survived the weathering of time broken and scattered across multiple li. Fires burned fitfully across the swath of destruction, concentrated where the group had fought but also scattered as though thrown by an impetuous immortal hand.  
 
    Wu Ying relaxed a little as he stared about, noting a column of flame and wind that moved forward, a blaze that burned hot and cleansed the very air it lit.  
 
    “Are you done staring? Because it might be time to go. Our ‘friends’ are recovering, if slowly.”  
 
    Following Yang Mu’s gesture, Wu Ying noted the mass of demons that had gathered at the steps of the temple. The strongest and hardiest of the creatures were already standing and shaking their heads and bodies, dark fur rippling as the attack and control exerted by the demonic heart faded. Others—the weakest of mind and soul—were still senseless. A few, Wu Ying sensed, had entirely expired from the whiplash of effects. 
 
    Perhaps the heart had done them some good, for if the massed army had launched their attack while Wu Ying and the other cultivators were still in battle with the Core Formation demon within, the danger would have escalated. 
 
    Funny, how some circumstances, upon first blush a disaster, might instead be a blessing. 
 
    Though perhaps Phuong Vy might disagree with that thought. 
 
    “Lead the way,” Wu Ying answered, gesturing with his sword. “My winds are still hampered, even if Tou He is cleansing the air.” 
 
    Yang Mu moved down the stairs at an angle so that they would not have to face the majority of the gathered demons. Even in the short period they had been speaking, the demons were shifting up the stairs, though none chose to attack. 
 
    Not yet, at least. 
 
    Phuong Vy took to the middle of the group. She had her legs crossed, the central handle of the top of the cauldron poking upward from the center of her legs as she meditated, attempting to extract the full strength of the pills she had consumed as quickly as possible. Additional protective talismans floated around her, replacing the ones shattered by the Core Formation demon. 
 
    Descending, they moved through the demons who parted at their presence, the few in the corner unwilling to face the trio, injured and tired as they might be. Wu Ying kept an eye on the column of flame as he brought up the rear, noting that it was closing on them too, if slowly. 
 
    Concerning, that their speed was so low. A thread of worry that had faded wormed its way into Wu Ying’s gut once more. Was Tou He injured? Was another of the group, such that they could not approach quickly? 
 
    In contrast, other than Phuong Vy, they had managed to emerge from the battles with few enough injuries. Some bruises, a few minor cuts, but their defenses and skills had held. Considering the number of enemies they had faced, Wu Ying considered their entire fight to have gone well, even if his stores of energy were significantly lower than he wished. 
 
    Enforcing his domain over the winds was taxing, an almost polar opposite to his normal methods of utilizing the wind. It drew greatly from his stores to impose his will. In addition, he had to cut his body’s natural connection to the surroundings. After all, while his body might—usually—draw in ambient wind chi, the corrupted energy around him was not normal. 
 
    If nothing else, subsuming the taint would intensify the agonizing cleansing baths he had to take. 
 
    Farther south, the massive tornado that had formed from the interaction between Wu Ying’s cultivation techniques, the twisted air of the city, and the elemental fury of the winds raged. It tore through the city, causing further destruction and hampering any travel in that direction. 
 
    Tension ratcheted up as they traversed the city, casting around for potential enemies and opponents. Though a small group followed the trio at a distance, it seemed the hanged demons had retreated for the moment as their leaders were vanquished. The farther the group got from the temple, the lesser the effects of the taint and the greater the number of hanged demons. 
 
    Wu Ying’s wind continued to whisper secrets as they traveled, of creatures hiding in damp basements or sweaty palms clutching weapons tightly, breathing harsh and fearful. 
 
    A demonic female, a toddler hanging off her body and latched onto one ponderous breast, gripped the hands of two other children as they exited a building, only to freeze upon encountering the violent winds that surrounded Wu Ying. She hunkered down with her children, realization crossing an all-too-human face that she’d left her departure too long. Grief, resignation, then fierce resolve and resolution as she gripped her children tightly. Dark eyes followed their motion as they passed by. 
 
    Yang Mu ignored the demon, having discarded her as a potential threat. Instead, her fans swung sideways to strike at an archer farther ahead, loosed arrow skittering into the night before the cut struck, leaving the bisected body to fall to earth. 
 
    Meeting the gaze of the mother, Wu Ying offered the most minor of nods before moving on. She was thin, as were her children, as were the majority of the tribe. Whatever meat that splinter heart had cleansed, it was insufficient for the needs of such a large settlement.  
 
    For a moment, his sense of self and place lurched as a recollection of himself as a child, worried about raiders, tore through him. 
 
    Who here was the monster?  
 
    He had come into their home, murdered their leaders, torn apart their most sacred place, and stolen what they required to survive. Now, he escaped with his people, unharmed and with the spoils of their raid clutched over one shoulder.  
 
    Yet… 
 
    He could find little to regret, upon recalling the temple and its innards. Perhaps, sometimes, certain races and individuals could not coexist in peace. Perhaps the Dao of existence between two such groups was of never-ending conflict. 
 
    The tiger ate the lamb. The worm ate the tiger. Neither was wrong to do so. 
 
    For a moment, the wind brushed his senses, whispering unintelligible words. Enlightenment passed, as did the benediction of heaven. In this place, neither was available. 
 
    Disappointed, Wu Ying shoved those thoughts aside. Time enough later. 
 
    They turned the corner and found their friends at last. There, the reason for their sluggish arrival was revealed. And once more, Wu Ying found concern rising for his old friend. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Tou He was on his feet and moving under his own volition. While he might have been injured, the injuries were mostly superficial—at least for a cultivator at their rank. A few long cuts down one side, a limp from a bloody cut on a thigh on the other. Healing pills and a few days’ rest were sufficient to repair that. 
 
    No, what caused Wu Ying’s concern were the unconstrained flames that erupted from his aura. The ex-monk moved jerkily and ponderously, more living flame than man, an elemental that might consume the very world if left unattended. A cleansing flame to set the world aright, that swept through a forest and in its passing, allowed new growth and new life to emerge. 
 
    Much like what was happening now. 
 
    Around him, the rest of the unit moved, each of them bearing a formation flag. They strained as they walked, their faces deeply troubled as they contained the heat from the cultivator, allowing the inflow of air and the occasional burst of energy outward, but also mitigating the damage to the surroundings. 
 
    “How is he not exhausted already?” Yang Mu asked, cocking her head to the side. While Wu Ying had to strain to control his own winds here, she had not faced the same level of issues. And yet, even Wu Ying could sense that she was low in the chi within her dantian. 
 
    “Fire feeds on itself and others,” Wu Ying said. “You need only offer it a spark and it burns continually.” 
 
    “Except it is not just plain fire, is it?” Yang Mu said. “And I know how fire works.” 
 
    Fire, one of the more common elements for those in the martial side of cultivation. It was the element of destruction and cleansing. It was also the most directly damaging of the elements. It was a question that philosophers debated endlessly: whether fire cultivators ended up as martial cultivators because fire lent itself best to martial methods, or martial cultivators were fire based because the element was destructive.  
 
    “Of course you do.” Wu Ying glanced at the floating and silent Phuong Vy. He knew why his friend had lasted so long, above and beyond the propensity of fire to spread. Tou He’s journey to Core Formation had been difficult, requiring him to open and utilize a second dantian. It gave him a much larger store of energy than one would expect. Even if he might trust Yang Mu enough to discuss his friend’s secrets, it was not his secret to tell. “Even a cleansing fire like this, I’m sure.” 
 
    “One taken from a fire dragon.” Yang Mu’s lips rose in a wry smile. “What is it with you and dragons? Most cultivators spend their entire lives never interacting with a single Heavenly beast, whether it be golden carp, regal phoenix, or majestic dragon. You…” 
 
    Wu Ying shrugged. “Maybe like calls to like?” 
 
    “It’s just a name.” 
 
    Wu Ying grinned, and she rolled her eyes, sticking out her tongue. He understood that she was distracting him as they closed the last few feet to join the group. Wu Ying stopped near his friend, Tou He’s eyes empty as he jerked onward. 
 
    “What is wrong with him?” Wu Ying asked.  
 
    The team continued to strain as they imbued the formation with their chi, containing the flames, but Wu Ying could see that the flags were failing. The air howled inward to be consumed with each passing moment, molten lava footprints left behind as Tou He trudged onward. 
 
    “The demon realized what we were about to do and sought to escape. Rather than allow it, your friend met it headlong, doing battle with his aura and that thing that lives in him,” Dinh Don replied. 
 
    “A fire dragon.” 
 
    “A fire demon perhaps,” Thien Giang replied. “He injured that hanged demon when he unleashed it, doing half the job for us before the formation activated. If we’d known…” She shook her head. “But afterward, the flames continued to burn. It kept attacking, destroying the buildings, the hanged demons all around.” 
 
    “You?” Yang Mu asked. 
 
    “No.” The polearm wielder shook her head, long hair swishing in disarray. Rather than the helmet that the team normally wore, hers had been knocked free at some point, such that they could observe the sweat and strain of holding the formation together. “He avoided attacking us, thankfully.” 
 
    “Then he’s still in there,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    “Why did you stop him anyway?” Yang Mu asked. “I cannot see you caring for the Ma Than Vong.” 
 
    “We don’t. But we worried you might be caught by his flames if we let it run amok,” Be Long replied. Surprisingly, the captain was holding up well. “If you’re ready to leave, we’ll drop it and let the monk do what he wants.” 
 
    Phuong Vy, raising her head and opening her eyes, gestured at Wu Ying’s arms where he held the box. “We have it. I had to damage the specimen, but it should do well enough.” 
 
    “Good. Then, on my command…” Minh Trac said. 
 
    Wu Ying’s lips pursed, then he ducked to the corner of the street, dropping the box before moving to place himself before his friend.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Yang Mu asked. 
 
    “Get the box, go. I’ll deal with him,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Let them burn, boy. They’re demons,” Dinh Don said. “No less to us what the monk does. In fact, it’ll probably save lives in the long run if we wipe them out.” 
 
    “Probably,” Wu Ying said. “But that’s not my decision to make. Or yours.” He nodded toward the blank-eyed cultivator before him, whose flame seemed to roar and beat the air. “It’s him who should decide and who has to live with the consequences. And it’s not what he would want.”  
 
    All life was important. All life sacred. Demon or human, Tou He would regret taking it, especially in the state that he was in. So the monk believed. 
 
    And if that was the case, Wu Ying would not let his friend mar his soul and karma like this. 
 
    “Fool,” Dinh Don said. 
 
    “Leave them,” Bich Trang commanded. “If he wishes to die with his friend, so be it. We have what we need. On Guardsman Thi’s command.” 
 
    Yang Mu looked back and forth, indecision warring on her face. Wu Ying caught her gaze and shook his head, flicking his gaze toward the group and narrowing his eyes, trying to communicate his desire for her to watch over their unsteady allies. Whether she understood the unspoken pantomime or just came to a decision, she nodded in return.  
 
    Fingers dipped then came up, Yang Mu flicking a half dozen talismans at him. Wu Ying watched as they took position around his body, much like Phuong Vy’s protective formation, though he caught sight of the words fire and protection in the inscriptions around him. 
 
    “Be careful,” she said. 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    That elicited a snort. Then Yang Mu left, joining the already fleeing Phuong Vy on her floating cauldron. 
 
    One more command, a quiet countdown by the formation master. At the end, like sugar candy dissolving in a puddle of water, the formation came apart as the cultivators stopped feeding it power. They ran immediately, long before the edges of the wall came down, Dinh Don pausing only to collect the wooden box and its contents. 
 
    Leaving Wu Ying alone to face Tou He. 
 
    His friend, his ally, his brother.  
 
    As the fires burnt, as the winds howled and demons watched. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    The formation failed and fire exploded outward, fed by Wu Ying’s winds. The air had never stopped moving, from the cyclone in the south, from the column of fire above Tou He, from Wu Ying’s ministrations. Now, a second massive cyclone arose in the city, one made of flame and smoke as Tou He’s aura was no longer contained. 
 
    Under Wu Ying’s control, the air pulled the heat that was radiating off Tou He away from the wind cultivator, aiding his survival. Protective talismans glowed, dark ink crisping on yellow paper as the enchantments empowered themselves from flame chi and provided the protection required for survival near the flaming vortex. 
 
    Even through all these defenses, even with the hardened, resistant, and empowered skin of a Body Cultivator, Wu Ying roasted. The purifying flames of his friend’s aura crisped his skin and dried it out while nearby pavement stones cracked like thunder. 
 
    “Tou He!” Wu Ying roared. “Wake up, you old fool.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “You meat-loving greedy idiot. You third-rate monk. Wake!” he shouted again, his words barely audible under the roar of the winds. “UP!”  
 
    Each word was empowered by chi embedded in his voice and air, into the breath exiting his lungs. The last word was so loud that stones rattled and glass broke, even as wind buffeted the flames and pressed them back upon the senseless cultivator. 
 
    A minor twitch, a flutter of an eyelid and shift of expression. Then once more, Tou He’s face went blank. Unshaken from his stupor, from his senseless progress onward. 
 
    “Damn you.” Wu Ying eyed the talismans, clenching his fist. This was going to hurt. He had to wake the man, and he could only think of one way of doing so. On the other hand, perhaps he did not have to be entirely foolish while doing so.  
 
    Left hand rose, fist clenched. He focused his attention, his full understanding of the blade and wind. He solidified his aura, compressing the swirling texture and edges, ensured the countless whorls and gullies that made up the outer boundaries of his aura spun at full strength. 
 
    Ready as he could ever be, Wu Ying approached his senseless friend. Each step increased the temperature he was facing, sweat beading upon his forehead and skin. Another step and sweat stopped forming, drying the moment it appeared on his skin. Talismans glowed brighter and brighter, coming closer to his body in an attempt to shield him. Robes crisped and frayed, edging disappearing and armor beneath robes growing unbearably hot. 
 
    Another step, nearly within reach, and Wu Ying was forced to close his eyes. He could not stare at Tou He, not anymore. His eyes hurt from the brightness and lack of moisture. Skin crisped, blisters forming across exposed skin, threads of silk from his robes lighting up and dying in fitful gasps. 
 
    Close enough.  
 
    Wu Ying lunged.  
 
    Left hand, concentrated chi within, reached for his friend. The last few cun was blistering pain, as though Wu Ying had thrust his untamed hand into boiling oil. Skin crisped, blood boiled, nerves lit, and a scream erupted from his mouth as he backhanded his friend. 
 
    The ex-monk staggered from the blow, his aura reacting reflexively to protect himself. Wu Ying found himself thrown away, boiling air and flame sending him skipping down the hard road like a stone over still water. He tumbled through a trio of buildings, shattering walls and leaving behind wrecked structures till he fetched up against a fourth building, half inside the wall that now leaned precariously. 
 
    Tou He slowly straightened. A trickle of blood from his mouth rolled down his lips, the surprising attack having bypassed a number of reflexive defenses. However, his eyes had lost the blankness of before, confusion warring with anger. Then the ex-monk drew a deep breath of superheated air. 
 
    And screamed. 
 
    It was a primal shout, one bereft of words. It was a scream of loss and rage, of sorrow at loss of control and pain at the deaths he had caused. The monk screamed and screamed, as though he might never run out of breath, even as the flames in his aura guttered and died. 
 
    Eventually, he collapsed, breath and energy exhausted. Silent, on his knees, in a circle of molten rock and ashen air. Robes burnt to ashes, ash slowly falling to cover his nude body. 
 
    Then inch by inch, the ex-monk collapsed within himself, gripping his body as though he were afraid he would fall apart or shatter if he clutched not at all or too hard. Racking sobs, dry of tears—for what tears could be shed and not evaporate in the center of his loss of control?—were wrung from his body. 
 
    Wu Ying stumbled out of the building, stepping gingerly across rubble, compassion in his eyes. He understood his friend’s grief, for once Tou He had promised not to harm even a fly. In an attempt to serve and escape the confines of this grief-ridden mortal plain, monks chose to offer no harm. And now, and now, his friend had walked further than ever from that pacific path. 
 
    Deserving or not, it was not Tou He’s place to judge. No true monk would choose to bear such a burden, to accept the karmic threads and lock themselves away from nirvana. No true monk, but Tou He had left that path many years ago.  
 
    Here and now was the final measure of that choice. 
 
    Violence enacted upon the world without care or consideration. Death served wholesale to creatures– big and small, demon and insect–alike. Karma piled upon a single soul, to revibrate through eternity till payment was complete. 
 
    Wu Ying wiped his eyes, finding them bleary. His heart ached for his friend, for the choices made and the final result. The path to immortality was treacherous, filled with gullies and twists, the way above littered with the fallen. 
 
    Slowly, Wu Ying limped over to his friend, his body bruised and aching, a rib grating in his chest. One of his legs had popped back into the hip socket when he had tried to stand. He had taken more damage from his friend than the enemy. And yet, that pain was nothing compared to what Tou He suffered. 
 
    As much as heart desired, body refused, and Wu Ying sank to a stop twenty feet away from his friend. Somewhere along the way, the talismans had been destroyed and he could no longer approach his friend without suffering additional burns. The residual heat was too much for one not on the flaming path. 
 
    And so he stopped. His left arm and hand throbbed, burnt skin and white bone showing beneath his hand from where he’d backhanded the fire cultivator. What was not burnt, blistered. What was not blistered, was crisped and red.  
 
    Legs crossed, eyes half-lidded, Wu Ying extracted a healing pill and swallowed it. Then he sat, meditating and watching his friend.  
 
    Waiting.  
 
    Even as the demons that made up this city stirred, fear giving way to righteous anger. 
 
    Soon enough, righteous rage would take over. 
 
    Soon enough, a penance would be paid. 
 
    And still, he stayed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Your hand.” Tou He’s voice was rough, cracked and hoarse. The ex-monk walked over to the meditating wind cultivator, gaze locked on his friend’s injured appendage. “I hurt you.” 
 
    “Pretty sure I was the one who struck you.” Wu Ying fully opened his eyes, then comically shut them immediately, raising a hand in front of his face too. “Oh gods, I’m blind.” 
 
    “What? No! The fire?” Tou He said, panicked. 
 
    “No. It’s too bright and white.” 
 
    The ex-monk seemed puzzled, rather than grieving. He looked around, searching for something white and bright. If anything, without his aura flaring anymore, with only the occasional fire in the distance lingering, it was much darker than before. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You. You need to get a proper tan. I mean, really. It’s so pale!” Head turned away, Wu Ying gestured with his uninjured hand up and down in the direction of his friend’s body. His still naked body. 
 
    It took Tou He a few moments to understand, a fraction of the time to get offended, and then embarrassed. It was not as though, having lived and trained together, they had not caught sight of one another in the nude before. Hot baths and accidents during battle—and the occasional joke while training—had seen to that. But still, accidental nudity was a different matter. 
 
    “You… I… aargh. Just…” Flustered, Tou He conjured a set of robes and dressed. The black robes with green edging with a small badge of their Sect suited him, the protective enchantments woven into the robes themselves protecting him from damage. “You can open your delicate eyes now, you idiot.” 
 
    Grinning, Wu Ying stood and regarded his friend. Tou He looked better, less focused upon the damage he had done, the deaths he had caused. In the corner of his friend’s eyes, the way they darted sideways to fires and destroyed buildings, Wu Ying could tell it was not done. But for now at least, he was focused. 
 
    “Good. I’d already been injured once, you know,” Wu Ying said. “Didn’t need a second injury.” 
 
    “You deserved that.” 
 
    “Probably.” Then, sobering, Wu Ying cocked his head. “We should go.” 
 
    “Trouble?” Tou He flexed his hands, made to conjure his weapon, then chose against doing so. His lips thinned, the slight tremble in one hand all too apparent to Wu Ying’s concerned regard. 
 
    “The corruption has significantly lessened. My control has returned somewhat.” Wu Ying gestured down the way they’d come, where shadowy movement spoke of gathered demons. “Let’s get going, before they find their courage.” 
 
    Tou He nodded, then looked upward. “Can we fly?” 
 
    A slight hesitation as they both searched for additional trouble. Flying would be the safest method out, though Wu Ying disliked how low his energy stores were at present. He could sense that his friend was not much better, that last explosion and the wresting of control back having drained him of chi.  
 
    Still… 
 
    “Yes. Let’s go.” Wu Ying took to the air, the wind kicking up around him.  
 
    He guided it to help Tou He, who had extracted his staff, balancing on it as he followed. Together, they ascended and retraced their steps. 
 
    Overhead, clouds continued to gather and the cyclone that Wu Ying had inadvertently created raged through the city. Hot air generated by Tou He’s actions combined to increase the flow rate, such that the cyclone had increased in size. The constant roar of swirling air, the occasional flung stone as it was released from the confines of the grip, and the occasional scream that pierced the roar of the wind chased the pair as they fled. 
 
    Along with two Core Formation demons, their bodies shadows on this ill-spent night. The final two? Wu Ying was not certain. He’d lost count of those that they had killed and fought. 
 
    “Trouble,” Wu Ying warned his friend. 
 
    “I sense them,” Tou He said. It was clear they would not escape the pair chasing them. “I’m not sure I can fight them.” 
 
    Wu Ying chose not to ask if that was because of the most recent tragedy or because he lacked the energy to win. The answer would not matter in this case. Instead, he cast his mind and senses ahead, searching for the team and finding no trace of them. 
 
    “We might be alone on this.” Might be, sensing that, those demons had chosen to pursue them. Or perhaps they had just grown so enraged, they cared not for their lives any longer. Wu Ying cast a glance back one last time, eyeing their pursuers directly rather than using the still-flickering wind sense and his attenuated spirit sense. “Good thing we have some surprises left for them, no?” 
 
    “Can we not run from them?” Tou He asked softly. 
 
    “If this was the start of the evening, certainly. Now?” Wu Ying shook his head. “I’m sorry. I will not risk our lives for theirs.” 
 
    “I should not have asked.” 
 
    Wu Ying shrugged. The pair fell silent for a time, the city dwindling beneath their feet, city walls disappearing as they entered the outer, barren lands. Even so, the demons chased them, passing over the city walls. All hope that they might stop, gaining some degree of sanity, was lost. Each moment, they came closer. Occasionally, they would release one strike or another, but the pair easily dodged the attacks of chi or twisted killing intent. 
 
    A slight adjustment of the wind and Wu Ying dropped lower, letting them skim across broken buildings and cowering demons beneath. He ignored their screams even as he sought to pull away from their pursuers who, seeing them leave the city, had sped up even more. 
 
    “Thank you. If I don’t get a chance to say it. For bringing me back to myself,” Tou He said. 
 
    “This cleansing flame. It’s not just the dragon blood, is it?” Wu Ying said, shaping the wind channels so that they could speak easily. 
 
    “No. When I ascended, during the ascension, I was struck by heavenly lightning.” A laugh then, one filled with bitterness. “I thought it offered peace, enlightenment when it came pouring down. Instead, it twisted my dao to that of the heavens, warped my flame and turned my anger into something that it wanted. This flame is mine to wield, except when it isn’t. The heavens command, and I am but an instrument.” 
 
    Wu Ying’s brows furrowed. He had known the Heavens were imperious, uncaring in some ways of the wants of the humans below. Or they cared, but in an abstract way. At least, some of them. And the Dao itself, of course, cared—or accepted. It got confusing, when the immortals about were of the heavens, but heaven itself had its own objectives, being part of the greater Dao. And the Dao itself was not necessarily merciful—no more than a typhoon could be merciful. It just was. 
 
    But…  
 
    “That seems wrong,” Wu Ying snarled. “You are more than a tool.” 
 
    “Not for the Heavens, it seems.”  
 
    “And what of your dao? Of your path? This is tearing you away from it.” 
 
    Silence greeted his words and stretched so long that Wu Ying thought his friend might have chosen to not answer him. Then, when he finally replied, it was softly. “Humanity must adapt, must they not? To the winds of fate and to the demands of Heaven? If my dao can be twisted so easily, perhaps it was the wrong dao in the first place. Or perhaps I just did not understand it well enough.” 
 
    More silence as they finally reached the edge of the forest. Wu Ying had to focus on controlling the wind, guiding the pair through the reaching branches. He stayed low, ducking between tree trunks and underneath long limbs to eke out more space between them and their pursuers. Under the shadows of the tall canopy, the darkness of the night deepened to an extent that Wu Ying was relying on his spiritual sense and his feel of the winds ahead rather than his eyes.  
 
    Still, he had to ask. “What was it that you saw, old friend? What path did you find that night?”  
 
    That night when they had battled an Elder dark sect member, who had transformed in his desperation. When a song had played, and in the gap of time between demonic transformation and ending, Tou He had ascended. 
 
    “A middle path. Not the Middle Path, but a middle path. One balanced between the Heavens and the Hells, one that was intrinsic to our current world and that embraced all that was before us, rather than abandoning it for the Heavens above or reincarnation,” Tou He replied. 
 
    Wu Ying almost crashed into a tree, jerking away only at the last moment as he took in what his friend had said. That path was a very mortal path, one dedicated to this world and existence in a way that Buddhism lacked. Even among the Daoist immortals, few chose to sully themselves amongst mankind to that extent. Guan Yin, the Twelve Immortals, and Hoi An were a few notables.  
 
    Most others, they stood above, making judgments upon humanity and dealing with demonic incursions or just tending to the significant celestial bureaucracy required to ensure the proper running of the Thousand Hells and celestial alignments. Like the Kitchen Gods who watched all that happened, but only reported upon wrongdoings once a year. Beyond that, they did not involve themselves. 
 
    “Careful there!” Tou He said, a light flare of his aura burning away a branch and shattering it as he, too slow to follow Wu Ying, had to go through the tree. 
 
    “Sorry!” Wu Ying answered then focused. He would speak about this later with his friend. Or perhaps, not at all. After all, the monk already had enough trouble with his dao. He did not need Wu Ying prodding on the topic. 
 
    A building of energy behind them. Twisted and sharp. Wu Ying guided the pair to the right with a sudden burst of wind, running almost parallel for a second, moments before the explosion of energy. He watched as chi—corrupted and twisted and without a guiding principle or element or even a style behind—tore through the undergrowth, destroying foliage and the occasional sleeping creature in its way. 
 
    “Whoa!” Tou He cried, eyeing the destruction. “Who was that?” 
 
    “No idea. What I want to know is why he didn’t do that before?” Wu Ying replied. He could not look behind to spy upon their pursuers, so fast were they moving and so tricky was his control of the winds. Dragging his friend along and making judgments that ensured Tou He could follow was taking more attention than he cared for. 
 
    “Incoming. I have this one,” Tou He said. 
 
    Wu Ying could sense it, though only briefly. Water droplets moving at a high speed were thrown forward at them, like pebbles snatched from the ground and slung ahead. Then a flare of energy as his friend concentrated his aura, creating a shield of fire. The two opposing elements combatted one another before the water dispersed as proximity and strength won out. 
 
    Letting out a pained grunt, Tou He asked, “How much further?” 
 
    “Soon.”  
 
    And it would be. Wu Ying could sense the clearing they had trapped coming ahead. He just had to get the two demons to follow them in without becoming suspicious. Turning his mind to flying, Wu Ying concentrated on plotting their escape, even as the occasional attack from behind lashed out. Tou He did his best to deal with the water cultivator while the raw chi attacker was easier to dodge, his massive attack only releasing once more. 
 
    Then, they were there.  
 
    Wu Ying cut the flow of wind, releasing his hold of the energy that held him aloft, and lightened his form. He hit the ground with a slight thump, allowing his sturdier body to take some of the burden of impact rather than utilize even more of his already low reserves. 
 
    Spinning about, Wu Ying took position on the far side of the clearing, his sword drawn. Tou He landed not long after, having chosen to fly the remainder of the way and brake using his staff before dropping around and sending the spinning staff backward, deflecting a half dozen fist-sized balls of water. Those globes exploded as they came into contact with the staff, releasing clouds of steam before Tou He jerked his hand backward, bringing the staff back into his hands. 
 
    Moments later, the pair of hanged demons arrived, one of them bounding across the branches to crash onto the ground with branches and leaves still caught in her hair. To Wu Ying’s surprise, surrounding her body and seeming to have grown into her body was a plant, the series of peach flowers—the hoa doa—hanging from her body via a single branch. Two of the peach flowers were dead, their petals falling down though another three still glowed, energy forming around them. 
 
    As for the second demonic cultivator, he was just as strange, swirling bands of water running along his furred body. He wielded no weapons, though long claws were curled before him as they stared at the pair of cultivators. 
 
    For a moment, the opponents regarded one another, weapons held before them. Breaths were stabilized, as the headlong rush had drained energy. Wu Ying’s body was turned toward his opponents, his jian held before him, other injured hand hidden by long sleeves as he used his fingers to gently guide the tendrils of air to do his bidding.  
 
    Watching the demons, Wu Ying felt they normally could have taken them without an issue. Neither seemed to have a martial bent. In normal times, they might have drawn out the fight, but it would not be a difficult one. But these were not regular times, for he and Tou He were exhausted from their earlier battles. 
 
    Nor was there a point to bringing them here, all this way, if not to cheat. Fair fights filled with honor were for nobles and fools. Wu Ying was neither. 
 
    A snarl, a shout, and the pair scattered. Water demon went left, the other bounced backward. A flower wilted, the energy from it pulled to an untouched one. As a distraction, Tou He thrust his staff at them, a gout of flame broad and wide sweeping toward both. The pair reacted, one by releasing a wave of water to combat Tou He’s attack, the other by channeling a touch of the energy going into the flower into its own aura. 
 
    More importantly, it gave Wu Ying time to finish his preparations. Triggering the formation was simple enough in theory, but he had chosen to attempt to modify it further such that the effects were more focused. A few moments of concentration, if he was uninjured and his fingers were moving properly. Right now, it was all he could do to keep them from trembling and flicking at inopportune moments. With a slight tug of energy, light filled the clearing again and the pair of demons stumbled to a halt. 
 
    More yips, more shouts, calls of surprise and dismay between the pair. Laced across the ground, in glittering walls of light and power, were strands of energy. From outside the illusion formation, it looked no more than gossamer strands of energy, while within the illusion formation, the pair were in worlds of the creator’s making, driving them to distraction. 
 
    A motion, a twist, a jerk of a head. Then the water demon stumbled backward, blood streaming from his nose. Illusion the formation might be, but with chi coursing through their bodies and affecting their motions, a mental attack could cause damage too. 
 
    “Well, that worked,” Tou He said, slamming the edge of his staff into the ground and leaning on it. He let out a long, thready exhale as he did so, his gaze never leaving the pair. 
 
    Wu Ying lowered his sword arm, the killing intent he had gathered fading with each moment. He shifted his stance so that he was not as bladed to his opponents. “So it seems.” 
 
    Perhaps he should not have said that, for at that time, the energy that had gathered across the flower burst forth. It tore through the air, shattering the delicate strands of energy that the formation had woven. Wu Ying cast himself aside, thankful that the formation had trapped and turned their opponents around such that the attack had mostly been aimed away from them. 
 
    Yet aimed away or not, the attack shattered the formation, destroying the frame of energy that supported the illusion as well as one of the formation flags. Without the necessary preconditions holding forth the illusion, it freed the pair of Ma Than Vong. 
 
    “I’ve got the water demon.” Tou He suited motion to words, launching himself forth with his staff tip leading the way.  
 
    Fire-heated metal cap sank deep into flesh, even as the water vines attempted to block the attack. The pair disappeared out the back of the clearing, a tree shattering as they passed. 
 
    Wu Ying snorted, but he was also moving, cutting sideways with his blade. To his surprise, the flower demon ducked, dodging his attack even while shaking off the lingering effects of the illusion. At the same time, one flower had begun to glow, power consolidating again. He was on a timer, it seemed, before another blast of energy. 
 
    “Well then, let’s do this,” Wu Ying whispered, gusting forward. He led with his sword, choosing not to commit to a pure lunge on instinct. Long honed battle instincts stood him well, for moments later, a forest of branches exploded upward, intent on pinning the wind cultivator. 
 
    He cut apart a couple while dodging the rest, idly noting that these branches were less corrupted. Almost completely free of the taint, in fact. Outside of the demon city, it seemed, the corruption was fading quickly—from both the demon and the surroundings. 
 
    Good. 
 
    Closing in, he threw a blade strike that poured energy through the motion. To his surprise, additional roots crawled upward, blocking the attack as it formed a buckler that was then snatched away by the demon. A twist of his feet broke him free from grass that had suddenly grown upward, grabbing at his feet even as he slowed for a moment. 
 
    If he had more energy, he would have flown. But the battles had taxed even his stores, and he was uncertain how much more fighting he would have to do. Even newborn demons could be trouble, if they came in sufficient numbers. 
 
    No flying, just staying grounded then. If that was the case, he would have to be careful, for the roots that speared upward were coming too close for comfort. Another lunge to the side, a touch too slow, the root bouncing off hardened spirit robes and leaving him bruised beneath. Unfortunately, that attack had done one other, more dangerous thing. 
 
    It had pushed him back. 
 
    Throwing his spiritual sense at the ground, Wu Ying sought clarity. Just because he was the wind did not mean he could not feel the earth with his aura. However, to his surprise and shock, his senses were repelled immediately.  
 
    In his shock, Wu Ying stumbled. Roots grabbed at his feet then his sword arm, trapping him before he could move. Straining, the cultivator felt one of the roots give way, the demonic cultivator letting out a grunt of pain; only for additional roots to erupt and trap his body and arm further. 
 
    “Fool!” cackled the demon. 
 
    Suddenly, Wu Ying understood. The demon had been expecting—planning—for him to push his senses into the ground. The entire fight, from the roots to the energy blast that she was going to use to finish him, had been planned. Even now, Wu Ying felt the energy in the flower growing at a pace that was triple the speed of earlier. 
 
    Like a fool, he had fallen for the demonic cultivator’s trap. It might not have his direct martial experience or skills, but it had chosen to wield its power well.  
 
    “Hun dan!” Cursing, Wu Ying focused deep. He had one other technique he could utilize, but the timing would be tricky. Too early and he would take the attack anyway. Too late and he would definitely be struck. More worrying was what would happen after he utilized his wind technique. 
 
    How would he finish the fight? 
 
    “You know, I’m a Gatherer. Why don’t we put down our weapons and talk some plants or something? Maybe trade some around?” 
 
    Silence. Well, it was worth a shot. 
 
    More energy built up, and the cultivator narrowed his eyes as he forced his breathing to lengthen, as he attempted to calm his racing heart. His world became nothing more than the glowing energy around the flower, the red petals and the long stamen the focus of his being. As it seemed was the case for the demonic cultivator, for no further attacks sought Wu Ying’s life.  
 
    Not at that moment. 
 
    Power building, budding, then finally, ready to fruit—before the explosion. A shriek of the wind kicked up around the pair, reacting to Wu Ying’s emotions, churning up dust and leaves. A shriek that pierced the air and went deep into a primal center. 
 
    Except that shriek was no wind. 
 
    Fractions of a second before the blast arrived, Sao Choi—Nascent Soul raptor and beast companion of Colonel Huynh Bich Trang—arrived. Hunting claws pierced unprotected back, destroying the delicate balance of power in vine and body, closing on flesh and skin and cracking bone. Wings flared open wide even as body was crushed and torn from the ground, the demon taken into the sky. 
 
    Leaving Wu Ying to stare after the fast-departing demon and bird through the slowly lightening night air. His limbs were still trapped, his jaw hanging open in shock. And alive. Most importantly, alive. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    By the time Tou He returned, Wu Ying had managed to extract himself from the roots holding him down. He had just begun to walk toward the clearing when his friend returned, looking exhausted and sodden but gratified at the same time. 
 
    “Your opponent?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “Will not be bothering us further.” 
 
    The wind cultivator frowned, cocking his head. The wind spoke of mud and earth, dried ground and a still struggling demon. Talismans stood around the demon, draining it of power and reinforcing the earth, such that the demon’s greater strength could not be utilized. The wind also spoke of a bird feasting on the remnants of a wily opponent three li to the east. 
 
    “Very well,” Wu Ying said. If his friend wanted to avoid killing again at this moment, he would not gainsay him. It might be a concern in the future, if he kept to that reticence. After all, theirs was not a kind world and a cultivator—a martial cultivator in particular—who chose not to kill was a danger on the field. At the very least, Wu Ying would want to know his friend’s decision before they took to the field of battle. “Shall we find our companions then?” 
 
    Tou He nodded. He took a couple of steps, then paused. “Umm, which way?” 
 
    “I thought you knew,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “How would I know?” Tou He said, sounding exasperated. “You’re the scout with the wind and all that.” 
 
    “Yeah, but they have formations hiding them. Aren’t you the one who pays attention to all the details of the plans.” 
 
    “And you don’t anymore?” 
 
    Wu Ying shrugged. “I’ve not really worked in teams much recently. And if I did, they worked to my needs, not theirs. Or worse, I just let the wind let me know where they are.” 
 
    “Really?” Tou He sighed. “You’ve gotten lazy.” 
 
    “Or more efficient.” The wind cultivator cocked his head again, listening to the wind. “I could try to find them, but I’m dangerously low on chi. I need to spend some time refining more soon.” 
 
    “What, all your usual methods of restoring energy not sufficient?” Tou He said, smirking. “Where’s the continually energized cultivator who cultivates even when he sleeps?”  
 
    Touching his ring, which Wu Ying noted was made of a red crystal of some form, the fire cultivator extracted a pill bottle. He swallowed a pill from it, the opening of the bottle releasing a fragrant and spicy tinge to the air before he recapped it.  
 
    “Not offering me anything?” Wu Ying said grumpily. Not that he didn’t have a few pills of his own, but none of them were geared toward a wind cultivator and their needs. Unlike Tou He, it seemed, whose pill was obviously meant for a fire cultivator. 
 
    “Not unless you want heartburn.” 
 
    “I’ll pass. Thanks.” Giving in and copying his friend, Wu Ying swallowed a pill too. He felt the large marble-sized pill enter his stomach and break apart as the acrid and bitter taste lingered in his mouth and threatened to make him vomit.  
 
    Focusing on the growing chi, Wu Ying set himself to the task of breaking down the energy, utilizing his older techniques to do so. Even now, the Cyclone’s Breath method was not working, the winds co-opted to continue wrecking the ruined ancient city. He felt a little guilty about that, since the destruction was entirely accidental.  
 
    “Any suggestions?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “We could ask the bird.” Tou He inclined his head to the side, where at some point, Sao Choi had returned and was perched on a branch high above the pair. 
 
    Wu Ying started, eyes narrowing. Damn beast. He hadn’t even sensed it arriving. As though noticing his regard and thoughts, the raptor opened its mouth and let out a short, sharp call. Then flapping its wings once, it flew a short distance away, stopping on a tree to look back at the pair. 
 
    If a bird could mock, Wu Ying was sure this one was. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    One moment they were passing through regular jungle filled with hanging branches, sleeping snakes, and heavy vines amidst the omnipresent buzzing of insects and beneath the silent gaze of the Nascent Soul raptor. The next, noise deadened and the quintet of cultivators appeared, scholar still seated upon her brazier even if it no longer floated. 
 
    “Oh, very good concealment formation,” Tou He said, head turning from side to side as he took in the dome of earth that been formed with only a single approach available. Outside of the dome, vegetation had crept over the loosened earth, mixing with the enchantments to deaden their spiritual marks. 
 
    “It really is… oof!” Wu Ying let out a grunt as Yang Mu threw herself at him into a tight hug. She nearly bore him over, holding him tightly before she suddenly released the hug. 
 
    “Sorry…” Still, her hands had not left his body and trailed down his arms as she did so, going so far as to grip both hands. That brought a startled cry of pain from Wu Ying, causing the wood cultivator to release him before snatching up the injured arm again, causing another grunt of pain to escape. “What happened?” 
 
    Wu Ying could not tell if she was outraged at him for getting injured or over the fact that he was injured. Perhaps a little of both, since the way she stared at him had him wincing. “Just a little accident.” 
 
    “Accident?” She lifted the cooked and charred hand, staring at the burn and the way Wu Ying’s fingers were trembling a little. “What kind of accident involved you getting burnt to a crisp like this?” Then, turning to Tou He, she narrowed her eyes as she noted the bruising along one side of his face. She put two and two together swiftly. “You fought him? I thought you were going to convince him to calm down.” 
 
    “I did. A real man learns to speak with his fist!” Wu Ying puffed out his chest as he spoke, only to deflate as Yang Mu smacked it with the edge of her fan, the weapon and tool surprisingly heavy. He coughed, rubbing at what he swore would likely bruise, even as he noted that she never let go of his injured hand. 
 
    “You idiot. It’s not time to boast.” 
 
    “I wasn’t…” Eyeing the fan that she raised, he chuckled. “Sorry. I deserved that.” 
 
    “You did,” Tou He said, a small smile on his lips as he watched the two, his gaze resting on their joined hands. 
 
    Wu Ying did not blush. He was no teenager worried about showing his feelings. More importantly, he noted that Yang Mu was no longer looking at him or his antics, her focus on his injured arm. Even his increased healing factor as a cultivator and Body Cultivator had not covered it yet, leaving the crisped skin, the significant number of boils, and the exposed bones. 
 
    “Did you wash this?”  
 
    Wu Ying shook his head.  
 
    “Why isn’t this at least wrapped?” she hissed. “Did you even bother to take care of it?” 
 
    “Not exactly. We were in a little bit of a hurry to get out because we had company.” 
 
    “We know,” she muttered as she continued to inspect his hand. “Colonel Huynh sent her spirit beast to aid you when we realized you were being chased. Seems like she’s able to watch things through Sao Choi’s eyes.” 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    “Yes.” She tugged on his arm, bringing him over to where a makeshift stone table had been created and a tea set had been extracted. A pointed look at Minh Trac and Thien Giang sent the formation master and fighter off their seats. When Minh Trac moved to take the hot water kettle, Yang Mu said firmly, “Leave it.” 
 
    The formation master let out a long sigh but did as she asked. 
 
    “Can you fight, boy?” Bich Trang asked, walking over to the pair when they were seated.  
 
    Wu Ying hissed as Yang Mu poured the near boiling water on his hand, a brush appearing in her hand before she scoured his skin. If he was not a Body Cultivator, he would have been burned. But because he was, the heat was no more than hot oil poured on sensitive skin.  
 
    “It’s not my sword hand,” Wu Ying panted when he managed to gain control of his senses once more.  
 
    He willed himself to accept the pain as she finished debriding his hand, removing dirt, twigs, and burnt skin. In doing so, she had burst a couple of the boils, which caused her to click her tongue. At the same time, Yang Mu stared at the damaged skin, some of which was still hanging on, the exposed muscle, tendons, and white bone beneath. 
 
    “Can you still flex that hand?” Yang Mu demanded. 
 
    “With effort.” Wu Ying showed her, opening and shutting it, his fingers trembling a little when he was done. 
 
    “Well, you have the night. We’ll stay hidden for the evening, wait for our pursuers to give up, and start again in the morning.” 
 
    Wu Ying whispered a quiet acknowledgement to the colonel before taking in the rest of the group. Having been removed from their table, Minh Trac and Thien Giang had unrolled their bedrolls and taken a corner of the dome to sleep within, while Tou He was propped up against one corner, his staff resting on his shoulder as he meditated and worked through the cultivation pill he had swallowed. Already, Wu Ying could sense that the fires that burned within his friend had strengthened, the chi within his body refilling at a prodigious rate. 
 
    “Stop moving, you idiot,” Yang Mu muttered. After placing his hand on the table, she extracted a mortar and pestle and a series of pills, roots, and leaves. “We’re going to have to put a paste on that to keep it moist and speed up your healing.” She pondered. “If we have a day, perhaps we can have you rest in one of your medicinal baths. It would speed your healing.” 
 
    “And hurt more,” Wu Ying pointed out. 
 
    “Says the man who plunged his hand into heavenly fire.” She waved at his body. “I don’t have enough paste for all of you, so having you refresh your body in the medicinal bath is the best we can do.” 
 
    “There’s not much space here,” Wu Ying continued to protest. 
 
    Rather than answer him, she looked around till she caught sight of Dinh Don who, unlike the others, had already fallen asleep. Somehow, even asleep, he seemed to blend right into the earth he slept upon, such that Wu Ying had missed his presence entirely. 
 
    “Wait here.” She stalked over to the sleeping scout to harangue him into building Wu Ying an earthen bath.  
 
    While she did that, Wu Ying eyed Bich Trang, who continued to hover close by. Gesturing to the now-free seat, Wu Ying waited for the soldier to sit. “You wanted to know something.”  
 
    She glanced between him and Tou He, something like disappointment and envy flicking through her gaze before it shuttered. “Your friend and yourself. Are you two typical of your sect?” 
 
    “In what way?” Wu Ying said, brow furrowed in honest confusion. “The Verdant Green Waters is a large sect. Typical is a hard word to use.” 
 
    “Ah. My apologies, I will try to be a little clearer.” Bich Trang hesitated, then glanced at Tou He and Yang Mu, who still attempting to get Dinh Don to do her bidding. “You are both exceptional martial cultivators with rare elemental influences. I am wondering if that is usual.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Wu Ying replied. “Martial cultivators are only a small number of our members. Just like the army is but a small number in your kingdom.” A considering look in her eyes as he said that. He offered a half-smile that was all falsely modest next. “Anyway, you are wrong.” 
 
    “Wrong?” she repeated, looking puzzled. 
 
    “I’m not a martial cultivator. I’m a Wild Gatherer.” He touched the blade on the other side of his hip with his uninjured hand, before placing his hand back on the table. “I just have some small talent with the sword.” 
 
    “Small talent.” A snort of disbelief.  
 
    “Oh yes. My Master, you might have heard of him. He was a true Master of the blade.” 
 
    “I have not heard this story.” 
 
    “Master Cheng Zhao Wan, the Sundering Blade.” Wu Ying sighed. “He was a true Master, and a martial cultivator, unlike me.” 
 
    “Your Master was the Sundering Blade?” Bich Trang worked her jaw, eyeing Wu Ying anew now with more caution. “The tales of his near heretical dao have reached even us. Along with his deadly sword style.” A slight hesitation before she added, “Your martial style, is it similar?” 
 
    “Some aspects,” Wu Ying said. “I do not claim to be near as talented as he is, but I have derived portions of mine from his and my family’s forms.” 
 
    “The Long family style, you said?” Bich Trang said. “The Dragon’s Style.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Interesting.” The colonel shook her head bemusedly, sending the edges of the bob cut shifting behind her. “So, the Verdant Green Waters is filled with heroes.” 
 
    The wind cultivator shrugged “We are but what we have to be, to stand against Dark Sects and encroaching kingdoms.” 
 
    “And expansion?” 
 
    “The Shen are far away from Nanyue.” 
 
    “Today.” 
 
    Wu Ying shrugged, because he had nothing to offer that. What may come in the future, only fortune-tellers could say. And perhaps mortal emperors. He was but a mere cultivator. 
 
    “Humble heroes…” Bich Trang muttered as she stood. She bade him a good night’s rest as she left him to take a seat beside Sao Choi once more.  
 
    A short while later, when Wu Ying had managed to pour himself a cup of tepid, over-brewed tea without jostling his arm, Yang Mu returned. She began the process of sorting out his arm, even as Wu Ying sensed the heating stones she had tossed into the newly created bath warming the water slowly.  
 
    “What was that about?” Yang Mu murmured, weaving a simple chi formation with her aura to block eavesdropping. 
 
    “Just someone attempting to learn more about my sect and my kingdom.” 
 
    “Ah… information gathering.”  
 
    Wu Ying nodded, watching as she expertly combined roots and herbs, grinding them in the mortar to form a wet poultice. She threw in some flower petals then pills, her brow furrowed in concentration. He just watched, noting the way a stray lock fell across her brow that she would swipe at ineffectively, utterly concentrated on the tendrils of wood chi she wove into the poultice.  
 
    When she was done, she looked up and caught him watching her, then blushed deeply. “What?” 
 
    “Just thinking that being a wood cultivator must make such things easier,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Making poultices and being a physician?” Yang Mu chuckled darkly. “My mother always said I should concentrate on that. Made me learn all the various methods, partly to sell better but also because she wanted me to be all that I could be. And then, of course, she punished me when I chose to study formations instead of more boring physician works.” 
 
    “But you still learned something, right?” Wu Ying eyed the poultice she was applying to the bandage before raising the dark-green mixture and pressing it upon his hand. He did not move away from her actions. 
 
    “Of course. At least enough to deal with something as simple as a burn.” Yang Mu’s movements hesitated a little before she continued winding the bandage around his hand, drawing a little hiss from him as she worked. “And this is mostly a burn. No dao conceptions in it to block healing, no lingering heat or flame. The cleanest martial burn I’ve ever come across in fact.” 
 
    “Purifying flame,” Wu Ying said. “Though it seems Tou He might have drawn some of it back just before I struck him.” 
 
    “Good,” Yang Mu said, mildly mollified. She finished with the cleaning and bandages, the compress tightened over his arm. She pointed at the medicinal bath next, her face still stern. “I don’t have your herbs, but I’m sure you can do what you need to.” 
 
    “I can.” He stood and bowed to her a little, offering thanks. Wu Ying hesitated, glancing over to the group, to the exhausted cultivators. He reflected, briefly, on the way they had been treated and how quick the group had been to abandon him and Tou He. How Sao Choi had looked at them, almost as though considering them for food. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked, seeing the look in his eyes. 
 
    Wu Ying frowned, then turning away from the others, quickly extracted and deposited some of his herbs and other collected items into a storage ring. As he extracted the formation flags offered to him by Yang Mu’s mother, he slowed down long enough for her to see what he did, before he deposited them within the ring. After which, he pulled the small ring off and handed it to her. 
 
    “What’s this for?” 
 
    “Use. After your display, I figured you’d have better use for those herbs, formations, and talismans.” Wu Ying kept his voice light and level, though he made sure to look directly into her eyes as he spoke. “There’s little point in having such things if they’re not put to use, you know?” 
 
    “Preparation is everything for many such formations.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    She smiled grimly, inclining her head and slipping the ring onto her finger. As he turned away, he noted that she was washing the mortar and pestle rather than storing it. It seemed she intended to make another compress with different properties, from the array of different herbs she had set out.  
 
    Stepping into the medicinal bath after adding the necessary herbs to it was a pain. His skin, crispy at the least damaged parts, overly sensitive and burned on much of his left side, flared with pain as he slipped within. The astringent herbs and scouring chi within the bath took effect almost immediately, stripping damaged skin and releasing fluids. Old scabs and wounds reopened, the fluids and caustic energy entering his body ever faster.  
 
    Wu Ying hissed, his breathing coming in short, sharp breaths for a time. For long minutes, he struggled to control the energy within before he was able to regain control of his senses. Idly, he noted that the Cyclone’s Breath method had reestablished itself around him, wind energy reentering his body and churning through his meridians. Already, he was pulling wind chi and embedding his dao in it before condensing the energy further in his dantian, a portion of that energy entering his near-empty core while the rest seeped into his body. 
 
    Once he’d established the flow of chi that was necessary through his meridians and his body to handle the caustic, dissolution chi that sought to destroy his body and the reinforcing nutrients that would bolster him, Wu Ying turned his mind to the winds and the moments of enlightenment he had experienced. 
 
    Perhaps enlightenment was not the right word, for he’d had no stream of Heavenly energy, no benediction from above or below. Yet facing the corruption of the heart, the purifying fire of Tou He, and the whispered, twisted winds, Wu Ying found himself coming ever closer to understanding. Not of the corruption and the twisted demonic realm, but of the Heavens, their decrees, their requirements, and their unflinching resolve. 
 
    Turning those thoughts over and over, weighing the experiences and finding within them an aspect that he could imbue within his body, he sought understanding as he took another step closer to becoming one with the winds. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Days later, the team had finally left behind the Ma Than Vong, the abandoned city and the angry demons within but a memory. Even so, the danger to the group only increased as the number of creatures corrupted and forcibly strengthened increased in number as the group moved toward the origin of the corruption. Each day, the team found themselves forced to do battle, often utilizing overwhelming force in combined attacks to finish the battle quickly before moving on. 
 
    It was the only method to ensure their continued safety as battles that lasted too long attracted attention. Wu Ying found himself utilizing his World Spirit Ring more often, pulling corpses into the ring to store them. He, thankfully, had managed to acquire an altered formation at the same time to cleanse the bodies inside his ring, though even then, he would never have allowed their presence if not for the dangers they faced. 
 
    The more he learned of the splinter—the heart—that had been brought and the corruption it had generated, the more concerned he grew. The special unit, along with Yang Mu, had taken to studying the staked heart during the night under multiple formations, slicing off portions of it to test new concoctions, formations, and dao inscriptions in an attempt to more quickly deal with the corruption. 
 
    It was almost immediately clear that the heart contained a dao that was anathema to the mortal ones they held. It was a twisted, encompassing dao that sought to dominate and control and corrupt, but it was strong, and it was stubborn. Formations without the influence of an individual’s dao could not break down the corruption very quickly. As such, only Tou He’s purifying flame had managed to tear through the heart, influenced by the dao contained within the ex-monk himself. 
 
    It was his dao they used as a benchmark, checking how fast he could cleanse a sliver against the various methods they utilized. It was his dao they used to understand how many contaminants were released into the atmosphere, to guide their own research. It was his dao that burned pure and clean and that made Wu Ying’s hand ache each time he neared the other. 
 
    After emerging from the medicinal bath, the majority of the simple wounds—the dry skin, the crisped and sunburned mien—had disappeared. His body, trained to replace and fix damage, borrowing the power contained within his dantian and aided by the medicinal herbs and pills he consumed, had fixed those minor wounds easily. 
 
    His hand though, the damaged skin there, wasn’t healing at the appropriate rate. If Wu Ying did not know better, he would have sworn that he was healing at a normal cultivator’s speed. Swift, impressive for a mortal—but nothing like what a Body Cultivator at his level should have experienced. Even if Tou He had drawn back his dao upon contact, it seemed that some lingering effects of the flame had removed all trace of his Wind Body. 
 
    Such a dangerous, dangerous flame and dao.  
 
    Because of his injury, Wu Ying was relegated to watching the group’s back. As they neared the source of corruption, his control over the winds around them had grown ever more tenuous. Speaking with Dinh Don, training with him and studying the manual the other scout had offered, Wu Ying had managed to progress the strength of his own spiritual sense, but it helped little with the winds. 
 
    Those no longer spoke to him in the same way, the southern wind twisted by the corrupted flow of energy. In time, Wu Ying almost felt that the winds in their entirety might be corrupted; but for now, it was but a marring of the local atmosphere. 
 
    As they journeyed, the land became hotter and more humid. More than once, Yang Mu utilized a small talisman to cool the air around her, even the enchanted silk robes she wore insufficient to deal with the oppressive heat and humidity. She also kept close to Wu Ying, checking on his hand and benefitting from the constant swirl of air around him. 
 
    Captain Ky suffered as well, the soldier refusing to remove his armor even as the days grew longer. Rivulets of sweat dripped from his brow, though he plodded on stolidly without complaint. Only late into the evenings, when the group camped, would he remove his armor for a short period while seated by the wind cultivator. 
 
    The special unit members, on the other hand, all managed to make their way through the jungle with minimal issues. It had puzzled Wu Ying at first, only for Yang Mu to point out that embedded enchantments in their armor offered the group a degree of comfort that the captain’s armor did not. 
 
    For all their expertise and skills, injuries accumulated further. There was no hiding their presence entirely, and the demonic beasts they faced grew in strength with each moment. The team found themselves beset at all hours, once even during the morning as insects—missed until that moment—emerged in the early morning light to swarm the group. 
 
    Wounds accumulated, and even the massive chi resources and speedy healing of cultivators were unable to keep up. Healing pills were continuously consumed, and the group stopped the moment light began to fade, not daring to risk attacks at night. Sao Choi, the Nascent Soul companion of the colonel, kept a closer watch over the group, no longer venturing far afield of his companion.  
 
    In this way, the group slogged through the corrupted forest, trees and bushes tainted, flowers and vermin infected to release noxious gasses or to aggressively strip local, uncorrupted flora, damaging the plants. Every day saw the group cross further ground, knowing that each li brought them closer to an answer and, likely, an even more difficult battle. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Do you have an updated estimate for me?” Bich Trang asked Minh Trac, hunched over beside the fitfully burning, smokeless fireplace in the center of their camp. After multiple night attacks, the group had chosen to keep multiple small fires—their flames imbued with Tou He’s purifying flame—lit throughout their encampments. If the illusion and deception formations failed, they would be ready, rather than groping in the dark. 
 
    “The bones say two days from now. Maybe three, if we have to fight as much as today,” the fortune-teller and formation master said, brows furrowed. “I cannot offer more. The strands of fate here are corrupted beyond belief.” 
 
    “So are the winds. I can barely hold onto them within close proximity of us. Worse, I expect that if not for the formations we are utilizing at night to cleanse the atmosphere, it would begin corrupting us too eventually.” 
 
    “It has tried. Sending those without a clear understanding of their dao beforehand was a mistake.” Bich Trang grimaced, lines deepening across her face. “Energy Storage and weaker cultivators would have drawn in the energy and been unable to erode the corruptive dao with their own understanding. They would never have made it this far. It is clear we must deal with this immediately before it reaches the city.” 
 
    “As I’ve said, numerous times,” Captain Ky said, jutting out his chin. “As my lord mentioned in his communiques. And yet, army command took forever to arrive. And even then, they only send one single unit.” 
 
    “This is not the only crisis that the kingdom faces,” Bich Trang snapped. “Our resources are stretched thin, especially during the growing months.” 
 
    “Damn your harvests. We are the rice fields of the kingdom!” Be Long said. “We should have been the first priority.” 
 
    “We had our orders,” Bich Trang replied coolly. “As you had yours.” 
 
    “Enough. You two complain like Minh Trac,” Thien Giang cut off the pair before they could continue the argument. The formation master made a face, but eyeing the size of the warrior’s biceps, he kept his mouth shut. “Go, cool off somewhere.” 
 
    “Like there’s anywhere cool with the furnace in here.” Be Long glared at Tou He, who sat in one corner at the edge of the formation and clearing, his aura flicking outward on occasion.  
 
    Around Tou He, a light heat haze shimmered as his aura reacted to the corruption in the air and sought to cleanse it. Concerns about the ex-monk giving them away had been raised numerous times, but neither Tou He’s control nor their need for his dao and flames had changed, so the team had chosen to ignore the matter. 
 
    “Just go,” Thien Giang said. 
 
    Standing, Be Long stalked off, wiping his face with a silk cloth and grimacing at the streaks of dirt on it. He flopped down on his bedroll a short distance away, crossing his legs after a moment and cultivating. Those not currently engaged in experimenting, like Phuong Vy, were cultivating too, desperate to replace the lost energy. 
 
    “Do we have any further clue of what the cause of this corruption is? A twisted demonic beast? A herd of them?” Wu Ying asked, glancing over to where Phuong Vy was pouring a liquid over a slice of the heart, watching the silvery liquid react. A stray gust of wind caught the released smoke, bringing it toward them before another breeze, stronger than the first, sent it upward and away. “Or something else?” 
 
    “The amount of corruption flowing through, it can only be a doorway.” Minh Trac tapped the ground. “The energy flows are all twisted in the surroundings, as a formation pries open the gates of our realm. I believe what we face is a deliberate act.” 
 
    “Someone opened a gate to a demonic realm and left it open,” Wu Ying said slowly. “A demonic realm so twisted, it is destroying ours by being in contact with it.” After a moment, he shook his head. “How can it be so strong?” 
 
    “Strong?” Bich Trang repeated. 
 
    “Yes. It corrupts everything it touches here. Why not the other way?” 
 
    Minh Trac gave Wu Ying a pitying look, as though the simplicity of the question and answering it was almost beneath him. However, as Bich Trang shot Minh Trac a look, he sighed and explained. “It’s not a matter of just strength of daos. But the kind and its interaction.” He scooped up some earth, then reached over to Wu Ying’s cup and dropped the earth into his tea. “Is the earth stronger than the tea? No. But the tea is still soiled, is it not? Poison is not stronger than your body, but it can still kill it. So is this dao. It corrupts because it is anathema to the dao and the living in our world. In time, it would be dealt with by those above. But—” 
 
    “No one wants to see that,” Bich Trang said before she stood. “If we are to see a fight soon, you should all rest and recuperate.” 
 
    “Yes, colonel.” Minh Trac and Thien Giang echoed each other’s acknowledgment.  
 
    Contrary to her words though, the colonel did not cultivate but extracted a writing table and paper, beginning the process of grinding ink so she could write a note. Wu Ying cocked his head. It was not the first time she had done so.  
 
    “Reporting to her commanders?” Wu Ying asked. “We have not received a reply as yet though.” 
 
    “That, and writing to her family. You should do the same,” Thien Giang said. 
 
    “Family?” Wu Ying paused, then smiled wryly. “I don’t think your spirit messengers have the ability to carry my messages.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’d be willing to pass it on northward.” Thien Giang looked serious as she continued. “It is one of the things they promise us when we volunteer for these units. That they will ensure all our messages, as best they can, are passed on to our loved ones.” 
 
    “That, and they will be supported in the future if we cannot,” Minh Trac said. “Only reason the colonel and I continue this. Not unlike some orphans.” 
 
    Thien Giang grinned. “My pension will go to the orphanage. It’s a better use than your money going to your pair of wives and your six squabbling children. Or going to prop up your family’s failing fortune-telling business.” 
 
    “It’s not failing,” Minh Trac growled. “We just have had some bad luck recently.” 
 
    “Hah! Telling a prince—crowned or not—that their favorite concubine is cheating on them is not bad luck, it’s foolishness. Even when you’re right, you’re in the wrong.” 
 
    Minh Trac shrugged. “My family has always told the truth. Always.” 
 
    “And see where that’s brought you.” 
 
    “Yes, a family and children. Just like the colonel. And what about you? You don’t even have a husband or a lover.” 
 
    “I do not lower myself to see just anyone. I am looking for a man who values more than my position, my money,” Thien Giang said. “Someone with a good heart.” 
 
    “A good heart, you say. That’s another way of saying your face is as appealing as rotten tofu.” 
 
    Wu Ying barely noticed Thien Giang move, though the crack of the strike and the flying body that followed it was easy enough to spot. Minh Trac arced through the air and crashed into the ground a short distance away, rolling over and over, his robes tangling up around him before he came to a stop against a nearby tree.  
 
    “Ass,” Thien Giang said. 
 
    Well, it was clear someone had issues around her looks. And as Minh Trac popped right back up, nursing his chest she had punched him, he obviously knew that for he was smirking. Wu Ying made no move to intervene, noting that the colonel hadn’t even lifted her head from where she was working. Obviously, this was not the first time.  
 
    Though there was something that had caught his attention. 
 
    “You and the colonel have children as well?” Wu Ying said to Thien Giang when he was certain she was calm. Unusual, up north, for cultivators to have many children unless they had given up on the pursuit of immortality. Strange that this entire group had so many parents. Was that because of the differing philosophies. 
 
    “Three for me. She only has one. Eight months old,” Thien Giang said. “She got into it late.” 
 
    “Eight months?” Wu Ying whispered, horrified. So young. 
 
    “Yes. When you reach her level, you can’t turn down orders as much.” Thien Giang gestured at the group. “Units are sent out as a group, so we’re forced to go along too. It’s not ideal, but as we said, the army takes good care of us.” She gestured toward Tou He, head cocked. “Isn’t that the same for you and your Sects? You go where they tell you?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” Wu Ying said. “At least, not at our level.” He chuckled, a little self-conscious. “I left as an Energy Storage cultivator and have not been back yet.”  
 
    She nodded, knowing the story.  
 
    “But it seemed that there were more options, mostly, to do what you wanted as an Elder. Except occasionally,” Wu Ying added. 
 
    “That’s because you people pursue the dao more vigorously, don’t you?”  
 
    “We do.” 
 
    Her gaze turned down, tracing to where his hand lay bandaged, and muttered, “So, are you going to be able to fight?” 
 
    “We’ll find out, won’t we?” Wu Ying flexed his injured hand, wincing as the growing flesh pulled tight and the scabbed skin broke apart. He could feel a little wetness, but it was important to keep moving it no matter the pain less it become stiff. “But I won’t slow you down at least.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    The group was up early the next morning, stress and anticipation drawing each member from slumber. Wu Ying eyed the others, many dressed and ready with their full armaments for the first time. Even people like Yang Mu, who had storage rings that she used to keep her weapons, were sporting weapons this time. He glimpsed, beneath the robe of her dress, the flash of dark steel.  
 
    Yang Mu cocked her head, the motion drawing his gaze upward. Then she raised a single, graceful eyebrow, a little mocking smile on her lips. Realizing what it might look like, staring at her dress and chest so intently, Wu Ying let out an awkward chuckle. 
 
    “You could just ask…” she murmured, sending the words directly to his ears.  
 
    Her smirk grew even wider as he smiled, but her attention snapped to the colonel as the diminutive woman strode up. Sao Choi landed beside Bich Trang and flapped its wings a few times to draw everyone’s attention. 
 
    “Sao Choi says there is no more hiding. When we exit, we will not have much time before we are beset by more demonic beasts. Any fighting is likely going to draw even more opponents to us,” Bich Trang said. “We have two options then. Fight them all, deplete the forces we are facing. Or…” 
 
    “Or?” Tou He said, taking the bait.  
 
    Minh Trac smirked at the ex-monk’s foolishness, though he said nothing directly. 
 
    “Or we hurry. Push right into the battle, hold off our enemies, and close the gate.” 
 
    “And you’re sure it’s a gate,” Tou He said. When she nodded, he looked at Yang Mu and Minh Trac. “It’ll be easy enough to close then, will it not? Just find the formation flags and destroy them? If I can see it, I could probably burn it all down.” 
 
    “Let’s keep that as a backup plan,” Bich Trang said. “My orders are not just to close the gate, but to find the reason for the corruption. Burning it all to ashes will not allow me to do so.” 
 
    Tou He shrugged, looking unrepentant even as more than a few people eyed the wannabe arsonist.  
 
    Yang Mu, having edged over to Wu Ying, leaned in close to whisper, “Don’t worry. I’ve been setting up an escape formation in case your friend gets too enthusiastic.” 
 
    “He’s not that bad.” 
 
    “Of course he is not.” 
 
    Somehow, Wu Ying was not sure he believed her reassurance. He regarded the group and the risks they were about to undertake. He added, slowly. “Did you add your mother’s formation to it?” 
 
    “Yes.” Such a simple answer, laced with meaning. 
 
    “We could combine the two options,” Thien Giang said. “Rush in, find out what caused this, gather whatever evidence we need, set a formation to destroy it all, then retreat.” She shifted a little, looking farther south, her gaze resting past the trees that blocked their view. Even so, all of them could sense the powerful spirits that moved through the woods, lurking at the edge of their perception. Creatures in the Core Formation realm, and a few even stronger than that. “If there’re multiple Nascent Soul beasts who attack us…” 
 
    “Then would it not be better to wait?” Phuong Vy said. The scholar touched her side where she had mostly healed, though the occasional hitch in her stride indicated she was not completely fine. “If we draw them to us, we could prepare our formations beforehand.” 
 
    “But can we even win against the forces arrayed against us?” Dinh Don said. “We already used one of our formations. With the number of Nascent Soul opponents we face…” 
 
    “We are not turning back,” Bich Trang said firmly, glaring at the scout. He raised his hands in supplication and she continued. “The danger is real. I am willing to listen to any suggestions others might have.” 
 
    “I don’t think we should try to fight them all,” Yang Mu said. “Nor should we try to break through directly. It leaves too many monsters behind us, and our best formations have taken hours to break the corruption down.” 
 
    “If it’s a gate, it matters not,” Wu Ying said. “We just destroy the formation.” 
 
    “Unless the gate is anchored by a splinter,” Minh Trac said. “If it is anchored and protected by the energy, we might have to break down the energy and splinter itself first. That would be the way I would create a self-replicating and lasting formation.” 
 
    The wind cultivator grimaced, then shot a look at Tou He. The ex-monk shrugged, for this level of discussion about formations and enchantments was over his head. He had even less knowledge than Wu Ying. 
 
    “I don’t like splitting up,” Be Long replied. “Our best fighters are the ones who need to be at the opening anyway.” 
 
    “And aren’t we quite far from it, a few days away minimum?” Phuong Vy said. “Are there really that many beasts that we will be wading through them for days on end?”  
 
    Dinh Don was the one to answer, his face grim. “There is no carpet of monsters before us, but each of those are so powerful, their senses so widespread that we cannot help but lure them toward us. The first battle we begin will be enough to alert the rest.” 
 
    “Can we not anger them?” Wu Ying said. “Demonic beasts do not normally stay together, so if we can aggravate them against one another…” 
 
    “These are staying quiescent, soaking in the corrupted chi. They are happy with the current status. Those beasts who might have chosen to fight are dead or driven away. Though there might be some fighting when they near us,” Dinh Don said. “But I would not count on it.” 
 
    Yang Mu pulled out her fan, waving it in front of her face and generating a little wind. Wu Ying cocked his head, noting a look in her eyes, the way she was thinking. The others were talking, arguing with one another about the plan, but Wu Ying was waiting.  
 
    His patience was rewarded soon enough. “We don’t split ourselves. We split the enemy.” 
 
    “What rubbish do you speak of?” Minh Trac said. 
 
    “We have lures, ways to bring the enemy to us. We have illusion and confoundment formations, and we can, with the right kind of adjustment, anger the demon beasts when they near one another. If they are fighting one another here, we can thin their ranks. And put distance between us and them,” Yang Mu said, snapping her fan closed and waving it around with her words. “We don’t fight them all. We let them fight each other. And if we move fast enough, we never have to worry about them catching up.” 
 
    “That’s… not a bad idea,” Minh Trac reluctantly agreed. 
 
    Yang Mu snorted, but her gaze was locked on the colonel. She was silent, obviously considering the outlined strategy.  
 
    In the end, Bich Trang nodded. “It’s a start. But there’re details to be dealt with.” 
 
    “We’ll need to work fast,” Dinh Don said. “The Night Shadow formation is beginning to fail.” 
 
    “Then let us not waste time.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Saying and doing was, of course, two different things. The special unit was, if nothing else, thorough in their planning. With an overall strategy in mind, Bich Trang was swift to deploy the specialists, everyone contributing to the plan. 
 
    Dinh Don would lure creatures toward them, targeting—if possible—the swifter and closer demonic creatures. Destroying them beforehand would mean the group reduced the risk as they ran. At the same time, the faster creatures would likely be the first to disengage in battle and chase them, so killing them was paramount. 
 
    Minh Trac was building formations with the aid of Yang Mu. The pair were using formation plates—metallic discs the size of a large serving plate—with adjusted runic formations, working calculations into the plates for their use in the surroundings while being buried deep in the earth. It would reduce their effectiveness overall, but it would also ensure that accidental attacks would not see the flags destroyed. 
 
    The pair were arguing viciously, throwing occasional barbed insults at one another while their hands flew across the metal, etching directly into the plates, dribbling gold dust or jade or other enchanted mixtures to seal the newly reformed works. At the same time, for all their bickering, the pair was working well together.  
 
    Theirs was the most important aspect of this entire procedure, for they were forming the entrapment and illusion formations that would contain the monsters. Preferably without the demonic beasts knowing they were trapped. 
 
    At the same time, the pair had to add an escape formation that would allow the group to exit the clearing when it was time to flee. Since they needed to contain the creatures, the illusion formation would trigger first, trapping everyone within. Without the escape formation, there would be no escape. 
 
    “Focus. You have to grind those pills down to a fine dust, but not release too much of it into the wind,” Phuong Vy snapped, drawing Wu Ying’s attention back to his own task. With only one functioning hand, the wind cultivator had been relegated to helping the other pillar of their plan, the alchemist and scholar. 
 
    Looking at the pestle in his hand, he eyed the pills he was slowly grinding apart, his motions carefully measured. Using the Three Star, Six Pulses method of grinding as had been taught to him by Liu Tsong, he was crushing the alchemist’s pills and dried herbs to create an enraging concoction. The dust was to be used to lower the inhibitions of the demonic beasts and increase their rage while adding a small level of irritant—the equivalent of itching powder—to the air. In this way, they would keep the monsters within fighting one another. 
 
    That was his job, since he still had some minor control over his winds and could guide any dust into the air to be dispersed. 
 
    Phuong Vy was standing beside her alchemical cauldron, chi flowing from her hand as she brewed up a series of enticements for the demonic beasts. While the alchemist had a wide range of stores for numerous scenarios, she had never envisioned one that required her to lure such a vast quantity of creatures to them and keep them close. As such, rather than make do—something Wu Ying was relegated to—she had elected to make the concoction directly. 
 
    Thankfully for Wu Ying’s ego, he had been able to help Phuong Vy with the addition of various herbs she had been missing, offering substitutes when neither party had the required optimal item. The resulting concoction would likely be significantly reduced in effectiveness, but the group was betting on the innate aggressiveness of these creatures to cover any shortcomings.  
 
    In the meantime, the rest of the team was preparing the surroundings for battle. Traps and simple blood and death talismans were being laid, pits dug and trees cut and branches sharpened so that they could utilize the surroundings to their best effects.  
 
    Time passed quickly, the sun rising and the last of the Night Shadow formation breaking apart as the lingering traces of yin energy and moonlight-infused chi disappeared. The formation flags were left where they were, their energies drained and the material already half-consumed by the energies coursing through them through the night. Forced to combat the early morning yang energies, they had broken down entirely.  
 
    Still, their use in this way had offered the team a few extra precious hours, sufficient for the team to have completed most of their tasks.  
 
    Pouring the powder into clay urns via a funnel, a silk covering over his face, Wu Ying cocked his head. His damaged hand wavered for a moment before he clamped iron will onto it and forced the funnel he held to still. The reason for his distraction made itself known to the rest of the team soon enough, as Dinh Don released a shout of surprise and fear, the thunder of skittering feet preceding his desperate dash. 
 
    Time was up.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying moved as quickly as he could, sweat gathering on his brow that even the cooling flow of the winds constantly surrounding him could do little to relieve. He capped the clay bottle, pushing it aside before moving to the final container, cursing as his injured off-hand trembled again. Overuse was making it less reliable than ever, causing some of the dust to spill as he tried to insert the funnel spout into the bottle. 
 
    “Give it here, you idiot.” Phuong Vy snatched spout and scoop from Wu Ying’s hands, pushing him aside with her hip. “Go use your blade. All you’re really good for after all.” 
 
    “I…” The wind cultivator shook his head, stepping aside and gripping his still shaking hand at the wrist. Under his fingers, he felt the cool metal of the Coral Dragon Scales, the emerald scale mail that he had taken as payment ages ago. Even here, in the heat of Nanyue, it provided protection and a cooling effect on his torso and arms. “Fine.” 
 
    Striding away from the scholar, he cast his gaze about. Neither Yang Mu nor Minh Trac were to be seen. He knew the pair were busy planting the last of the formation flags, burying them as deep as was viable. In any other time or place, he would have been informed of their presence by the wind.  
 
    Now, he was reliant on his stunted spiritual sense, and even that was truncated by the corruptive energies coursing through the air. More to the point, he had trained Yang Mu too well—she knew how to hide her aura, unlike the other formation master. A lapse of concentration pierced Wu Ying’s spiritual sense like the jab of a pin and he oriented in that direction. 
 
    “I hope he intends to use another talisman before we leave…” Wu Ying muttered, mostly to himself. That was the way Minh Trac had managed to keep his overall presence hidden till now, even in the deep woods they traveled within. 
 
    “What?” Tou He, resting against his staff nearby, asked Wu Ying.  
 
    When his friend looked over, the ex-monk offered him a meat stick that he had somehow managed to cook while busy with his own tasks. By the curl of smoke and the warmth of the meat, the entire thing had been freshly barbecued too. 
 
    “How?” Wu Ying said around a mouthful of juicy meat. “Why?” 
 
    “My aura,” Tou He said without shame. He even extracted another thin, pre-marinated slice from his ring and held out his other hand, letting his aura concentrate on the skewer. The flame chi intensified around his hand, the smell of roasting meat filling the air. “My Master suggested it as a training method early on. Not long after you left, in fact. Useful for focusing my energies.” 
 
    Thien Giang, standing with her guan dao resting on one shoulder, let out a loud snort. When the pair looked at her, she explained. “Unorthodox training method, but smart. Keep him interested and his stomach full.” 
 
    “Oh yes. No one wants to eat burnt meat,” Tou He said, making a face. “Such a waste.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’d like to eat some meat right now.” She looked straight at Tou He, then let her gaze drift down. Then up. 
 
    Wordlessly, Tou He offered her the newly cooked skewer before turning away, ignoring her blatant suggestion. She did not seem to mind, biting into the skewer with gusto as they waited for Dinh Don to finally arrive.  
 
    Bich Trang was further back, helping set up the last of the dispersal mechanisms—clay urns and pots with talismans situated upon them and tied to trees high above—while Phuong Vy finished her preparations.  
 
    It left the three as the front line for what was incoming, even as Dinh Don’s cries of warning and pain drifted toward them, the crack of broken branches and the thunder of thousands of feet filling the air. 
 
    “You know, he was supposed to bring the fastest to us,” Wu Ying said idly. He felt his heartbeat speeding up, but he kept his breathing slow and controlled. The pulses of energy, the contained chi bundles that were the beast stones of the creatures approaching were offering conflicting information to his spiritual sense. It rocketed up and down constantly, from as low as nothing stronger than a Body Cleansing cultivator to all the way to Core Formation, mixing and twisting as though the bundles of energy kept reforming and parting. “Not a herd.” 
 
    “Nest,” Thien Giang said, shifting her feet. “It’s a nest.” 
 
    “Of what?” Tou He asked as he took a defensive stance like hers. His aura flared a little brighter, reacting to his emotions, and his companions edged away reflexively.  
 
    “Ants. He brought a nest of fire ants,” she answered. 
 
    “Thousand hells…” Wu Ying whispered. Then there was no more time to prepare, for Dinh Don emerged from the vegetation into the clearing, leaping high to dodge a bite from a particularly fast ant and loosing a half dozen bolts from his crossbow in that single motion, his hand blurring as he twisted around in mid-air. “Here we go.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Fire ants. Except these weren’t just the big, red, overly aggressive invertebrates that made sitting down in the jungle without checking a foolish idea. No, these were fire ants that had been warped by the corruptive forces to grow significantly larger while gaining additional traits. Amongst them, every tenth or so monster had a squirting attack, unleashing fiery liquid from their behind that struck at Wu Ying as he floated in the air. That kept the wind cultivator moving even as he unleashed blade strikes at the living crimson carpet beneath him. 
 
    On the ground, unable to fly and fight at the same time, the pair of polearm users held back the living wave with long sweeping attacks of their weapons. Individually, each invertebrate was weak. Some as weak as a Body Cleansing cultivator, though many stood at the peak of that stage or low Energy Storage. Of course, being beasts, the comparison was only approximate at best. Even so, they were no threat to the Core Formation martial artists below. 
 
    Except in their quantity. For each monster that they struck aside, for each sweep of burning staff or bisected body created by a guan dao, another half dozen monsters clambered closer. If not for the fact that the creatures lacked a single guiding mind, the pair would have been overwhelmed immediately. 
 
    As it stood, they held the wave back by dint of stubbornness, skill, and large expenditures of chi. And the occasional wind blade from above, as Wu Ying cut and crippled the monsters still pouring out of the jungle, clambering up trees and falling to the ground without care. 
 
    Dinh Don, having retreated to the edge of the clearing, was loosing more bolts from his handheld crossbow, striking at the ants that wandered to the sides. Each attack tore clear wide swaths of vegetation, widening the clearing and opening even more to their view. While the majority of the beasts concentrated on the pair below, the disparate nature of the ants themselves lent them to a disjointed approach, forcing the scout to pick off those few he could lest the team be surrounded. 
 
    Yet, each moment saw more and more of the creatures pour out, trampling and destroying vegetation. Auras that had been leashed exploded forth, blackening earth and withering greenery, contending with the ants’ merging aura. A disturbing trend began to show as the intensity of their combined aura climbed.  
 
    It strengthened further with each passing moment, the amalgamated aura building upon itself. The strengthened aura meant that chi attacks like Wu Ying’s wind blades or the waves of flame that Tou He released did less damage, blunted by the creatures’ protective life force. Thankfully, the sharpened edge of Thien Giang’s metallic dao and the killing intent that she and Wu Ying wielded still cut through the defenses of the invertebrates with ease, even as the earth churned and the battle drew even more enemies to them.  
 
    All in all, they were doing well. 
 
    So far. 
 
    “You done yet?” Wu Ying cried, left hand flicking upward automatically, fingers splayed open. He caught a burst of acidic liquid squirted at him in a ball of wind, then threw it back, a last-minute spasm by his hand sending the wind attack off course. Luckily, the ground was so covered by monsters it still struck something. 
 
    “Done!” Bich Trang roared. She hopped to the side, extracting her dao and cutting down some of the ants there. With the ants on the edge not part of the main aura combination, they were much simpler to finish off. 
 
    Phuong Vy was floating at the back, choosing not to waste her energy. Her knives were utterly useless on the chitin-covered ants, and rather than attempt to poison them slowly, she let the cultivators better suited to the fight deal with them.  
 
    Thien Giang screamed as pincers closed on her arm. She reached sideways and tore the ant off her body, the head still attached to her upper arm. Then she hopped back, booting aside a leaping ant before she swung her weapon again. 
 
    “Where are the other two?” she said. 
 
    No answer, even as the living carpet of insects neared them. The two polearm fighters backed off reluctantly, step by step, weapons swinging as the sheer volume overwhelmed them. Chi strikes no longer budged the buildup, as converged aura contested theirs. They had retreated across nearly half the clearing when Wu Ying heard something different, something louder.  
 
    A creature with a single horn, glowing black and dangerous, came charging in. It crushed and shattered ant after ant as it approached, tiny beady eyes set in thick grey hide searching for more victims. Something was off around the creature too, something subtle that Wu Ying instinctively understood to be wrong, twisted, but could not pin down. 
 
    Before he could call out a warning, the rhinoceros spotted Wu Ying’s friends. The creature was bulky, the size of a wagon and so much heavier. It lowered its head even as ants, taking that moment of its inactivity to clamber or fall upon it, assaulted the creature. Mandibles tore at tough hide, thin legs dug into body as the creature finished reorienting and charged. 
 
    Watching a falling ant, Wu Ying was caught off guard by the shift in the ant’s trajectory as it entered the creature’s sphere of influence. Understanding blossomed, but all too late. The rhinoceros was headed straight for Thien Giang, the cultivator set to attack and leap aside at the last moment. The rhinoceros’s sphere of influence affected her upon contact, making her movements, her reactions slower than ever. Timing that was so important to avoid injury was sabotaged and her leap and swing started all too late. 
 
    A horned head dipped and twisted, catching the woman in mid-air. The tusk shone with solidified energy, but in reaction, Thien Giang concentrated her metal aura around the impact point. Sparkling dust motes drew together, blunting and slowing the impact even as her aura pulsed in an attempt to protect the cultivator. 
 
    By the spray of blood and the scream, attenuated and then sped up as she was thrown clear of the monster’s aura, it had failed. She blasted through the air, taking out trees and bushes, bouncing out of the clearing to disappear from sight. 
 
    “The beast has a slowing aura!” Wu Ying cried. “A time dao of some sort.” Had to be, since it had even affected the fall of the ant. Maybe space? Sometimes, the difference between daos was difficult to comprehend.  
 
    “Then he’s mine!” Waves of emerald crescent energy preceded the cry, slicing into hidebound flesh and drawing the creature’s attention away from the two martial cultivators. In the western corner of the clearing, emerging from the forest, Yang Mu wielded her fans, slicing sideways and cutting air, skin, and chitin alike.  
 
    The rhinoceros, coming to a stop in its charge, snorted and regarded Yang Mu with its beady eyes. 
 
    Wu Ying would have objected, for the creature they fought was at mid-Core Formation at least by the pulsing energy of its center. But he now had his own problems.  
 
    From the sky, a couple of birds swooped down upon him, long, hooked beaks and white tufts of feathers on their heads speaking of their scavenger status. To his surprise, one bird launched a series of water orbs as it flew, swinging upward long before it came close to Wu Ying’s blade and forcing him to dodge the marble-sized attacks that tore through ants and ground alike when they impacted. 
 
    Its partner was much more traditional in its attack, flames coursing through its body as it swept toward Wu Ying. Blade met claw as he battered the creature away, unable to cut it and finding his face and hands scorched by proximity. Even the quick impact sent him careening toward the earth, his control over the winds tenuous as it was. 
 
    Bare feet from crashing to the ground, Wu Ying caught a sudden updraft that cast him and a half dozen ants into the sky. Reorienting himself, Wu Ying bounced between ants as he created footing in the air to allow him to boot the monsters at his flying opponents. 
 
    A quick series of wind blades followed the attack, before the wind gave way beneath him suddenly, dropping him amongst the ants. Surprised as they were, the creatures were quick to converge on Wu Ying, forcing the wind cultivator to employ sword and sheath alike in defense. The Dragon turns in Slumber formed a whirlwind of steel and leather to beat back the invertebrates before the wind threw him into the sky once more. 
 
    One bird was down, the fire bird screeching its dismay as it winged around. Not from his kicked ants, Wu Ying was certain, but the bird was still gone. No idea where, not exactly, though he assumed the fact that Sao Choi was nowhere to be seen had something to do with it. 
 
    Without another target, the fire bird focused its ire on Wu Ying, tucking in its wing to dive. Cursing under his breath and hoping his friends had the other creatures—rhinoceros, ants, and was that a warthog? When did that arrive?—handled, he focused on his own battle.  
 
    Already, the clash between Core Formation cultivators had widened the initial clearing by half a li. Auras contested one another below, a rainbow lightshow of competing energies and daos that lit the sky and split the earth, where vegetation was torn down and bloomed under separate influences. From his height, Wu Ying saw Thien Giang returning to the battle, a mutated cat hanging off one upraised arm that she used to batter through trees as she sped over.  
 
    No more time to focus on others. His opponent—no, opponents now as another trio of birds joined, smaller than the raptors—was winging back. He would need to concentrate as he fought birds and the wind.  
 
    After all, this was just the start of a long day. Until enough of the corrupted beasts arrived, they had to hold. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    “Time!” Bich Trang’s voice echoed through the clearing. “To me!” 
 
    No reason to concern themselves over the demonic beasts understanding what they said. Instead, clarity was of greatest import. After all, the cultivators only had one chance to get away.  
 
    Upon the command, the cultivators broke apart, streaming toward Minh Trac and Bich Trang, who were standing in a cleared portion of the clearing, a single hastily built blood formation draining any beast that came near it and using their blood and chi to power the escape formation. Such blood and death formations were considered dark and heretical in the kingdoms to the north, but it seemed the rules were different here. 
 
    In either case, none of the cultivators were slow in ducking through the opening that had been created, Yang Mu utilizing the spatial portion of her enchanted fan to slow the rhinoceros she had been battling all this time. Not just a spatial or time dao suffused it, but a remarkable level of endurance and defense.  
 
    Of all the creatures that had piled into the clearing and were fighting at the edges, only the rhinoceros and the ants still survived from the start of the day. The ants by sheer virtue of their numbers, though most now scuttled around the edges, with few reinforcements coming to the battle. 
 
    “Wu Ying, come on!” Yang Mu cried, turning around just before she ducked under an invisible line, entering the formation sigils that had begun to glow.  
 
    He was the slowest to disengage, being the busiest of them all. Where before the air had been clear of monsters, now it was filled with flying enemies. Everything from squirrels that glided, buffeted by the chaotic winds that filled the airspace, to monkeys leaping and swinging, generating vines of wood chi energy to aid their attacks, to a veritable smorgasbord of lurid birds and insects, all seeking to end the wind cultivator. 
 
    The only member of the group in the air, Wu Ying contended with them all. If not for the occasional appearance of Sao Choi, the raptor diving down from high above before returning to the skies as rapidly as it had arrived, he would have been overwhelmed. Well, that and the beasts’ distracted attacks upon one another at times and the chaotic nature of the winds. 
 
    “I’m. Trying!” Wu Ying replied. 
 
    Two swords held in hand, swinging them as he cast about and struck his opponents, legs twisting and kicking, Wu Ying could not help but recall another chaotic flight. Except that time, it had been with the true lords of the skies, the dragons.  
 
    Like then, he was but a leaf in the wind, cast from one end to another of the clearing at the behest of forces outside of his control. He could only allow himself to embrace the chaos, lashing out and defending himself in turn. 
 
    “Get down here or we’re leaving!” Bich Trang shouted. She darted a glance sideways, eyeing Tou He and Yang Mu, cold calculation flicking through her gaze. 
 
    Wu Ying wondered if she was considering if the others would stand with the unit if she left him behind or if his loss now would fit her plans. 
 
    Tou He was at the opening, holding it against all comers, his staff flicking and dancing with improbable grace. He struck, beat, and smashed with impunity, the wooden staff smoldering with contained flame, each of his victims left with deep burns. And yet even the mountain wore down under the tide of time and water and wind. This human mountain too was ground down, blood running from light wounds, energy streaming from cores with each moment. 
 
    “You can’t leave him!” Yang Mu cried, then flinched backward as something moved past her. Her eyes widened a little when she realized it was Sao Choi. The bird carried a monster in its claws, having landed at the far end of the small circle they were standing within, its head dipping and tearing at the still-twitching body.  
 
    “The formation cannot hold much longer. You know that!” Minh Trac cried, head buried in his compass, fingers of his dominant hand moving above it as he adjusted the flow of chi via thin, almost invisible strings of energy. 
 
    “We can’t leave him,” Yang Mu said again, searching for support amongst the others.  
 
    There was none, even Be Long looking away from her. Tou He was too busy holding the line to answer, the crack of wooden staff on flesh continuing to echo through the domain. 
 
    Wu Ying heard all this and understood what was happening. He saw them grab Yang Mu as she struggled forward, Thien Giang’s muscular arms snaking around the other woman’s waist. Dangerous to exit the circle, to disrupt Tou He’s desperate defense. Not that Wu Ying’s situation was any less desperate, as he was struck again by a flying insect, the creature bouncing off hidden armor. 
 
    “Three seconds!” Bich Trang roared. “Three.” 
 
    Energy built up within Wu Ying’s core, controlled and careful. He let it churn, focusing the flow even as he let chaos take over the surroundings. Without even the modicum of energy passed to it earlier, the chaotic winds gleefully cast him about, sending him careening into monsters and flipping him around and down. 
 
    “Two!” 
 
    “Wu Ying!”  
 
    Energy built churning through his body at ever-growing speed. He felt it push against the constraints of his mortal form, soaking into each inch of it. His cells hummed, his tendons sang, and his heart beat with the secrets of the air. Body Cultivator of the Seven Winds, he encompassed the energies, going so far as to put away his weapons as he was thrown around and struck. A bird latched onto his shoulder, strong talons piercing his mail and a beak aiming to tear off an eye. 
 
    “One!” 
 
    Seven Winds. One dao. Chaos.  
 
    A canyon of stone where air, forced to push against itself, sped up and compressed into a wind tunnel. Where the gentlest of breezes became a roaring gale. Wu Ying formed the canyon walls with his chi, a pulse of energy. Then his body, filled to the brim with wind chi, sublimated into it. 
 
    He was no longer man, no longer cultivator but the element itself. Vicious bird striking toward his face fell, flapping its wings in surprise as its perch disappeared beneath its talons. Insects winging through the air felt something blow past them, flung projectiles flowing through a figure that was and wasn’t there. Pushing apart semi-corporeal form. 
 
    Tou He, a mountain in the gap, felt the flow of energy as it passed through him. He anchored his feet, locking himself in place. Hair was tossed about amongst those within the circle, dust thrown into the air. Most of the other cultivators crashed to the ground as a body formed within the circle, still moving. 
 
    “NOW!” 
 
    Energy surged, the gap in the formation closed. Bright light grew, and the connection between their location and another, multiple li away, was strengthened. For a moment, two realities cojoined as the formation connected them. A moment later, the contents of both places swapped, leaving the cultivators woozy and off-balance as their connection to the greater Dao was momentarily displaced. 
 
    Moments later, the formation protecting their corner of the clearing collapsed and their enemies landed within. An enraged rhinoceros charged over, knocking aside a massive simian with its horn, snorting its disdain at the fled cultivators. 
 
    At the same time, blood and death formations drew upon the released chi energies of the creatures slain and empowered the illusion formation. Beneath the ground, buried formation plates glowed as they were triggered. Layers of illusions were created in a spiral that trapped all within. Even space was twisted and expanded, leading the fleeing back to the center and allowing even more monsters within. 
 
    Step one of their plan had been enacted. And all it took was the bloodying of cultivators, the lives of dozens of corrupted creatures, and the exhaustion of half their stores. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Chivied on by an impatient Bich Trang, the group hurried away from their landing spot in short order. Limping and with multiple stealth and concealment talismans in use, the group scurried deeper into the deep wilds.  
 
    As they wobbled onward, Wu Ying could not help but take stock of the team. Minh Trac was exhausted, his face pale and drawn, the core energy within him guttering low. As the main formation master—by his insistence—the energy of the formations enacted had drawn from his core. Already seriously depleted from previous battles, he now rested on the moving cauldron as he cultivated with the aid of a series of pills. 
 
    The alchemist and scholar was similarly resting with him, the pair propping one another up back-to-back. While the creation of pills was less energy intensive, the stress of the hurried morning and the accumulated injuries from the battle had Phuong Vy resting again. Once more, the woman’s lack of martial ability had taken its toll. 
 
    On the opposite end, Dinh Don and Tou He seemed to have emerged from the fight less damaged, though a little low on energy. The scout had stayed away from the frontlines during the battle, utilizing his crossbow and enchanted bolts to the maximum. Wu Ying noted the nervous way the scout’s fingers played over the quiver, counting feathered ends over and over. A necessary disadvantage of reliance upon a consumable. 
 
    As for Tou He… Wu Ying frowned and limped over to his friend, elbowing him in the side as the ex-monk watched their surroundings.  
 
    “What?” Tou He said, rubbing his ribs. 
 
    “Your chi. It seems to be replenishing faster the closer we get to the corruption,” Wu Ying said. “How?” 
 
    “All is Fuel.”  
 
    Wu Ying could hear the emphasis in his friend’s words, but emphasis or not, it was no explanation.  
 
    Seeing the frown, the fire cultivator explained. “It’s a cultivation technique. A sort of moving one—but it’s more that it is located within my dantian.” A slight hand movement, touching the center of his chest told Wu Ying which dantian he meant. Unlike the usual, the ex-monk had two dantians opened, due to the smaller than normal size of his original base one. “It takes chi—all kinds of chi, the more concentrated and ummm…. synergetic, the better, and burns it. Creating the fuel for me.” 
 
    “Huh.” Wu Ying was a little jealous, he had to admit. Unlike his friend, who was growing strong here, he was struggling. His Cyclone’s Breath method no longer functioned. He could only passively sift energy into his dantian and even that was failing because of the level of corruption within the air. 
 
    For the first time, Wu Ying found himself unable to rely on anything but what he had stored in his dantian. Even when he was underwater, he had never expected to be out of energy for a long period, so he had been profligate with his chi while battling that Nascent Soul octopus. 
 
    Now, he had to be careful, had to watch every use of his chi. He walked rather than flew, moved with the most modicum of chi in his qinggong methods to keep up with everyone else. It helped that no one was on a horse any longer, the beasts released to return if they could. The energy requirements to transport their equine companions had been more than anything they could have conceivably charged, not without exhausting Minh Trac entirely. 
 
    More than that, Wu Ying was utilizing the pills he had hoarded, the Twice Cooked Kidney and Liver Pills that he had been reserving for the times when he needed to compress his core. Unfortunately, this was not the time to conserve resources, even if he had thus far not found more useful pills. 
 
    Perhaps when he got back, he might speak with Liu Tsong and beg her aid once more. She had been well on the way to becoming the right hand of Elder Wei as the apothecarist head when he’d left, though he knew she faced some stiff competition from other apprentices, many who had been away or in closed door cultivation when he had been around. 
 
    When he had been around. 
 
    Strange to think of how long he had been gone. Wu Ying had spent more years as a wandering gatherer, making a name for himself, than he ever had in the Sect itself. More time outside the Sect, it felt, than he had actually been in it. 
 
    Strange to think that he still felt some form of loyalty to it, even after all these years. But perhaps not so strange, for without the initial push, the opportunity offered to him by Master Cheng, he would have stayed in the army, perhaps returned to his village, and worked the field with his father and mother. Married someone and maybe even had children. 
 
    If he had not died, nameless, on some unnamed farmer’s field. 
 
    Strange, what alternate lives there might have been. 
 
    “What has you frowning so hard?” Yang Mu asked. She had moved up to the pair, her gaze never resting on any single spot. Nor did it stay at eye level, dipping to the ground to verify footing and hidden threats before sweeping upward, searching for monsters that might wing or swing at them.  
 
    Even with Sao Choi on guard, flying ahead in short bursts, they had learned their lessons well. Never trust a Nascent Soul beast to properly gauge what is a threat to everyone else. 
 
    “My Sect. My place in it.” Wu Ying gestured around him. “My place here.” 
 
    “A little late to be worried about why you’re here, no?” she said. 
 
    “To change my mind, certainly. But to think about it?” Wu Ying shrugged. “It seems questioning one’s place can lead to further enlightenment. Understanding the decisions one makes and the reasons why we make them can lead to wisdom.” Then he grinned, nodding toward Tou He. “Anyway, I have to keep an eye on this fool.” 
 
    “Fool? At least I’m getting contribution points for this,” Tou He said. “What are you getting?” 
 
    “Me? Why, the most precious coin of all.” Wu Ying waited a beat for Tou He to inquire. “Friendship!” 
 
    Yang Mu chuckled at Tou He’s grimace. 
 
    “Seriously, why did you choose to do this?” Tou He said. 
 
    “Enlightenment.” Wu Ying raised his hand, feeling the flow of air that cut through it with each step, that caught at his hair and sent it spinning. “Knowledge of my path is hard to find, and I must go where the wind beckons.” 
 
    “Then what of you, Cultivator Yang?” Tou He followed up, eyes narrowed a little. Not in suspicion per se, but certainly in something more focused than honest and innocent inquiry. 
 
    Yang Mu’s eyes flickered sideways to Wu Ying. “Why, adventure of course. It’s why I left my family. That, and making sure this is dealt with will help my mother’s business. Being down here has also allowed me to form new relationships, new contacts.” 
 
    “For your family?” Tou He asked curiously. 
 
    “For myself.” She shook her head. “I do not expect to be returning home in the near future.” 
 
    “Another wanderer. That’s why you two get along so well.” Tou He chuckled. “And here I was worried about Wu Ying.” 
 
    “Worried about me?” Wu Ying glared at his friend, debated smacking him, and settled for the glare. “Worry about yourself. Monk.” 
 
    Tou He snorted. “Some of us have progressed past simple carnal desires.” 
 
    “Carnal desires?” Wu Ying said, scandalized. “I’ll let you know—” 
 
    “I really would prefer you didn’t,” Tou He said, cutting off his friend. 
 
    “Me too,” Yang Mu added on the other side.  
 
    That had Wu Ying turning, surprised at the betrayal. She laughed a little, leaning over, and gave him a quick peck on the cheek, an act that made Wu Ying raise an eyebrow.  
 
    “Oh, my dear, I don’t mind carnal desires, but this is not the time. Nor, really, is discussing it with your friends and in public something that is very… courteous.” Eyes glittering with amusement, she stopped, letting the wind cultivator and his friend leave her behind. She, in turn, fell in beside Thien Giang, the older melee fighter looking highly amused at their actions. 
 
    “She’s a handful, is she not?” Tou He said. 
 
    “You have no idea,” Wu Ying muttered, but then his frown softened. “Still, worth it, I think.” 
 
    Tou He nodded, sobering up as Dinh Don returned. He waved the group to the left, crossbow raised at a danger he sensed ahead. Levity aside, they were still in the middle of a corrupted jungle and Wu Ying’s inability to sense such dangers was a problem.  
 
    A deep problem he had no answer for.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    It was a battered and weary group that managed to make it to their destination two days later. Rather than stop in the evening and be beset by demonic beasts not drawn into the major conflict they had staged, the group had chosen to forge ahead. As cultivators, ignoring the effects of sleeplessness was simple. Between bodies that had transcended the limits of normal humanity, practice after years of constant cultivation, and the refined chi within their cores, such pesky exhaustion was simple enough to ignore. 
 
    Even so, the constant battles and the struggle through the undergrowth that grew more tangled and twisted as they neared their destination taxed the group. Even the vegetation struck at them, entangling feet, dipping to bat at faces and rip at clothing. Wu Ying knew it would be years before some of the damage done here was healed. The full effects of such wide-ranging pollution, the wind cultivator dared not guess. 
 
    No surprise then that they had to keep a constant state of vigilance, their auras hardened against the corruptive influences that resided within the air and earth. Even so, Wu Ying understood, they would all require time purifying themselves later. No mere Energy Storage cultivator could have survived this trek.  
 
    As it stood, even the Core Formation cultivators were finding their energy levels dangerously depleted. All but Tou He, whose aura no longer stayed quiescent but flared and burnt rhythmically. The ex-monk was forced to control that aura constantly, ensuring that it stayed benign around the cultivators even as it hungrily consumed the tainted air, earth, and vegetation. 
 
    Of the rest, Minh Trac and Be Long were the most depleted, the formation master having utilized too much of his energy in the initial escape and Be Long due to a lack of training.  
 
    On the other hand, Yang Mu seemed the most upbeat of the group, utilizing the vast stores of alchemical pills that she owned—each tailored to her constitution—to ensure she was alert and filled with energy.  
 
    Wu Ying too was worn, a constant pounding headache making him grouchy, as did the indignity of having to trek through the forest without his winds. The pressure of the corrupted air pressed upon him constantly, the whispering of the winds he had so grown used to muted. Now, a darker whisper surrounded him, offering him great strength if only he would accept their shackles.  
 
    Only the occasional murmur of the winds could be heard near his friend, though the Heavenly cleansing flame and its resultant purified wind offered naught but an insistent refrain that he continue this journey. 
 
    In the end, when they stumbled from the choked and twisted jungle into a clearing, not a single cultivator failed to react with joy at reaching their destination. That moment of delight quickly soured, as the reason for the clearing and a clear sight of their objective came to them. 
 
    What had to be an abandoned monastery or temple lay before them, situated upon a slight rise in the surroundings. Around it, Wu Ying’s trained eyes picked out the remnants of fallow fields, left untended for years—perhaps decades—where the occasional young tree dominated the otherwise flat land. Drainage ditches and earth embankments to separate the fields cut the ground ahead, the earth lying twisted with low-lying bushes and twisted shrubbery. Even the occasional stalk of old rice could be noted, though none of the plants were vegetation that the gatherer would willingly introduce to his World Spirit Ring. 
 
    Outside the nearby twisted vegetation, closer to the abandoned, multi-walled, stepped temple that rose above with its green stone walls, was the blasted and shriveled land. No vegetation, twisted or not, lay along those steps and hill. As though the corruptive forces that seeped out from the monastery was anathema to life itself. 
 
    “It’s inside,” Minh Trac said unnecessarily. Holding his compass upward, he stared at the twitching arrow and the myriad glowing runes around it. “I can’t see the formation from here. But it’s definitely a formation.” 
 
    “I still say we should destroy it without approaching further,” Be Long said, lips curling up. “We have enough formations to do that, do we not? The City Lord even gave me something in case…” 
 
    “She did what?” Bich Trang turned now, eyes narrowing. “You have not mentioned this in all this time?” 
 
    Be Long blinked, realizing the mistake he had made. He wilted under her demanding gaze until the Captain of the Guards admitted, “It was not meant to be used unless necessary. Ha Jin’s Mirror of Infinite Reflections never stood up to its name, though perhaps if the City Lord’s ancestor had not caught the Coqui Frog’s cry and contained it, it might have lasted longer.” 
 
    “A sound attack trapped in an enchanted mirror.” Bich Trang repeated slowly. “And you carried that fragile item with you, through all this?” 
 
    “It’s in a special storage pouch.” Be Long patted his chest, on the opposite side of his heart. “It will not be damaged by mere travel.” 
 
    Still looking furious, Bich Trang turned away from the captain. Her words were so low that in any other company, none would have heard them. Amongst a group of Core Formation cultivators, she might as well have shouted. “This is why I hate working with outsiders.” 
 
    Be Long did not reply, though he did hunch in a little more. 
 
    “We go in?” Dinh Don said, cutting through the tension with his usual cheer. “If we can deal with the guardians, of course.” 
 
    “Guardians?” Wu Ying said, peering closer. He saw nothing, though he knew better than to trust his impaired senses. 
 
    “Two within.” Dinh Don pointed toward the temple, then shifted his finger to point at the ground ahead of them, about halfway across the distance. “And one there. I can barely sense one of those within and the one under the ground is completely hidden to my spiritual sense. If not for its displacement of the earth…”  
 
    “How strong?” Bich Trang asked.  
 
    “And why are they not coming for us?” Yang Mu asked. “Surely they can sense us.” 
 
    “They are guardians. Tasked to stay here,” Phuong Vy replied. “I doubt they will bother us if we choose not to engage them.” 
 
    At the same time, Dinh Don was answering Bich Trang, “Nascent Soul.” 
 
    “All of them?” Thien Giang asked, eyebrow rising in surprise as she unconsciously shifted her guan dao to place it between her and the temple. 
 
    “I believe so.” 
 
    “Three.” Be Long licked his lips. “Three Nascent Soul guardians. How can there be so many?” 
 
    “One of them, the one I can sense within the mansion… it feels strange. Its aura trembles, shifting in strength,” Dinh Don said. “If it was a cultivator, I would say they’d just broke through and are reinforcing their cultivation.” 
 
    “But spirit beasts—even demonic beasts—are not like that,” Wu Ying said. “They just grow into their strength. There are no stages for them, just a progression of strength and understanding.” 
 
    “Yes,” Dinh Don said. “That’s why I said strange.” 
 
    “It matters not,” Bich Trang said firmly. “We have a job, and we shall finish it. Striking at them now, with three Nascent Soul guardians in place, is not going to work. We shall have to deal with our enemies.” 
 
    “A formation?” Minh Trac said slowly. “For the one out here?” 
 
    “That seems best.” 
 
    Now the formation master hesitated. Phuong Vy, who was beside Minh Trac, leaned over, whispering something into his ear, twisting the threads of chi so no one else could hear her. He angrily brushed her away.  
 
    He did, however, reluctantly add, “I cannot do it. Not and help analyze the formation within and take it down for Private Vy.”  
 
    “Then it is a good thing we have a second formation master, is it not? One who insisted on coming with us,” Bich Trang said, turning to Yang Mu. 
 
    “It is. What formation would you have me emplace?” She looked right at Minh Trac, holding out a hand as though expecting him to supply it. 
 
    The formation master looked unhappy, but after receiving a firm nod from Bich Trang, extracted a number of flags and plates from his storage ring. The pair moved a short distance away to discuss details, even as Dinh Don kept an eye on the temple. 
 
    “She’ll need protection.” Thien Giang muttered. “I don’t trust that beast to not attack once she begins.”  
 
    “Or the ones within,” Wu Ying added. “Even if the formation can handle a single Nascent Soul beast, that leaves two.” 
 
    “Three. The formation we have left will trap it indefinitely,” Bich Trang said. “We were to utilize other formations and our skills to finish the fight if necessary. Or bring back the culprit.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded. He understood why the other had clarified the point. Still… “Two is still two too many. We barely handled one the last time.” 
 
    “Sao Choi has been conserving its energy,” the colonel said, looking upward. Somewhere up there, the raptor flew, unseen. “It will act when we need it to.” 
 
    “Fine. One.” Wu Ying shook his head. “Still too much, if we have to protect her and fight it off.” He hesitated, then added, “And there’s no telling what else is in there. Charging in is a bad idea.” 
 
    “Yet here we are,” Bich Trang said. “We must do this. We must finish this battle. The monk must come with us. The best I can do is offer you Thien Giang and Dinh Don. You will have to hold this time, while we do the job.” 
 
    “Hold,” Wu Ying said flatly. “Why not just fight them together?” 
 
    “Because there are three Nascent Soul demonic beasts.” 
 
    Wu Ying stared into the colonel’s eyes and realized that her focus, her dedication was unwavering. She had a job to do and that meant learning what was within and destroying it, even if she had to sacrifice most of their lives. All of them, perhaps. 
 
    He wanted to object, to suggest a return at a later date with greater reinforcements. But he knew, seeing the resolve in her gaze, that she would brook no argument. They would go on, with or without him and his friends.  
 
    For that matter, looking at Tou He, whose gaze had gone adrift, whose aura flickered and twitched, listening to the flames of the heavens that burned through him and the resolute nature of its dictates, that his friend was of the same mind.  
 
    “So we split up and try to hold them off,” Wu Ying said softly. 
 
    He looked up again, searching for the bird. Hoping that it was up there. Three Core Formation cultivators against a Nascent Soul beast, two if they attacked immediately. There was just no way this was going to work.  
 
    Not without some finagling. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We’re ready,” Yang Mu said, returning moments later.  
 
    Minh Trac followed her, wringing his hands and muttering last-minute admonishments about the use of the formation flag. The rest of the group kept close together, resting and ingesting food and pills. They kept casting worried glances toward the temple, but thus far, no movement had occurred. The quiet pressure from three Nascent Soul beasts kept the surroundings quiet, and now that Wu Ying knew to look for it, he too sensed the low-level dread that permeated the air.  
 
    Wu Ying had clamped down so hard on his aura that he had numbed himself to such sensations, and even the minor flexing and relaxation had almost made him want to retch. An unpleasant aspect of being a Body Cultivator, of being so intensely tied on a physical level to the Dao. Almost immediately, he had to contain his aura, pushing back the corrupted chi and disallowing its continued infiltration. 
 
    “How long will you need?” Wu Ying asked. “How far do you need to go?” 
 
    “This is a seven-star formation, so I’ll first need to emplace fifty-six flags across the surroundings,” Yang Mu said. 
 
    “It should be one hundred and twelve,” Minh Trac muttered. 
 
    “Those fifty-six will be the guiding flags of the formation. The control formation itself requires another seven.” She flicked her hand upward, and the fan appeared in her hand. “The initial guiding flags do not need to be placed by myself and it would be better if I was aided in their emplacement.” She gestured at her feet. “So long as the placement is within the approximately correct location, I can adjust for it in the control formation.” 
 
    “It’ll be slipshod and inefficient and make the entire thing weaker.” 
 
    “And if we did it your way, it’d take nearly two hours to emplace everything properly,” Yang Mu snapped, spinning to glare at Minh Trac and his interruptions. “Now, are you going to let me do this, or am I and my friends going in instead?” 
 
    “Peace. Minh Trac will be quiet.” Bich Trang held up her hand, offering a consoling smile at the same time.  
 
    Yang Mu huffed then gestured at their feet. “The formation will hold for at least an hour, probably closer to two. If you cannot discern the cause and how to destroy the taint and the portal within that time, that’s your problem.” 
 
    “An hour should be sufficient,” Phuong Vy said easily. She had a book open, index finger holding her place in it as she waited impatiently for the conversation to be over. Wu Ying could not help but note that she had extracted the well-worn book the moment they had paused. 
 
    “If we want to do a slipshod, wasted-ink survey, sure…” Minh Trac muttered.  
 
    This time, Phuong Vy was the one who shut down the formation master with a flat look that made him duck his head in chagrin. 
 
    “Thien Giang, I’ll want you with me and placing the closest flags. Dinh Don and Wu Ying can place the others,” Yang Mu continued. “We must get these in the ground before our opponents attack, so speed is of the utmost importance.” 
 
    The named trio muttered their agreement, though Wu Ying frowned.  
 
    “It’ll still take time. If the worm attacks before the flags are emplaced…” Wu Ying trailed off. 
 
    “That’s where the captain comes in. You must delay it.” Yang Mu stared at Be Long, then glanced at his belt where a pair of manacles had hung before. “Your skills and techniques are good at that, are they not?” 
 
    “What? Fighting worms?” Be Long said. 
 
    “Delaying and hampering a cultivator’s movements,” Yang Mu said. 
 
    “Well, yes. But this is a Nascent Soul beast. And you want me to fight it. Alone.” 
 
    “Delay, not kill.” 
 
    The man hesitated, looking away. Only to find the colonel staring at him expectantly. In the end, the captain sighed. “I’ll do my best. But I guarantee nothing.” 
 
    Yang Mu nodded. “I can utilize some basic talismans to help distract it further, while I wait for the flags to be emplaced.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Bich Trang gestured at herself and Tou He before waving to the side to encompass the others. “Our team will attempt to enter the temple once the worm has been captured. We believe that will draw at least one, if not both of the demonic cultivators to attack.” She inclined her head upward. “Sao Choi will distract the next demonic beast that exits the building. It will stay outside, dealing with it, and if it finishes its task quickly, it will aid the rest of you.” 
 
    “That still leaves one more,” Tou He said. “Depending on the timing of this…” 
 
    “It’s why we must wait to take action,” Bich Trang said firmly. “So we must hold, even if it is difficult. It is why the captain is the only one who will take on the worm when it comes.” 
 
    “And what if they choose not to follow your plan?” Wu Ying asked. “What if all three attack at once?” 
 
    “Then we will adapt. But my team has to enter the temple, no matter what. If the captain must unleash his mirror, if you must show the techniques you have hidden, then do so.” Bich Trang glared, waiting for Wu Ying to duck his head before she looked around one last time. “Any other questions?” 
 
    There were, of course, a few more, but they were quickly dealt with. Soon, the group was splitting apart, given their marching orders. A series of simple defensive formations were added a short distance away, talismans floating in the air to help shield the infiltration group from attacks and collateral damage.  
 
    As Tou He was about to join them, Yang Mu’s long-fingered hand dropped on his arm. He automatically took the red jade bracelet she pressed on him. 
 
    “What is this?” Tou He said, holding up the bracelet and turning it over. 
 
    “Protective bracelet. Fire aspected, so it should survive your aura. Wear it,” Yang Mu said.  
 
    “Thank you.” The ex-monk wiggled his hand a little, getting the jade bracelet across his knuckles. Minor enchantments on it allowed it to flex and slip on. He smirked a little when he saw that Wu Ying already sported a similar bracelet, though his was made of white jade, the wind cultivator having had a much simpler time putting his on. 
 
    “Take care of yourself, you meat-loving fool.” Wu Ying dropped his voice, twisting the chi around the trio to hide his words. “Don’t trust them to keep you alive.” 
 
    “Of course,” Tou He said. The monk hesitated before he extracted a four-foot-wide scroll and handed the large document to Yang Mu. The pressed bamboo paper was tied off by a simple red cord, keeping the document closed. “If you’re in danger, open this and point it at your enemy. Infuse chi through your heart seven, small intestine three, and lung five meridians as well as the inner gate while connecting to your target. It will ensure you have control.” 
 
    “Control?” Yang Mu said, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes. Best of luck, friends.” Putting his hands together, Tou He bowed. “Amitabha.” 
 
    Wu Ying watched the man leave, then touched the bracelet Yang Mu had handed him. It was obvious she was taking precautions too. Now it was time to see if it was sufficient. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying had twenty-one flags on him, the majority stored in a ring on one hand and the other three already planted. The rest he held in one hand as he ran along the earth from point to point. Yang Mu had cast a flurry of yellow talismans into the air, which had shot off toward the edges of the clearing, grounding themselves as markers. These were the targets the cultivators were to strike. 
 
    Each time he drew close to one, Wu Ying threw a flag at the location, guiding its movement with a tendril of chi and his wind dao to land on the marker. Dinh Don was doing the same, though he was both less accurate and slower than Wu Ying. On the other hand, what Dinh Don lacked in accuracy, he made up for by shifting the flags to their appropriate location with a pulse of his chi, the flags bobbing up and down as they rode the wave of energy and shifting earth. 
 
    In the meantime, Thien Giang had the fewest to emplace and was taking careful steps to her targets, stabbing the flags deeply before moving on. Each time a flag was planted, it unrolled and flapped in an unseen wind, drawing in chi from the surroundings as the enchantments woven into the material activated. 
 
    No movement yet, not from the creatures in the temple.  
 
    Wet earth, slightly musky. Damp grass, twisted and corrupt as though it was rotting within. Each footstep sank into the ground, feet digging in with difficulty and balance threatening to disrupt Wu Ying’s movements if not for his qinggong methods. 
 
    Twenty flags. 
 
    Wu Ying breathed slowly, cycling air through his lungs. Funny how, even after all this time, all the changes, breathing and the act of breathing, of eating and sleeping, were important to him. Perhaps at some point, such acts might no longer be necessary, but Wu Ying thought that such a change would be a true loss. 
 
    Every path to immortality was different, but he would miss being human if his path up the mountain required him to discard such mundane things. Even the flicker of pain from stubbing a toe or a stretch held too long would be missed, for such moments were a contrast to everyday existence. 
 
    Flap of robes, twisting in the air as his arms shifted and threw flags. The surge of chi and the displacement of air as flags appeared in his hand. 
 
    Fourteen.  
 
    He was halfway through his path, for the next set of talismans were placed close together. He threw them, guiding them with the barest of touches, only to fall short with one as his attention was forcibly pulled away. 
 
    An aura, cloying and sticky, repugnant in the way it crept and stuck to his own, unfolded across the surroundings. It emanated from the worm under the ground, the slumbering creature awoken. The stretching of its aura was a reflex action, but under its pressure, Wu Ying felt his own buckle.  
 
    Instinctively, Wu Ying stopped fighting it, allowing himself and his aura to be displaced. Such was the strength that he found his path in the physical world shifted. Wu Ying quickly readjusted his plans for emplacing the flags, hands snapping out as more were drawn from the ring. 
 
    Eleven. 
 
    Removing his hand from the flag he had buried, he extracted three more and immediately tossed one at another target. Another flexing of energy by the creature and Wu Ying struggled to keep the flag flying in the right direction. He managed it, barely, the top swaying from side to side. 
 
    A muffled curse from behind as Yang Mu adjusted her formation again. 
 
    Ten. 
 
    Now the worm was moving. Surging under the ground. Moving as though angered by their actions, its aura intensified. Each moment was a struggle, as though Wu Ying was moving through deep water. No, not water. Mud. The aura clung to him, refused to let him go. Offered no escape. 
 
    A momentary flashback of being gripped by a creature whose arms were filled with suction cups. A creature that had sought his life by crushing and eating him. Then memory faded as reality reasserted itself, feet digging into the ground even as he forced himself to breathe. 
 
    He was not underwater.  
 
    He was not even under the ground or mired in mud.  
 
    Or… 
 
    “It’s making the earth muddy!” Wu Ying cursed, kicking off the ground and using his wind to lift him. “’Ware!” 
 
    “Hun dan! The flags are shifting,” Yang Mu cursed. “Get the rest in now.” 
 
    Wu Ying, in the air, stopped concentrating on getting exact placement. Instead, he threw the flags he held into the sky and extracted the others, repeating the motion as the wind sent the flags to their targets. Thank the gods for cultivator memory, for he knew roughly where they had to go and not where the new talismans were. Also, thankfully, as a wind cultivator, as he was hovering, he found himself significantly less affected by the aura that rose from the ground to choke him. 
 
    The wind cultivator was not the only one who had recognized the weakness in the earth worm’s attack. Be Long had jumped high, his hands moving in arcane gestures as he triggered a series of cultivation techniques. Light glowed around the metal cultivator, digging deep into the earth and connecting him to the worm. Bands of copper stretched and wrapped around the monster, stopping its motion and holding it still. 
 
    Briefly. 
 
    A surge of concentrated energy was enough to shatter the bands and send Be Long plummeting to the ground. Even as he fell, the earth surged upward as muddy soup engulfed the copper cultivator. He was swallowed within moments and the worm pulsed its aura to constrict and crush. 
 
    On the other side, Dinh Don was having the least trouble with the aura. Perhaps because this was his element, he skated across the muddy ground with admirable ease, using the slick earth to help him complete placement faster than before.  
 
    Thien Giang took to leaping to emplace her flags, sending still forming mud splattering all around her with each explosive leap and landing. The earth beneath was still solid, though each landing sank her a foot or more deep. Even so, it was a small matter for the cultivator to bunch her legs again and jump, a metal frog flinging itself through the air. 
 
    Five. Four. Three. Two.  
 
    “Done,” Wu Ying shouted.  
 
    Moments later, Dinh Don repeated it on his side. The moment he was finished, his hands dipped to the ground as he sent energy into the earth as well. 
 
    “Almost!” Thien Giang bunched her feet again and jumped.  
 
    However, in a movement too fast to catch, only sensory impressions lasting, something emerged from the temple and slammed into her. The fast-moving demon took the metal cultivator out of the air, sending her into the woods behind and shattering trees and scattering leaves.  
 
    Somehow, the woman had managed to throw the flag into the air, perhaps reflexively or by accident. Wu Ying caught it before it landed, guiding the winds to cast the flag into its final resting spot. Moments later, another explosion happened as Be Long was vomited from the ground, the bronze cultivator’s chest heaving as he exited the earth. 
 
    Dinh Don cried out in triumph, hands still plunged in the earth. 
 
    “Finally!” Yang Mu spun about and slammed the flags in around her.  
 
    Casting about for their enemies, Wu Ying blinked. As the pressure from the worm’s aura continued to pulse through the surroundings, turning earth to mud, its very presence beneath the ground had faded. He opened his mouth to shout a warning, only to watch as the worm reared up in front of Yang Mu, its massive mouth open and hungry. 
 
    In contrast to all around them, the earth around the talisman master’s feet was solid, the plug of earth rocking to the side and forcing her to her knees as she held the last flag in one hand and a pulsing, enchanted fan in the other. 
 
    “Too late,” Yang Mu cried in triumph as she plunged the flag into the ground. 
 
    It never reached it as another tainted demonic beast took action. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The pulse of energy, a twisting cone of corrupted chi with tendrils of dao enlightenment within flew from the entrance of the temple. A single furred bipedal creature stood there, a hand extended as the energy it had drawn and released tore through the air, piercing the worm through and through and enveloping Yang Mu. Wu Ying found himself screaming her name as he watched the attack wash over the surroundings. 
 
    “The formation! The corruption. It’s all in its body!” Minh Trac shouted, waving his hand from their formerly sheltered site a short distance away from Yang Mu. The incursion formation flags had been torn apart from the backlash of the attack that had struck Yang Mu. 
 
    Wu Ying’s eyes were locked on the spot Yang Mu had been, the breeze already carrying him over to the location. The massive worm that had reared upward, the revealed portion of its body the size of his family house before the attack, was now damaged. It hung in the air dangerously, slumping sideways slowly.  
 
    A hole the size of a man’s torso had been blasted through one side, fluids and tainted flesh hanging and running from the wound. Grievous as the wound looked, flesh and muscle knitted visibly together. Empowered by earth and the corruption, it would take more than a single attack—even by another Nascent Soul creature—to kill the worm. 
 
    The body finally crashed sideways, throwing up mud and dirt and showering Wu Ying in it as he flew through without a care. His wind aura took the debris and flung it away from him as he emerged on the other side. Dreading what he expected to see, his heart clenched tightly and his lungs refusing to expand. 
 
    Only to find Yang Mu alive. Unharmed. 
 
    The glimmering portals that her fans had created were fading, and the energy of the attack passed through to exit a short distance behind. The glow around the fans were diming, the enchanted energy stored within consumed in that single moment of expenditure. Worse, the formation Yang Mu had been in the midst of creating was gone, formation flags destroyed. 
 
    None of that, he cared about. 
 
    Wu Ying landed beside Yang Mu, pulling her into his arms. He hugged her tightly then released her, searching for injury. She offered him a weak, exhausted smile, though the wood cultivator was fast recovering. 
 
    “You’re alive.” 
 
    “I am.” She grimaced. “Not for lack of trying on our enemies’ part.” 
 
    “Where is Sao Choi!” Wu Ying snarled.  
 
    Even as he spoke, the incursion team was acting, launching attacks on the biped Nascent Soul demon with its twisted arm. No, more than its arm was twisted.  
 
    Now that Wu Ying was paying attention, he sensed the defilement. 
 
    Someone had taken the dark-furred ape with streaks of white hair and hammered metallic formation spikes into its body. Each of those spikes were engraved with formation words, though at the ends of each metal rod was a single, familiar character—chaos.  
 
    That was not the only dishonor enacted upon the creature. Its left arm had been removed and another attached. That arm was hairless, dense enchanted runes and characters carved into the pale flesh, runes that bled and wept greenish fluid. Light shimmered around the arm, the air twisted and spiraling away as the arm was anathema to this world.  
 
    In its entirety, the creature was a rupture in this world. What had been done to it was a savage and heretical action. The chi pulsing from the monster was corrupted but in such plentiful supply, it was clear that it was no plain Nascent Soul monster.  
 
    As it stood there, glowing eldritch green and sickly yellow, blood-red runes made of flesh and blood tore free from its body. They hovered in a sphere of twisted chi that warded off the combined attacks of the others, runes peeling from the alien arm as the infernal formation was worn away.  
 
    Now, in its other hand, the untainted one, a new attack built.  
 
    “I saw it go after Thien Giang,” Yang Mu said, casting aside the useless flag. The formation they had planned to wield was gone now, destroyed. There was no recovering it, not without time. “We have to help them.” 
 
    “Agree—”  
 
    Wu Ying’s only warning was the worm as it burrowed into the earth again, submerging the portion of its body still above the ground as it sensed the upcoming attack. 
 
    Chi formed in untainted hand was unleashed, corrupt energy seeking the pair of still targets. Intent on finishing what it had started. Time slowed for the wind cultivator as he sought a solution. Instinct had him step in front of Yang Mu, hand reaching for his sword. He could not face this attack directly, he had not the strength. If he was his Master, perhaps… 
 
    But he was not Master Cheng, and he had his own techniques. 
 
    Time sped up as Wu Ying moved. He took a step to the right, opening his hips with the motion as his foot landed at an angle. His right hand brought the Saint-jian out of its sheath, turning sideways and upward as he cut. Robes rose and gusted in the wind that followed his motion, the Cyclone’s Breath burning through the air, joining him to the corrupted air all around. 
 
    He followed the motion of his foot, turning the rest of the way with his body as he pivoted. Foot, hip, shoulder, arm, other foot touching down not just once but three times in quick succession as he pivoted. Spinning himself and the world around him, revolving like a top. 
 
    Or a cyclone. 
 
    Wind, beckoned by the application of dao and chi, rushed in to fulfill his command. Air surged forward, a looping gust that caught the twisted dao and chi-empowered attack and threw it sideways as a sixth, stronger wind joined the five that Wu Ying had threaded through his attack.  
 
    Wu Ying’s understanding of the world, his sword, and wind dao combined and a torrent of his chi met the attack. For a moment, he feared it would not be enough. 
 
    But it is always easier to divert rather than challenge, to bend rather than stand strong. If you turn and turn enough, sometimes you come back to the place you started, the calamity that had come bearing down upon you having passed by. 
 
    Corrupted chi tore through the world and twisted feet away from the pair to strike the ground, to burrow deep after the hiding worm. The earth shook and thundered, and the pair rode the bucking mud with each moment. 
 
    When the attack finally guttered out, Wu Ying and Yang Mu still stood. Smoke rose from their robes, protective enchantments pushed to the brink. Their hair was in disarray, ends frayed from the passing energy. Wu Ying’s uninjured sword arm had a cherry blossom glow to it, the energy that had been cast aside leaking through. His breathing was hard, his mind in disarray, his aura shredded. 
 
    Still, they stood.  
 
    The Third Cut of the Wandering Dragon.  
 
    The Dragon Turns. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    No backlash, no condemnation of the Heavens. Wu Ying could have sworn that the Heavens themselves had aided him, pressing enlightenment and understanding upon him as he faced their enemy. As though a guiding hand had pushed the necessary knowledge such that he had known what to change, how to change his own technique. Helped him perfect the third cut when he most needed it. 
 
    He would be grateful. Later. 
 
    “Move. Take care of the worm, finish it!” Wu Ying ordered Yang Mu as he moved away, eyes fixed on the tainted ape.  
 
    The redirected attack had injured the worm and exposed it, the attack having burned away more flesh and widened the wound. Blood flowed freely from the gaping injury and around the edges of the flesh. Healing that had begun had shifted, cancerous growths and tumors appearing, bubbling forth and displacing healthy flesh. 
 
    Acting on Wu Ying’s orders, Yang Mu pushed forward, her fans gone. Instead, a bow appeared in her hand, enchanted arrows fitting to the bowstring. She loosed them at the giant worm with smooth efficiency, sinking barbed arrows deep into the flesh. Each arrow was part of a formation, lightning crackling between each embedded shaft and growing in strength with each addition.  
 
    Dinh Don turned back to aid Yang Mu, having recovered from freeing Be Long. He added his paltry attacks to hers. Crossbow bolts, both enchanted and chi-charged and plain, sank into the elongated body with impunity. The worm sought to escape, to twist and catch the pair, but the elusive drunken fairy and the swift-moving, mud-skating scout evaded the massive creature while leading it farther east and away from the main battle. 
 
    As Wu Ying rushed forward, he sensed further commotion behind from an ongoing battle between Thien Giang, the other Nascent Soul enemy, and Sao Choi. Wu Ying cursed under his breath, wishing the bird was here, taking part in the real battle. Then again, he was beginning to realize that bird had likely grown strong and old in this way—avoiding the dangerous fights. 
 
    Perhaps there was a lesson there that he should learn. 
 
    Later. 
 
    The corrupted ape howled, head thrown back, fur standing on end. The cry of anger shook the leaves of nearby plants and sent stones tumbling from the abandoned temple. It struck its own chest, the rapid drum beat of its challenge causing Wu Ying’s teeth to ache and his ears to hurt as the metallic spikes embedded within its body rung in resonance. 
 
    More than anger or frustration, the energy it had gathered to unleash—twice now—had drained the ape. The flow of energy within its body had decreased significantly, the lights on the metallic spikes dimming. The glowing eldritch runes around it had faded a little from the attack and faded again even as the other members of the team attacked, runes flickering through different colors and diminishing in order as the attacks landed. 
 
    All but two cultivators attacked, distracting the monster. 
 
    One was his friend.  
 
    Tou He had stopped assaulting the ape when it had unleashed the second pulse of energy from its arm. The ex-monk had placed his staff low against his hip, the tip pointed a little high and above his sternum. His breathing had slowed, his aura churning and concentrating, beginning at the outer edges of his body and flowing through his hands into the tip of his weapon. Not a single other motion did he make, standing there as he focused fiery chi into a singular strike. 
 
    Wu Ying wondered what that attack was called. 
 
    The second fighter who chose not to participate was Be Long. The captain was half-sunk and on his side, smoke rising from his armor and a rictus of pain on his face. Propped up on his splayed open legs, kept out of the churning mud was a mirror, lights ticking off one after the other along its gilded edge. 
 
    Moments. It had taken Wu Ying moments to assess the fight anew, dart out of the way of the next expected attack which hadn’t come, take to the air to avoid being sucked into the slowly firming mud, and unleash a half dozen wind blades of his own. 
 
    None of which had pierced the protective shielding around the infernal ape. He saw maybe a couple of the runes switch and fade, but they were soon replaced as more flesh, more runes tore free from the creature’s body.  
 
    As though it was mocking him, the ape stopped striking its chest, dropped down to its knuckles, body twisted in a lopsided manner as the grotesque, perverse, and oversized arm touched the ground first. Still ignoring its other attackers, it fixed its gaze on Wu Ying. 
 
    “Why me? What did I do to you?” the wind cultivator muttered. 
 
    A spiral of water, rising from the churning mud, clean and pure, struck the glowing energy cloud around the ape. It hissed and disappeared in a rolling cloud of steam, and Wu Ying watched as a single rune, taking the brunt of the attack, faded and fell to the ground.  
 
    Phuong Vy continued to lob small spheres of poisonous smoke and powder, but none penetrated, the attacks disappearing as quickly as they appeared. Mostly, however, she was peering at the runes, muttering under her breath. 
 
    “I nearly have it!” she said. 
 
    “Be quick about it!” Bich Trang snarled, her hands moving through the motions as she dragged more moisture from the surroundings to form another stream to attack the beast.  
 
    A beast that had chosen to lift its corrupted arm outward, even as a new rune peeled off it and joined the swirling mass. Doing so dimmed the spikes further, the energy pulsing within dimming further. Another buildup of power in the corrupted arm, the creature readying another attack.  
 
    “Again? Do you not have any other tricks?” Wu Ying muttered. 
 
    Wu Ying focused his energy, hard as it was, and pushed himself higher. No fancy techniques this time. If he was going to avoid that attack, he’d best have his full mobility. In the sky, he waited, drifting in the wind as he felt the energy grow.  
 
    As he waited to see who acted next. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “There!” Phuong Vy cried. A single knife flew out, glowing white as it struck a blood red and yellow rune. 
 
    Tou He, in his green-edged black robes, took a single step and thrust with the tip of his staff. It moved faster than a striking serpent, leaving a trail of blazing energy that ignited the air in its wake. He was too far for the metal staff to strike the ape, but not the bar of energy that he wielded. 
 
    Purifying flame, concentrated into a single attack, struck with the strength of a falling boulder. Once it touched the flesh rune that formed part of the shield, the corrupted flesh blackened and shriveled, the energy around the runic web rushing to concentrate in a point around the striking ape. 
 
    At the same time, all that energy that had been built up exploded outward too, unable to penetrate the shield. That threw back Phuong Vy, burnt away the hastily constructed sphere of water that protected the colonel, and threw chaotic but clean winds into the air to buffet Wu Ying. 
 
    Yet Tou He’s bar of flame was not without cost to the corrupted ape. One after the other of the flesh runes failed, their eldritch green and yellow light fading. The shield around it shattered, the ex-monk’s attack progressing another half-inch before the impetus of his attack ended. 
 
    “NOW!” Bich Trang, smoking but still on her feet, cried out in command. 
 
    The wind cultivator thrust his sword lower, pouring energy and sword intent into a killing strike. At the same time, he knew he was not the one she had spoken to.  
 
    Instead, it was Be Long and his mirror that unleashed the energy of the captured attack. From within the mirror, rather than a beam of concentrated chi or compressed killing and blade intent, what emerged was a torrent of choking ash and smoke. It flowed down the surroundings in a stream of twisted grey and black smoke, moving even more swiftly than the compressed air blades Wu Ying swung. 
 
    The corrupted ape raised its grafted arm, the massive limb turned sideways such that the attack struck the back of the limb. Smoke splashed like water and flowed around the limb, clinging to it even as hot ash burned and filled the air with choking corruption. 
 
    Forced back by the strike, the other Core Formation cultivators retreated. Wu Ying’s attack was absorbed into the cloud, disappearing with barely any sign but a rippling in the cloud. The sound of whistling gale winds, the hiss of burning flesh, and the cry of pain from the smoke were all the sounds that arose from their clearing, even as the noise of ongoing battles continued from the other two locations where the remaining Nascent Soul beasts survived. 
 
    In the meantime, none of the cultivators—barring Be Long, who strained to keep the attack aimed and targeted at their opponent—were taking a break. Bich Trang, who had retreated to the farthest location, was drawing forth groundwater and moisture from the air and the mud as she built up a globe of water.  
 
    Phuong Vy, at the edge of the clearing, was scribbling on a floating piece of paper, creating a formation on the spot. Wu Ying knew not its purpose, but with a glance at the sheet of paper she wielded, twice the height of herself, he knew it would be fiendishly complex in creation and execution. 
 
    As for Tou He, he had retreated far enough away that he could unleash his aura such that the ambient temperature rose. Small patches of fire appeared in the air and on the ground as the purifying flames consumed the corruption all around them, reducing the environmental advantage their opponent fought under. 
 
    Above them all, Wu Ying floated, straining his aura to sense what was going on under the ongoing onslaught from the mirror. His weapon was held by his side as he sought calm and silence within his mind, sharpening the killing edge of his intent as he waited to strike. No hasty outpouring, no built-up attack for him. That was not the way of the Wandering Dragon. 
 
    No. He would strike quickly and sharply, without warning.  
 
    As suddenly as it had begun, the outpouring of ash and flame ceased. A half dozen breaths since it began, the torrent ended. Be Long’s mirror shattered, showering the surroundings with slivers of glass and metal.  
 
    Within the cloud, only silence at first. Straining his hearing, his spiritual sense, Wu Ying noticed it then. Harsh, irregular breathing, a huffing and snarling noise. He opened his mouth to cry a warning to the others, but was once more, too late. 
 
    It was always too late when one fought a Nascent Soul creature.  
 
    Too fast, too smart, too instinctive. Each fighter had to look out for themselves, for a moment’s inattention was all it took. Stone and dirt sprayed outward as the monster leapt across the distance between it and its target in a single explosive motion. 
 
    It reached, snatched, tore, and turned around, the earth parting in a deep gouge that reached nearly the end of the clearing as the ape attempted to stop. The monster hooted and hollered, holding up its still-dripping prize as the body left behind slowly slumped onto muddy earth. Blood gushed and dribbled, coming from the remaining stump of a body.  
 
    Headless. 
 
    In burned and hairless twisted arm, metal rods embedded within half melted and other rods all across the nearly hairless body glowing a deep cherry red, Be Long’s head hung. Its eyes wide in surprise, mouth moving a touch as soul and mind caught up with its abrupt end.  
 
    Then the light faded, and the beast moved again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    The wind saved Wu Ying. It threw him high, high above the trees and into the realm of birds and dragons. Not that there were either—thankfully—for the mortal avian companions had fled in good wisdom and the dragons had yet to seek out the disturbance. After all, no papers had been burned, no gifts offered to the Heavens. The cultivators below knew better than to attract the attention of those above.[11] 
 
    No, this was a mortal problem. A very obvious mortal problem, for who but a mortal could have chosen such inhumane action against another living creature? Or done so while utilizing such an inventive and civilized form of torture? 
 
    Wu Ying was no sheltered nobleman or effete cultivator who had never left the city. He had walked through the deep forests and hidden from creatures of great cruelty and playfulness. Seen great cats strike and exhaust their prey, watched boars savage birds and rabbits for no greater reason than savagery. Pulled corpses of mortal and cultivator alike from the webbing of massive, semi-sapient spiders that had paralyzed them and injected the bodies with venom to eat later. 
 
    Nature was cruel, and only a fool would think it not. 
 
    But its cruelty was not civilized, was not without point. 
 
    Below him, the corrupted ape reached the apex of its jump and thrust a hand upward. Energy flooded out in a wide band, loosed upon Wu Ying as he sought to flee. In his failure, he was forced to control the winds around him to form a shield even as he darted sideways, feeling the corruption burn aura and wind alike. 
 
    Energy drained from Wu Ying swiftly, exhaustion greying out the edges of his vision. He felt the corruption seep into his skin, his bones, and he gritted his teeth, for its presence was like a blade taken to his skin, flaying it apart. 
 
    But pain was an old companion, and the monster found itself drawn down by the remorseless advance of gravity. Leaping for Wu Ying was a mistake as well, for in the air, it could not change its landing spot. And Bich Trang was waiting, her sphere of water interposed to accept the monster’s descent and keep it from the earth. 
 
    Submerging into the sphere with barely a ripple, the monster thrashed and attempted to break free. Outside, hands held upward, Bich Trang moved the sphere with the swimming corrupted ape, keeping it trapped in the center.  
 
    “Help me!” Bich Trang cried. 
 
    A moment later, a handful of folded sachets struck the sphere. They broke apart within the water, dissolving as they came into contact with it. Streaks of green and blue mixed, muddying the sphere and darkening it as the corruptive elements of the creature’s body twisted the very nature of the water itself. The poisonous sachets mixed with the chi within, turning even more vicious and eating into the monster’s flesh and the runes carved into its body, runes that had begun to peel away to protect it.  
 
    No more. 
 
    As the water altered its form and function, it increased the strain upon Bich Trang. She began to sweat blood, leaking from pores all across her body as she struggled to contain the monster and the working. Her body trembled as she fought on, though her hands were never anything but swift and certain. 
 
    Floating down, Wu Ying’s lips compressed. He had no attacks that could penetrate the sphere without disrupting the working. He had formation flags, but none of those were workable here. He had neither the understanding nor expertise to emplace a formation at speed—certainly not one that could harm the creature. And the few talismans he carried were not meant to deal with a Nascent Soul beast, never mind one that was further empowered by elaborate rituals and enchanted spikes driven into its body. 
 
    Once again, Wu Ying felt a degree of helplessness. He had climbed so far, struggled and fought and trained to hone himself into a powerful cultivator. A man who wielded not just a rare element but who had the combined strength of soul and body cultivation at his fingertips and one who had grasped the Heart of the Jian. 
 
    He was no weakling. 
 
    And yet here he was, helpless.  
 
    Unable to change the fate of the one struggling below. Even as he watched, Tou He strode up to Bich Trang and placed a hand in the center of her back. He flooded her body with unaspected chi, empowering her and drawing the burden of holding forth the sphere toward himself. 
 
    It was a technique the monk must have learned while in the sect, a technique meant for those who worked with others. A technique that Wu Ying had never studied.  
 
    Cursing—whether himself, his friend, or his fate—the wind cultivator looked aside. Searching for signs of the other battles. He found them soon enough. And, to his surprise, Thien Giang returning. Even as Sao Choi, the bird, cried and struck, tearing into its prey that still struggled weakly beneath its claw, the polearm wielding cultivator returned to the main battle. 
 
    Good.  
 
    Dinh Don and Yang Mu continued their fight, though the worm had grown sluggish. To his surprise, Wu Ying noticed a dozen creatures made of ink and shadows that moved around the great worm, tearing into it. A dozen creatures, a rat, a tiger, a pig, even an ink dragon. Fabled creatures from the calendar, released to do battle from a scroll carried across kingdoms from a sect that saw all too well into the future. 
 
    No last-minute aid coming from that direction. 
 
    Another twitch, a surge of energy. Wu Ying’s head lowered, eyes widening as the sphere below changed in color, darkening as blood—dark and tainted—flooded the sphere. It trembled, bulging like a cancerous pustule. At the same time, erupting from the sphere was a metal rod. It fell to the ground as the limb it had been connected to grew, mutated, rotted and twisted, expelling the rod from the constantly changing limb.  
 
    “Grab that!” snarled Bich Trang. 
 
    Wu Ying gestured downward, but the wind balked at his command. It refused to move toward the metal rod, leaving the wind cultivator to extend his chi in tendrils. Even so, accessing the wind and the energy of the world in this way was a struggle as he neared the piece. 
 
    “Hun dan,” Wu Ying snarled. He let himself fall, knowing he would have to grasp the rod directly. 
 
    At the same time, the bulging water sphere exploded, showering the surroundings with poisonous, bloodied, and corrupted water. Without thought, Wu Ying called forth a wind wall, sending the slurry away from him. Tou He did the same, his fire aura triggering and sweeping outward to create a cloud of steam when the water struck his expanding sphere of influence.  
 
    Bich Trang reeled backward as her control disappeared, blood fountaining from her mouth as she suffered the backlash of her technique being forcibly torn apart. She fell to the ground as the fire cultivator twisted his aura to help deal with the current threat. 
 
    The other cultivators were less fortunate. Phoung Vy staggered backward, crying in pain as she clutched her neck where a fast-moving glob of water had scalded her skin. Flesh peeled and poured from the wound, even as the formation paper she had protected instead of herself floated away from her body as her control and aura slipped, nearly falling to the ground. 
 
    Minh Trac, the formation master who was scurrying on the edges of the fight, was similarly struck. He had been hiding under numerous enchanted talismans, using the battle and the distraction of others to emplace a slaughter formation. However, the explosion tore through his meager defenses and sent him sprawling to the ground, piercing his clothing in a wave of poisonous water. Screaming in pain, he managed to strip his outer robes and slip a bottle of pills into his mouth—whole—to help stem the damage. 
 
    Thankfully, the corrupted ape was not attacking.  
 
    Having landed on its feet, it was searching the ground with its demonic arm, seeking the twisted bar of metal through mud and dirt. Its energy had grown chaotic, fluctuating as arcs of green energy and white lightning raced across its core. Energies contained by the corrupt formation burned across its body, unstable with the loss. 
 
    No time to worry about the lightning, the sudden surge of heavenly chi all around, the twisted smell of rotten meat and new cut flowers that surrounded Wu Ying now. No time to worry about the crash of blades in the distance or the screams of the dying Nascent Soul monsters. No time but to drop like a stooping bird, hands tucked close to him, and pray that his still tenuous control of the wind held. 
 
    Wu Ying led the way with his jian, dropping with each moment. Holding the wind as he neared the ape was like gripping an oiled, living eel about to be submerged in a vat of heated cooking oil. The closer he grew, the greater the struggle. He had no time to launch a proper attack, to pour all his energy into a blow, not when he was holding onto the element with all his might. 
 
    Instead, he could only sharpen the edge of his intent, allow the blade to do what it was made for. It cut deep into the side of the monster. It cut, carving a long furrow along the ape’s torso, hardened fur like steel parting beneath the dao-inspired edge. It cut and a fountain of blood exploded forth, some of it striking Wu Ying as he passed beside tree-trunk legs. 
 
    Already curving upward and rising to harass it as he sought the metal spike, the wind cultivator was surprised when his control failed utterly. Once the blood touched him, breaching his aura shield, the wind no longer answered him, growing chaotic.  
 
    He struck the muddy earth, a wave of soil, burnt grass, and poisonous water washing ahead of him and into the folds of his clothing. Poison and corruption invaded his body, seeking entrance even as the strength of his Body Cultivation and his dao battled back. Disoriented and injured, muscles along one leg cramping as he struggled upright, Wu Ying sought to rejoin the battle. He was not the only one, as Tou He engaged the beast, his staff and aura striking the creature again and again, attempting to push it back. 
 
    No more enchanted shielding to block attacks. The twisted formation that had given the ape strength had been broken, and now the creature only had the strength of its arms and its twisted dao to wield against them, the energy it had contained slowly fading. 
 
    But it was more than enough. 
 
    Even on the defensive, the ex-monk could barely hold on as each blow sent nearby mud and water jumping. The volume of their clashes was like a dozen bells being struck at once, a thousand drums played during the new year to scare away demons and hungry taotei.  
 
    The few standing trees were blown aside, leaving only the half-built formation that Minh Trac had been attempting to build standing. With each blow, the ex-monk was driven a step back, even the Resolute Mountain unable to bear up against the attacks, feet skidding on muddy earth and bringing him ever closer to the insensate colonel. 
 
    A flicker of movement in the corner, Thien Giang had gathered as much speed as she could in her headlong return. She was battered and exhausted, reckless in her actions, furious at being removed from the initial battle by the other monster. Her attack was without plan, led only by surging emotion and the intent to injure and rejoin battle. 
 
    Her guan dao, sweeping downward at the last moment, was caught on upraised, corrupted arm. It dug in deep, shearing portions of twisted skin apart only for cancerous flesh to grow around the guan dao. Surprise registered on her face as her attack came to a sudden stop. Still, experienced fighter that she was, the cultivator threw herself backward, tugging on the weapon to free it. 
 
    Only to find it unwilling to free itself entirely. 
 
    A momentary stoppage. A fatal one. 
 
    Guan dao was pulled toward body, the cultivator drawn toward ape. The ape’s other hand, moving in simultaneous and opposite direction, thrust forward. It emerged from her back, clawed fingers clutching her still-beating heart.  
 
    So died Thien Giang. So ended another cultivator.  
 
    And then, the monster turned to Tou He. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    “Together!” Wu Ying snarled, forcing himself to charge the creature. He no longer utilized the adjusted Wind Steps, no longer borrowed the wind to do his bidding. He could not afford to battle for control of the environment. Not and save his friend in time. 
 
    Already, the monster had struck. Wu Ying watched wide-eyed as the staff, reinforced and enchanted, bent under an open palm attack that his friend caught as it descended. Fingers hooked and gripped metal body, threatening to tear away the staff.  
 
    Gripping tightly, Tou He was lifted and pulled forward, flipping himself over the kick that followed and planting his feet on the exposed face, double kicking the monster. The attack tore his staff from the hand and sent him spinning backward as the explosive contact between the pair sent a wave of purifying flame washing outward. The smell of scorched hair and flesh intensified, even as Wu Ying was forced to squint against the glare.  
 
    More and more of the creature’s fur had caught fire, flames racing across exposed skin and burning at the cursed glyphs. Lightning rushed back and forth across the monster’s body, the lightning never having touched Tou He. As though the heavens themselves were attempting to punish the monster, even as pulses of eldritch energy poured from the metal spikes in contention. 
 
    Wu Ying felt his spiritual sense recoil as he approached the pair, feet sinking into muddy earth with each movement. No hesitation, he twisted in mid-air, throwing himself into the sky to stab downward. Dao-infused jian sank through decaying metal like butter, piercing the leftover spike. 
 
    The moment he made contact, he felt corruptive energy rush up his jian along his extended aura, attempting to intrude upon his understanding of the blade and his dao. Sinking to one knee, Wu Ying clutched his sword arm with his other hand feeling the corruption push upward with each moment. Joined together, blood and fluids weeping from the cracked open wound of his injured hand, Wu Ying poured chi down the blade. Forcing down the energy, the corruptive dao. 
 
    Not enough, the five winds. Not enough, the mortal understanding of this world. And though this energy had echoes of the wind of hell, it was spoiled, having wandered off the true path. He could not take this dao into his being, not and stay true. It would taint him, no matter the power it promised—and so much power it did promise—for it was not of this world.  
 
    It was not his path. 
 
    Could not be. 
 
    And yet, struggle as he might, he was losing. The only good fortune there was that his attack had disrupted the creature’s focus on his friend. Now, it was Tou He who defended him.  
 
    If it had been his arm instead of sword that he had used… 
 
    No time for possibilities or further thought.  
 
    Head bent low, Wu Ying poured energy and understanding down his weapon, the innate stubbornness of a peasant who never knew where his next meal might arise coming to the fore. The arrogance that any cultivator held was tested as energy slowly forced itself upward against his efforts. And finally, as it reached his guard, the obstinance to keep moving forward, no matter the examples of failures, of deaths and injuries that littered the mountain of immortality all around.  
 
    Each moment, he lost ground, cun[12] by cun. Energy drawn from his core, energy required to feed the burgeoning Nascent Immortal soul was drained. He refused to let the energy have its way, but even so, he lost.  
 
    Moment by moment, the corruption won and a little more of who he was lost. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Cleanse through the liver meridian, push through the large intestine and stomach meridians your chi in the eight and eleventh part. Concentrate the winds through that, rather than fourth meridian.” Phuong Vy’s voice was urgent, demanding as she jogged over to Wu Ying. The ground had firmed, mud having faded as the chi that had initially created the slurry drained away, the water drawn into a sphere wielded by another. 
 
    “What?” Wu Ying said, muzzily. 
 
    She repeated herself, even as she flicked a dozen hastily scribbled talismans onto the ground around Wu Ying’s sword point. The air warmed and smoke arose, the cleansing formation triggering and purifying the tainted energy that escaped the metal rod. 
 
    A slight moment of hesitation preceded another wave of corruptive energy forcing its way past the guard, touching the knuckles of his hand. Wu Ying poured energy as she recommended, cleansing and twisting his chi before it was guided into his hand. Almost immediately, the corruption shrank back. The altered flow of chi made the fire element of the winds more prominent and reduced the wood element, splitting his energy apart and making it hotter.  
 
    Instinct guided his next action, as he recalled the warm winds of the south. He guided energy based off that aspect through the meridians further, pulling cold chi from the north from his arm, pouring warmth from the south down the sword. It helped as he pushed back the energy from the rod, though soon enough a balance of power formed. 
 
    Balance was not enough, for he could not extract his hand. Balance was not enough, for Tou He battled for his life. Balance was important, but it was also stasis. It was equilibrium that threatened to tip into failure. It was the man on the cliff’s ledge, ready to fall through the air. Or a plant, freshly cut. Dead and no longer growing but poised for the end. 
 
    Life—existence—was not about balance. It was about growth and change, about fall and failure and subsequent rise and success. It was about learning when one won or lost. A churning whirlwind of the future and uncertainty, of regret from the past and that ever-present, ever-passing moment of the current. 
 
    Five winds from the corners of the earth held back the ever-encroaching power of corruption, the alien dimensional energy, and Wu Ying found balance. It was not enough. But there was a sixth wind, one that he had followed on its behest down south that had yet to act. 
 
    Balanced between success and failure, the tiny thread of heavenly wind that he had grasped tipped the scales. Enlightenment, the barest thread of understanding and beneficence from a realm that demanded obedience, offered him success. 
 
    He clutched at it, bent to their demands and allowed himself to be the tool they required. He fell into the wind, no longer fighting heavenly dictates, no longer seeking to impose his own goals. Heaven had no time for disobedience, brooked no argument. Wu Ying was but a soldier bound to their whims, fighting a celestial battle for the worlds below. 
 
    Cold.  
 
    Heaven’s wind was cold. He knew it was not truly freezing. It was not the frigid, bone-aching chill of the north, where the snow never left and greenery was but an ancient memory.  
 
    No, this was the chill of a disappointed parent, the reserve of unfeeling rules and regulations applied to one and all without concern for circumstances. It was imposed order that had created canals across the entirety of the south, linking cities and reducing flood plains, such that farmers could survive turbulent rainy months. It was the logical progression of civilization, the building of roads between settlements and the construction of walls to provide protection.  
 
    It was neither good nor bad, just like the true hell winds were neither weal nor woe. It was a factor of life that saw the imposition of order and the perfection of civilization, that provided guidance and wisdom and judgment in equal order. 
 
    And the pitiless heavens did not, could not, accept the corruption, for that brought chaos.  
 
    Roaring through Wu Ying’s body, straining muscles and bones and skin, Heavens’ winds roared. It drew from his understanding and now, offered a true channel to this world, arrived in force. It tore apart his body even as the corrupted energy was pushed all the way back into the metal rod.  
 
    The wind cultivator glowed, white light emanating from his body, and gale-force winds picked up around him, pushing against the scholar who had stood beside him and bringing forth damp earth and scattered foliage. 
 
    Greenish-yellow energy frosted over, turned white and sky blue all around him. In the distance, Wu Ying heard the ape scream as heavenly chi flooded the flesh runes engraved on the creature’s body. Straining energies coursed through the monster’s body, cracking it apart as a weakness was exploited. Now, the monster suffered, torn apart as energies warred within its form from two dimensions. Now, the heavens acted. 
 
    A door went both ways.  
 
    Where it had flooded Wu Ying’s world before, now the Heavens invaded their realm. Sought the breach and imposed their own demands upon the world from the other side. In so doing, they put a strain upon the monster and the gate formation. 
 
    “Yes! This will work.” Phuong Vy flicked her hand sideways and cast it upward. The large slip of paper that had hovered beside her flew into the sky, inked words ripping free from the paper to hang above them all. Instructions for another. 
 
    In the distance, Minh Trac’s eyes widened as he staggered to his feet. Looking from instructions to the flags he held, he grinned and ran, yanking some flags out of the ground, slipping others in as he sought to finish the formation. So many flags, some from the earlier stasis formation, others from the slaughter formation, and now, newer ones that utilized other elements were added. 
 
    “I have the north!” Yang Mu, returned at last, cried out.  
 
    She dashed from corner to corner, gripping and tossing formation flags as she aided the formation master. Dinh Don was already there, hands plunged into the still-hardening earth, roots reaching from the ground to grip the ape that thrashed about in pain and fury, hampering its movement. 
 
    In the meantime, Tou He fought the creature directly, his flames wrapping around himself and the colonel. The small woman clutched her weapon tightly, exhausted and weaving on her feet but stubbornly joining the battle. Together, they held off the distracted ape as the formation masters worked. 
 
    All this, Wu Ying sensed peripherally. Yet it was unimportant. For in the grip of heavenly orders, in the midst of healing a tortured barrier, he could do naught but stand, hands gripping sword and sword hand, a conduit for those above. 
 
    One way or the other, the heavens would have their way. No matter what it cost him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    “Hold on. Just hold on…” The words were urgent, sent through threads of spirit chi. Her words were a whisper on the wind, barely heard by the recipient for he was no longer a person alone but a conduit. A pathway for a higher power that poured its wrath and orders. 
 
    Caught between worlds, sword embedded in carved and corrupted iron rod that was the gateway to another dimension, Wu Ying’s form wavered at the edges. Wisps of smoky wind floated away from him, drawn back by iron will before reforming as mortal flesh and blood. His skin dissolved and split, flesh and skin and bone disappearing and reforming as his mortal form was sublimated into his element to better carry the demands of those above. 
 
    The Seven Winds cultivation technique that Wu Ying studied was incomplete. Its creator had never managed to reach the Heavens, even with the understanding that he had wielded. And Wu Ying was but a poor student. 
 
    For he was missing enlightenment on the hell wind entirely, barely grasped the heavenly wind that overrode him now. He could not balance the demands of those above with the stubbornness of those below, and so he was but a puppet. Rather than making the element part of him and thus subject to his commands, he was becoming the wind, a portion of the greater Dao itself.  
 
    What then was the need for a human form? What need for human wants and needs? The seductive whisper of enlightenment and nature itself threatened to unmoor Wu Ying. Each moment, his ego and self were robbed of their edge, their true form. He could become the wind, and in so doing, achieve his ultimate goal. 
 
    Immortality. 
 
    Of sorts. 
 
    In becoming the wind, the man known as Wu Ying, farmer once before, mere peasant at one time, now cultivator, gatherer, swordmaster would vanish. The wind had no need for past nor future, no necessity for mortal demands or goals. It blew and it changed the world, but it was also as immutable as the sun, as formless as water. By joining the wind, Wu Ying would end. 
 
    Wu Ying fought on to hold onto himself, pitting his will against the heavens now.  
 
    In the meantime, a new formation was built; a new method to achieve victory was created. The ape raged and burnt, Wu Ying wavered and faded, and the formation was implanted. But formations took time to create, time to adjust. 
 
    A blow sank Tou He half into the earth, his staff bending again. A deep cut from a dao, crossing one leg and traveling up the thigh, opened a wound near a metal rod. Lightning jumped, striking the blade, rushing upward to shock the colonel, its demands for purity indiscriminate. The cultivator struck the dirt and lay a distance away, lightning racing across her body and through her core. 
 
    Dinh Don was by their side, wielding two shorter machete-like blades made not of metal but wood. He cut into the creature, the blades humming with infused dao understanding and his chi, and where they struck, they parted scorched flesh and iron-tipped fur with equal ease. Blood flew through the air, poisonous and caustic and left the ground smoking and tainted. An acrid, nauseating aroma arose from the earth and the rotting flesh and open wounds of the ape, choking the fighters if not for Tou He’s aura. 
 
    A shriek from above, a flicker of movement passing by all too fast. Blood blossomed in the air in its passing. Sao Choi acted now, its previous opponent consumed, the creature wielding wind and compressed air against the ape but never seeking to touch it.  
 
    Beset on all sides, the ape was still acting. Blows were exchanged between opponents, cultivators and beast alike striving for victory even as lightning arced between all, fire burned and cleansed, and gale winds swept the surroundings. In the distance, vegetation burned and was uprooted, the very earth scoured from the ground and bedrock found, the temple half-destroyed by attacks that were dodged or deflected. 
 
    A backhand blow was narrowly avoided, Dinh Don ducking, a breeze ruffling his hair as he did so. Realization arrived too late for the scout as the swinging backhand was but a set up for the foot that followed. It caught him in the chest and lower body, throwing him away as bones cracked under the assault and his body catapulted out of the clearing. 
 
    “Nearly there. Just hold the monster!” Minh Trac cried.  
 
    He no longer tried to emplace the formation flags exactly, instead dodging from side to side to cast them into the ground. Dozens of them already sprouted across the clearing, an inner line forming a simple casing to protect the true formation on the outside as the battle continued. 
 
    Yang Mu mirrored his actions on the other side, though alterations in chi flow, the lay of the land, and even the ambient magic required her to emplace formation flags in different places. Unlike Minh Trac, who carried the formation flags in his hand, she only pulled them forth when required, wielding a fan in the other to deflect the occasional glob of earth that the monstrous ape managed to cast in her direction. 
 
    Most of those were intercepted by Phuong Vy as she floated in the sky in a circle of talismans. From one storage ring, a continual flow of yellow talisman papers appeared. Waving, she orchestrated the movement of the talismans, intercepting attacks of opportunity the creature wielded and occasionally sweeping the monster back to the center of the formation in a flood of quick-burning talisman papers.  
 
    All this, Wu Ying sensed and more.  
 
    He felt the billowing in the creature’s lungs, the thread of air as it breathed. He felt the shift of space and air as the group battled, the concussive effects of blows that threw up mud and leaves all around. He knew if he could just grasp the edges of understanding of wind and air and space, he could wield it like a weapon.  
 
    Form gale-strength winds to throw the monster aside, create a spiral of wind that could lift it into the edges of the heavens, even bring a stillness to its lungs and choke it to death. 
 
    Wu Ying knew if he could just grasp it, he could aid his friends.  
 
    And they needed it. 
 
    The last remaining cultivator, Tou He, fought on. A mistimed dodge saw a leg break. Only stubbornness and a cultivator’s ability to control their bodies kept the broken bones together. A successful block saw the creature shift its aim as it rebounded, crushing fingers of one hand as it passed.  
 
    He fought with valiance, with courage and skill. With the obstinate stubbornness of the unyielding mountain. But he was losing against the ape, even beset by lightning and heavenly chi, by talismans and gripping roots and rising water. 
 
    He fought on, alone.  
 
    And the formation masters Yang Mu, Minh Trac, they would not finish in time. 
 
    Clarity returned to Wu Ying amidst the chaos and agony of existence as he glimpsed an upcoming future. His friend would slip, miss a block, be crushed.  
 
    Without anyone to stop it, the ape would ignore the talismans that were but a distraction, it would reach Wu Ying and scoop up the missing diabolical metal rod. Free his jian from it, return it to his body, and finish the battle. 
 
    For all their efforts, for everything they had done, the creature was still too strong. 
 
    They would lose. 
 
    And knowing that future, knowing that his friends would fail and fall, it was the simplest thing in the world to give in. To allow the heavens control. For his body to go from mortal to immortal, to breach the gap of formless wind. 
 
    It was the easiest thing in the world, no more difficult than changing one’s mind and heart. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A sword clattered to the ground. A body disappeared. A woman screamed.  
 
    Wind swept around a burning flame, growing in strength and speed, swirling around and around in a cyclone as it approached the target. It caught the ape as it swung meaty hands, corrupted and alien limb leaving trails of eldritch greenish light behind.  
 
    If the formless could scream, it would have. 
 
    Instead, the wind sped up, slowing limbs, energy torn from the skies and borrowed from the flames. Debris caught in the storm tore at exposed limbs, wind filled with ice and shards of frost with an edge like a sword’s blade flensed skin and eyes and fur alike.  
 
    High above, corrupted skies and air was peeled apart as the cyclone grew ever wider, as the flames taken from dragonkin cultivator were poured into them, forming a cyclone of fire. In so doing, it opened a gap such that the heavens could finally see without hindrance. A column of flame and wind that signaled those above and guided their actions. 
 
    Heavenly disapproval arrived.  
 
    It struck, tearing through cyclone and flame, through sentient wind to corrupted being. It struck without mercy, without hesitation, enforcing its dictates. Lightning, blue and white and yellow, brighter even than the heavenly disapproval of ascension. Burning away that which did not belong. 
 
    Once, twice, thrice.  
 
    Bolts of lightning the size of a tree trunk launched downward, white light so bright that those mortal cultivators could only shield themselves. The lightning tore through it all, and a mortal-being taken immortal form was torn free from its mooring and cast aside, chastised for daring to be so forward. Nearby, another mortal whose flames had fed the cyclone was blasted away as well, collateral damage now that he was no longer needed. 
 
    Under heavenly assault, the corrupted ape roared defiance. Skin burned and bones crisped, metal rods melting under the intense heat. The creature was driven to its knees and collapsed, a charred corpse filled with metal attached to an alien arm. 
 
    As suddenly as heavenly disapproval had arrived, it faded. Human channeler no longer present, the clouds of corrupted chi rolled back, hiding those below. Silence descended on the surroundings as stunned cultivators stared at the fallen body. 
 
    Silence so deep that the fall of leaves, the cracking of cooling sand, and the slow, heavy beat of a heart reinforced by demonic dimensional energy could be heard. Stuttering, stopping, but slowly regaining strength.  
 
    Not done, not finished, not yet. 
 
    Even as the fighters lay on the ground, senseless. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying woke to the sense of chi rushing inward, concentrating. Every cell in his body ached, bones and muscles conducting a deep sense of wrongness within. He rolled to the side as a racking cough took him, forcing blood and phlegm from his mouth and lungs. Bits of pieces, portions of his body that should have stayed within came with it, even as his vision swam and the world rung. 
 
    When the cough finally ended, Wu Ying struggled to pull his legs under him. Dizziness swam through his body and the commands were disjointed, as though his body was reacting a fraction of a moment later. The hesitation created a strange sense of unreality as he struggled to his swaying feet. Instinctively, he sought a weapon, casting around for his jian and not finding it anywhere nearby. 
 
    Confusion still warred with pain in his mind as the wind cultivator sought to understand what had happened. He recalled them losing, the monster beating down his friend, a decision. Then separation. Being pulled upward, his body, his sense of self separated and cradled in the arms of the world itself.  
 
    Wu Ying had belonged in a way he had never before. A sense of peace, of connection that had stretched his soul and being not just across the clearing or the multiple li his senses allowed but further, to the heavens above and the earth below. He had been one, and in becoming that one, he had felt himself dissolving. Even now, a sense of unease sat within him, as though the world was but an illusion, no more real than a paper doll house. Just as fragile to his whims. 
 
    Another shudder ran through his body, dampness in his robes enhancing the shivers that prickled his skin. Pain coursed through his body with each movement, each breath. Pain that Wu Ying found himself grateful for, for it anchored him in the present, provided him a prop to lean upon in the tides of unreality that his mind floated upon. 
 
    Focus came with that anchoring, and he let his hazy gaze trace across the blasted, twisted ground of burned grass, blackened earth, and melted sand to spot the withered, seared body of the corrupted ape. He could sense the flow of heavenly chi that poured into the corpse now, tearing at the edges of corruption that it attempted to exude. At the same time, he saw its effects in the real world, as it stripped away the flesh and bones that kept attempting to regrow, breaking them down even as cancerous mutations bubbled forth. 
 
    Wu Ying’s stomach lurched a little at the sight. He turned away, moving too fast, and felt his nausea heighten. He emptied his stomach, sinking to his knees near the vomit, his body pulsing with waves of agony that made him more nauseated, sending him in a cycle of pain and nausea. 
 
    A hand pressed upon his back. He felt it stroke his back, helped to ease his pain as calming wood chi entered his body.  
 
    “It’s okay. You’re okay. Just breathe. Just breathe.” 
 
    Looking sideways, he spotted a worried-looking Yang Mu, her lower lip caught between her teeth as she stroked his back. Wu Ying could not help but notice that her hair was still almost perfectly coiffed, other than a single lock that fell over her left eye. Not that she was without injury, for a trail of blood ran down her scalp from a crusted wound on the same side. Yet it was her hazel eyes that were filled with concern that had him mastering himself by sheer will, to shrug off the hurt rather than increase her concern. 
 
    “I’m fine. I’m here.” And how close that was, how easily he felt he could have slipped away entirely, he would never say. That he might have joined the winds themselves, not as an immortal but just as another passing spirit, he shuddered to consider. 
 
    Or perhaps that was the fried nerves, the arcing pain that ran through him constantly from the tips of his toes to the ends of his hair. 
 
    “Idiot. What were you thinking?” 
 
    “That we were losing.”  
 
    Wu Ying’s gaze drifted away, searching. He found his target, the still body of his friend. He found himself limping over, one foot dragging, stumbling over unseen rocks. Eyes narrowed, he tried to spot a moving chest, his spiritual sense buzzing and warping, at times narrowing down to no more than his own skin, at other times flaring outward across multiple li. Too much and too little information, all at once.  
 
    “Tou He… how…” 
 
    “He’s alive,” Yang Mu comforted Wu Ying. “The lightning that struck, it was not targeted at him. I think his fire, it helped protect him a little.” 
 
    “Is that… smoke?” Wu Ying muttered, squinting. He felt his lips crack as he spoke, a tooth a little too loose in his mouth. For that matter, now that he stared at the body, that robe was not his usual one, being a little too green and embroidered for the monk. 
 
    “He was still struck. I had to cover him because of the damage done.” Without a word, she took his arm, helping him limp closer. “It’s surprising your own stayed with you. Along with your armor.” 
 
    “Yeah…”  
 
    Wu Ying had no explanation for that. He vaguely recalled pulling them with him when he had chosen to give up. Instinct that he could not explain, like catching a teacup that fell from a table or breathing. It had been natural, just an extension of his modified Wind Steps. He had done it before, this passing through, but only in short bursts. Now, perhaps, he might be able to do the same for longer. 
 
    The pair shuffled over to Tou He in silence, the flow of chi thrumming through the clearing. Minh Trac was crouched on one side, lifting an exhausted Phuong Vy. Dinh Don was taking a more active part in the proceedings, laboriously loading his crossbow and sending bolts into the twitching ape, each attack sending a spurt of blood anew. 
 
    As for the colonel… 
 
    “Where’s Bich Trang?” Wu Ying asked. Where was Sao Choi for that matter? 
 
    “Over there.”  
 
    A nod of Yang Mu’s head guided Wu Ying’s gaze. Through the haze and darkness, the wavering lines of his own vision, he struggled to see what she indicated. Eventually, the figures resolved, though each time he blinked, he found his attention drawn away and a headache building. 
 
    “The bird is doing something to the air around them,” Wu Ying said, tearing his gaze away at last. 
 
    “It is. A camouflage of some form.”  
 
    Wu Ying grimaced, recalling how the Nascent Soul creature had sneaked up on him multiple times.  
 
    “I think it’s worried about the colonel,” Yang Mu said. 
 
    “I’m worried about us,” Tou He said, wrapping the robes around himself like a towel rather than putting on the entire thing. He worked the sleeves over his shoulders, making a makeshift monk robe and covering himself modestly. As his friend turned to face them fully, Wu Ying spotted scars tracing down one side of Tou He’s body; lightning scars that played across the top of his skin and reached upward to cross over one eye and three quarters of his shaved scalp. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Tou He touched his face with the injured hand, wincing as he did so. Eventually, he answered slowly. “I believe so. My flames are subdued, and I ache, but the pain was worth the final blow. More importantly, how are you?” He eyed Wu Ying dubiously. “You look like you’ve spent a year fighting your Master and Elder Koh, getting cut and grappled to death.” 
 
    “I…” Wu Ying coughed again, wincing as a gob of darkened blood flew from his lips. “I have been better.” Then he smiled wryly. “And worse.” 
 
    “You really need to learn how to finish a fight without coming out of it half alive.” 
 
    “Said the crispy Elder…” 
 
    “Commented the bleeding Gatherer.” 
 
    “Boys.” Yang Mu let the word out with a huff, drawing their attention to her. “If you’re done, perhaps it’s time to do what we came for?”  
 
    She tilted her head toward the ape, the blackened skin a hedgehog of crossbow bolts and burned flesh that struggled to reform before bursting apart, leaking fluids staining the earth. Tou He grunted, gesturing and bringing forth a new staff. This was a familiar weapon, wood rather than the bent metal of his other weapon. That one, he stored away. Wu Ying could not help but push his own senses out a little, hoping to find his own jian. 
 
    Using his staff, Tou He stood carefully on his splinted leg, testing it before nodding thanks to Yang Mu. Slowly, the trio limped over to the beating heart.  
 
    “I thought when we destroyed the formation, it would be over. Yet the creature’s heart beats still, and the corruption is still in the air,” Tou He commented. 
 
    “We had to change our plans,” Phuong Vy said weakly as she was brought along on her brazier. Minh Trac had joined her on it, looking nearly as exhausted as she was. He had one arm cradled in a sling, the broken limb carefully tucked into his robes. “The formation was anchored by the metal rods, but the actual gate is the beast’s body. To close it, we must drain the creature of all its strength then kill it.” 
 
    “You said anchored.” Tou He frowned. “What happens when it’s not?” 
 
    Phuong Vy gestured at the body that kept attempting to grow and heal, cancerous tumors and cysts forming on various parts of its body, weeping fluids causing vegetation to burst from the ground before they died under the influx of clean chi. “That.” 
 
    “Not pretty,” Wu Ying muttered. “Do we have any indication of who did this?”  
 
    He nodded idly to Dinh Don, who had ambled over to the group, a bolt loaded in the crossbow but the scout no longer releasing them. The man took position a short distance away, just a little behind Yang Mu, and had forced Wu Ying to turn to greet him. Phuong Vy and Minh Trac were both nearly opposite the man, just off a little.  
 
    “Also, anyone seen my sword?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “I have it,” Yang Mu muttered softly. 
 
    “Some,” Minh Trac said. “We had to kill it fast, so we never had a chance to study the metal rods. If someone had stolen a rod rather than stabbing it…” He sighed. “The temple, on the other hand, might offer further clues.” 
 
    Reflexively, Wu Ying turned his blurry gaze to the temple. The abandoned building was mostly rubble now, the battle having destroyed the walls and taken down the roof such that only the massive stone blocks lay in the distance. As he squinted, Wu Ying’s spiritual sense flared and narrowed, his sense of the wind and the surroundings expanding in a pulse of uncontrolled energy that left him reeling and Yang Mu steadying him more forcefully.  
 
    “You are not looking very well,” Minh Trac said idly. “That wind form you took, it took a lot out of you, did it?” 
 
    When Tou He noticed Wu Ying was too tired and disoriented to answer, the monk did so for him. “It was not easy, facing the beast. It was closer to immortal than Nascent Soul, I would have said. At least in terms of chi concentration.” Turning his head, Tou He peered about the surroundings. “We were lucky to win.” 
 
    “We were,” Dinh Don confirmed. “As it stood…” His gaze tracked over to where Thien Giang had fallen, her body already stored away, and it grew heavy with grief. 
 
    Yang Mu frowned. She tilted her head up, her voice growing a little light as she spoke. “What happened to Sao Choi?”  
 
    “Probably out scouting, now that the Colonel’s awake.” As Dinh Don spoke, the scout played with the crossbow, a flickering at the edge of his aura making Wu Ying’s vision swim as energy pulsed back and forth. 
 
    “You think the formation is enough? To finish the ape?” Tou He asked. 
 
    “It should be,” Yang Mu said, eyeing Minh Trac as though waiting for him to confirm her words.  
 
    The man offered a sharp nod, even as he cocked his head toward where the colonel had propped herself up on one arm.  
 
    “We couldn’t have done this without you three,” Minh Trac said suddenly, turning back to them and pacing a little to the side. “So, you know, thank you.” 
 
    Wu Ying, his head clearing a little as his senses were drawn inward, muttered, “There’s a formation inside the building. A circle, with words scribbled on the ground. It feels familiar but…” He shook his head, trying to remove the clouds that sat within him. “I can’t remember where.” 
 
    “It’s okay. Just relax. You’ll remember soon enough,” Yang Mu murmured. 
 
    “Cultivator Yang,” Dinh Don said softly, “thank you for using the scroll. If you had not, I believe that worm would have survived all our efforts.” 
 
    “That’s what equipment is for, is it not?” Yang Mu replied, offering the man a half-smile. “To be used. But all this gratitude, it is making me blush.” 
 
    “I did not want to leave it unsaid,” the scout said. 
 
    Minh Trac was still pacing, his chi compass out. He was staring at the group, at the formation, at the flow of chi, frowning so much so that a deep line had creased the area between his eyebrows. 
 
    Wu Ying blinked again, touching his head. He felt the dampness from a cut, wiped it away, frowned at his fingers that felt numb. Something was going on here, something that his friends and those surrounding them understood. His thoughts were muddy, every moment a struggle. His mind struggled to understand relevance, for there was an ant over there that had survived the storm of battle. Now, it had found a beetle corpse, one that had elevated itself. Bringing the tiny core back to its nest would see their fate change. 
 
    Over there, a branch threatened to break. Leaves on it would spill, and somehow, Wu Ying knew, depending on where it fell and how, lives thousands of li away would change. A storm would form, or not, from a single branch. 
 
    The sun shone, baking the earth, drying it out. The rotting smell was slowly giving way as the purifying chi from the heavens, pure yang energy burned away at the edges. The wind stirred, dispersing the scent further, and all around them, slowly, the true world reasserted itself. 
 
    All so important. But here, now, something was happening. Yet thinking was like wading through heavy mud after a hard rainfall. It should have been obvious. He knew it should have been. After all, Tou He clearly got it. 
 
    “No,” Tou He said, head rising a little. “I didn’t think you would want to do so. Bad fortune, leaving such karma behind. Worse karma, of course, in other actions.” His hand twitched by his side, then he raised his arm and frowned. A bracelet that had been given to him was missing.  
 
    For that matter, the one Wu Ying had worn was gone too. Obviously not everything had transferred when the wind cultivator had transformed. 
 
    For a moment, the wind cultivator panicked. He looked at his fingers, only relaxing when he noticed his World Spirit Ring was still there. He relaxed, almost laughing at his actions, the others all eyeing him carefully. 
 
    “Problem?” Phuong Vy said carefully. 
 
    “No. It’s nothing.” 
 
    Yang Mu sighed and pulled Wu Ying a step closer to his friend. She cocked her head, eyeing the surroundings before she placed a hand on Tou He’s arm too. She turned his wrist over, the monk looking bemused as she took his pulse. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” Phuong Vy said suspiciously. “You’re no physician.” 
 
    “No. And your trap isn’t very good,” Yang Mu said. “It’s a good thing we planned for betrayal anyway.” 
 
    Wu Ying felt the energy pulling at him, the twisting of power as Yang Mu activated the charm on her hand, expanding the escape formation she had laid across each of the campsites they had used. At the same time, Wu Ying felt the sudden spike of killing intent, masked until now, as the raptor dove, blurring across intervening distance in an attempt to finish them before they could escape. 
 
    Simultaneously, Dinh Don raised and released the crossbow bolt while the formation Minh Trac had been marking with his aura snapped into place, glowing. Phuong Vy’s brazier opened, the cauldron expelling a poisonous mixture toward them. 
 
    All too late. All but the stooping raptor. 
 
    Sao Choi, having contained its strength, now poured it into its movement. It crossed intervening space, claws extended, in the blink of an eye. As the energy from the escape formation swept over the group and tore them from the clearing, Wu Ying felt a deep impact that shook him to the core as chi wrapped itself around them all and blasted them clear. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 43 
 
      
 
    Yang Mu had created these escape formations all through their journey since the appearance of the Ma Than Vong. Each night, she had planted the formations guarding them and embedded the escape formation within the very same formation to ensure their safety. Now, the group skipped across space, each campsite a beacon for the energy that threw them forth. 
 
    At the same time, Yang Mu screamed. The power required for their transportation was greater than ever. Though much of it was drawn from the environment, the necessary extension of the bracelet that she wore to envelop both Wu Ying and Tou He—and now, Sao Choi—drew directly from her core.  
 
    The wood-and-earth escape formation was meant to be a short-range enchantment, transferring their bodies through the ground and connecting trees to the next location. The added energy and the modifications Yang Mu had completed allowed them to extend it across multiple li, each of the campsites pulling energy from the formation flags that had been slowly gathering the energy while the team was away. 
 
    Yet the passage of wind and air aspected cultivator and spirit beast through wood and earth was draining. Their bodies, unused to the transformation, instinctively fought against the change, for their very daos were anathema to this act. 
 
    Dragged along through the ground, Wu Ying felt as though his body and soul were being scoured. As though he was an ill-kept pot once utilized by an inattentive cook, the rice meant to cook left too long over the fire such that it burnt itself into blackened charcoal. The earth was the cleanser, soil and rough stone rubbed over and over again.  
 
    Fortune and misfortune all in one. Remnant wounds and blood clots, leftover debris from when he had reformed were pulled from his body, left behind as they jumped from camp to camp. His body was purified by the enchantment in a way that he would have been grateful for if not for the indescribable agony of the act. 
 
    Wu Ying was no stranger to pain, to the slow ache of being boiled alive and having poisons and corruption drawn from his form. He had soaked in baths for days on end, had his very cells broken down repeatedly before being reformed, sometimes multiple times during a single session.  
 
    The wind cultivator was no stranger to agony.  
 
    And yet, this journey transcended each of his previous experiences. Old wounds that had just finished clotting were reopened. His body, hastily rebuilt and only kept together by grace of the Dao, was damaged once more. His mind rode the waves of unending pain, his sanity tested. A sense of self that had nearly exhausted itself on the winds of existence was pinned to earthly body, and Wu Ying longed for those moments of serenity and inexistence he had approached. 
 
    But it was not to be. 
 
    The earth did not offer such solace, just more agony. 
 
    A pouring of energy, one last twist of power along a guided route, and the quartet were vomited out into an encampment near the hanged ghosts’ settlement. The formation itself burst into flame moments later as its energy was exhausted. 
 
    Tou He rolled, coming to his uninjured knee in a half-crouch with broken leg splayed out behind him. A wound along the left arm he had used to block the raptor’s claw dribbled blood, the staff he held in his other hand bearing long claw marks. 
 
    Yang Mu was not much better, having crashed into a tree and through it to fetch against another towering tree trunk. She lay still, her core exhausted as she struggled to stay awake. Passing tens of li within moments with an extra passenger had drained the wood cultivator of every dreg of power within her, and only the fact that the wood-and-earth escape formation had been so appropriately entwined with her own element had made it possible. 
 
    All this, Wu Ying was informed of by the winds that had returned to him. It spoke to him as he lay on the ground, nearly senseless. It blew from afar, sweeping corrupted energy away now that the source was fading, a massive makeshift formation draining the corruption with each moment. Heavenly wind even returned, grumbling about mortal concerns, powerful cultivators, and the plottings of mortal kingdoms.  
 
    For all that, it was the slowly wakening bird, a creature whose magnificent feathers had been half- plucked from its body, that concerned Wu Ying most of all. The wind cultivator struggled to put energy into his injured body to force himself to stand, only for the energy to bleed out of him through myriad damaged meridians and body parts.  
 
    “Amithaba, great one. We have no desire to fight.” Tou He limped, dragging one foot, his flame guttering. He swallowed another alchemical pill in hopes of providing fuel as he approached the raptor, passing by Wu Ying’s lolling head and his field of vision. “This need not end in tragedy. We were friends, were we not?” 
 
    No answer of course. What kind of answer could they expect from a spirit beast? Certainly not from one that had been silent through the entire journey. Yet the ex-monk had to try, Wu Ying knew. And he… he had to do his best too. 
 
    Voice cracked once then again, as Wu Ying swallowed around dry mouth. “Yang Mu. Slaughter formation.” 
 
    Tou He turned a little at Wu Ying’s words. Only to sway to the side, blocking an attack with his wooden staff. The Mountain Abides stance was not as resolute as before, its roots chipped and mined by battle and exhaustion, such that when struck even by the weightless attacks of a crippled god of the sky, it shifted. 
 
    “Great one, this need not be this way,” Tou He repeated, even as he blocked another attack. Not at him this time, but at Wu Ying. 
 
    Even threatened with the loss of his life, Wu Ying found himself unable to shift away, so robbed of energy was he. Yet slowly, a trickle of energy was returning to him as the Cyclone’s Breath stirred within his core, winds from multiple li pouring their energy into him. From the look in the raptor’s eyes, such action had not gone unnoticed. 
 
    “Yang Mu. Get up,” Wu Ying muttered, hoping she would do so. Hoping that she could find the energy to waken. He had given her the killing formation he had bargained for from her mother, knowing she could make use of it better.  
 
    Treachery had always been a concern. Their presence had been unwanted, the threat the trio showcased as powerful additions to the kingdoms that had previously threatened Nanyue clear. That they had learned of a weakness in the fortress of Liang Soong, a weakness that could be exploited by an expansionist kingdom to the north… 
 
    Well, sometimes, it was better to close off such threats beforehand. Especially if the reason for the corrupted ape, for the portal that had been opened was a secret that needed to be kept.  
 
    All those thoughts flickered through Wu Ying’s mind as energy trickled into his dantian through dried out meridians. Now that he had energy, his body ached even further, blood seeping from his robes and dripping from the edges of his armor to stain the earth.  
 
    In the meantime, Tou He had shifted to block the raptor. He struck again and again with his staff, driving back the hopping bird. If not for Sao Choi’s own injuries, its inability to fly beyond short hops aided by its control of the air, the fight might have been over already. As it stood, Tou He had long, bleeding wounds across his body, the robe he wore torn and bloodied. 
 
    “Great One… please…” Tou He’s voice was a little desperate now.  
 
    One moment he was raising his left hand in a block, the next the staff was spinning away, a trail of blood arcing through the air and the Nascent Soul bird a short distance away, letting out a long happy cry even as it swallowed the pair of fingers it had taken from the cultivator. 
 
    No more time. Unable to delay any longer, Wu Ying forced the little energy he had gathered through his meridians. He poured it into his World Spirit Ring, his soul tearing apart as he wielded it to manipulate the storage ring and extract the formation flag. A secondary command flag that he had kept.  
 
    Trust, but plan for the worst. 
 
    Then Wu Ying sank the formation flag into the ground beside him and released the last of his energy, powering it with a touch of his lifeblood. Insufficient energy meant that the formation took what it required to start from his very body. 
 
    Energy coursed through Wu Ying, and once again, he rode the waves of pain. Except this time, no longer caught outside the realm of mortal form, consciousness was robbed from him even as lifeblood poured from his hands into the formation itself. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You idiot,” Tou He ranted at him even as he finished bandaging Wu Ying. He did so adroitly, only occasionally fumbling the passing of the bandages between one hand to another as he adapted to the loss of his last two fingers. “You used lifeblood to power the formation. What kind of fool does that?” 
 
    Too tired to answer him directly, Wu Ying just stared at his friend. After all, he could recall one such idiot.  
 
    “I was young and headstrong then. I did not know the importance of it,” Tou He replied, finishing the bandage around his friend’s leg and moving on. “You are no longer young. There was no need for that. If you’d just handed me the flag…” 
 
    In reply, Wu Ying looked at his friend’s damaged hand. He could not help but smirk a little, causing the ex-monk to growl in exasperation. 
 
    “Already? I only lost my fingers a few hours ago,” he said. 
 
    Working his lips, Wu Ying tried to speak, only to fail. His throat was raw and lacking in moisture. Seeing his friend struggle, Tou He extracted a wine gourd and allowed a low trickle to enter his friend’s throat before continuing his haranguing. 
 
    “Don’t try to speak, you should rest.” Tou He nodded to the side, where Yang Mu still lay senseless. “Follow her example.” 
 
    “You… too…” Wu Ying finally croaked. 
 
    “After I deal with the corpse.”  
 
    Wu Ying’s gaze returned to the corpse of Sao Choi, a part of him rising in disappointment as he saw the mangled and bloody body. He knew that it was important for Tou He to deal with the corpse, to extract the spirit core within and even butcher the body for meat and resources. Yet Wu Ying found himself deeply saddened as he stared at it. 
 
    Not just for the loss of a magnificent creature, one that had lived for hundreds of years, but also the betrayal. It did not have to happen that way. If they had but trusted one another, spoken to one another, this final betrayal might not have occurred. 
 
    But greed and paranoia had driven the actions of others. And now the trio was here, trapped in the wilderness, wounded and exhausted and with enemies not far behind.  
 
    There would be no talking, not anymore. Not now, perhaps not for a very long time. Too much had been lost on both sides. 
 
    All Wu Ying could hope was that it had been worth it.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 44 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying took the lead the day after. As much as the team had wanted to immediately leave, to escape and put further ground between them and their pursuers, they had only stumbled a short distance away from the battle location before slipping into a deep earthen depression created by a sloping hill and a fallen tree.  
 
    Their sleep was fitful, the constant use of alchemical pills to restore body and energy reserves filling the surroundings with the stink of alchemical impurities. Only Wu Ying’s returning control of the wind kept the odors drifting upward and away, leaving them hidden. 
 
    Over the course of the next few days, the group swung north and east, seeking to bypass the village and the angered hanged demons while also leaving minimal traces for their pursuers. Wu Ying was all too aware that Dinh Don had survived the battle and the scout’s method of tracking them was one that the wind cultivator would struggle to combat. 
 
    More often than not, the group waded through streams, trading the discomfort of cold feet and water-logged shoes for the opportunity to throw off the earth cultivator. While other modes of travel would normally be available, the significant drain on their chi of the multiple battles forbade such methods. When the group finally regained a portion of their chi, sufficient enough that Wu Ying believed it worth the risk, they took to the skies, flitting from tree branch to tree branch. 
 
    Their paranoia increased as knowledge of their enemies was blocked on the first day of travel, the wind no longer able to provide further details. It was no surprise that the other team had methods to hide their presence, not after weeks of travel and study of the wind cultivator’s abilities. 
 
    That they did not know or understand the extent of damage Wu Ying had suffered was probably for the best. Even now, the wind cultivator found his control and awareness slipping at the most inopportune times. His awareness and connection with the winds would grow stronger than ever, allowing the wind cultivator to sense the fall of a leaf or the tremble of a spider’s web over a falling waterfall tens of li away.  
 
    At other times, the wind that carried him across the ground, that allowed him to brush past tree trunks or send aggressive insects away, would fail him. He would tumble to the ground or into trunks, hardened skin becoming as soft and pliable as a mortal’s. Wounds and injuries accumulated, adding to the plethora that he sported and that he suffered in silence. 
 
    When night fell, Yang Mu offered cold compresses and rewrapped bandages for the pair. She would often sit by Wu Ying’s side, offering silent comfort as fevers and shivers racked his body before he fell asleep, only to bolt upright as nightmares took him. A sense of fading, a splitting of his consciousness, and the memory of pain kept him up. 
 
    Long conversations would result as the moon rose and set, the humid jungle forcing sweat down necks and reminding the pair of all-too-mortal frailties. 
 
    For all their difficulties, the trio traversed the land experiencing few enough encounters. The corrupted Core Formation beasts had scattered. Some traveled outward to spread their corruption and destroy and consume other, weaker members of their kind. In their passing, they would spread additional taint, destroy the balance of the Dao, and pollute their surroundings before they were finally destroyed and purified. 
 
    At the same time, others were drawn to the cleansing formation around the ape’s body. They sought to consume the most potent source of energy that had empowered them. Some might ravage the very land around the heart itself, for the taint still lingered in soil and vegetation. 
 
    In such an environment, a trio of weak and injured Core Formation cultivators who sought no trouble and did their best to avoid it were of little consequence. Occasionally they found themselves forced to do battle with demonic beasts, their minds and bodies twisted by the corruptive forces, and dispatched these weakened creatures as quickly and mercifully as possible. Most times, they left the cores and bodies behind rather than bring the taint with them.  
 
    Days passed, and as they traveled, the number of attacks decreased. The number of tainted creatures grew fewer, the surroundings normalized and the normal flow of life returned. 
 
    It was nearly three weeks later, the group having traversed hundreds of li across deep and treacherous rivers and boggy marshes, that they began to relax. No sign had been seen of their former allies and erstwhile attackers, and the tense silence bled out of them with each quiet day.  
 
    When the trio located a shaded clearing with a pond reflecting the waning moon, by unspoken agreement, the group chose to settle in for a longer period. Formation flags—illusion, deception, and slaughter—were emplaced and a merry fire was set alight. Yet for all their preparations, within an hour, Tou He had crashed, a forearm-long hunk of roasted meat still clutched in his hand as he slept. 
 
    By the banked fire, coals still glowing under a bubbling stew pot, Wu Ying and Yang Mu took seats near one another. She leaned against him, resting her head on his shoulder in serene silence. Eventually though, Yang Mu shifted her weight off his arm and turned to the wind cultivator. Sensing the change in atmosphere, Wu Ying met her gaze and raised an eyebrow in inquiry. 
 
    “Don’t do that. You have something on your mind, I know it. Is it your injuries?” Yang Mu’s lips thinned in distress. “If it’s worse than we thought, I can ask my parents. They know people.” 
 
    “I’m sure they do.” Wu Ying smiled a little at her easy declaration. “But it’s not that. I can feel myself healing slowly. The dizziness grows less, the disorientation. I feel more mortal, more constrained each day.” 
 
    “And that is good?”  
 
    “When you were the wind all across the land, yes.” Wu Ying shook his head. “I don’t know if I can explain it, but even now…” He looked into the distance. Sensing the fingertip brushes of breezes, the exhalation of a thousand creatures, both big and small. The flutter of insect wings, the ruffling of air through leaves and grass, the mixing of aromas as they rose from night-wakened flowers. How the air hung differently over the river or the marsh they had journeyed through compared to the soil and rock of other locations. Rising and falling, in slow ponderous nature. The play of sunlight and individuals and a memory of mountains worn away and rivers turned… “It’s everything, the past and the present and the future. The wind is everywhere and yet, I am nothing in it. A mortal amongst immortal forces. It’s too much.” 
 
    Her hand gripped his, squeezing tightly. He traced the back of her hand, the smooth pale skin that covered tendons and veins, the subtle strength contained within them, and the warmth of a human body. He felt her aura push against his, not in conflict but in reassurance. The vitality of her presence, the pressing need of it, the exploration of new sensations and new experiences required for healthy growth… 
 
    It anchored him, once more, in the here and now. The pain of his body, the coldness of the stone he sat upon, the warmth radiating from the coals—all a reminder of his mortality. A mortality that he had discarded in its entirety. 
 
    “Then what is the problem?” Her voice was low, insistent without being intruding. Empathetic inquiry that left him with the option of answering or not. 
 
    “When I was the wind, when the Heavens passed on their decree and wielded their strength directly, I sensed them, sensed what they saw… their actions, sometimes, I thought were mistakes. But I can see it now, oh so clearly…” 
 
    Silence greeted his words, even as he trailed off. She took his left hand with both of hers, squeezing it gently in encouragement, fingers running across scabbed flesh. 
 
    “The Heavens care not for us.” Then before she could object, he continued. “Not individually.” He gestured with his right hand, waving at the tree. “How can they? A farmer does not weep for the branch he must trim, the stalk of rice he must extract. He cannot mourn the weeds that must be pulled for the greater good of the crop. 
 
    “And we, we are no more important than a blade of grass. The Heavens must watch and care for all, from the mosquito that lands on our skin, seeking sustenance, to the mighty dragon that soars above, bringing rain.” 
 
    She inclined her head a little, her voice coming softly now. “And that has left a shadow in your heart?” 
 
    “A shadow, yes. Because to progress further, to become one with the Seven Winds… to join with it all, I must accept the Heavens.” Wu Ying laughed softly. “It’s funny. I know I have an inkling of the Hells winds. They burn, they punish, they renew. That is the role of our hells, to see the refinement and betterment of souls. And that… that I can accept.” 
 
    “But you rail against a heaven that sees not the individual but only the greater.” 
 
    “Yes. A heaven that would flood a valley to drown a demon, that allows the fall of storms in one region and drought in another; all to ensure a balance that only they can—barely—understand.” Wu Ying’s voice grew wry, aggrieved. “And barely it is.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Perhaps the Jade Emperor is different, but the others… from what I sensed, they’re like us, except a little stronger and a little wiser. But they are embodiments of a sliver of the Dao. They cannot encompass it. Perhaps it’s not even viable to be everything in a sliver of the Dao. I couldn’t handle being the wind, not really.” Wu Ying exhaled threadedly. “Immortals cannot be the Dao, for the Dao is endless. To be the Dao, we too would have to be everything. But when you are everything, you are also nothing.” 
 
    “Yet to be so close to the Dao…” It was her turn now to trail off. It was not a path she had taken, not a path she could walk. Yet the cultivator could not help but imagine what that might be like, the strength, the power, the wisdom that might encompass one. “What wonder.” 
 
    He looked down at his hand gripped in hers and offered Yang Mu a little half-smile. “Wonder, yes. But I think there is wisdom too in finding that wonder in the smaller, mortal things. To marvel at the fortune one might gain in the present, if one is willing to accept it.” 
 
    Now it was Yang Mu’s turn to look surprised. She began to retract her hand, only for him to squeeze his shut, trapping her. She stilled, eyes searching his. 
 
    “I do not remember much of my time as the wind. Of the rejection of the heavens, though a part of me fears that the path I walk might be the wrong one. But what I do remember is that when I was the wind, when all that was mortal in me began to fray and come apart… I had a rock to stand upon, and a smile to remember.” 
 
    “A rock?” Yang Mu said. 
 
    “Is that what you heard through all that?” Now Wu Ying was amused, though neither party let go of the other’s hand. 
 
    “Well, maybe I don’t like to share.” 
 
    “He has my friendship. You have my heart.” Wu Ying cocked one shoulder upward. “Is that not enough?” 
 
    Now she smiled, leaning forward. She crossed the space between them, lips inches from his as she answered him. “Yes.” 
 
    Neither party knew who closed the final distance. Perhaps they both did. Lips met lips, and for a time, the aches of battle and the fears of the future faded away, as arms released only to wrap around one another. One around the waist, another to cradle head and body. Breath mingled, and for a time, there was no fear of the future or debate over the dao.  
 
    For a time, there was just two mortals hanging onto one another in a turbulent, changing world. And that was enough. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    They came by boat, traversing churning river water. It was no massive merchant vessel they rode, but a sleek nobleman’s craft that took them upriver, its sails filled with a wind that carried them—and them alone.  
 
    The crew of other vessels had stared at the ship enviously, eyeing the beautiful female who lounged on the foredeck or watching with awe the pair of battling cultivation masters who danced across the deck and on the water itself in an ongoing test of martial ability. 
 
    Yet now, today, neither party fought. Over a year and a half had passed since one of the passengers had left on a mission. Over a decade since the other had been banished. Yet similar feelings arose in the breasts of the pair as they watched the looming mountain range approach and the massive waterfall that earmarked the end of the river. Beside the waterfall stood the city harbor, filled to bursting with merchants plying their trade, and the city behind that. 
 
    “That path, over there?” Wu Ying said, gesturing with his right hand, his left gripped in Yang Mu’s. His left hand no longer bled, though a white scar marked the skin that had been lost to a purifying flame and, on occasion, a deep ache would arise within, making his hand tremble without stop. Perhaps one day it would disappear, along with the other wounds—most unseen—that dotted his body. 
 
    “I see it.” Yang Mu smiled a little. “Is that the one you used to climb?” 
 
    “A few times a day, as an outer sect member,” Wu Ying confirmed. “Bags of rice on my back as training and for contribution points.” 
 
    “And there’s an inner and outer sect, right?” Yang Mu said to clarify. 
 
    “Inner, outer, and core.” Tou He was not far from the pair, leaning on his old wooden staff. His right hand was bandaged tightly, the missing stubs of his bottom two fingers healed over. “Though the core members are rarely seen by the general populace. They are busy training or consuming their pills.” 
 
    “Speaking of that…” Yang Mu cocked her head. “You finished all of yours?” 
 
    “Two nights ago. I pray I never have to consume something as disgusting in my life. Why anyone would think to make the original Wolf Heart, Dog Kidney pill—and make it more effective even—I cannot understand. I couldn’t eat properly for days,” Tou He said. 
 
    “But it refilled your energy levels, did it not?” Wu Ying smirked. “You even managed to add another layer to your core.” Something dark flickered across his face as he added, “It’s not as though we were lacking in experience and enlightenment at least.” 
 
    His friends shared a glance, one that they perhaps thought Wu Ying missed. Or perhaps not. Their concern over his health and state of mind had grown more noticeable as he attempted to shake the experience of becoming the wind.  
 
    Changing the subject, Yang Mu pointed at the waterfalls. “Your Elder Sister climbed those early on, did she not?” 
 
    “She did,” Wu Ying confirmed as they slid closer to the docks. He gently turned his hand sideways, and the wind stopped blowing, the sail flapping at the sudden lack of force. “Were you planning to ascend that way?” 
 
    “It seems appropriate, do you not think so?” Yang Mu said. “After all, you come back not as a mere Energy Storage cultivator. Let them know that their exiled son has returned. Let them understand you are no mere Gatherer. And that the child who left has returned a man.” 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head, his natural aversion to making a scene warring with his desire to show off for her. Even as he debated internally, the wind arose once more and shifted direction, pushing the boat toward the waterfall. A startled yelp from the steersmen and the snap of sails being filled were the only signs of the suddenly straining sail.  
 
    “It seems we’re not the only ones who thinks you should approach with some pride, old friend.” Tou He smiled a little as he listened to the flapping sail. “Go. I’ll be up, the normal way.” 
 
    “It seems not.” Wu Ying gazed upon the distant, cloud-covered peak, shrouded by the spray of mist and fog, and smiled. “Let’s go then.”  
 
    Lifting Yang Mu’s hand, he gave it one more squeeze.  
 
    “Back home to the Verdant Green Waters sect.” 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    Check out the Bonus Epilogue! 
 
      
 
    Continue following Wu Ying’s journey in The Fourth Stage. 
 
    

  

 
   
    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! 
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    Don’t want to miss the launch of this one-of-a-kind edition?  
 
    Sign up for notifications on Starlit Publishing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    The System Apocalypse Series 
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    What happens when the apocalypse arrives, not via nuclear weapons or a comet but as Levels and monsters? What if you were camping in the Yukon when the world ended? 
 
      
 
    All John wanted to do was get away from his life in Kluane National Park for a weekend. Hike, camp and chill. Instead, the world comes to an end in a series of blue boxes. Animals start evolving, monsters start spawning and he has a character sheet and physics defying skills. Now, he has to survive the apocalypse, get back to civilisation and not lose his mind. 
 
      
 
    The System has arrived and with it, aliens, monsters and a reality that draws upon past legends and game-like reality. John will need to find new friends, deal with his ex and the slavering monsters that keep popping up. 
 
      
 
    Life in the North is Book 1 of the System Apocalypse, a LitRPG Apocalypse series that combines modern day life, science fiction and fantasy elements along with game mechanics. This series contains elements of games like level ups, experience, enchanted materials, a sarcastic spirit, mecha, a beguiling dark elf, monsters, minotaurs, a fiery red head and a semi-realistic view on violence and its effects. Does not include harems.  
 
      
 
    Read more of the completed System Apocalypse series. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Author’s Note 
 
    Thank you for following the story of Wu Ying for nine books so far! We still have an exciting road ahead, and if you can’t wait until the next book is published, you can read new chapters as I work on them on my patreon. There are also plenty of short stories set in A Thousand Li universe, you might be interested in. Feel free to check them out on Starlit Publishing’s website. 
 
      
 
    Please do leave a review and check out my many other works if you have time. 
 
      
 
    Book 10 chapters are already available on my Patreon well before it’s set to come out on Amazon. And there’s a free novel that features Master Cheng in his youth for all subscribers to the Action Fantasy Book Club. 
 
      
 
    As always, for more information of what I’m up to or writing, my newsletter is the best place. 
 
      
 
    ~Tao 
 
      
 
      
 
    For more great information about great LitRPG series, check out the Facebook groups: 
 
    
    	 GameLit Society 
 
    	 LitRPG Books 
 
   
 
      
 
    And join my Cultivation Novel Group for more recommendations and to talk about the Thousand Li series:  
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    Tao Wong is a Canadian author based in Toronto who is best known for his System Apocalypse post-apocalyptic LitRPG series and A Thousand Li, a Chinese xianxia fantasy series. His work has been released in audio, paperback, hardcover and ebook formats and translated into German, Spanish, Portuguese, Russian and other languages. He was shortlisted for the UK Kindle Storyteller award in 2021 for his work, A Thousand Li: the Second Sect. When he’s not writing and working, he’s practicing martial arts, reading and dreaming up new worlds. 
 
      
 
    Tao became a full-time author in 2019 and is a member of the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America (SFWA) and Novelists Inc.  
 
      
 
    If you'd like to support Tao directly, he has a Patreon page - benefits include previews of all his new books, full access to series short stories, and other exclusive perks. 
 
      
 
    Want updates on upcoming deluxe editions and exclusive merch? Follow Tao on Kickstarter to get notifications on all projects. 
 
      
 
    For updates on the series and his other books (and special one-shot stories), please visit the author’s website.  
 
      
 
    Subscribers to Tao’s mailing list to receive exclusive access to short stories in the Thousand Li and System Apocalypse universes. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    About the Publisher 
 
    Starlit Publishing is wholly owned and operated by Tao Wong. It is a science fiction and fantasy publisher focused on the LitRPG & cultivation genres. Their focus is on promoting new, upcoming authors in the genre whose writing challenges the existing stereotypes while giving a rip-roaring good read. 
 
      
 
    For more information on Starlit Publishing, visit our website! 
 
      
 
    You can also join Starlit Publishing’s mailing list to learn about new, exciting authors and book releases. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Glossary 
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    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.  
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    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 
 
      
 
    Hún dàn - Bastard 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    Six Jades Sect—Rival sect of the Verdant Green Waters, located in the State of Wei. 
 
      
 
    Seven Diamond Fist – Verdant Green Water’s Sect most basic fist form taught to outer sect members. 
 
      
 
    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.  
 
      
 
  
 
  
 
   
    [1] Probably unneeded, but Middle Kingdom is how China is still called (directly translated); but it’s also just a general description of Earth itself, lying between the heavens above and the hells below. 
 
  
 
   
    [2] The “Classic of the Materia Medica” is an actual work with three volumes and 365 entries on medicants and descriptions. 
 
  
 
   
    [3] The Monkey King, aka the Great Sage, Heaven’s Equal  
 
  
 
   
    [4] While I’m basing some of the aspects of the city and Nanyue on ancient Vietnam and the Lạc Việt or Luoyue, I am not hewing closely to either. So, inconsistencies are either by mistake or made for plot purposes. The entire period and area are fascinating to study, but this is not a historical fantasy.  
 
  
 
   
    [5] Yes, this was a historical fact too. 
 
  
 
   
    [6] Not a mistake. Cow is the term for a female elephant. 
 
  
 
   
    [7] Traditional time-telling in China was a little different. There were two methods of speaking of time, depending on whether it was night or day. At night, the “geng dian” system was used, where the night was made of five geng, each of which was 1/10th of a day, or two hours and 24 minutes. As such, the second geng would be roughly 21:36 (minus shifting of start time due to setting of sun, as the first geng is technically at sundown). During the day, the “shi-ke” system which divided the day into 12 segments, roughly two hours long each, was used to tell the time. For obvious reasons, I mostly don’t get into specific times or use traditional timings. 
 
  
 
   
    [8] Grandfather in Vietnamese 
 
  
 
   
    [9] Frost, shadow, and edge of blade respectively 
 
  
 
   
    [10] Real Vietnamese ghosts, though I’m changing them for this story. 
 
  
 
   
    [11] “May you be recognized by powerful people / attract the attention of the government”—supposedly one of three Chinese curses (its more famous brethren is “May you live in interesting times”) isn’t an actual Chinese curse. There’s no evidence of it being used in ancient China beyond some journals by Western diplomats in the early 20th century. 
 
  
 
   
    [12] 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.  
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