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    What Happened Before 
 
      
 
    Long Wu Ying has traveled far from his humble beginnings as a rice farmer. Since joining the prestigious Verdant Green Waters Sect in the kingdom of Shen, he has risen in the ranks to become an inner sect cultivator under the aegis of his Master. He’s partaken in wars and uncovered plots by a Dark Sect, one that would see both the Verdant Green Waters and the kingdoms of Shen and Wei embroiled in war. 
 
    In their latest blow, the Dark Sect had kidnapped Wu Ying’s Elder Martial Sister, the beautiful Fairy Yang. Rather than see her stay captured, subject to the whims of those who held her, Wu Ying defied the orders of the orthodox sects and mounted a rescue mission. 
 
    His friends and other brave individuals, many of whom had lost their own loved ones to the kidnappings, joined him. Journeying deep into the kingdom of Wei together, the group watched for traitors in their ranks while seeking Fairy Yang. 
 
    In the end, after overcoming significant trials, the group managed to rescue Fairy Yang, though not without loss. A last-minute appearance by Wu Ying’s Master saw him injured unto death. Leaving his Master to recover—or die—within a cave, the survivors returned to the Verdant Green Waters, triumphant. 
 
    Only for the consequences of their actions to apply. Wu Ying is cast out of his sect, banished from their environs for his defiance and the loss of prestige and personnel the Sect has suffered. An example, for those who might break the rules. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying turned back one last time, wiping at tears that refused to fall. In the distance, he saw his parents clutching one another near one of the many rice fields that abutted the small village. They held on, looking older, frailer than ever. He wondered if he would ever see them again, speak with them, have dinner together. 
 
    He drew a deep breath, letting the sorrow that gripped his heart and tightened his lungs exist for a few more seconds before he made himself relax. He did not dismiss the grief or toss it aside or contain it but acknowledged its presence, allowing it to stay within him but not affect his body. 
 
    He had warned them, had spent as much time as he could with them while the Elders had deliberated. He had sent what miniscule amount of funds he had left to them and made arrangements such that any goods he sent back for resale would be theirs. Most importantly, he had spoken with his friends to ensure the village continued to see some benefit from being located so close to the Sect. 
 
    Not that they would turn their backs on the village now, not after the village had bled for them. The Verdant Green Waters was not without honor, and the attacks on their Sect had impacted the village beneath the mountain. More so, the addition of a village—one that had begun to produce rice of a higher grade than normal—would be a boon for the Sect in the future. Already, the budget for the outer sect had seen a positive outflow, one that would only increase as the village grew.  
 
    No, the Sect was not without honor, but it was a little vindictive. Refusing to bend their rules, angry at being disobeyed. Afraid of the example that such defiance might create, and yet… 
 
    And yet amused too. For defiance was the very heart of cultivation. Defiance of the natural order of things to achieve immortality. Or so some interpreted the matter at least. Others might believe that such an act was not defiance but a return, a recursion to what had been. A joining of self to the immortal moment. 
 
    Immortality or not, if he achieved it or not, his banishment was all too real.  
 
    His presence would not be welcome in these lands for many a year. Decades, maybe even centuries if he lived that long. Time enough for ire to quell, for deeds to grow such that the loss of face and defiance of their orders faded with the mists of time. 
 
    Too long, likely, before he would see his parents’ faces again. If he ever did. A last goodbye then, a pressing of flesh and words of love and loss. Of thanks and apologies. 
 
    Then Wu Ying turned away and strode off, to see what his destiny held for him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He could have left by boat. Had done so often enough. Yet this time, clad only in his peasant robes, he walked through the forests. Bamboo forests he had grown to know oh so well. After all, he was the Verdant Gatherer. Hah! He wondered if there would be a quiet campaign to change that name now, to remove association with him. Or not.  
 
    He was not exiled, just banished. A fine distinction, but an important one. The Elders had not taken his robes or his sect token, not branded him. He was just not welcome in their halls anymore. 
 
    So Wu Ying walked through the forest, feeling the wind catch and tug at his hair, whispering secrets and entreaties even as his feet glided over leaf-strewn paths, as they sank into gentle moss and danced across uneven ground. 
 
    Come North! A hint of frost, a shivering layer of air begged him to come to where the plains lay. See a land of wide vistas, a place without looming mountains where the wind ran across open ground and brought with it memories of a colder, even more desolate country. 
 
    No, go East! Salt, carried on the wind, blew across his body with it a whiff of the ocean, seaweed and dissipating wood, the smell of fish and fruit. Forget the land. Explore the deeps of the sea and what lay across the ocean. An island, one of immortals lay in the distant reaches. Reach it, and one might escape the drudgery of cultivating for immortality by supping upon a single Peach. 
 
    Foolish, foolish, foolish. Wu Ying could almost hear the taunt. The Eastern Wind promised much but drowned most who attempted to take it up on its offers. No, no bountiful promises or sudden traitorous changes on the waves. In the West, dry air, sand, and soaring, empty canyons. A stark simplicity, where beauty was hidden and showcased only to those who dared look deeper.  
 
    The South laughed at the others, bringing warmth and humidity. Pouring not entreaties or desires, for so many—too many—traveled to their bountiful lands, searching for their fortune. In the south, jade lay on the ground, waiting to be picked. To the south, gold was found in rivers, fruit on trees. The secrets of lost arts and hidden clans who stood with nature awaited. 
 
    If you could survive the Spirit Beasts that roamed those lands, rending apart cultivators and mortals alike. The south held monsters, old and ravenous; untamed even as civilization pressed upon their domains. 
 
    Wu Ying smiled a little, feeling the beckonings, the whispered entreaties and invitations as the winds danced through the bamboo forest. He knew them, those winds, those friends. They were as much a part of him, of his soul and body, as the earth he had dug his fingers into. 
 
    Wind soul, wind body. Sometimes, Wu Ying wondered, if he reached the peak, would he even be himself? Would he become nothing more than a breeze given form, as gentle as a child’s caress, as raging as a typhoon? Would he break apart at the barest touch and still be strong enough to level buildings?  
 
    Would he even be… him? 
 
    Funny thoughts that. Deep ones. What lay at the end of this road that he walked? What dao did he seek? What would he—in the end—choose to embody? What would he grasp so tightly to his core that without it, he would not be himself? 
 
    He had no idea.  
 
    And perhaps that was why, through all this, even as he perched on the edge of ascending to Core Cultivation, he had not taken that last step. Uncertainty at such a step would spell doom. Too many stories started out that way for him to dare the change without understanding. 
 
    Lord Khoo, the Youngest Purple Crane, heir to the Patriarch of the Purple Crane Sect. Prodigy of Dance and Culture, as svelte and cultured as could be asked. Someone who had set the heartbeats of dozens, hundreds beating at his very presence. In three years, he went from Body Cleansing to Core—a record. 
 
    The flaws came later. When it took ever greater amounts of resources for him to build his Core, to layer understanding and chi upon it. Three decades later, when the sect had beggared itself feeding the Patriarch’s son ever more precious herbs and pills, he sought to ascend to the next level.  
 
    In the throes of growth, his cultivation Core broke. Shattered under the stress of expectations and an incomplete understanding of himself and his dao. The Nascent Spirit within, fed incomplete enlightenment, tainted with other desires, other experiences anathema to its origins had bucked and twisted and broken the Core, exposed itself to the Heavens and the world. 
 
    It died. 
 
    So did the Purple Crane Sect, its treasury empty, its hopes dashed. 
 
    That had happened nearly four hundred years ago. Within living memory for some cultivators. Only a couple of generations in the past. A story held up for any to hear and understand. It was not the only one, though most were more remote—whether in terms of age or location. 
 
    And those were tales of the prestigious, the famous, failures though they may be. Individuals who had strode over mountains and streams in their youth before they crashed. How many more, how many hundreds, thousands more had failed, but their lives never made into stories? 
 
    No. Wu Ying dared not take that step. Not yet. He had an inkling of where his path lay, what he desired. The wind spoke to him, whispering secrets and promises; but it was why he walked rather than sailed this day. For there was one other he might ask for wisdom, one who had spoken to him before. 
 
    One other who lived deep in this forest, and who had perhaps seen something in Wu Ying that no others had before. 
 
    Now, if he could only find him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They came out of the forest, naked and bereft of armor on their torsos. How could they, when their faces were on their chests, their heads lost long ago to the Yellow Emperor. Now, they emerged bearing shield and spear, shield and axe, their eyes flashing with malevolence and anger at the intruder they sensed within their forest. 
 
    Wu Ying froze, his body blending into the shadows of the forest. He was not crouched low, though in the shadow of the tree he stood beneath, his plain clothing faded into darkness. The monsters turned their bodies from side to side, searching for the traces of his scent, of his presence. 
 
    Aura held to his skin, Wu Ying waited, watching. His hand hovered near the hilt of his sword, but he chose not to draw or even touch it. Doing so might leak his killing intent into the air and that was not his intention, even now, hunted as he was. 
 
    He had nothing to be gained by doing battle with the monsters. There was an entire tribe living in these woods, days from the Verdant Green Waters. They had flourished as the Sect had focused on the greater threat of the Dark Sect. Flourished, growing stronger.  
 
    Driving other monsters aside.  
 
    Then a flicker of another aura. The monsters stilled, for another lurked deep within these wild lands and was the true owner of this demesne. Strut, stalk, and state their intentions to rule they might, but the xing tian knew it was the other whose forbearance guaranteed their survival. 
 
    The aura of a Nascent Soul Spirit Beast pulsed through the forest, sending the weakest of the monsters to their knees in horror. For there was a trace of bloodlust, of anger within the aura. Something had woken the great creature, and the xing tian feared it was them. 
 
    Barked orders in their own tongue and the monsters pulled back, disappearing into the undergrowth. They chose to hide rather than face the creature that ruled this land. Perhaps one day, they might dare—but that day was not today. 
 
    Wu Ying, on the other hand, smiled, waiting for long minutes until he was certain he was alone before he strode onward. Deeper into the forest, seeking the originator of the aura. 
 
    The goal of this entire diversion. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Head bent, Wu Ying traced the edges of the plant’s roots, sending unaspected chi to probe the ground. Not wind chi, which would dissipate within inches in the hard-packed earth. Earth chi would have been better but converting his own chi from wind to unaspected to earth was an arduous process. Easier to just do a single level conversion and send his chi into the ground and use more. 
 
    He breathed out, tracing along the lines of energy as it came into contact with the heat emanating from the roots. Flame aspected wild ginger, growing under shade in the middle of the wilderness. Easy to miss if you didn’t know how to probe the wilds for such treasures. Even now, Wu Ying might have walked by it, not intent on actually gathering, his goal deeper within. 
 
    But this was too good a present, one he would add to his World Spirit Ring. The artifact had grown bigger and wider as he’d poured goods and chi within. Now, it was the size of four full rice fields, with towering trees in one corner while deep water and a pond sat in another. Balancing the flow of energy, the creation of chi within the garden was difficult. 
 
    Oh, so difficult. 
 
    Wu Ying made a mental note to spend more time reading the notes his Senior Brother had given him. Notes on natural formations, on the rotation of plants to ensure that not just soil but chi was never depleted. It wasn’t enough to balance energy individually, but across the world; to flow hot fire chi into metal-oriented plants, heating them until they too shed their own chi, which leached into the ground and burrowed its way to the earth-chi oriented plants where… 
 
    Balance, but only in motion. Like a dancer perched on the edge of a cliff, flowing through the motions and tottering on the edge. Stillness would see her tumble and fall, but an errant breeze or a slick stone was adapted through improvisation and momentum. 
 
    Content he had found the limits of the plant’s root system, Wu Ying drew out his tools. He dug into the ground carefully, pulling the entire clod of earth to him and into his Spirit Ring, where he guided its planting via will and aura alone. Careful minutes of manipulation, digging the hole, adding fertilizer, planting and watering. Then tamping it all down ever so gently and reviewing the flow to ensure it worked. 
 
    Satisfied at last, Wu Ying returned fully to himself. He checked his surroundings, letting the wind speak to him of greater problems that might be. Finding none, he turned to the next, sister plant. Doing his job. 
 
    Gathering. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He only took a few of the plants—the biggest of course, leaving the others to grow. In time, hopefully, the ginger would spread and more would be left for others to take. That was the right way to do Gathering. You took just enough, always leaving some behind so that it would replace itself.  
 
    Well, mostly. Some noxious weeds—plants that only grew for a season before they died, having already passed on their seeds and genes through other methods—could be harvested in full. Other types needed to be split or parts harvested, rather than the entire shrub. Most, bereft of a ring like his, wouldn’t bother with entire trees or shrubs. 
 
    Even when Wu Ying wanted to gather everything, it was often only specific portions that were useful to the apothecarist. No reason to haul the entirety of a bush or shrub when only the buds of the newly grown moonlight vine were useful. Or to harvest all the orbs of metal aspected longan, when it was those that were taken on the eight month that had enough metal chi to actually be usable in crafting a pill. The rest of the time, the longan was just a little bitter. 
 
    And so on, so forth.  
 
    Moving on, Wu Ying tilted his head from side to side, tasting the aura in the air. He followed it toward the center of the woods, where the Spirit Beast lay. No hiding, not this one. He wondered if the others—Elder Po and Lu and the rest—had noticed the aura the first time they came, had sensed it far away. Perhaps they had even angled their expedition to meet it. 
 
    Hard to say, no way to ask. He would be surprised if they had not sensed the pixiu though. After all, he, a simple Energy Storage cultivator, could do so. Even if he did have a bent toward that kind of thing. 
 
    Hours more of tramping through the undergrowth, only to come to a stop as he entered a clearing and came face to face with the creature he hunted. Surprise registered on Wu Ying’s face as he stared at the Spirit Beast, tawny golden fur with bright streaks of red and lighter yellow running along the fur of its massive cat body. On the lion’s head, a pair of antlers sat; its feathered wings were folded across its abdomen, hiding portions of its body. 
 
    “Surprised to see me, little one?” the pixiu rumbled, amusement and a touch of menace in its voice. 
 
    Wu Ying dropped into a deep bow; hands clasped together. “Only that I managed to find one as illustrious as oneself so quickly, honored pixiu. I would not dream to believe that I could find such an honored being that easily.” 
 
    Already, Wu Ying felt the way the aura the Spirit Beast wielded shifted, contracting a little and solidifying. Wu Ying had been tricked—the wind had been tricked, he realized—by the creature’s greater command of wind and aura. Projecting its aura such that Wu Ying had believed it many hours away, informing the wind to not speak of its own presence. 
 
    A creature such as this, it had much more control of the elements than a poor cultivator like Wu Ying. Much more control. 
 
    “Mmm… and yet, you trespass on my domain.” The pixiu stood, moving closer with the barest of motions.  
 
    Wu Ying could sense it now that he was here and the wind and his own spiritual sense told him where the pixiu was. Sense it, but not hear it, for the creature moved with such silence and stealth that neither ear nor nose could pick it out.  
 
    “Such daring. Such bravery. Such foolishness.” 
 
    “This one humbly begs forgiveness. If the honored pixiu would allow this one, he would present the gifts he brought with him,” Wu Ying said, his body still bent low, eyes to the ground. He knew there was nothing he could do if the Beast wanted him dead. 
 
    This battle would be one won with words and custom, with compliments and gifts, not with his sword. 
 
    “You may present your gifts.” Low, rumbly, the pixiu sounded more amused than angry now. As though it was humoring him. It probably thought Wu Ying had nothing to offer him. 
 
    Yet, Wu Ying knew it was wrong. For over two years, ever since the germ of this idea had been born, he had been gathering, setting aside items that might interest a creature of such strength. The one who had first spoken to him of his bloodline, who might hold further clues to it. 
 
    Stepping into the center of the clearing, Wu Ying looked around and made a face. He had debated bringing a table to set the offerings upon. It would have been better, more fitting. Yet his storage rings, numerous though they might be, were all small—not suitable for carrying around furniture. So instead, he set a bolt of cloth on the ground, smoothing out the surface carefully before he laid out his offerings. 
 
    First were the spirit and beast cores. Not powerful cores—those he sadly had none of, unlike the last time they had come through. No, what he placed were the different, the rare, and the interesting. The kinds that even a Spirit Beast might find hard to locate. 
 
    A spirit core of a thousand-year-old Golden Carp. 
 
    A demonic core of a Deep Forest Air Boar. 
 
    A trio of spirit cores from the Berry Eating Monkeys of Luxu. 
 
    Rare, unusual, different. Wu Ying placed each aside, hesitating only on a few. Would the pixiu be insulted or attracted to the hunting cat core, a creature of shadows and darkness, that he had acquired? A maneater at a time, before it was slain. 
 
    Or how about the Green Spitting Venom Slug core? Did the fact that it came from a slug, even a powerful slug, matter? That was his only Core Formation core, since no apothecarist had use for it. Even then, he’d had to trade nearly a half dozen Energy Storage-level cores for it.  
 
    Hesitating, Wu Ying eventually placed the slug core down. 
 
    Next, in much more bountiful numbers, he placed the gifts he had greater confidence within. Not the monsters he had killed while traveling through the wilds for safety or sustenance, but the herbs he had gathered.  
 
    Leaves and roots that had been carefully dried—some under the moonlight, some on the summer solstice or in locations filled with elemental chi—were joined by pots of powders, all ground delicately to create teas and other supplements. Other plants, preserved in jade, stone, and wooden boxes, were also laid out, their contents alternately cooled or warmed by the tiny enscripted formations on the boxes themselves.  
 
    All those items were the ones he could carry normally—the items that were stored in secondary spirit rings, that did not break down or lose their potency over the short period of a few years or might, in some cases, even become stronger after being harvested. 
 
    Having finished with those items, Wu Ying risked a glance at the pixiu. The creature was no longer even bothering to watch Wu Ying, having turned its attention to grooming under a wing with a long tongue, angling its head carefully so that its antlers would not injure itself. When it caught sight of Wu Ying’s gaze, there was a slight narrowing of eyes. 
 
    “Is that all?” rumbled the creature. 
 
    “No, honored pixiu.”  
 
    Turning back to the cloth, Wu Ying set out the third series of items. Again, he pulled from his storage ring, but this time, they were not items of his own working. A series of roast pigs, carefully spliced and set on plates, came out first, then a half dozen roast ducks, a heaping plate of century eggs and another of colored red eggs, boiled soya sauce chicken…  
 
    Dish after dish emerged from his ring, purchased from the Sect itself. All filled with a trace of chi, enough food to have served a large banquet hall.  
 
    This portion of the gift had cost a significant amount of his remaining contribution points. Not just because the meats were infused with traces of chi to provide additional sustenance, but also the charm that had been laid across the entire banquet so that it could be preserved, warm and fresh, such that the succulent smells of the meal arose like the hour they had been cooked. 
 
    The moment Wu Ying started laying the banquet, he noticed the pixiu’s attention return to him. Avaricious eyes danced over the food presented, more so when they landed on the whole roast pigs. Once the last dish—an oval plate of long, cooked noodles with slivers of shiitake mushrooms, chicken, bean sprouts, all cooked in a layering of soya sauce and rice wine—was placed, Wu Ying backed off and gestured. 
 
    “Honored pixiu, I have a few other small items, but would be honored if you would indulge in this small repast while I continue,” he said. 
 
    A slight pause, then the pixiu strolled over. It turned, flicking over the initial dried plants, nodding approvingly a little before a paw pointed at a single set of powdered items.  
 
    “Tea,” it commanded before its head dipped, snatching up a roast pig in its entirety. Retreating a short distance away, it dropped the pig on its tucked paws and tore into its meal. 
 
    Once the mythical monster had backed away, Wu Ying sprang into action. He extracted his tea pot, pulling a pouch of water from another spirit ring. Mentally reviewing the notes given to him by Tou He, he boiled the water—taken from a spring two counties away, stored in a solid jade box for transportation and costing nearly four taels—using his chi. Fire chi mixed with a trace of wind chi, poured into the pot that he held floating above his hand. 
 
    There were, obviously, certain advantages and disadvantages to the use of chi in the brewing of tea. Tou He had gotten into that in great detail before Wu Ying had cut him off, though Wu Ying had gathered it had to do with the way water boiled and the infiltration of chi into the actual drink itself. 
 
    More importantly, Wu Ying had the basics of brewing a decent cup of tea—or bowl, considering the size of the pixiu—down. He would score low with actual tea brewers, those who had taken the entirety of the act and made it a profession, but he did not need to score points with them.  
 
    Just the pixiu.  
 
    In quick order, with his free hand, Wu Ying scooped, mixed, and beat the powdered tea leaves in the bowl, slowly adding the boiling water. It was not, he knew, at the exact right temperature, nor was the consistency of the tea exactly correct. Then again, it was hard to call the tea tea. After all, it had none of the tea plant’s leaves within it. The mixture he was making came from chrysanthemum petals and mixed wolfberry leaves. 
 
    On the other hand, Wu Ying wasn’t going to argue with the pixiu’s choice. After all, what kind of taste buds the creature had, he would not even dare to guess at. Perhaps the mixture was particularly interesting? 
 
    Another shake of his head, a swirl of the bowl as he quickly crossed the grounds to place the drink beside the pixiu with a bow. He caught a whiff of the ingredients, the lighter, fruitier tones of the wolfberry plant mixing with the floral notes of the chrysanthemum flowers making Wu Ying smile.  
 
    The pixiu bent its head, sniffed at the drink, then lapped at it a little with its long, agile tongue, much like a cat’s. It drank for a few moments before lifting its head and fixing the cultivator with a long, considering look. Cold sweat broke out on Wu Ying’s back as the predatory gaze focused upon him. 
 
    “Barely acceptable.” The low rumble made Wu Ying shiver.  
 
    Sketching another bow, he hurried backward to the gifts and set another silk cloth on the ground. He blocked out the on-going crunch of bones being shattered and chewed upon as the creature supped on its gifted meal. Even as Wu Ying checked on the contents of the banquet, he was surprised to see another roast pig gone, along with a handful of the fowl. 
 
    Surreptitiously wiping his forehead, Wu Ying turned inward. Hopefully, the distraction of meat and tea would keep the beast from noticing the next part of what Wu Ying was to do. To provide the freshest gifts and ensure that these three final items did not lose their potency, he would be drawing them from his World Spirit Ring directly. Dangerous, since Elder Lu had informed him to keep the item secret, but less so since the pixiu was entirely unlikely to desire it. 
 
    Or so he hoped. 
 
    Firstly, the Sun Lotus in its full glory was extracted from the pond, its body and flowers still attached. Next were the deeply dug roots of a thousand-year-old mountain ginseng, the wood and earth chi mixing and twining within the root plant itself. And finally, a single glowing plum filled with an internal flame and wood chi. A plum that had been the only fruit from a plum tree that had taken Wu Ying a good two days to extract into his own ring.  
 
    As he placed the last item on the ground, ever so gently, Wu Ying realized that his concentration on the ring and the exactness of his placements had left him vulnerable. For a short period, he had entirely forgotten the Spirit Beast that lay in the clearing, but now, its predatory regard weakened his knees and dried his mouth.  
 
    Holding himself aloft and controlling himself with sheer force of will, Wu Ying stepped back and bowed. Head bent, Wu Ying awaited judgment from the mythical being as it padded over on silken paws. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Snuffling, the barest rustle of fur caught on the wind, bringing with it traces of the pixiu’s natural musk. Wu Ying inhaled deeply, forcing himself to calm as he cycled his chi, tasting the other’s scent. Even now, even with the creature a bare hand’s width away from him, he struggled to place the Spirit Beast’s element. 
 
    Not one of the five main elements. Those Wu Ying felt he would have sensed and categorized immediately. Even now, he could pick traces of water and metal in the chi the pixiu let escape from its aura. More metal than water. In fact, that smell, it reminded him of… 
 
    “An eclectic selection, cultivator. Fresh herbs filled with energy and bountiful with life force. Pitifully weak cores, but rare.” A paw prodded at the slug core. “Rare and mildly insulting choices…”  
 
    Wu Ying winced.  
 
    “Even more plants, dried, smoked, and otherwise prepared for consumption or burning.” A noise, like something licking then swallowing.  
 
    Wu Ying wished he could see more than just tawny furred paws, but he dared not raise his head. Not yet.  
 
    “Then again, what could one expect from a thief of nature, one who raids the domains of others?” 
 
    Now, Wu Ying could not help but sweat, a spike of fear going through him as the pixiu monologued. Another lick, a slurping, and the crunch of bone. He saw it then, how the pixiu was supping on the smaller birds, its head dipping delicately between dishes to partake of the meal.  
 
    “Then again, mankind has always been the most arrogant of animals,” the pixiu said. “Not content to live in nature or to tame it for their own needs, but also must alter and shape it to their designs. Before then proceeding once more into the wilds, seeking to plunder it of its riches.” 
 
    Wu Ying’s mouth moved, as he wanted to protest the accurate characterization. To defend himself and humanity. But in the end, he shut his mouth as the creature continued. 
 
    “On the other hand, you do make the most interesting of things with what you take…” The pixiu slurped its tea. Another loud crunch, another set of bones being chewed, meat masticated between all too sharp teeth.  
 
    Bent low, Wu Ying could not see anything but the empty dishes, the food he had spent so much to purchase floating away to where the creature continued to pile the contents near it, deftly manipulating chi and its aura. His back throbbed as the cat-seeming creature let out low, contented purrs as it consumed the food, the gifts, sating its glutinous nature. 
 
    One after the other, the dishes disappeared. Fear slowly faded to boredom to aching exhaustion and pain as he waited upon the other’s pleasure. Until finally, the very last pig had been consumed, the crackling of its skin shattering sending throbbing reminders of Wu Ying’s own hunger through him. 
 
    One eyeblink to another and the pixiu was before him, a giant paw coming down upon his back. It pushed, and Wu Ying was on his knees, pressed into the grass, his knees digging deep. 
 
    “Now, I thank you for the meal, little cousin, but what is it that you really want?” the pixiu rumbled, leaving its paw on Wu Ying’s back but letting him rise a little so that he could turn his head and speak around the ground. 
 
    Quickly, Wu Ying spat earth from his mouth. “This one was once informed by the honored pixiu that I smelled familiar. Only later did I understand the wise wisdom imparted to him. This one—” 
 
    “Enough,” the pixiu rumbled. “This foolish degree of formality grates upon me. Speak, and speak clear. I am no arrogant lord without a true deed to his own name. And get to the point.” 
 
    “Of course, honored pixiu. I apologize. I just…” Wu Ying hurried on. “I was hoping you could provide guidance. Upon my bloodline and what you sensed. If there is anything you could do to aid me.” 
 
    “Like a drop of my blood, or the location of another of my kind or my cousins that you might hunt and kill, to boil their bones and flesh down to make a pill?” the pixiu growled, slamming Wu Ying deeper into the ground.  
 
    Breath escaped Wu Ying’s chest; his lungs compressed as ribs creaked. Automatically, he struggled, attempting to escape, pushing back at the weight upon him. Arms tucked under him attempted to lift the weight upon his back, the casual paw pushing him into the ground. Yet strain as he did, not even a hairsbreadth could he move the other. 
 
    “You desire my knowledge? My training? Better to grind you to powder and sup on your skin and muscle. Better to gnaw on your bones than to lend you information on my family. Better that than to betray them…” 
 
    Wu Ying wanted to protest, to contradict the other. He had thought nothing of the sort. He had wanted nothing of the sort. Just words of wisdom, guidance to the bloodline that throbbed within him. Blood that was pushed by a racing heart as it sought to provide what energy it could to his body, even as Wu Ying struggled to breathe as the air he once held was forced from his ribs. He fought to take a single gasping breath, to empower himself. 
 
    Air. Desperately needed air.  
 
    So required, so necessary, so empty. He sucked at it, his lips working against the ground as the monster crushed his chest, as ribs cracked. In desperation, Wu Ying threw his chi into his body, into the surroundings, energizing himself. It did nothing, his aura suppressed by the immensity of the creature’s own. His attacks bounced off the paw above him, even his blade intent unable to find purchase. 
 
    “Fool. To bring such pitiful offerings, banking upon an awakened bloodline of a wind dragon of all things.” Above him, the pixiu taunted still. 
 
    Lights flashed in Wu Ying’s eyes as a rib cracked, splintering. He felt something part, tendons in the back of his body slipping free as ribs detached. Pain blossomed with each injury, but something the pixiu said caught at him. 
 
    Wind dragon. 
 
    Desperation and a glimmer of hope. Yet to do it, he needed space. Needed to create an opening. He could not push upward, but maybe… 
 
    Darkness crept in on the edges and another rib snapped. 
 
    With perhaps only seconds left to live, Wu Ying chose. He shoved upward with everything he had in a sudden explosion of energy. He failed, of course, to move the pixiu. 
 
    Then he exhaled, forcing the very last dregs of air from his lungs, using the full range of body control and cultivation techniques he had studied over the years to compress his own chest. The sudden shift downward, the tiniest of gaps was created. 
 
    Then… 
 
    Shift. 
 
    Movement techniques from the fifth wind were contained within itself, tightly controlled, circular. The motion this time was controlled even further, within the very bounds of his body. A shift that was part elemental, that embodied the very nature of the wind itself. 
 
    Wind dragon. Wind body. 
 
    The foot slammed the rest of the way down, a deep dent imprinted in the earth, one that dwarfed the earlier impression Wu Ying’s crushed body had created. A few feet away, still on his front, Wu Ying lay, his body shifting and twisting for a second before it stopped. 
 
    A deep, sucking sound as air filled his lungs. Lances of pain through his torso while the cultivator breathed his first lungful of air in minutes. Desperately drinking it all in. Yet willpower and wariness drove him to roll to his knees, a hand falling to his sword as he guarded against the one who had tried to kill him. 
 
    To find the pixiu seated, licking its paw, offering him a wide, teeth-filled grin. 
 
    “You are not completely a waste of your bloodline, little cousin.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The pixiu had never really meant to kill him. Wu Ying could not help but marvel at the thought, so clear to him now that he was not being crushed to death. It had allowed him to gift his goods, spoke instead of acted, posing like an arrogant young master. A clue, then another, then another. 
 
    After all, Spirit or Demonic Beasts were creatures first and foremost—animals, insects, fish—enlightened but still creatures. Driven by instinct more than meandering, pensive thoughts. They rarely second-guessed their decisions, especially over something as small as whether or not to kill an irritant. 
 
    All that was what Wu Ying had concluded while he cultivated, pushing chi through his body as he sat in the clearing, driving pain and spilled blood from his body. A light coating of sweat and filth covered his bare chest as the detritus of a damaged body was exuded forcefully. The increased healing factor of a cultivator was insufficient for Wu Ying’s current needs, so he was speeding up that aspect. 
 
    A minor boon for a Body cultivator was his ability to adjust his own metabolism even above that of a Soul cultivator of the same realm. There were, of course, drawbacks to such an action. Depletion of necessary minerals and nutrients in the body that sustained the cultivator required the consumption of a wide variety of meals. Healing in this manner too often could lead to overall weakness of the body, potentially misaligned and mis-healed body parts that required rebreaking or treatment and weakened overall muscle tone and strength.  
 
    None of those issues were major problems unless one chose to make use of the skill regularly. In such cases, the body stacked unstable foundation upon unstable foundation until the entirety of the body collapsed in the midst of training. 
 
    It was why Wu Ying rarely used such an ability, but multiple broken, cracked, and dislocated ribs, a herniated spine, and internal injuries in the middle of the deep wilderness were not something the cultivator could easily accept. Eventually though, the healing reached a point where dislocated bones were back in place and cracked and broken ribs were partially healed. Inflammation around the damaged tissue had reduced, such that each breath was not a multi-blow attack to his chest. Just a single knife wound. It wasn’t perfect, but it would do. At least enough for a conversation. 
 
    When Wu Ying opened his eyes, he took in the quiet clearing surrounded by tall bamboo trees, the gusting wind that caught and threw leaves in the air, pushing clouds in the sky toward the looming mountains wherein his sect lay. On the ground, the pixiu lay, contemplating the barren dishes as though staring at them would make the bowls refill magically. All of his other gifts—the various herbs in their boxes and the precious materials—were gone. Whereto, the cultivator knew not. 
 
    “Done?” the pixiu rumbled. 
 
    “Yes, honored pixiu,” said Wu Ying. 
 
    “Kong.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Honored Kong,” said the pixiu. “How you should call me. I do have a name.” 
 
    Wu Ying sketched another bow, using that motion to think. Spirit Beasts were not given names—not in the way humans were, obviously. They either chose them or translated them from the way they were called, though beast names were often significantly more complicated. The Honored Void was a rather worrying name to be asking favors of, but it was what it was. 
 
    “Yes, Honored Kong. I am well enough to continue your lessons.” Then he added, on second thought, “Unless they are more strenuous.” 
 
    “No. You are not ready for anything else. You sup on concoctions to bring out your bloodline and strengthen its bindings to your element, do you not?” At his nod, Kong continued. “Low in effectiveness, but more honorable than hunting our kind down. Unless…?” 
 
    “No, Honored Kong. I am a poor Gatherer of the bounty of nature.” Kong let out a low rumble, and Wu Ying winced, switching up. “I don’t fight unless I have to.” 
 
    “Yet you smell of blood and violence and your body carries the numerous marks of battle.” It leaned forward, staring at Wu Ying’s still shirtless form. “Interesting they have not faded.” 
 
    “I…” Wu Ying thought about protesting, knowing his copperish skin—darkened from the medicinal baths and his wounds, along with long hours in the sun—put him far from the human standards of fair-skinned beauty. Nor was the width of his shoulders and sculpted muscles from hours working a rice field much in demand among noble beauties. “No, they have not.” 
 
    Yet, it was none of those things that interested the pixiu. And Wu Ying had to admit, the fact that many of his battle scars had not faded was interesting. The Body Cleansing process often made most scars disappear, and even afterward, the processing of chi through one’s meridians should ensure a body was unmarred. He had seen the effects on others, like Tou He. 
 
    Yet his own body continued to bear the marks of past violence. And he did not know why. A fact that he proceeded to admit. 
 
    “The soul speaks to the mind, the mind to the body. At times, the only way a message may be passed for one who refuses to hear it is in the markings of a beleaguered body.” A paw rose and poked at Wu Ying’s skin. “And what do you think your body is trying to tell you, little cousin?” 
 
    “That violence is to be remembered?” Wu Ying said hesitatingly.  
 
    “You do not sound sure.” The cultivator bowed low in acknowledgement of Kong’s words. “Think of it in the future.” 
 
    Another bow. 
 
    “That is not what we came to speak of. Not you, not me. You wished to know about your bloodline, about your wind body.”  
 
    Wu Ying could not help but nod.  
 
    “I am the wrong creature to speak to, in many ways.” Seeing the cultivator’s incredulous gaze, Kong snorted. “Did you think just because I am near ascent, I have great troves of knowledge? You do, don’t you? 
 
    “Ah, to be young. Us Spirit Beasts, we ascend differently. Our daos and strength come from within. Either through a progression of our bloodline or through a dao we grasp. Much like yourselves. But unlike mankind, there are no tomes for us to consult. Not that it would matter, for what we require can only be found within.” A long pause, then a low chuckle. “Perhaps that too is true for you humans. For how else can you explain how few of you truly ascend?”  
 
    Wu Ying wanted to protest. The cultivation aids, the manuals and exercises the sects all partook in, were not false aids. After all, there were more mortals who ascended, who climbed the initial steps of immortality than there were beasts. The numbers only looked different because there were more creatures in the wilds than there were humans. 
 
    Then he paused, for he considered Honored Kong’s words in detail. Not how many took the first steps, but how many truly ascended. That question, that answer, stymied Wu Ying, for it seemed to him that the pixiu might have the truth of it there. 
 
    How many humans joined the hosts of heaven or walked among the devils? Even at the Nascent Soul stage, rumblings spoke of how most cultivators altered their cultivation from the few manuals available. How each manual and ascension was different. And even then, so few truly broke free from the chains of immortality. 
 
    “Ah, another thought you had not considered?” Kong said, sounding all too satisfied for Wu Ying’s taste. Yet he could not help but nod in thanks. “Then consider this. I might not be the most suitable, but I am certainly better than most of your mortal sources.” 
 
    This time, Wu Ying jerked. “Honored Kong, I do not understand?” 
 
    “Take your elixirs. Bathe long in your medicinal baths. Progress your bloodline, what little there is within you. But know that unless you truly are fortunate once again”—Wu Ying could not help but touch the scar in the center of his chest where he had been stabbed, where he had nearly died oh so fortunately—“then you will never progress it further. The blood of a wind dragon is no small thing, and those cousins are surely the most elusive of the family.” 
 
    Wu Ying winced. True dragons, even the more common dragons of cloud and rain, of lakes and rivers were all too rare. Many lived in the Heavenly Realms themselves, only choosing to descend when their duties required it. Those that lived in this realm were hard to find, their abilities more than sufficient to keep them hidden. 
 
    “And if I were to meet one…?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “Then, if our unpredictable cousins chose not to eat you immediately, you might perhaps beg a favor of a droplet or two. Or otherwise listen to their”—Kong’s feline grin grew malicious—“other suggestions to improve your bloodline.” 
 
    “Other suggestions?” 
 
    Only that malevolent feline grin was offered as an answer. Wu Ying shuddered a little, before the pixiu continued.  
 
    “On the other hand, you have achieved the beginnings of a true wind body. Stop seeking shortcuts. Train that and perhaps, just perhaps, one might become truly one with the winds.” 
 
    The cultivator touched his spirit ring, his most powerful and best guarded one. The storage ring that contained all his manuals, including the copy of the Seven Winds cultivation manual. Though his soul cultivation method had progressed and taken him to the very edges of core cultivation, Wu Ying could not help but wonder how much further it could take him. He had instructions for core cultivation in it, but nothing for the Nascent Soul stage. 
 
    “Thank you, Honored Kong, for your wisdom on my bloodline.” 
 
    “Good. Now, before the sun touches the horizon. Ask your questions,” said Kong. “After which, I expect you gone.” 
 
    Wu Ying cast a glance upward, spotting the drifting clouds and the already low-hanging sun. He knew it would not be long before his time with the Spirit Beast was done. A flicker of disappointment ran through him before he discarded it. Even this much was more than he had hoped for. 
 
    Talk and query he did, pulling what knowledge he could get from the beast. Whether through belief of kinship or just having been sufficiently bribed, the pixiu was happy to answer Wu Ying’s questions. Yet, sadly, many of the answers were less enlightening. 
 
    A Spirit Beast whose greater element was rust could not teach the cultivator much of elemental conjunction. Nor did the creature understand the process of channeling chi, not the way mankind did it. Creatures of instinct and movement, whose intrinsic link to their own daos was but a question of following a lit pathway, rather than the fog-filled swamp that was mankind’s journey.  
 
    Time flashed, and soon enough, the falling sun dipped below the horizon. 
 
    “Remember, little cousin, train diligently and push yourself. Find the true center of the wind, where the seven winds blow.” Then, head leaning upward, its wings opened and the great beast threw itself into the sky, flapping its unfurled wings. As it left, it bellowed, “After all, that is what all beasts do to ascend.” 
 
    Wu Ying watched the pixiu leave, offering a deep, clasped hand bow to the fast-disappearing dot. Already, its aura had been retracted, its presence fading from the surroundings. He watched until Kong disappeared, then sighed, looking around. 
 
    Only time would tell if this meeting would provide him the impetus he needed to continue his ascent. Time. And enlightenment.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    A pixiu, consuming his gifts with great delight. A conversation that Wu Ying turned over and over in his mind, to such an extent that he had committed each word, each phrase to memory. Months later, Wu Ying still considered the conversation, searching for enlightenment. 
 
    And failing. 
 
    Traversing through deep, untamed wilderness. Lands rarely set foot upon by mankind, lands dominated by spirit and demonic beasts. Under towering bamboo trees and weeping oaks, through moss-filled forest floors and slick rocks. 
 
    Contemplating words and actions whilst gliding along the water, on skiffs and boats, rafts, and once, a bare log detached from its moorings. Crossing canals and rivers, striding across streams and stopping briefly in villages, towns, and cities as he left the country. 
 
    Hounded by words of rebuke and memories of a conversation, visiting only briefly at new sects to receive words of thanks and gifts, to pass on gathered materials and receive payments. Picking up replacements for the weapons given away during his latest adventure, acquiring new storage boxes for the items he gathered, even a few precious delicacies for trade in the future.  
 
    Days that became weeks that transformed into years of travel. Though the sects he visited knew his face, he dared not wear his sect’s robes. Though they knew his shame, none spoke of it, instead feting him when he arrived. For services rendered, sects and Elders opened libraries for Wu Ying’s perusal. Medicinal springs were closed off for him to soak within as he tempered his body. Gratitude was repaid, for those he had saved, lofty nobles and crippled outer sect members alike. 
 
    Time passed as Wu Ying floated across the land like the wind, allowing it to take him where it would. He struggled to leave the kingdom, but the wind and duty beckoned him again and again as he traversed the kingdom. Incidents, both small and large, changed his path, though only three were significant milestones in his cultivation journey. 
 
    The first, a long overdue visit to his uncle. It was an awkward visit, for they had few things in common beyond their shared lineage. His uncle’s branch of the family had long ago left their hometown, traveling to the city and dedicating themselves to the pursuit of mortal power among the kingdom’s bureaucracy.  
 
    Drinks, food, sparring sessions and further discussion about the Long family jian style. Decades of divergence had seen them interpret the style differently, the shared family manuals taking on notes that sprawled in ever more divergent fashion. 
 
    His uncle was only at the Sense of the Sword. His children were worse. Ambitious scholars, burgeoning cultivators who would one day become the backbone of the kingdom of Shen. Wu Ying’s first introduction saw him beat aside his first cousin with barely an exertion of strength. 
 
    Even so, blood was blood and the presence of a powerful, infamous Energy Storage cultivator brought with it intrigue and trouble galore. Asked to aid in the location of a lost shipment of gold, Wu Ying and his cousin spent weeks traversing the lower streets of Shangzhou before they located the culprits. 
 
    In reward, Wu Ying received access to and notes of his uncle’s branch of the family’s study of the Long family sword style. The notes differed from those his father had passed onto him, and his own; for interpretation of the same form would see divergence as philosophy and mindset altered. 
 
    Carrying the document with him, Wu Ying left, passing once more from mortal concerns in the Shen kingdom. 
 
    The second incident occurred while he traversed the high mountain passes in search of Ice Pearls, a flower only grown where the snow never left. He stumbled instead across a hidden expert, a cultivator who had chosen to withdraw from the world entirely. 
 
    For six months, Wu Ying was enslaved, forced to labor under the watchful eyes of the elder. Each attempt at escape was thwarted, for the elder was one with his mountain. So swift was his movement technique that Wu Ying only managed to make it to the first snow line before he was caught. 
 
    Six months, Wu Ying worked in snow and stone, ground granite upon alpine slopes tending to the elder’s gardens and his most precious item—the Winter Pinacea whose spruce cones with their purple coloration and snow-white edging spoke of the accumulated frost chi within. 
 
    Only when the Pinacea had grown, when the first harvest was complete, was Wu Ying freed. For his involuntary employment, he was paid in a single manuscript, a cultivation technique that outlined the very same movement skill the elder had used to keep Wu Ying trapped. 
 
    Months of study would have Wu Ying expand upon his own Twelve Gales skill as he worked to piece together both movement skills and the cultivation exercise he had acquired, in search of one that made best use of his own Wind Body. New understanding, having watched an expert utilize the movement skill in close quarters alongside the chilly, mountain air and his own burgeoning study in the Twelve Gales that he cultivated, laid the foundations of Wu Ying’s expanded movement technique.  
 
    In time, he knew, it would alter as he tore apart the bindings and interpretations of the Twelve Gales to replace them with his own. For now, he borrowed the inspiration to progress deeper into the style. He had much to learn there. 
 
    Finally, the third incident was a minor matter, but the one that finally took him out of the kingdom of Shen. An assassination attempt by the remnants of the Dark Sect found him late at night whilst he slept in a roadside inn. The inn itself was blocked, the windows and doors barred by enchanted talismans and a killing formation.  
 
    Only Wu Ying’s liberal use of protective talismans, acquired as gifts of gratitude by the other sects, allowed him to survive the inferno. In the light of dawn, when the fire burnt itself out and his assailants came to check upon their deeds, Wu Ying exacted his revenge. Blood coated his blade that day, the trio of Energy Storage cultivators falling in short order. 
 
    Yet his vengeance did little for the victims of the arson attack. Images of the burnt bodies of the innkeeper, his wife, and their children would haunt Wu Ying, along with the half dozen travelers caught in the crossfire. Realizing that the cycle of vengeance would not end so long as he stayed within the kingdom, Wu Ying made the decision to leave once and for all. 
 
    The winds and fate themselves seemed to agree, for no other obstacles blocked his way as he journeyed north, the southern wind pushing at his back, sending him forth. By this point, he was farther west than before and passed by the lands of Li Yao, heading across the mountains. In the forest and deadlands, avoiding well-traveled routes and picking at shrubs, the cultivator traversed new paths and old, cultivating and strengthening his aura training and techniques. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finally, Wu Ying stood upon a sloping hill, fall rain having soaked deep into the ground and torn land free. The landslide had pulled earth apart, taking with it numerous loosely rooted trees, shrubs, and rocks to leave the soil bare. Wu Ying stared at the natural disaster, watched as wind danced across exposed earth even as flecks of grass grew, reclaiming the open scar for nature once more. 
 
    A head turned upward as clouds high above teased the return of sunshine, only to hide it away again as they flowed ever onward. Overcast, yet something within Wu Ying soared. The wind beckoned him, speaking to him of new lands to traverse, hidden waterfalls and abandoned monasteries, wrecked villages and old ruins, people and food yet to be consumed. 
 
    “I’m here.”  
 
    He said the words out loud, because the occasion was important. Somehow, deep within his soul, he knew it was true. In the last few weeks, he had trekked through the deep wilderness, where the desolate remains of a settlement long abandoned had been the only sign of civilization. 
 
    Dirt was deeply encrusted into his brown robes, the clothing washed and patched over and over again. Even his aura, layered around him to protect his clothing, could only do so much. Months of travel, of sleepless nights as he was hunted by demonic wild cats and other mythical beings as he dirtied his hands with the earth he dug into, had taken its toll. 
 
    And now, here he was.  
 
    “A new kingdom, a new land.” Wu Ying spoke those words, sensing the difference.  
 
    He stood still, staring at the natural desolation before him, his gaze skipping over the forest and, in the distance, a trade road. He touched his rings, assessing their storage capacity, as he delved outward, extending his spiritual senses to feel the world around him. 
 
    A new kingdom. It was not just a marking on a map, an imaginary line argued upon by bureaucrats. One that might follow the ebb and flow of natural geography, or the whims of a general.  
 
    A new kingdom, one whose very flow of chi was different. Changed, from the kingdom he had come from. Flavored by those who lived here. Stained in a sense. Turning, Wu Ying let his senses stretch even further as he beckoned the winds to provide what hints they deigned.  
 
    Something different, something unnatural. A twisting of the energy flows, metal, fire, and water, all the kinds of chi moving in concert. Energy pulled and altered, contained and concentrated, all toward the center. The wind whispered its secrets. His eyes snapped open in disbelief. 
 
    “A kingdom-wide formation.”  
 
    Now, Wu Ying wished to soar. To stand high in the sky and stare upon the land below him. If he could fly, he would be able to see it then, to judge what they had changed. Yet, eyes open, he picked out the hints before him. Memories of passages, passed over in historical documents and those of current affairs, provided background, and his eyes provided the clues. 
 
    A hill, shaped unnaturally on one side. 
 
    That road, twisting in a way that cut through land and geography rather than follow it, as it should. Minor tracks—from merchants who took a faster, less twisting road—and towers in the far distance shaped like the rocks he’d once helped his Senior Brother move. 
 
    “Audacious. Expensive.” Then, grinning, Wu Ying had to admit, “Amazing.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and let his senses roam. He felt the world around him and the slowly opening part of his soul. As he stood on the border between two kingdoms, between the untamed wilderness at his back and the civilized roads ahead of him. Desolation lay before his feet and growth, unchecked, rose above him.  
 
    Enlightenment arrived as he stood there. 
 
    Lands and people to learn from. 
 
    Every step of this journey, a revelation. 
 
    A kingdom changed by man’s hand.  
 
    A land returned to its native state by nature. 
 
    Enlightenment of his own dao. 
 
    Amidst the Heaven’s acknowledgement, Wu Ying broke through. 
 
    Having found, at last, the start of his path.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    How far was a thousand li? It depended on the one asked. Not much distance, in some ways. A dedicated mortal, focused on travel and naught more, might cross thirty li in a day. On a good horse, a messenger might cover a hundred li in a single day. In ten days, one could cross a thousand li on a horse. On foot, it would only take a few days over a month. 
 
    All that was if one were a mere mortal, traveling on open roads. For a cultivator spending his days and nights in the deep wilderness infested with Demonic and Spirit Beasts, intent on locating and collecting precious herbs and plants; who might hear a waterfall in the distance and stop by to take a long wash or relax in the bubbling hot springs the wind spoke of? 
 
    Well then, that thousand li as a dragon soars might take much longer. 
 
    Not much distance and yet, a world away. For those who never left their village, it might be another existence entirely. Even for merchants who had their set routes, plying their trade between major cities and small towns, a thousand li was no small thing. 
 
    Markets changed. Demand for pottery, for wines and grain, for fruit and metal all shifted. The specialty dish from one town to the next could be miles different, or so similar that only a gourmet might pick the difference. Clothing, speech, teas, and fighting styles. All unusual. All achingly similar. 
 
    An insurmountable barrier to some. 
 
    A finger’s width of parchment to another. 
 
    For one cultivator, basking in the approval of the Heavens, it was but the beginning of his journey. A thousand such journeys might see him finally achieve his place in the Heavens. There was so much to see, so much to experience. 
 
    A journey that would take decades, even perhaps centuries to complete. Traversing the Middle Kingdom, dancing with the wind that blew from one corner to another.  
 
    Heavenly chi poured into his still body. Gusts of winds caught at his hair and robes, picked up dirt and leaves, whispered elusive enticements of what was to come. 
 
    Deep within Wu Ying’s body, his dantian—filled to bursting—was caught in its own storm. Energy poured within, spinning, twisting, pushing. He compressed the energy he contained, tighter and tighter around the core concept of who, what he might become. 
 
    Wu Ying breathed, and air entered his lungs, sinking into his chest, bringing stinging cold and pain. Reminding him of the world he stood upon, rooted to the very earth even as the wind tugged him upward. His dantian, tight within his body, compressed further as energy poured in without end. 
 
    Together with his will, with a new understanding, Wu Ying pushed.  
 
    A memory tickled him, and Wu Ying grasped at it. A pixiu cajoling him to draw forth the heart of his own element, crushing him until he understood. His body reacted as he drew upon the energy contained within his body itself.  
 
    Wind leached from his muscles and bones, pulled from the very air and his meridians. He pushed it all in as the dantian solidified, the glowing golden core of his energy forming a tiny, compressed ball of chi.  
 
    At first, it was easy. Enlightenment gave him strength, the Heavenly chi provided power, and wind chi cared not if you squeezed. Smaller and smaller his dantian grew, compressing further than ever. Within seconds, no larger than a fist. Then a plum.  
 
    Still, it compressed. Smaller than any core that had ever been described to Wu Ying, than he had ever read about in other cultivation manuals. All but his own. 
 
    For wind could shrink, air could be compressed. After all, what care did the wind have if you reduced it for a second? It could bend, it could squeeze, it could diminish.  
 
    A mandarin orange.  
 
    That did not make the wind any less than what it was. 
 
    Time grew indistinct as Wu Ying kept squeezing, making his dantian ever smaller. 
 
    A longan[1]. 
 
    Pain and exhaustion warred upon Wu Ying. His muscles throbbed, his heart raced, his chest grew labored. The Heavens had long ago left, their benediction dispersed as they moved on from the laboring mortal.  
 
    His energy refused to give way further, pouring its displeasure back at him. Wind might shrink, but it wanted to move. To expand. It would never stop pushing backward, never stop turning. It was a fool’s endeavor to contain it with strength alone. As it assaulted him, his body begged for release, to layer the containment and finish this moment, to end this struggle. 
 
    Biting his lips, blood dripping from his eyes and nose, Wu Ying shook his head in stubborn refusal. 
 
    He would not give up, not now, not ever. A deep sense within Wu Ying showed him there was still more that he could contain. Knowledge, eked out from conversations and articles, spoke of the layering, the development of a Core. The more layers, the stronger the Nascent Soul.  
 
    It led, then, that the smaller the Core, the more layers one could apply. And Wu Ying had a wind core.  
 
    Gritting his teeth, blood running down pierced lips, he pushed. Harder. Ever harder, until he felt the wind give way ever so reluctantly. Diminishing, even as it pressured him to give up. His legs gave way, softened earth impacting knees, but the pain was mild, a distant note of displeasure. 
 
    Wu Ying pushed. 
 
    A longan seed. 
 
    Finally, in his mind’s eye, within his body, the Core—what had been his dantian—glowed. Energy compressed and contained, wind chi churning so furiously that its very energy could not be contained in movement alone. It gleamed, shedding light in his body, as Wu Ying furiously inscribed the sigils to contain it. Layering enchantments that contained the energy, formed from his mind’s eye alone within his own soul. It locked the energy in place, created the first layer of protection. The first layer of his own Core. Yet Wu Ying could sense how it was failing already. 
 
    No traditional Core formation could contain this energy. No hardened exterior of energy, supported with simple elemental enchantments. No, a wind core required more. And the Formless Realm he had studied offered him the answer.  
 
    Perhaps the pixiu had been right, that all humanity must diverge from one another eventually. Perhaps it had been correct that immortality must be achieved individually. Yet it was wrong too, for in the passing of knowledge from one generation to another, humanity stood above all others, building their edifices of greatness with each whispered word or inscribed scroll. Greatness was achieved upon the backs of all those who had gone before.  
 
    Even if, in the end, one had to adapt. 
 
    Wu Ying carved the channels, the small tunnels of power, and connected the first from one end to another in his newly made Core. Immediately, the pressure lessened a little as the restless chi found an escape. Working quickly, he carved one wind tunnel after another, such that his tiny Core no longer looked like a gleaming yellow marble in his mind’s eye but a twisting puzzle of interlocking rings around a solid core. Through each tunnel, wind rushed, mixing and twisting with ever greater speed. 
 
    Finally, as the last of a dozen such channels were formed and his Core spun, Wu Ying collapsed face forward. Pressure relieved, his Core throbbed. The external walls of his dantian slowly pulled away from the spinning Core as it reformed itself.  
 
    In time, Wu Ying would refill his dantian, then compress the energy once more, creating a second layer. In time, Wu Ying would find the enlarged energy pool of his body, find that his meridians had widened, his dantian grown as he finished this great trial. In time, Wu Ying would awaken.  
 
    And truly begin his journey in the third kingdom he had ever visited. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “Easy, friend, easy.” The voice came gently, the warm hand pressing against his chest as he struggled upward.  
 
    Wu Ying coughed, then leaned backward, prying open gummy eyes. Not too gummy, not too bloody. He blinked a little, surprised as his eyes managed the shaded illumination that met his gaze. 
 
    Not the hillside or the landslide he had expected, not sprawled on the ground but lying on his back. On comfortable silk bedding, set upon a rustic bed. Branches that he could feel, vaguely, pressing upward into his back. And above him, a canvas tent and a smiling, genteel face. Long hair bundled upward, pale hands with a single silver ring with a chain attaching to a bracelet. Pretty, but not too pretty—just sort of feminine without betraying the masculinity. Almost good enough to be a male fairy. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    “Who are you?” Wu Ying asked, even as the wind, rustling in the closed tent, pushed against the flap. Whispering secrets, bringing scents toward him. Four horses outside, three other cultivators. Earth, fire, and wood. The one above him, another wood cultivator. All in the Energy Storage stage, ranging from mid to peak. 
 
    “I am Gao Qiu. I am honored to meet you, honored elder.” A hand to the heart, then he bowed.  
 
    Wu Ying’s eyes narrowed a little, surprised at the greeting. He grimaced as he pushed upward, this time not obstructed by Gao Qiu.  
 
    Already, Wu Ying was taking stock of his own condition. The other had cleaned his exterior, wiped his face, and removed the majority of the visible staining. He was not cleansed entirely. His clothing had not been removed, which meant he needed a proper bath. Still, his body had rested for a few hours—from the smell and sense he was receiving of the outside—and the majority of his injuries had healed from his ascension. 
 
    On the other hand, his dantian was empty, bereft of energy, and his body sluggish because of that. He could, of course, draw from his Core, but that would be dangerous with it having just formed. Better to spend some time reinforcing the Core walls, refilling his chi stores from the world around him.  
 
    In short, he was vulnerable, and the other man knew it. 
 
    “Not an elder,” Wu Ying said, sitting up. Idly, he took a pill from a storage ring and popped it into his mouth.  
 
    Wu Ying watched the other man’s eyes trace the motion, the casual use of his storage ring and the retrieval of a Chi Recovery Pill; the slight startlement as Wu Ying utilized the Never Empty Wine Pot chi recovery technique once more. All those actions, the way he dressed—slightly shabby, and from the glimpses of the others through the weave, none of the four bore similar robes, all of their clothing muted in color—lead Wu Ying to a singular conclusion. 
 
    “Of course, honored expert,” Gao Qiu said, shifting forms of address with ease. He relaxed a little, even as there was a flicker of disappointment. 
 
    “You arrived quickly,” Wu Ying said idly. “I had not expected anyone to find me in such a short period.” Or expected to breakthrough like that, but the other man did not need to know that. 
 
    “Fortune favored us,” Gao Qiu said. “We were escorting a caravan far down the road when we sensed the expert’s ascension.” 
 
    “Mmmm…” Wu Ying cocked his head. “You left them alone?” 
 
    “We left behind some of our brethren while they pulled over for the day,” Gao Qiu said. “If the honored expert would care to join us…” 
 
    Wu Ying smiled a little, conclusions coming together. Not bandits. Not unscrupulous rogue cultivators. Just a group of wandering cultivators—maybe a small band or maybe even the beginnings of a tiny sect. Not all kingdoms were like his own. Sects came in all forms and sizes, and wandering cultivators were more common in other countries where cultivation resources were more plentiful as fewer members of the general populace were trained. 
 
    “I thank you, but I should wash myself before I visit others.”  
 
    Gao Qiu bowed at Wu Ying’s words, not daring to gainsay such an obvious statement.  
 
    “Though… I thank you for your consideration.” Wu Ying touched a spirit ring, extracted a bottle of Energy Breaking Pills, and handed them to Gao Qiu. “A small gift.” 
 
    Gao Qiu took the pills with both hands, his nose twitching a little as he smelled the sharp cinnamon and twisting coil of energy that escaped from the simple bottle. He dropped into a deep bow, extending his thanks until Wu Ying shooed him out so that he could have some privacy. 
 
    Smiling a little, Wu Ying began the process of cleaning himself even as the pill he had swallowed refilled his dantian. Outside, he knew, he was making a little bit of a commotion as the Never Empty Wine Pot drank greedily from the environment, desperate to fill the gaping emptiness that was his energy stores. 
 
    The gift would be all the more precious since Senior Sister Liu had made those pills herself. Highly refined, the pills by nature might not be rare, but their level of purity would certainly be. A good gift for wandering cultivators. 
 
    And a subtle warning, that the man they had rescued had contacts and potentially friendships that might act against those who became too greedy. 
 
    Though the fact they had not robbed and killed him while he was lying senseless probably meant they were unlikely to do that anyway. Still, a warning and the beginnings of a tale were never bad things to plant. 
 
    After all, no one in this land probably knew of the Verdant Gatherer. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cleaned and dressed in new robes, Wu Ying checked his dantian and his meridians for energy. The main stores were still bare, but energy had returned to his body to some extent. He still had to test his own strength, but he could not let the others wait any longer. 
 
    Outside, Wu Ying stepped out of the tent. The wind, his spiritual senses—much expanded and still growing, Wu Ying could tell—had told him what to expect. It was such that his gaze could flick over the gathered quartet and assign the details he had already gathered to faces and demeanors. 
 
    Two were glowing with power, seated on the ground and cultivating, having immediately consumed the pills given to them. The other two—including Gao Qiu—were standing at attention, keeping an eye out for trouble. And trouble had arrived, as the gutted, skinned, and bleeding out carcass of a leopard hanging from a tree indicated. 
 
    “Drawn by me or your friends?” Wu Ying asked idly after greetings had been completed once more. 
 
    “Both, I would assume,” Gao Qiu, the obvious leader of the quartet, said.  
 
    “Interesting.” Wu Ying wandered over to the leopard, breathing a little deeply to taste the scent.  
 
    Even now, Wu Ying was a little surprised he had managed to survive such a dangerous moment of his life with nothing more than a few dirty pieces of clothing. Ascending—breaking through and forming his Core like that—would have been dangerous even in the middle of his Sect, but doing so while journeying in the wilds… 
 
    Foolish. 
 
    Yet, knowing what he did now of both his own dao—a dao he had had an inkling of before, but never truly put a finger to—and the circumstances, he could not see how he could have acted differently. Grasping at opportunity when it arrived was important for cultivators. 
 
    Still, perhaps he should consider purchasing some simple and quick-establishing formations so that the next time he was forced into such a situation, he had some form of protection. 
 
    “Your plans?” Wu Ying said curiously. 
 
    “We will return to our brethren once my friends are done, then we will continue our assignment,” Gao Qiu said. “After which, we will journey to the tournament of the Seven Pavilions, at which point we hope to showcase our abilities.” 
 
    The last made Wu Ying tilt his head in inquiry. 
 
    “It is a small tournament, organized by the Seven Pavilions merchant house. They are sponsoring the prizes directly and hope to attract a number of wandering cultivators and perhaps even a few inner sect members.” The other cultivator smiled a little, eyes glinting with amusement. “Their third daughter has come of age, and they seek a groom of suitable quality for her.” 
 
    “Ah,” Wu Ying replied, recalling what he knew of such matters.  
 
    Such mini-tournaments were uncommon in the Kingdom of Shen but not entirely unknown. A family, with enough money or prestige, would set up a tournament, searching for a husband for their daughter. Of course, the prize was not the daughter’s hand in marriage but the prizes themselves; but those who did well or attracted sufficient attention would be feted and given a chance to meet the young lady and her parents.  
 
    Such arrangements could be highly beneficial for cultivator and family alike. A powerful cultivator who was stymied in his progress due to a lack of funds could find a supporter. Or, having spent his ambition, while away the remainder of his years with a mortal family that he could shepherd through the decades or centuries. At the same time, a merchant family or political powerhouse could be assured of the martial backing of a powerful cultivator while strengthening the bloodlines of their family. 
 
    It was only, of course, Sect members in powerful organizations like Wu Ying’s own Verdant Green Waters Sect who would have little use for such tournaments. The backing of a single, large organization was greater than any mortal family. Nor would the comforts available be anything like the ones provided to inner sect Elders, what with their own residences and peers to speak with. 
 
    “Is the honored expert interested in joining?” Gao Qiu asked carefully.  
 
    Wu Ying flicked his gaze toward the other man, a little smile dancing on his lips. “And what if I said yes?” 
 
    “Mmmm… my martial brothers and I would, of course, place our bets on the expert,” Gao Qiu said. 
 
    “Would you still take part?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “Of course. Only Liu Ping would think she could win.” Gao Qiu inclined his head toward a quietly seated lady clad in dark blue and brown robes. 
 
    There were a few things that set her apart, beyond her pale beauty. One was her youthful features, which Wu Ying could ascertain had little to do with cosmetics but almost entirely her age. The other was the smell of her aura.  
 
    “Prodigy and a bestial aura,” Wu Ying said, having drawn a deeper breath to ascertain it. That smell, it was a little too musky, too dense for a cat. Definitely not boar either; it had not the weight of one of those creatures. Not dry enough for a snake or wet enough for any marine animal. Obviously mammalian then, but not dog or wolf. Those were easy enough to ascertain. In fact, hers was… “Bear?” 
 
    “Impressive, but to be expected from an expert,” Gao Qiu said, keeping any indication of surprise out of his voice. “She has a unique bloodline that has aided her in her studies.” 
 
    “Very young to be peak Energy Storage already,” Wu Ying murmured, guessing that she was probably not even sixteen. “I’m surprised she has not been swept up by a sect.” 
 
    “Her brother”—Gao Qiu nodded toward the older boy seated next to her, meditating and pulling the energy from the pill within—“does not have her advantages. And she is very loyal.” 
 
    Wu Ying’s lips pursed before he eventually nodded. He could certainly tell that her brother—who, surprisingly, only had the barest features that were similar to hers and only if one was generous with their views—was only in the low levels of Energy Storage, though he was certainly older. 
 
    Older… 
 
    Hah! Wu Ying chuckled to himself, realizing the brother was likely no older than himself. Mid-twenties then—slow, but not horrendously so. He likely would never break through, but that was not uncommon. After all, only a small percentage of individuals would ever do so. 
 
    For a second, as the pair of cultivators fell silent watching Liu Ping and her brother cultivate, Wu Ying had a moment of incongruity. What he had worked toward for so many years, he had achieved. He was a Core cultivator.  
 
    In many sects, he would be considered an Elder. Not necessarily guaranteed in a sect as prestigious as the Verdant Green Waters—he was a little too young, a little too junior to wear the black robes. They would likely send him off to cultivate quietly, reinforcing his base cultivation first. More training, in both politics and cultivation exercises, as they had done with Tou He. Eventually, Wu Ying’s level of training and strength would be sufficient such that those who had reservations about his age would not dare to speak of it. That would be what the Verdant Green Waters would do.  
 
    But in a smaller sect? He would be lauded as a prodigy. His words would be considered equal with the two or three others of his own cultivation level. Wu Ying had seen many such smaller sects, places of maybe sixty or seventy cultivators in total, during his time and seen the kind of reception a Core Formation cultivator would receive. 
 
    Success, after so many years. 
 
    He had made it in a way he would never have expected. 
 
    And yet… 
 
    Wu Ying flicked his gaze toward Gao Qiu. The man was very polite. He was considerate and had acted without avarice or selfishness, aiding and watching over Wu Ying, never once asking for anything in return. He had, in fact, been highly honorable. 
 
    Yet, he had not reacted the way Wu Ying would have expected when meeting a Core Formation cultivator. Sure, he had parroted the words, but when Wu Ying had corrected him, he had gone along with Wu Ying’s correction immediately. Now that Wu Ying was considering the matter, Gao Qiu’s manners, the way he stood, answered, and even questioned him… 
 
    It was not right. 
 
    Rather than raise an issue—because, in truth, Wu Ying cared not—he stayed silent. He would puzzle out this problem later. For now, he retracted his senses a little, made sure he contained his aura, and smiled as the girl finally stood, having finished processing the pill before her brother. 
 
    For now, Wu Ying would watch and wait and learn. Something was happening, and he would ascertain what it was before he spoke.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “A small matter, merchant Teoh,” Wu Ying said, bowing to the other. “I am more than pleased to be allowed to ride with you.” 
 
    “No, no, great expert, we must pay for one of your standing.” The Merchant Teoh was somewhat prosperous with a rotund face and had a tendency to squint.  
 
    To Wu Ying’s mild surprise, he noticed that the majority of those in the caravans—all but the guards and the Merchant Teoh’s own son—were bereft of chi. They were, in fact, plain mortals.  
 
    “I’m nothing special,” Wu Ying protested gently, holding up his hand as he deflected the tael the Merchant Teoh was holding out to him. More importantly, as he spoke, he noticed that the Merchant Teoh was flicking glances toward Gao Qiu, as though he was checking for approval. 
 
    “No, no, I insist!” Again, another attempt by Merchant Teoh to push payment upon him. 
 
    “Expert Long, perhaps I may have a word?” Gao Qiu called, pulling Wu Ying aside while Merchant Teoh relaxed a little. Away from the group, Gao Qiu lowered his voice, putting on a slight smile. “I understand Expert Long is from the kingdom of Shen?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “And from your bags”—a flickering glance at Wu Ying’s packs, which were filled with dried herbs and other gathered materials including a few skinned pelts and scales of Demonic Beasts sticking out the side—“you are more used to working alone?” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Then, if the honored expert would not find it inappropriate, I might advise you?” At Wu Ying’s nod, Gao Qiu relaxed. “Merchant Teoh is seeking to establish a relationship with the honored expert, such that your standing in the convoy is understood. If you were to be injured as a guest rather than a paid guard, he worries that the honored expert would seek damages from him.” 
 
    “Ah…” Realization ran through the word. 
 
    “A minor token taken for the time left would set him at ease. Obviously, we would not expect the Expert to bestir himself except in the most unusual of circumstances…” Gao Qiu continued. 
 
    “Of course,” Wu Ying said. “Thank you for the explanation.” 
 
    Gao Qiu bowed again and stepped back, allowing Wu Ying to return to the merchant. In short order, Wu Ying was paid for his presence and took the seat offered to him by the fire, allowing him to watch over the group. In the end though, what was most telling was Gao Qiu’s and the rest of the team’s interactions. 
 
    In particular, the way they spoke to him and around him, the rough-handed probing at his aura by the two they had met in the caravan. Their methods of ascertaining cultivation level were lacking in elegance and specificity it seemed. 
 
    It did, however, clear up the problem. And it was Wu Ying’s own fault, to some extent. His Core had been compressed, again and again, to such an extent that sensing it—even for himself—was a difficult process. It would be impossible for most others to sense it.  
 
    As for his aura—the most common method of ascertaining strength—his was obtuse and constrained. So many months spent wandering the wilds meant that Wu Ying was used to hiding his aura. Even when he slept, it was kept close to his skin.  
 
    In other words, he was, to Gao Qiu and his compatriots, an enigma. Obviously strong enough to travel the wilds alone and come out with significant items of worth—yet none of the items he carried publicly were that valuable. At the same time, his aura was non-descript, nothing that would lead them to believe he was a Core Formation cultivator. 
 
    So they treated him as a powerful expert, probably as strong if not stronger than them but only marginally. High Energy Storage perhaps. Since Wu Ying had yet to object, they grew more and more comfortable with their assumption. 
 
    One that, upon consideration, as the flames crackled around the central fireplace, Wu Ying was happy to allow to continue.  
 
    Low profile was good. He was, after all, a new cultivator in a strange land. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Two days later, the impromptu group broke up at the central marketplace of the town that had been their goal. Completing the requisite paperwork had taken hours, even though they had arrived earlier in the day, long enough that an impromptu lunch had been purchased and served from roadside hawkers who knew their business.  
 
    The marketplace was a central location where the merchant caravan would split further, Merchant Teoh taking his wagons and horses to his shop while those who had paid to join the caravan headed for their own final destinations. After vigorously declining dinner and drinks from the merchant, the group of cultivators found themselves standing in the busy square. 
 
    All around them, temporary stalls displaying foodstuffs and non-perishable goods were set up, their proprietors shouting and cajoling passersby to commerce. Servants—men and women—moved through the crowds, picking at bolts of cloth, browsing dried herbs and berries for medicinal soups, and having simple household wares fixed or replaced. 
 
    Most popular in this square were the traveling merchants, their goods from far-off cities and kingdoms bringing the curious and the wealthy to their sides. Exquisite jade and marble coverings showcased multi-limbed, animal-headed gods and goddesses. Illustrated books written in strange languages sat beside incense and crushed spices, some of which could be smelled even from a distance.  
 
    Bolts of cloth—cotton and hemp, worked in a different format and colored with bright dyes that were a little too garish for Wu Ying’s plain taste—were argued over and negotiated. Another merchant beside them showcased a series of exotic weapons including a flexible, whip-like sword. 
 
    Curiosity pulled Wu Ying over, the quartet following as a silent retinue. He watched as the man held the weapon in both hands, supporting the flexible blade end with one gloved hand. The entire weapon was strange, not a single blade but actually three, the whip-like elements connected to a circular hilt. 
 
    Wu Ying watched just long enough for a casual browser to move aside before stepping forward, idly noting the flicker of disappointment crossing the merchant’s face before a smiling welcome was turned on him.  
 
    “What is that?” Wu Ying gestured at the weapon, bending his head a little. 
 
    “Ah… a connoisseur. This, honored sir, is an exotic weapon from the far reaches of the west! Taken from civilized barbarians[2] who live in sweltering heat all year long, this weapon takes many years to be mastered!” the merchant said. “May I present to the honored sir, the urumi!” 
 
    Wu Ying eyed the weapon, watching as the flexible, inch-wide blades jiggled in the merchant’s hand. Just under five feet long, the weapon was longer than his own preferred jian. He could not help but try to envision how he would use the weapon, memory flashing back to a certain enemy who wielded a dagger-and-rope combination. 
 
    Yet… it would not work that way either. Certainly, he would not look to wrap metal blades around his arm or knee.  
 
    Lips pressed together, Wu Ying continued to attempt to picture the motions required; only for a slight cough by the merchant to draw him back to the present. 
 
    “Perhaps the honored expert might wish to see the manual of instruction?” The merchant placed the blade on his table and picked up the simple, worn manual. “I apologize, but I do not have a translation of it. The merchant I purchased the set from did not speak the language himself either[3].” 
 
    Taking the manual, Wu Ying quickly flipped through the book, lowering the item enough such that Gao Qiu could look over his elbow to read it too. Numerous pictures, similar in format to his own fighting manual, were present along with lines of text. Wu Ying assumed the text explained the stances and motions, though as mentioned, none of the words were recognizable.  
 
    The script was blockish, with a dominant single line across the top and cursive strokes beneath. Different from their own script, which had been enacted by the Yellow Emperor to ensure that the kingdom could at least communicate via written text if not by speech. 
 
    “How do you expect to sell a weapon like this without a translation?” Gao Qiu said. “Surely no one would be foolish enough to purchase something this dangerous without instructions!” 
 
    The merchant offered a low bow to Gao Qiu. “This humble merchant is only displaying the wares he has acquired. The value of such items is for the honored customers to judge themselves. Surely there is, in our great kingdom, sufficient experts in both languages and skill at arms to make full use of something this… unique.” 
 
     “Ah, if it’s for me to judge, then I have a pair of coins for you.” Smirking, Liu Jin leaned forward, holding up a pair of bronze coins. The older brother, in the early stages of Energy Storage, affable and lazy at the same time. 
 
    His sister rolled her eyes at his actions, while the merchant never lost his smile. 
 
    “Your honored expert is quite humorous. Obviously, someone with such ability and morals would not try to cheat a poor mortal like myself. Why, he obviously understands the difference between what a man says and his true intent.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not sure—” Liu Jin said. 
 
    “How much?” Wu Ying cut in, placing the manual on top of the weapon. “For the urumi and manual.”  
 
    “You’re buying this?” Gao Qiu said, clearly surprised. “Surely you don’t expect to learn this… object? It looks more like the work of a demented blacksmith than a real weapon.” 
 
    “I assure the honored cultivator, it truly is a weapon used in the deep west by the most learned of weapon experts,” the merchant replied. 
 
    “I doubt that.” Gao Qiu’s voice was filled with doubt, but the merchant had already turned away to answer Wu Ying’s question. Upon the merchant naming his price, Gao Qiu could not help but raise his voice again. “Are you insane! I could purchase a half dozen usable mortal blades for that price! This is just a plain weapon, no chi, nothing enchanted. And you’d price it that much? This is highway robbery!” 
 
    Wu Ying held up a hand as he turned to Gao Qiu, smiling tightly as he murmured, “It is fine, Expert Gao. I have this.” Then turning back to the merchant, he tapped the blade and manual. “You’ve traveled far, have you not?” 
 
    “I have, honored cultivator.” 
 
    Wu Ying idly noted the way the merchant had changed his address. Curious, that he had finally picked up on this, now of all times. Wu Ying wondered what had given it away, if it mattered. Then he saw the man was rubbing a small, inset jade ring. One that Wu Ying, expanding his own senses, noticed was weakly charmed. Enough to tell him that he spoke to a cultivator. 
 
    “A long journey, for you and the weapon. A long way to carry something like this… and not sell it.” Wu Ying smiled a little. “Certainly, it is unique. Fascinating in a way. The manual shows its methods of fighting are different from every style I’ve seen. Its flexibility, the whipping nature…” He sighed. “I cannot see many individuals, even in such a wide and great kingdom, interested in something like this.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But I’m certain, for the right person, it would be valuable…” 
 
    “But how long will you wait, for that right person? When I’m right here?” Wu Ying tapped the book. He leaned forward and began to truly bargain, even as the other wandering cultivators stepped away, leaving the pair to argue in peace. 
 
    Ten minutes later, Wu Ying waved his hand over both book and weapon, depositing them in his spirit ring. He watched the merchant’s flicker of surprise at the disappearing items, murmuring absent thanks to the other as Wu Ying extended his senses again. 
 
    Extended them all the way across the marketplace, gauging what was happening. He touched upon the chi flows, the way it twisted around him constantly as he drew it in, quietly cultivating and refilling his own reserves. How the pulse and auras of the four wandering cultivators he had arrived with pushed against the environment. No others though, not in this marketplace. 
 
    Wait, no. One more—a guard in the far corner. A glimpse out of the corner of his eyes showed the man wearing the helmet and insignia of a watch leader. Someone of rank then. Even then, he was barely in the first few steps of Body Cultivation. 
 
    Puzzled, Wu Ying kept extending his senses, blanketing the streets and residences around the marketplace. A truth that he had noted but dismissed became more apparent. There were more cultivators, but not even a handful of them. The majority of the cultivators were extremely low in their levels; no stronger than the people in his village before their most recent journey. 
 
    More and more, Wu Ying kept expanding his senses. The guards had a larger number of cultivators, though most were in the Body Cleansing stage. A single member—the Watch Captain, from his location in the watch headquarters—was in early Energy Storage. 
 
    Puzzled, Wu Ying kept turning, his spiritual senses fully expanded, his aura overlaying the area. He finally reached the magistrate’s residence in the middle of the city. As suddenly as his aura touched upon the location, defenses sprung upward. Blades of chi erupted, cutting against his aura and senses, staggering Wu Ying as he suffered the feedback. 
 
    As quickly as his intrusion was rebuffed, another aura spread outward. It cloaked the surroundings, more powerful than Wu Ying’s. At a minimum, a Core Formation cultivator’s. On instinct, Wu Ying drew his aura and senses back inward, cloaking himself in such a way that he seemed no different than any other. Just another mortal, one without anything worth noting. 
 
    He felt the aura brush across his own, never stopping as it kept moving. Wu Ying felt himself exhale, then cursed.  
 
    “Hun dan…” He realized his mistake a little too late. Better to have been found out, better to have made apologies to the magistrate or his protector. Now, he looked like a thief, someone hiding from the authorities after being caught doing something he shouldn’t have. Discourteous and apologetic was better than a sneaking thief. 
 
    Now the question was, should he speak up and reveal himself and apologize? 
 
    “What was that?” Gao Qiu said, coming back with his friends, all four pairs of eyes wide.  
 
    Their senses, their skills at aura reading, might be lacking in the extreme, but they’d certainly felt the seeker’s intrusion into their daily lives. 
 
    “An elder,” Wu Ying muttered. “Searching.” 
 
    “For us?” Gao Qiu frowned. “We have done nothing wrong.” 
 
    “Do you think they care?” Liu Jin snapped, the mid-twenties cultivator glancing fearfully at his sister, who was clutching her spear as she looked around warily. “We cannot be taken into custody. You know what they do with wandering cultivators.” 
 
    “What do they do?” A fission of fear ran through Wu Ying as he asked.  
 
    “It’s not as bad as Liu Jin portends.” Gao Qiu slapped his friend on the shoulder. “Do not deceive others with such words.” 
 
    Still, Wu Ying wanted to know. “What happens?”  
 
    “The army. If you are a wandering cultivator, one who has broken a law, they enroll you into the army. Into their Everlasting Legion, which is filled with others of their kind,” Liu Ping answered softly, gesturing around them. “It’s why the sects are so weak in the kingdom. The army controls the majority forms of progression. They test and enroll all those with talent into their ranks at an early age.” 
 
    “But they do not force,” Gao Qiu said firmly. “They encourage and bribe, but they do not force.” 
 
    “Unless you break the laws,” Liu Jin corrected. 
 
    “We should leave,” Liu Ping murmured, gesturing for the group to go. She cast flickering glances about, taking in their surroundings. 
 
    Wu Ying could not help but follow her example. He had to admit, they were beginning to draw attention. The sword merchant obviously knew Wu Ying was a cultivator, and more than a few others had noted the grouping of armed strangers. There were enough travelers that they weren’t unusual, but the weapons they carried, and their general demeanor were sufficient to mark them out. 
 
    “I was looking forward to a bed…” grumbled the last member of the party. Usually silent, the man nodded when Gao Qiu looked at him. 
 
    “And you, Expert Long?” Gao Qiu said, not daring to presume. 
 
    Wu Ying cocked his head, considering. Then he shook his head. “I believe this is where we part. There are some minor business matters I have left to deal with.”  
 
    Watching the cultivators glance at his bag that he carried so easily on his back, Wu Ying could not help but nod in acknowledgment at their guess. After all, many of his materials would lower in potency with age. Best to get it sold, though the lack of cultivators in the town was concerning. 
 
    Understandable, if they pushed so many of them into the army. It was a very different method, and one that Wu Ying could not help but consider short-sighted. Certainly, it was easier to rule a population that was less, overall, strong; but it meant cities and villages, even the kingdom itself, was more vulnerable to demonic beasts and other groups. 
 
    Then again, a concerted legion of cultivators, all trained to work together like an army instead of individual members like the kingdom of Shen used, that might be a frightening force to deal with. It would require different forms of formations and fighting techniques for sure. And that did not even mention the kingdom-wide formation and whatever that could do. 
 
    Watching the group move away after bidding their farewells and wishes of meeting again, Wu Ying made his way deeper into the city, bypassing the guards. He noted the way they moved, looking around, forming groups around the few cultivators in the city. More than a few of the patrols carried small hexagram mirrors, enchanted to pick up unrestricted cultivation auras. 
 
    That answered another question of his. Such items were only of use when individuals were neither good at controlling their aura or sensing others. One led to the other or vice versa. Restricting lessons and knowledge of aura control and sensing made sense then, if soldiers were expected to police normal cultivators. 
 
    Still foolish, it seemed, but it was not Wu Ying’s problem. Certainly, right now, his concern was selling his goods—and knowing what he knew now, there was likely only one location to do so. Which was why he made his way toward the magistrate’s residence. He kept his aura restricted as he traversed the city, not wanting to deal with the guards. He would open it once he was close. That should be more than sufficient warning, while leaving him time to greet and otherwise make apologies for his actions. 
 
    It was too bad he never managed to complete his plan. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The squadron of cultivators appeared around him a few blocks from the magistrate’s house, forming at all points of the compass. Wu Ying had to admit, they were good. He had not noticed their presence until they were a few hundred feet from him, their auras compressed to such a level that their size was no different than a Body Cleansing cultivator; even if the density of their auras spoke of Energy Formation cultivators now that they were here.  
 
    In answer to their convergence, Wu Ying relaxed his control of his own aura. He knew why they were coming. Interesting that they’d managed to locate him as he was coming in, for he had felt nothing of their own sensing of him.  
 
    Someone in that group was very skilled. 
 
    Eyes dancing over the four before him, Wu Ying found his own lips pressed tight. They were not dressed like cultivators in the long flowing robes and highly-colored regalia of the sects—their cleanliness, their expense a mark of the cultivators’ ability displayed to the world around—but in darker, tighter woven clothing with solid black breastplates and helmets. They looked like soldiers, though slightly less encumbered than those Wu Ying was used to. Breastplates, helmets, armguards, plus knee guards and long metallic skirts to cover their lower halves. 
 
    Differences in styling and the crests on each shoulder and across the tops of their helmets separated the guards sufficiently so that upon their appearance, civilians cleared the streets with haste. Wu Ying had seen that before, when the brewing storm of violence alerted bystanders to leave for another location. One that might not result in them being bisected by an errant blade or shot by a misfired bolt.  
 
    That these people—the local civilian population—had such an automatic response to the individuals surrounding him did not bode well for what was to come.  
 
    “Long Wu Ying of the…” He paused, realizing that he should not, could not perhaps, give his Sect. He had not been exiled from the Sect, he was still part of it, but he had been banished from their environs. And yet to use it… “Of the Kingdom of Shen greets the honored cultivators before him.”  
 
    The group kept approaching silently, though Wu Ying idly noted how the fifth and sixth members had now taken overwatch positions on the roofs. Bow glue, the smell of carved wood and oiled strings spoke to him of ranged weapons. He focused his spiritual sense a little, understanding the outline of the weapons they wielded—crossbows, slightly larger than the handheld ones the guards sported—before he concentrated on the ones on the ground before him. 
 
    The lead guard strode toward Wu Ying, a hand on the hilt of her sword. Her features were mostly hidden by her helmet, her hair bundled up underneath the helmet such that but for a slight arch in the cheekbones, the angle of her chin, and the tilt of her lips, she might be a particularly feminine man.  
 
    “Are you the cultivator the Captain sensed?” she spoke crisply.  
 
    “It is likely, Honored Squad Leader[4],” Wu Ying replied, watching her eyes and the movements of her hands. He trusted in the wind and his other senses to tell him if the rest of her oversized squad acted, though if they were as disciplined as they seemed, they would not act without her orders. 
 
    “You will come with us.”  
 
    He sensed the slight increase in tension among the others. One of the guards even forgot to breathe as Wu Ying did not answer immediately. For a second, then another, Wu Ying marveled at the increased awareness he had; but as tension crept higher, he brought his attention back to the present. 
 
    “Of course, Honored Squad Leader,” Wu Ying spoke out loud, keeping his hands away from his sword. “I look forward to meeting your… superior?” An eyebrow cocked upward in inquiry. 
 
    He watched as she gestured him forward, refusing to answer. A petty power play, but he ignored it. It seemed, to him, that they were more wary of him than was warranted. Certainly, they were unlikely to believe him a Core Formation cultivator—so why an oversized squad? And a group where two of their members carried poison? The wind had spoiled that unpleasant surprise for it had carried the slightly sweet, cloying smell of nightshade and other, deadlier mixtures on the bolts of the snipers. 
 
    Wu Ying moved at her impatient hand movement, striding closer with nary a care in the world, and watched as her eyes narrowed farther. Another guard, the gentleman to Wu Ying’s left, had straightened a little when Wu Ying started moving.  
 
    Instinct had him turn that way, meeting the other’s upturned lips, the almost hungry look in the man’s eyes. He watched as the other flicked his gaze to Wu Ying’s sword then touched his own. There was a grin, an inviting, provocative one that broke upon the man’s face when he saw Wu Ying looking at him. 
 
    “Pao Jin. No.” The squad leader’s voice was firm and curt, making Pao Jin drop his hand from his sword. 
 
    Realization struck in a wave. Another swordsman, potentially a self-styled swordsmaster. Probably a battle maniac, judging by the light scar on the man’s jawline. Someone who wanted to test Wu Ying. 
 
    “I trust I have guest rights at this time?” Wu Ying said, flicking his gaze to Pao Jin to indicate what he meant to the squad leader. 
 
    She paused, then answered simply, “My orders are to bring you to see my Captain. However we may do so.” 
 
    “Ah…” Wu Ying let that word drag out, then looked at the group that had clustered closer to him. Not so close that he could hit all of them with a single strike. Not without extending his blade with his own chi. The two crossbowmen were still above, moving across the rooftops like so many shadows. He took care to never look upward. “Well then, it was for the best that I was on the way to see your Captain.” 
 
    A smile accompanied those words as Wu Ying tried to set the cultivators at ease. It did not work, but at least he’d tried. 
 
    Together, the group moved down the road, headed into the center of the city and the magistrate’s office. However, when they reached the compound walls that led within, they took not the main pathway but one that led to the east. 
 
    Toward the Captain, Wu Ying assumed, and the inner compound of the magistrate’s residence that blocked all his careful probing. Even the wind could tell him little of what was within, for the enchanted barrier around the building blocked all such inquiries. Even the details of the presence within. 
 
    Curiouser and curiouser. 
 
    Keeping a light smile, Wu Ying followed the group toward the second compound and their illustrious Captain. And all the while, he charted a way to leave in a hurry with the wind.  
 
    Just in case. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    They met under an open-air canopy, paper lanterns hanging on wooden stands and surrounding them with a soft glow as the mid-fall sun set. No demon cores being used here to give a flat, constant level of illumination, but traditional oil lamps casting the swaying trees around the courtyard in flickering light that extended their shadows into the distance. On the marble table was a small plate of snacks and fruits along with the requisite tea set in delicate white and blue porcelain.  
 
    More interesting than the furniture and carefully curated gardens was the man seated behind the table, perusing a book as he waited. Wu Ying caught a glimpse of the title as the book was closed and put away, and he was hard put to keep his face serene. Well, the Bedroom Tales of the Green Tigress was quite popular among certain groups… 
 
    “Long Wu Ying of the Kingdom of Shen greets the Honored Captain of the Army.” Wu Ying bowed low, offering the man a clasped hand greeting before straightening. 
 
    “Please, join me. I am Zhang Po, Captain of the 14th Company of the Everlasting Army,” Zhang Po replied, bowing a little from his seat. Less than Wu Ying’s bow—a small mark of confidence or disrespect.  
 
    Wu Ying felt the way the surrounding chi warped around Zhang Po, down the armor he wore, along his fingers, and even his boots and sheathed sword. Enchanted items, one and all. A lot of enchanted items, more than most inner sect members would have in the state of Shen, but only marginally more than the guards standing beside Wu Ying or the squadron that had brought him in. 
 
    Wu Ying ignored the matter, unslinging his backpack and setting it aside as he took a seat at the table. Once he was comfortable, he accepted the offered teacup and plate of snacks. He held the teacup to his lips, visibly inhaling the scent and letting it tickle the backs of his nostrils. Admiring the drink while testing for poison before he sipped.  
 
    “Good tea.” 
 
    “Thank you. It is a blend from the southwestern portion of the kingdom. I can have a packet sent with you, if you wish?”  
 
    Wu Ying murmured words of refusal, and after having his refusal rejected, agreed. Custom, the byplay of courtesy and manners. 
 
    All the while, the squad had spread themselves around the garden, joining the pair of silent guards in the corner. High above, Wu Ying noted the two crossbowmen had taken watch in the towers that overlooked the inner courtyard along with the usual guards. Courtesy and manners and violence.  
 
    How… quaint. 
 
    “Did you arrive recently, Cultivator Long?” 
 
    “Just today,” Wu Ying replied. No reason to lie, especially since the arrival records were right under the fiction book the man had been reading. “I am, I admit, new to the kingdom itself as well.” 
 
    “Yes. It’s unusual for those from the Kingdom of Shen to visit the state of Zhao.” 
 
    “Mmm… I have seen enough war to avoid the Kingdom of Cai. I am sure you understand.” 
 
    “A pacifist who carries a jian?” Amusement lacing his words, Captain Zhang leaned forward with one elbow propped up on the table. 
 
    “Not a pacifist, just one who is tired of blood and death. I much prefer gathering…” Wu Ying tapped his backpack beside him. 
 
    “Mortal herbs? Or something more?” Captain Zhang’s eyes narrowed a little. 
 
    “Items for cultivators like us. Spiritual herbs, roots, cuttings, and even a few full plants. Of course, a few demonic and spirit beast cores from those that objected to my presence in their domains,” Wu Ying said. “I declared as much upon entering the city.” 
 
    “Yes. With merchant Teoh, no?”  
 
    “A chance encounter,” Wu Ying said. “He was willing to take this humble cultivator with him and pay for my presence while we traveled the rest of the way to your city.” 
 
    Another nod. “Rare though it may be, we do get a few travelers from the States of Wei and Shen. The mountain range between us keeps such travel—and commerce—constrained for the most part, but the more adventurous do come.” Captain Zhang relaxed a little, though those eyes kept boring into Wu Ying’s own. Keen intelligence danced behind his eyes, searching for lies as he continued. “Many do not understand the differences between our nations, the differences in culture and courtesy.” 
 
    “And I do extend my greatest apologies if I have been discourteous in any manner.” Wu Ying touched his backpack again. “Perhaps I could…” 
 
    “Mmmm?” Teacup and eyebrow rose in conjunction. 
 
    “Offer some minor gift for the discourtesy.”  
 
    A slight nod, though the same stern-faced regard continued to press upon him.  
 
    “To you and the magistrate of course.”  
 
    Another slightly larger nod.  
 
    “And your men, including the squad tasked with bringing me in.”  
 
    Now the stone face broke into a more congenial smile. 
 
    Wu Ying made sure to keep his mental sigh within himself as his bribe was accepted. While he rummaged for the appropriate gifts for the group, the Captain regaled him of the history and cultural mores of the kingdom of Zhao.  
 
    As Wu Ying had already noticed, cultivation was not heavily practiced among the general populace. Instead, army groups traveled to each village and city regularly, testing the populace for talent. They had what they called a testing crystal, which verified chi flow and gathering ability. As already related to Wu Ying, the most gifted were given a chance to progress in the ranks of the army with access to cultivation resources, manuals, and exercises. 
 
    “Yet I noticed you have a number of wandering cultivators,” Wu Ying said to the now more visibly relaxed Captain. Already, the handful of herbs that was to be gifted to the squadron and magistrate had been spirited away, leaving only the small jade box beside Zhang Po. 
 
    “Mmm… dropouts, the retired, and the foolish,” the Captain said with a hint of disdain in his voice. “Not everyone takes our generous offers. The sects acquire a large portion of those left behind, and the rest are taught by other wandering cultivators or attempt to advance by themselves.”  
 
    Wu Ying nodded slowly. “It seems that much strength is concentrated in the army.” 
 
    “As it should be,” said Captain Zhang. “The army answers to His Majesty, long may he rule, and he in turn bestows his wisdom upon the kingdom. Your nation splits such benevolence, forcing the king to beg for aid from those who should give it without qualm.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded a little to show he was listening. He, of course, thought it was better the way the Kingdom of Shen did it. There, the sects were a power in themselves and checked the depredations a tyrannical king who had lost his right to rule under heaven might enact. After all, what was good for the imperial family was not always good for the general populace.  
 
    “Well, as with much, only the Heavens know which is best,” Captain Zhang said, noting Wu Ying’s silent disagreement.  
 
    “Of course… though I do wonder…” Wu Ying hesitated to ask. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Do many of your men ascend?” 
 
    “Ah…” Captain Zhang let that word draw out. Idly, Wu Ying felt a couple of the watching guards tense at his question, though the Captain made no motion to throw Wu Ying into jail. “You are one of those.” 
 
    “Those?” 
 
    “Cultivation is to ascend and break through the bounds of mortality, is it not?” At Wu Ying’s nod, the Captain snorted. “A fool’s game. How many of your people ascend? Your vaunted sects and their beliefs in achieving immortality? One a century? Less?”  
 
    When he received no answer, the Captain continued. “Exactly. Even in the State of Zhao, the sects all believe in that children’s lie. The army and his Imperial Majesty do not sell our men on such fools stories but on the truth—that cultivation is for the present. We have many powerful cultivators in the Core Formation and even a few in the Nascent Soul stage. And that is what gives us strength. Not having our best, our brightest try for something that so many will fail at.” 
 
    “I see. So you train people in a single cultivation method…” 
 
    “We have a few, much like your sects do. A half dozen that work for the majority.” 
 
    “That streamlines the kind of herbs and spiritual pills you need, while allowing for an overall increase in strength without a focus on a final breakthrough. And in so doing, you do not worry about daos.” Wu Ying nodded, flicking his gaze over to the squadron standing around them.  
 
    He did not add his other thoughts. The way that the man before him—a Core Formation cultivator himself—felt weak, weaker than any other elder Wu Ying had sensed before. A fragility in his core from a dao that did not fully suit him. 
 
    Or was that his imagination? Sometimes, it was hard to tell. So much of their experiences were a matter of senses, of perception rather than hard facts. It was all too easy to deceive oneself. The mind could play tricks where the soul desired. 
 
    “Yes. You understand then,” Captain Zhang said. “A gatherer like you, with your abilities…” A hand touched the jade box. “Well, if you have what we need, the army is always looking to acquire.” 
 
    Wu Ying smiled then, for that had been his goal for this meeting. Not just make amends for his discourtesy but also to establish a relationship. When he’d first learned that the majority of cultivators were with the army, he had realized that they would be his biggest customer. 
 
    It was why he had not run. Better to get it over with now than to try to make amends later. After all, now he could just blame his lack of knowledge on his recent arrival.  
 
    “If you have a list…” Wu Ying tapped his backpack. “I can indicate what I might have to offer. And, of course, whilst traveling, prioritize collection.” 
 
    This time, Captain Zhang smiled fully. “I will make arrangements for you to meet with my subordinate. He will provide you all those details and purchase your product.” 
 
    “My thanks, honored Captain.” 
 
    The man waved away the words, his eyes turning a little sharper. “Your spiritual sense is quite progressed. The way you pushed it outward from the marketplace to reach even here.”  
 
    “A small matter of training,” Wu Ying said, bowing his head. “I noticed—” 
 
    “It is not considered important for our people,” Captain Zhang said, cutting him off. 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    “You will, of course, keep your senses contained from now on in our settlements. Especially around army encampments and other government buildings.” 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    “Good, good. And you will keep your thoughts about cultivation to yourself, especially among the mortals, yes?” 
 
    Wu Ying forced a nod, doing his best to ensure he did not tense up. 
 
    “You might not know, but the sale of cultivation items to mortals is strictly prohibited. In fact, trade in general for cultivation items is prohibited.” Wu Ying’s gaze flickered to the jade box, and the Captain smiled. “Minor gifts among friends are often overlooked. Such courtesies are viewed as the requirements of civilization.” 
 
    Another strained nod. Even the ex-farmer could read the subtext of that line—bribes are not only acceptable but encouraged in this country. Discarding that concern, Wu Ying said, “And what denotes one as a cultivation item?” 
 
    “Mmmm, spiritual herbs, cultivation manuals and exercises, certain forms of martial arts. I’m sure the Quartermaster will be happy to provide a comprehensive list.” Captain Zhang leaned in. “So, tell me how the war goes. I’m sure you have news that is more recent than ours.” 
 
    Wu Ying flashed a smile, finished his tea, and murmured his thanks when another cup was poured. He took the moment to organize his thoughts, sorting the news that would be well known from the information he himself had gathered. He set aside consideration about the government and the army’s tendrils, about cultivators and their entwining with the government. He had a story to tell.  
 
    When he was ready, he spoke. 
 
    A give and take of information. Just like any polite, civilized conversation. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Later that evening, when he had sold all his goods—all of it, at the Quartermaster’s insistence, some at prices that Wu Ying would have considered outright theft in any other place or location—the cultivator stood outside the gates of the magistrate’s home, hefting his empty backpack. A good thing he had kept some of the most precious and expensive herbs in his World Spirit Ring. 
 
    Then again, he had always known something like that might happen. More than once he’d had sects request to buy him out, and it had only been the strength and reputation of the Verdant Green Waters that had kept their requests from becoming demands. Now though, Wu Ying had no such backing. 
 
    It was a little frustrating, truth be told. To go from rarefied heights of privilege to becoming just another wandering cultivator with no backing, no leverage, no strength. If not for many years of learning to duck his head as a farmer, of accepting that the world could and would be unfair, he might have blown up at the Quartermaster. Acted like a petulant child complaining about doing his chores, cleaning the dishes, or feeding the chickens. He might have even revealed he was a Core Formation cultivator in an attempt to regain some degree of control and salve his pride. 
 
    That he had even been tempted to do so spoke of a growing ego problem, in his view. Something to watch out for. 
 
    A slight noise, the shifting of position from the gate guards recalled Wu Ying to where he was. Idle musing was for later.  
 
    “The Three Candles Inn, that way?” Wu Ying gestured down to the east.  
 
    He received confirmation of the directions to the location and the cultivator ambled down the street, which was ill lit by roadside restaurant stands and the reflected light of taverns, inns of ill repute and brothels starting up. 
 
    The Three Candles Inn was marked both by a name plaque outside and a sign with the aforementioned three candles, the building complex itself spanning the majority of the street. Wu Ying winced a little, but a small marking beneath the sign indicated it was one of the few locations that were rated and allowed to accept cultivators. 
 
    Within, Wu Ying flashed the first of his purchased items to the proprietor. He was quickly shown a luxurious room near the top of the building and the promise of a heated bath to be filled in short order.  
 
    “Dinner can be served here when it is ready,” Wu Ying said, gesturing to the living room in the center of the open-air residence he had rented. The large, luxurious bed with its silk canopy and mosquito netting lay on a raised platform to the left of the entrance, while the bath and privy lay behind the privacy screen. Well-oiled hardwood, mother of pearl inlay, and tasteful paintings abounded, speaking to the luxurious nature of the room. 
 
    “Of course, honored cultivator,” the proprietor murmured, sketching a low bow.  
 
    Further pleasantries were murmured, but the man knew when a guest wanted privacy and quickly led his servants out. Wu Ying barely paid attention to the mostly female staff, though he idly noted the addition of a handsome lad in the background.  
 
    Placing his now-empty backpack aside, Wu Ying strode over to the dining room table and touched the tea set laid upon it. He considered the set for a moment, only to be interrupted by a call from the door. 
 
    “Yes?” he called. 
 
    “Wine. Courtesy of the inn,” the servant replied. 
 
    “Come in.”  
 
    Smiling a little, Wu Ying watched as the young lady swept in, placing tray and warmed wine on the table. Plates of salted peanuts and other finger foods were added beside the pair of cups.  
 
    She picked up one cup for him, pouring expertly. “Is there anything more I could aid you with?” 
 
    The smile that accompanied the drink made it quite clear that she was offering more than the wine cup. 
 
    “No, I’ll want silence tonight.” Seeing the flicker of disappointment crossing her mortal face, Wu Ying continued. “It has been a long journey, and I have much rest to catch up on.” 
 
    She nodded agreeably as she bowed and left, leaving him to regret his earlier comments. Yet, he had spoken the truth. While companionship—especially of the kind she was offering—might have been briefly entertaining, he had much to do. 
 
    First things first, he picked up the small plaque of embossed wood and gold with a tracing of spiritually empowered jade and held it before him. It was with this seal he had been able to access the inn. The same markings that adorned the plaque were showcased on the inn’s sign outside. Of all the things he had purchased, this had been the most expensive. Hopefully, it would be worth every penny.  
 
    “An Authorized Vendor for the Imperial Army of Zhao.” 
 
    Snorting after reading over the information, he made sure to send it into his main spirit ring. Losing it would create all kinds of problems, since every single seal was stamped and numbered. Theft of such items and improper use would lead to significant penalties, up to and including death. 
 
    “Now, I just need to find more of what they need…” Wu Ying muttered, extracting the next item from his backpack.  
 
    It was a book, one with loose pages added to it at regular intervals to amend and denote the flow of demand for the army. Still, with only a half dozen cultivation manuals in play, it was more a matter of degree of demand than lack of it. 
 
    “Though pickings might be slim.” He sighed, running a finger down the information.  
 
    Over two-thirds of the items were spiritual herbs and plants that could be grown in farms like the one Senior Goh oversaw back in the Sect. The other third were items best grown in the wild, either due to the excessive elemental chi requirements or their extremely slow growth speed. Those would be his target, but the majority of the listings were in lower quantities by far, since they were meant for higher cultivation levels. Which…  
 
    “Means the pricing is a little low.” 
 
    Monopolies. They cheated everyone but those who owned them. 
 
    Still, Wu Ying committed the list to memory before setting it aside. By that point, his dinner had arrived and been laid out. He took a short break to change out of his robes into another, cleaner set and offered the entirety of his stained and used wardrobe for washing. Even with his aura control and ability to push aside everything from rain to showering dirt, months of travel would eventually stain any clothing. Never mind the sweat and grime coming from within. 
 
    Well, the staining would happen with most clothing except for the really expensive enchanted robes that some cultivators wasted their contribution points upon.  
 
    Anyway, it mattered not for him, over and beyond his usual cheapness. He needed to allow the wind and dirt and scents to come in through his aura for him to smell and feel and sense the world around. Blocking oneself entirely from nature, that was not living. No more than hiding in a room, refusing to speak with another or feel the touch of the sun upon skin. 
 
    Though some might mistake the love for nature and the world outside with a discarding of worldly comfort. As Wu Ying chewed his meal, he reflected upon that and the taste breaching his mouth, overlaying multiple spices and lightly sautéed vegetables and roasted meat, a comfortable cushioned seat beneath his posterior. 
 
    Civilization and raw nature. Walk too far toward one or the other and an individual found himself trapped, cut off from a part that made humans… well, human. Mankind was not meant to walk solely in manufactured rooms and plush surroundings, never glimpsing nature; nor were they meant to prowl through the forests with naught but their feet and arms. 
 
    Or at least, that was Wu Ying’s path. Perhaps some others might find a way—a dao—in the two extremes. Certainly, it felt as though all too many chose the comfort of civilization, forgetting the greater world and confining themselves to humanity’s civilized redoubts. And yet, even the meanest city brought with it reminders of nature—a potted plant, weeds growing through cracks, insects sliding through open panes. 
 
    He chuckled a little, then dismissed the line of thought. Consideration of his dao—and others—was important, but there was a point where one just had to accept that individual desire played a part in an individual’s focus. 
 
    More importantly, removing the next series of items Wu Ying had purchased, he had a lot to read and study. Going where the wind had brought him on whim and random desire had led him here. A kingdom whose very basis of government was inimical to his beliefs, where he might run afoul of laws and expected, civilized mores counter to his regular act of existence. 
 
    It was all too easy to acquire knowledge without end, pursuing the sweet nectar of information as though data by itself could affect the world. Scholars seated in silent libraries and debating in tea houses might speak of revolution and change; but their words were like the wayward Central Wind, spinning through the sky higher and higher before it exhausted itself, affecting nothing. 
 
    Yet stumbling through night and day, blind to the world around oneself was no better. You could choose to be willfully ignorant, but those who had knowledge and wielded it would always stand on a higher stage. If one traveled without knowing what was to come, then perhaps he might experience exactly what Wu Ying had this day, making mistakes that brought easily avoidable danger. 
 
    Knowledge was power. Or so Wu Ying had been led to believe. 
 
    Except, of course, a certain pixiu had disagreed quite strongly on that point. And perhaps its viewpoint might be true for cultivation. Threading the path of past understanding without allowing the experiences of those who had come before to cloud one’s judgment was a difficult proposition. 
 
    “Why is this world all grey, the answers neither yes nor no, true nor false? If existence was simpler, would it not be easier for all to walk the proper Dao?” Wu Ying grumbled.  
 
    And sure, there were arguments that mankind once had been part of the Dao, that they had followed it intrinsically and somehow moved away from it.  
 
    Yet, he could not believe that, not really. Commentary or books that spoke of a past that had been better than the present, where existence itself had gleamed and glimmered with the light of goodness and perfect existence, always seemed to speak of a time so far past, no one present could recall it. Or that, when objectively viewed, was no better than the present. 
 
    The past lied of its glory, and the future fooled one with promises that never came true. In the present, and only the present, could one change their existence. 
 
    Finished with his dinner and his musings, Wu Ying picked up the first of many books on the history and laws of the Kingdom of Zhao, then moved over to the bath, filled by the officious and silent servants while he read.  
 
    There was, he knew, a lot more reading to do this evening. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    It was late afternoon, after a sumptuous lunch, when Wu Ying made his way out of the walled city. His basic errands—from cleaning his laundry to purchasing new tack, changes of clothing, replacements for camping gear, and new storage equipment among other things—happily run by the staff of the inn, Wu Ying had little to hold him in the city. His usual errands of searching for cultivation manuals and exercises had been curtailed by the local laws, leaving him naught to do but rest and relax. 
 
    Yet, instinct or perhaps unease at the constant surveillance by the army left the cultivator with little desire to stay in the luxurious building. Taking the delivered goods, Wu Ying left on foot once again via the western gate, following the road signs and maps he had acquired. Without a firm goal, he had chosen to make his way to the tournament grounds, hoping to gain a further glimpse of the cultivators in this kingdom and grasp how other wandering cultivators managed themselves here. 
 
    After perusing the laws and history of the kingdom, Wu Ying had more questions than ever. Like many others, the Kingdom of Zhao had once been ruled by the Yellow Emperor. Like Wu Ying’s own homeland, they too had once been gifted the Yellow Emperor’s cultivation method. Yet in the ensuing years, all traces of that book had been stripped from the mortals living here.  
 
    Reading between the lines in the official history had been enlightening, marking the shift from a society of cultivators to the present day. The spark point had been droughts and famines over multiple years that had driven “impetuous peasants” to rebel against the imperial family.  
 
    After a tempestuous decade, the rebellion had been crushed, new laws enacted, and the purges had begun. Not only of individuals but the cultivation manuals and teachers who had made the peasants such a threat. 
 
    Now, after nearly a century and a half of such actions, the Kingdom of Zhao had stabilized into its present form. One where cultivation and cultivation materials were no longer outright outlawed, as it had been in the first century, except among the army and certain sects, but was still seriously constrained. Even minor tournaments like the one he was traveling toward came about from a relatively recent shift. 
 
    All of which resulted in a kingdom with minute and major differences from the States of Wei and Shen. A world where roads were pitted and mortals worked hard at refilling sunken ground with tamped earth and broken gravel, where constant patrols of army personnel ranged along the highways to drive away the demonic beasts that were lured by the flow of humanity. A world where a true bounty lay beyond the walls of civilization, one that was rarely pillaged by wandering cultivators or sect-driven assignments. 
 
    Contemplating the land he now walked through, Wu Ying took his time traveling forward. Outside the city, he allowed his spiritual senses to relax, filling the void around him. Only a short distance, barely a full li—almost the same distance from the marketplace to the magistrate’s office in fact. 
 
    It allowed him to keep track of the pair of guards trailing him, slipping along amidst the crowd of travelers moving in the wake of the patrolling guards. They would have been invisible, if not for the warping of chi around their enchanted equipment. 
 
    Wu Ying wondered how much they knew that they stood out like beacons in the night to someone with his gift. The slight burnt smell of chi as their foot bindings drew upon wind and earth chi to lighten and soften their movements, the sharp metallic twist in the wind of their armor to strengthen its bindings and afford them greater protection. No mortal had that, nor the quiet pressure that their unguarded auras displayed. 
 
    “But perhaps they don’t care…” Wu Ying muttered. That too made sense, after all. 
 
    Nor were they the only ones watching him. Yet it was only as the middle of the day was passing that the guards turned back, content that Wu Ying had truly left the city. Not long afterward, the others he had sensed watching him made their appearance, waving from the roadside clearing they had set up where some cultivated and others practiced. He wondered if they knew he saw through their base deception, if they cared. 
 
    “Expert Long! You did leave at last,” Gao Qiu called.  
 
    “Were you waiting for me?” Wu Ying said, a little touched. And a little paranoid. He had, after all, just left a war with the Dark Sect and these were strangers—if strangers who had proven themselves to some extent. 
 
    “Just a little while. We thought it might be best to travel together,” Gao Qiu said. “We did not think you knew the way to the Seven Pavilions headquarters.” 
 
    “How did you know that was my destination?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    Gao Qiu gestured down the road. “Well, this is the way to the Seven Pavilions compound and tournament. And I assumed, since you’re here…” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded, though the obvious question still lingered. “Well, if I came out this way, then obviously I know the way.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Of course,” Gao Qiu said forlornly. “I see. I apologize. Of course you do not need our company.” 
 
    “Need, no. However, I would not be against it,” Wu Ying said. “The road can be long at times. Anyway, it seems a short enough distance and the tournament soon enough that it makes little sense for me to travel overland to the destination.” 
 
    “Overland?” Liu Ping, having come closer while they spoke, sounded horrified. Then her eyes cleared up after a moment, remembering where they had found him. “Right. You’re a wild gatherer.” 
 
    “A wild gatherer?” Wu Ying repeated dumbly. 
 
    “A term used in our kingdom for those who travel into the wilds, searching for spiritual herbs or beast cores,” Gao Qiu said. “It is a rarer occupation in our kingdom than it is in the State of Shen. Or so I hear.” 
 
    “It is not common, even in my home,” Wu Ying admitted. 
 
    “Hah! Liar.” Liu Ping raised her chin, glaring at Wu Ying. He idly noted then that she was not much shorter than him—tall for a woman. “We’ve all heard the stories of the Five Illustrious Blades. The Wandering Fairy Sun. The Orange Robe Sect and the Verdant Gatherer. All of them, traveling deep into the wilds to gather.” 
 
    “It’s… those are mostly stories,” Wu Ying said. “The Five Illustrious Blades was two decades ago. The illustrious members are now all retired as Elders in their sects.” He shook his head. “The Orange Robe Sect is unorthodox, even for the unorthodox sects—” 
 
    “You can stop making excuses. We know that our kingdom is weak at gathering and dealing with demonic beasts,” Liu Ping snapped, folding her arms. “You do not need to attempt to cover our failings. It is the army that does the majority of those tasks, leaving the rest of us to wander the roads.” 
 
    “That’s not what I was trying to do.” 
 
    In reply, Liu Ping glared at him and turned away, striding off. Wu Ying’s jaw dropped a little, only for Gao Qiu to snort and clap him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Worry not, Expert Long. She is like that with everyone. Liu Ping feels the burden of our lack of resources most keenly.” 
 
    “Then why not just join the army?” 
 
    Gao Qiu flinched a little. Waving to the others who had finished with their current cultivation cycles or put away their weapons and unhitched the horses, he gestured down the road they were standing beside. “We should move soon, or else we will be forced to sleep under the stars tonight. And I must admit, I look forward to an actual bed myself.” 
 
    Accepting the change of topic gracefully, Wu Ying nodded. “Of course. Set the pace, and I shall follow.” 
 
    Sensing the minor challenge in his words, Gao Qiu smiled as he mounted his own animal. “Then we shall not hold back, Expert Long.”  
 
    So saying, Gao Qiu kicked his mare to trot down the packed earth roadway. 
 
    Chuckling to himself, watching the others pass him as they urged on their own equine companions, Wu Ying drew a deep breath, tasting the air and filtering out the dust. A slight touch to the ground and he was off, crossing the distance to catch up with the others. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “May I ask, Expert Long, a somewhat indelicate question?” Liu Jin asked, leaning over the worn wooden table the group had taken over for dinner.  
 
    Set in a private room on the second floor, only Gao Qiu and Liu Jin were left with Wu Ying. The others had long before excused themselves to train—in Liu Ping’s case—or to rest. 
 
    “It depends on the question,” Wu Ying said, eyes crinkling with amusement. “But ask. I promise no answers.” 
 
    “Around you, there is always a sense of…” Liu Jin frowned, searching for the right word. “Chaos is the best I can explain it.”  
 
    “Not chaos. That is too… chaotic,” Gao Qiu cut in. “More like a constant tide, like the river flowing toward you, but more erratic. Yet, always toward you.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s more like it. It’s as though the world bends toward you.” Then Liu Jin smiled a little. “Not the actual wind, of course, though we see that too.” 
 
    Wu Ying leaned back. The pair were perceptive, of both the way the wind danced to his bidding, offering hints of the world around, but also to what he could only assume was his cultivation exercise, the Never Empty Wine Pot. He said as much, explaining briefly what the technique did in drawing environmental chi toward him at all times. 
 
    “So you cultivate while you move? While you’re sitting here, eating?” Liu Jin said, sounding awed. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What amazing laziness!” Liu Jin said, making Gao Qiu cough and Wu Ying smile. “I would give much to learn such a skill. To think, you can cultivate without cultivating!” 
 
    “It’s not lazy. In fact, I must always keep one part of my mind on it. Like spinning a spoon around your finger, constantly, while you do everything else.” Wu Ying demonstrated, picking up a ceramic soup spoon from the table and spinning the oblong object around and around.  
 
    “Why a spoon and not a chopstick?” Gao Qiu asked. 
 
    “Because it’s not as simple as a straight stick.” 
 
    “Oh.” Liu Jin slumped backward. “Sounds like a lot more work.” 
 
    “You sound disappointed.” 
 
    “Liu Jin is always trying to find a shortcut, even though we tell him that cultivation has no quick ways,” Gao Qiu said, glaring at his friend. “If not for his sister pushing him to keep up, he would never have made Energy Storage.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded. 
 
    “Still, that is amazing. A cultivation technique like that exists,” Liu Jin said after he got over being dishonored by his own friend. “Xiao[5] Ping’s right. We really are the frog in the well[6].” 
 
    “Hush,” Gao Qiu said, glaring at Liu Jin. The cultivator flushed, bowing his head a little at speaking out of turn. 
 
    Wu Ying frowned, watching the byplay but choosing not to comment on it. “The wine is nearly finished. Should we order another bottle?”  
 
    Gao Qiu flashed him a smile at the change of topic, before picking up the bell left behind and ringing it to summon the mortal servant. “Another bottle!” 
 
    Bowing her head, the servant left quickly while Wu Ying smiled in agreement. It would be interesting to see how they handled an evening’s revelry with a stranger. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Later that evening, Wu Ying deposited the two drunken cultivators in their room, Liu Ping just shaking her head a little at the state of her brother before dragging him the rest of the way in and tossing him onto his bed. Wu Ying winced as he listened to the hard thud but chose to ignore it. Best not to get in the way of two family members. Anyway, Liu Ping was a cultivator. A little rough handling would do little harm. 
 
    Alone in his room now, and reminded of his own cultivation, Wu Ying sat silently on his bed. He felt the effects of the alcohol coursing through his body, but it was minor. His greater cultivation level, along with his own Body Cultivation methods, meant that poisons—even those as innocuous as wine—did little to him these days. It would require powerful poisons, those concocted by a learned man or powerful demonic beasts, to harm him now. 
 
    That was not the only change. He had found he required fewer hours of sleep since his ascension. Having rested the night before, he knew he could spend most of this evening cultivating and still be fresh for the next day. Or he could just rise earlier in the day and spend more time practicing with his sword. He had yet to even break out the urumi, there not being a suitable location for that practice. 
 
    Maybe later. Or never. Buying it had been more an indulged whim than any practical decision. After all, it wasn’t a jian. Practice with it would not progress his own journey into the Heart of the Sword. 
 
    In the meantime, he had a few hours to cultivate and review his core. It was, after even a few days, firmer now, the initial covering having been reinforced. The chi he poured into his dantian, that upheld and swirled around the wind core, patching and layering itself upon the channels he had formed, stabilizing and increasingly plating the outer edges. This, he assumed, was what the cultivation manual meant when one had to stabilize their cultivation base before moving onward.  
 
    Closing his eyes, Wu Ying reviewed his cultivation manual in his mind. He had memorized much of the relevant passages, and as such, chose not to extract the actual book. Better to keep it hidden until he was certain of his surroundings. 
 
    In any case, the process of stabilization was mostly a recurring process of drawing wind chi into his dantian, allowing it to fill and interact with his Core. At that time, the gradual process of being sustained by the wind chi and the natural growth of the first layer of his Core would allow him to truly make use of the energy contained within the Core itself.  
 
    Or so Wu Ying understood. 
 
    Tapping into the energy in his Core was an entirely different matter. Thus far, he had sustained himself and his current existence by using the energy in his meridians and dantian, all more than sufficient for the minor exertion of running or sensing the world around him. The widened meridians and stronger dantian that came from the process of becoming a Core cultivator, added to his Wind Body, gave him a much deeper pool of chi to draw upon than the majority of cultivators anyway. So long as they were not Core Formation opponents, Wu Ying felt he could outlast any of them. 
 
    Yet, at some point, he would have to test the Core Formation chi. Perhaps not while he was in the presence of others. Best to keep at least a few tricks up his sleeve, especially with his misgivings about the kingdom. 
 
    Still, gently handling his Core with his mind, letting it spin through his dantian as he nudged it around, Wu Ying could tell it had grown stronger. The initial brittleness that he had sensed, from cutting and patching the multi-ringed sphere, had been healed. It was still weak, but not likely to break from any minor exertion. 
 
    Satisfied, Wu Ying opened his eyes again, letting his breathing circulate as he considered his next steps. Refilling his dantian and meridians continued to be the most important step. He had no new insights into his Body Cultivation, and he still had stores of the cleansing potions left to finish his current regimen. Practice of the five winds would wait until he had consumed all those potions, though more practice never hurt. 
 
    Then another medicinal bath, another series of cleansing exercises. Trying to work out what the Heaven or Hell Winds were… 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head. 
 
    Another time. For now, he had to cultivate. Prepare himself and learn about this strange kingdom. 
 
    And maybe fight in a tournament? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The sight of the mansion amidst the large rice fields being worked by serfs and protected by high walls greeted the group as they ascended the hills around the mansion. One entire set of fields nearest the mansion had been set aside, temporary buildings and dueling rings in the space.  
 
    In accordance with Wu Ying’s earlier findings, he noted the presence of enchantments around each newly constructed dueling ring, meant to contain attacks and guard against accidental injury. 
 
    “There’s a larger number of enchanters in your kingdom than I would expect,” Wu Ying remarked idly. 
 
    “Hah! We have multiple divisions of such people in the army. Many only spend a few decades with them though, before they choose to exit the army and work as independent businessmen,” Gao Qiu said.  
 
    “I’m surprised they’re even allowed,” Wu Ying said. “Or that it’s profitable to do so.” 
 
    “The army requires a set amount of work to be done annually by anyone trained by them, determined by rank and cultivation level. Whether it’s working as guards or patrolling or, in the case of formation masters and enchanters, a number of hours repairing enchantments,” the wandering cultivator explained. “It is paid work though, so it’s a decent living if you’re good at your job. Then any other contracts”—he gestured to the dueling rings they were fast closing in on—“are just additional.” 
 
    “Ah…” Wu Ying acknowledged the man’s words while letting his gaze roam over the cultivators who thronged the dueling rings and the fabricated village.  
 
    Even having pulled back his spiritual senses in anticipation of meeting others, Wu Ying sensed multiple powerful presences moving through the village. A pair were clustered around what he assumed was the inn, another was definitely that of an older gentleman overseeing the creation of the dueling rings, and the last lay deep inside the mansion grounds itself. 
 
    So, two Core Formation cultivators likely here for the fights—or to watch their juniors fight—and a guard deep within, who likely was here in case things got out of hand. He noticed the subtle pressure of the guard’s presence, the way it was contained to the mansion grounds, yet present like a mountain range in the distance. A subtle notice to those who might think of causing trouble. 
 
    As for the formation and enchantment elder, he was a Core Formation expert, but a glance at him and the way his aura was held together was enough to let Wu Ying know that unless he hid his strength deep within, he was no martial expert. 
 
    “How many contestants do you expect?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Mmmm… it’s a small tournament. So no more than fifty, I would assume.” Gao Qiu’s eyes swept over the buildings before alighting on a man in officious robes standing near the entrance of the mansion. Beside him, at a small portable podium, another man stood with a small scroll unrolled and a brush at the ready. “I believe that is where we go to register.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded, watching as the group got off their horses and led the animals over to their target. He idly followed, his half-empty backpack swinging behind him. He had not had much time to gather, though he had spent the late evenings and early mornings on brief forays away from their campsites. Still, beyond a single lucky find, the majority of his current—publicly accessible and noticeable—harvest were common materials. 
 
    On the other hand, for all the various weaponry, armors, and other enchanted items that were present and owned by the cultivators—and there were quite a few—he noticed a significant lack of spirit rings. It was quite marked. The only ones he could sense were owned by the Core Formation cultivators.  
 
    Then again, if the people of Zhao did not focus on the concept of daos as firmly, it made sense that spirit rings, which required the use and bending of the dao of space, would be lacking here. As it was, his own rather numerous spirit rings had only resulted from the clashes he had had with the Dark Sect. 
 
    Moving behind his companions, Wu Ying was surprised to find himself before the registrar before he knew it. Cold, officious brown eyes stared into his own as the shorter man tilted his head upward to meet Wu Ying’s gaze. 
 
    “Name, sect if any, and weapon of choice.” The words were repeated as though by rote, even as the gaze dropped, sweeping across Wu Ying’s simple peasant robes. No curl of his lips, no outward signs of dismissal though.  
 
    “Ah… I had not… I’m not sure I am joining,” Wu Ying said. He cursed himself quietly, realizing he had not made a decision, not since he started. To fight in another tournament, to test himself. That was good. But maybe he should try for a low profile, not showcase himself. “I was just looking to meet other cultivators.” 
 
    The registrar frowned, crossing his arms. “If you are not participating, you may not stay on our land. Unless you are a registered merchant in alliance with the Seven Pavilions?” 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head. Then, remembering, he put a hand in a pouch before extracting the seal from his spirit ring and showing it to the man. “I am a registered vendor for the army. I gather—” 
 
    “Spirit herbs and the like. Yes, yes. We do buy some for the army,” the registrar said, “but not here. Go visit one of the main branches in a city.” 
 
    “Oh…” Wu Ying glanced back at the inn and his recent companions. 
 
    “Come, Expert Long. Join. The prize is well worth fighting for, and there is no better way to judge a man’s heart than over the crossing of blades,” Liu Ping cajoled him. 
 
    “I—”  
 
    “You’re a swordsman, right? Jian. That’s more a soldier’s jian though, thick and long,” the registrar said, nodding. “And your accent… it’s from the State of Shen?” At Wu Ying’s nod, he smiled a little. “Good, very good. We’ll waive the registration fee then, if you join. It’ll add prestige to the tournament to have more foreigners in it. Write it in. Expert Long, with a straight jian. A wandering cultivator too, yes?” 
 
    “I haven’t—”  
 
    “Here.” A hand thrust forward, and Wu Ying moved to block it. Upon contact, the registrar twisted his hand, opening and depositing the small token in Wu Ying’s open palm. “This will give you a private room at the inn and meals on the Seven Pavilions. A good deal, no?” 
 
    Wu Ying, amused by the sudden change, turned the seal around. He was shooed away, sent to the inn where the uncouth foreigners were being housed, even as the registrar turned to the next group coming over the hill. 
 
    Together, the group headed for the impromptu village, Liu Jin and Gao Qiu congratulating Wu Ying and teasing him about his good fortune. Well. It would not hurt to cross blades with the martial artists here. After all, as Liu Ping mentioned, there was no better way to get to know others than over the edge of the blade. 
 
    New cultivators meant new styles. It meant new challenges, and with them, the chance of enlightenment or new understanding. After all, he still was missing something when he wielded his jian. A step away from reaching the Heart of it, even after all these years. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Parting ways with the group at the residence that matched the token in his hand, Wu Ying looked at the hastily built structure with a critical eye. There were minor flaws through the building, sections where the wind howled, where wooden crossbeams had not been fitted entirely tightly, loose tiles on the top and a surprising level of missing interior walls for privacy inside each room.  
 
    Yet for a building, a village, constructed, as Gao Qiu had said, for a single week-long tournament, the entire establishment was well put together. Many mortal hands must have been dedicated to this process, and though there were no deep foundations laid nor were the walls properly clay hardened, it would be more than suitable for the purpose of offering privacy and holding nature at bay. 
 
    Inside, Wu Ying was approached by an attendant who took the small token from him, read over the details, and led him up the narrow corridors to his room. As they entered the second floor, a door opened to reveal a young lady. Clad in a large, unusual triangular headdress and colorful pink, dark blue, and yellow robes of unfamiliar cut, she had a slight tan to her skin and slant to her eyes that marked her from another non-Han native tribe. She paused, one hand on the doorjamb as her gaze raked over his body. 
 
    “Greetings, Expert. Are you to take the last room?” she said, her voice a lilting singsong that altered her pronunciation of the common tongue a little. She spoke a little hesitantly, as though the words were unusual for her to voice. 
 
    “I am not sure.” Wu Ying looked at the attendant. 
 
    “Yes, the honored expert will be taking the last room in the building,” the attendant was quick to answer. 
 
    “Ah. I hope you do not snore then.” Her nose wrinkled. “Or else I will have to spend good money on a silencing talisman.” 
 
    “I do not.”  
 
    “That’s what all men say.” 
 
    Wu Ying grinned a little, remembering the many, many days he had spent in the middle of the wilderness, tied to tree branches, hunkered in caves, or curled up in hidden tents where the slightest noise might draw powerful predators. “I have it on good authority, I do not snore. Nor talk in my sleep. Or walk in it.” 
 
    “You are very confident.” Another smirking smile. “She must have spent a lot of time with you, for you to be so certain.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Wu Ying murmured. 
 
    “Well, I shall look forward to bursting the hero’s bubble.” Smirking, the lady closed the door with a thump and slipped the wooden padlock in it before sauntering past Wu Ying.  
 
    She made him retreat a little to the edge of the corridor, purposely not moving all the way to the other side to force him to choose between squeezing aside so as not to touch her as custom dictated or stand there. Her eyes glittered with amusement as he edged aside, her hips swaying a little more as she left the pair alone. 
 
    “An interesting woman…” Wu Ying muttered, turning back around to the attendant. A little young for his taste though. “Not native to Zhao, is she?” 
 
    “In a way. She’s part of the Zhuang enclaves, in the northwestern mountain reaches,” the attendant said. “The Seven Pavilions have a number of exclusive trading agreements with the enclaves. Even so, we were surprised that she and her sisters chose to participate.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded absently, amused by the information. She and her sisters must have annoyed the attendant, for him to choose to gossip at such slight provocation. 
 
    When he was shown to his room—one much smaller than the previous inn he had stayed in—he placed his bags away without comment, ignoring the way the attendant had braced himself for a scolding. This was more than sufficient for his needs. 
 
    “If there is anything else the Expert might…” the attendant trailed off as Wu Ying took a seat on the small table, looking up expectantly. “Yes?” 
 
    “Hot water for tea. And then, if you can spare a few moments, a conversation.” Wu Ying gestured around the room. “I’m new, as you can probably tell. And I’d be grateful”—his hand brushed the edge of the table, leaving a handful of coins on it—“for any news you might have.” 
 
    Eyes gleaming with amusement, the attendant stepped within and bowed, his lowered hands and body sweeping outward a little early as he straightened to make coins disappear. “I will return promptly with the hot water.” 
 
    “Good, very good.” Watching him leave, Wu Ying smiled to himself.  
 
    Counting the number of rooms in this hallway and the mention made by the registrar, it seemed that this tournament would certainly be more interesting than he had expected. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying watched as the attendant departed, smiling happily and patting the pouch where he had his bribe safely stored. Picking up the teacup by his elbow, Wu Ying could not help but go over the contents of what had been related to him. 
 
    Currently, the entire tournament was playing out as expected with only a few minor deviations. What that meant was that the majority of the participants were wandering cultivators like Gao Qiu and Liu Ping, while a smaller number were members from local sects. All the larger, more prestigious sects had chosen not to involve themselves, except in two cases. In both instances, the participants were—it was rumored—inner sect cultivators who had found themselves stymied at progressing to the next level in cultivation and had chosen the mortal road to walk. 
 
    Again, nothing too surprising in the inn attendant’s view.  
 
    More interesting was the presence of Wu Ying and the young ladies from the Zhuang clan, as well as other foreigners. The three sisters had journeyed down to join the martial tournament, intent on winning the prizes and showcasing their abilities, while an additional barbarian from the northern steppes had arrived too, wielding a bow. The last member of the “foreign” dedication was a fisherman from a smaller kingdom that no one had heard of in the east. Or perhaps not kingdom but village. The fisherman’s lack of fluency in the majority language, speaking only in dialect, stymied much conversation. 
 
    It didn’t matter so much, since no one expected the kid—barely in the Energy Storage stage, it was rumored—to do that well. The only reason he was lumped in with the other foreigners was his much darker skin, flatter nose, and shorter limbs than your average man and the strange three-pronged weapon he wielded. 
 
    Finishing his cup of tea, Wu Ying set down the glass and poured a fresh one. For the time being, he would ready his room for his extended stay. There were two more days before the tournament would begin, and he would use the time to do his own investigations. 
 
    After all, not a single word had been said about the other two Core Formation cultivators. Whether that was due to the attendant’s ignorance or discretion, Wu Ying would have to find out himself. If they were taking part in the battle, it would certainly liven things up. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A short while later, Wu Ying had swapped out of his travel-worn clothing for something a little more refined. Plain hemp was replaced by silk, the dull brown and grey traded for lighter, more colorful green and blue. It was not the green of his sect, but close—a minor acknowledgment of his own roots, without making a show of it. 
 
    He was still trying to work out the parameters of his banishment. In a world of unspoken rules and silent codicils, where courtesy and civility dominated and the boundaries of behavior and activities were hidden from direct observation, he often felt as if he was searching for roots by touch alone in a murky rice field. Experience helped, but sometimes, in a new field, in a new season, one could only hope that others had not dropped a blade the day before. 
 
    Having codified rules would be easier, but also perhaps more dangerous. The greater the number of laws, the greater the number of criminals. Detailed rules were either a waste of paper or the weapon of the petty tyrant. 
 
    Outside, in his new robes, Wu Ying watched the interplay of courtesy and respect among individuals who lived on the fringe of society by their very nature. Wandering cultivators walked, ate, and spoke with one another and came not to blows, for the unspoken rules of the jianghu[7] kept them in check. 
 
    The narrow pathway ran between quickly built buildings that reached up around on each side, pushing individuals close even as shadows of the setting sun shaded two-thirds of the street. Tables and chairs were pushed outward to entice cultivators to sit and drink, to catch up with old friends, while other stalls sold goods ranging from everyday mortal needs to cultivation-only items—pills, enchanted items, and scrolls among the wares. 
 
    Curiosity had Wu Ying move closer to such tables, eyes flicking over the myriad items as the raucous drone of conversations rode over him and the familiar smell of a working farm drifted by. He could not help but frown, recalling the numerous laws he had studied and the seal he had acquired at great expense. Now, here, were individuals flouting the law. Not that he agreed with the law, but it was another piece of a strange puzzle. 
 
    “Is there a problem with my merchandise, honored expert? Are you perhaps searching for a particular item?” the merchant said with a smile, his gaze flicking over Wu Ying with practiced ease as he judged the likelihood of a sale. 
 
    “My apologies. It has nothing to do with your merchandise,” Wu Ying said. “I am new here”—the merchant nodded at the rather obvious fact—“and I was told that sales between cultivators of cultivation goods are not allowed.” 
 
    “Ah!” the merchant exclaimed with understanding. “That is true. But the Seven Pavilions and the tournament itself has been granted special dispensation. All such tournaments are, with the Seven Pavilions having purchased the license dispensation. The rest of us but do sales for them under their banner. At the end of the tournament, we will be paying them a portion of our sales.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded slowly, wondering how they managed to keep track of what had been sold or not. Then he dismissed the matter. It was not as though he intended to set up a stall himself. At least not today. Still, it was good to know that there were such options in the future. 
 
    “Then is the honored expert interested in anything? If I may say so, the enchanted equipment from the State of Zhao is of better quality than what you might be used to,” the merchant said with a smile, one that pulled his pencil thin mustache higher and set the trailing edges quivering. 
 
    “Mmmm… I have not much funds to my name at the moment,” Wu Ying admitted readily, even as his gaze skipped over the enchanted accessories the man carried. Well, not much by the standards of cultivators. More than enough to live on comfortably if he was a farmer. “But perhaps you could speak about what it is you carry.” 
 
    “Ah, many things, though few that are… dangerous.” The merchant grinned. “I leave weapons and the like to my competitors. I prefer a more refined clientele.” Gesturing at the various earrings, combs, pendants, soap beads, and other miscellaneous accessories and knickknacks on his table, he continued. “You might think of my wares as utility items. Meant to make everyday life a little more comfortable. 
 
    “Marble soap beads that will last for years, removing all trace of scent. Add to a bucket of water or use directly on the body.” A finger tapped the aforementioned black-and-white-striped spheres. “A comb that untangles hair and smooths it out with only a few brushes.”  
 
    Wu Ying perked up at that. A minor inconvenience, but long hair like they all kept did require significant upkeep, which was often less than convenient in the wilds. Even cultivator constitution and the minor alterations to aura and the like did little to stop hair from bunching and snarling after weeks on end. 
 
    Seeing his interest, the merchant picked up the comb and handed it to Wu Ying, who turned it over and over. He sensed the enchantment on the wooden comb, the way runes had been inscribed along the edges and chi embedded within, all the while aligning the comb with its new nature and purpose.  
 
    He brought it closer, sniffing surreptitiously. It was a strange chi smell, wood and water at its base, but blood in there. Something else… something similar but a little deader. Hair? There was a hair chi? 
 
    “Then, of course, we have the ever-popular pendants of shade—useful for those who spend much time in the sun to keep their complexions fair.” The merchant went over those quickly when Wu Ying did not react. “Ankle bangles to soften or ring with each footstep.” Another tap on a pair of ankle bracelets with tiny silver bells on them. “Earrings that dampen the noise of city living, a ring of night reading…” 
 
    Wu Ying listened, his gaze flicking over the items as they were named and, in some cases when his interest was indicated, shown. It was a much wider array of equipment than at his own Sect it seemed, enchanted items made for everyday living, unlike the ones he had so often purchased. 
 
    A part of him marveled at the waste—of coin, of materials, of the crafter’s time and expertise—but another part of him was jealous. What a marvelous world it was, to have so many minor items that eased everyday life available to even poor cultivators like him. 
 
    Yet Wu Ying could not help but think of the mortals in the city. How so few of them had any such luxuries. A steep pyramid, it seemed, this kingdom. For the lucky, the gifted, much was offered. For everyone else, the drudgery and struggle of mortal life. 
 
    Even so… 
 
    “Payment can be made in taels or beast cores,” the merchant explained patiently as he set aside the comb and soap beads Wu Ying had been interested in. “We also accept script from the Seven Pavilions, obviously.” 
 
    “I see.” Touching his barer-than-he-liked purse, Wu Ying got ready to bargain—only for the pair to be interrupted by a heavy hand falling on Wu Ying’s shoulder. Turning his head, unsurprised, Wu Ying greeted the overly friendly gentleman. “Expert Gao.” 
 
    “Forget about buying today. If it’s not for the tournament, buy on the last day. That’s when they’re desperate to sell,” Gao Qiu advised, grinning a little at the fuming merchant. “Don’t be like that. You know you were going to take advantage of my friend.” 
 
    “Never!” 
 
    “Come, we were going to take dinner at the Seven Pavilions’s main restaurant. It overlooks the dueling rings, if you care to join us.” Gao Qiu said, ignoring the merchant. 
 
    Wu Ying hesitated, casting a glance at the merchant and his goods, then at Gao Qiu. In the end, the quiet thrum of a pair of presences made up his mind. After all, the merchant and his goods would be around.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    The two-story wooden restaurant was built with a patio significantly overhanging the ground floor, draped rain-proofed cloths above offering shelter from the elements. A short distance away lay the first of the five dueling rings. That one was fully constructed, a pair of Energy Storage cultivators sparring within under the watchful eyes of a pair of enchanters. 
 
    “Testing the rings?” Wu Ying asked, noting how the pair were unleashing flashy attacks that were easily dodged. Each attack struck the glowing, translucent barrier before dispersing while the enchanters watched and noted the changes across their formation. 
 
    “Yes,” Gao Qiu said. “Mostly, the lower ranked cultivators test out the rings. It’s a way for them to showcase their talents in full, knowing they won’t likely win anyway.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded, turning his head upward a little. He sensed them there, seated on the patio, watching over the sparring events. The third Core Formation cultivator, the Elder in charge of the rings’ construction, was working on the fourth ring, helping lay the carved stones and holding the building formation together as it was linked. Even from a distance, Wu Ying felt the gentle pull and push of chi flow. 
 
    “Come, let us eat. I reserved us a table, but as you can see”—Gao Qiu waved his hand around, including the throng of cultivators about them—“table space is at a premium.” 
 
    “All but for the Elders above,” Wu Ying said amusedly. After all, he had not sensed them move in the last few hours. 
 
    “The sect Elders? You caught the rumors quickly.” Gao Qiu smiled a little. “Sometimes, I wonder who the newcomer here really is.”  
 
    The pair smiled at the waitress who came to greet them, offering their names and being led upstairs to their table where the other wandering cultivators from their group waited. The table they received was set farther back from the edge of the patio and its view, though Wu Ying caught a glimpse of the pair of Core Formation elders as he traversed the crowded floor. Elderly, both of them, with wrinkles and white beards that reached the tops of their chests. Bushy eyebrows on one and thinning hair on the other helped differentiate the almost identical-looking pair—except, of course, for the different colored robes they wore. 
 
    “What sects are they?” Wu Ying asked after taking his seat facing the staircase and open sky.  
 
    Hints of cinnamon, cumin, ginger, and garlic rose from all around, the smell of fresh steamed fish and freshwater prawns carried from nearby dishes. A waiter walked by and deposited a whole joint of pork in a clay pot, stewed in a mixture of broth, mushrooms, and soya sauce, to the chorus of thanks from a group of lean and hungry cultivators. Unlike Wu Ying’s own party, this group had not bothered to change or wash up before they came to the restaurant. 
 
    “Waiter!” Gao Qiu called, ordering swiftly from the man when he arrived. Multiple dishes of fish, prawns, vegetables, and pork were quickly ordered, along with noodles and rice for all.  
 
    Wu Ying shook his head as the cultivator splurged, though Wu Ying sensed that most of the meals were but mortal fare, without the hint of spiritual chi that would mark a better class of dish. 
 
    “I don’t know the sect robes well,” Liu Jin murmured, “but I think Mountain Fast? And Crimson Flowers.”  
 
    No need to ask which was which. Dark grey and brown bushy eyebrows seated alongside vermillion and crimson balding Elder was answer enough. 
 
    “Are they large sects?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “Not the largest. Top twenty? They have a few hundred members each,” Liu Ping said, wagging her hands back and forth. “Pretty good for a small tournament like this.” 
 
    Wu Ying blinked. The Verdant Green Waters by themselves—admittedly, the largest by far—had a thousand or so members in the inner sect including those traveling back and forth. Even the other smaller sects were nearing a thousand total. Miniature towns, one and all. 
 
    “That’s interesting,” Wu Ying said, glancing at her. “So, are they one of your targets?” 
 
    “To join?” Liu Ping snorted. “Not unless they take my brother.” 
 
    “Which they won’t,” Liu Jin said, crossing his arms. “I told you already, you should take the offers you’ve been given. With their resources—” 
 
    “I could ascend to the Heavens!” Liu Ping said mockingly. “What’s the use of being immortal if no one I care for is there to enjoy it with me?”  
 
    “That’s—”  
 
    “When I am reborn, I’ll have another chance. Better to enjoy the time I have now, with the family I care for here, than to struggle and fail alone.” Mimicking her brother, she crossed her arms and glared at Liu Jin. He in turn gave her a smile in return, one filled with love and tenderness 
 
    Wu Ying watched the pair silently, a little amused, a little contemplative. After all, her words were not, in themselves, wrong. He himself had stepped aside from burgeoning relations—with Li Yao, with some others—because of the same concern. What happens if you ascend and your partner doesn’t? Even crossing the threshold of Core Formation meant a hundred more years of existence, if not longer. Time enough to watch friends and family pass away if they were not able to keep up with one’s own progress. 
 
    The peak was a lonely place. 
 
    He made a note to write letters to his parents and his friends. He should have done it earlier to remark upon his arrival in a new kingdom. But better late than never. 
 
    Changing the subject, Gao Qiu nodded toward the trio of cultivators seated beside the two Elders, resplendent in their sect robes. All three stared at the various wandering cultivators with a slight sneering expression.  
 
    “Those are likely to be our biggest competition,” Gao Qiu said. 
 
    “Inner sect members?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “One looks to be a core member,” Liu Jin said. He gestured downward to a wooden talisman hanging off the aforementioned man’s belt. “They don’t give those tokens to just anyone.” 
 
    His attention drawn to the three, Wu Ying let his spiritual sense focus on them. He did nothing more than concentrate it, not wanting to alert the Core Formation elders of his interest or his own, new, cultivation level. Even so, the balding Elder turned to stare at their table, lips compressed. 
 
    Wu Ying did not restrain his senses, knowing he had done nothing wrong. After all, everyone had blanketed the room with their own chi and aura, such that the overlapping brush of each other’s presence made details hard to pick out. Yet he did relax his focus a little, having learned what he wanted. 
 
    Beyond the usual plethora of enchanted items that seemed so common among the cultivators of this kingdom, the token worn by the core member of the Mountain Fast sect was a powerful defensive talisman. It thrummed with restrained earth chi, a guaranteed defense against anything but a powerful Core Formation powered strike. 
 
    “What did you do?” Gao Qiu hissed at Liu Ping as the Elder continued to stare at them.  
 
    The Elder turned away once he was certain his regard had been noticed, mouthing words they could not catch to those at his table. 
 
    “Nothing! Why are you always blaming me?” she said defensively. 
 
    “Because it’s almost always your fault,” her brother muttered. 
 
    With the scraping of chairs being pushed back, all three younger sect cultivators stood in unison. The room grew hushed, even the waiter ascending the stairs with their meal hesitating before he made his way fully up. Together, the three sect cultivators walked over to Wu Ying’s table, the eyes of everyone in the establishment following them like iron fillings to lodestone. 
 
    “Ah Ping…” Gao Qiu said under his breath with a world-weary sigh. 
 
    Wu Ying gestured at Gao Qiu to stop, even as he pushed his own chair back a little and stood, offering the group a clasped hand bow. “Greetings, honored experts.” 
 
    All three sets of eyes focused on Wu Ying, and he struggled to keep his face calm and relaxed. Public speaking and spectacles were not his favorite pastime, and even now, the attention of so many was more nerve-racking than lying in a bog, body covered with mud while a Nascent Soul level Spirit Tiger prowled above him. 
 
    “Cultivator.” The lead member—the core member of the Mountain Fast sect—flicked his gaze over Wu Ying’s companions before returning to him. “My master mentioned that you might actually be a challenge. Unlike the others here.” 
 
    Liu Ping stirred, moving to stand and object, only for her brother to yank on her arm and glare at her. She subsided with ill grace, while the other Mountain Fast inner sect member smirked at the wandering cultivator. Liu Ping was forced to bite her lip in silence. 
 
    “That is a pleasing judgment,” Wu Ying said, then bowed once more a little. “I am Long Wu Ying of the State of Shen. I am a wandering Gatherer, newly arrived in your fair kingdom.” 
 
    “Yes, your atrocious accent is quite clear of your foreign origins,” said the leader. Arrogant young master, Wu Ying pegged him immediately. Too long nose that was held too high up. 
 
    Rolling his eyes, the other male of the three, and the only member of the Crimson Flowers, pushed forward. Slim, smiling congenially, a hand on his jian. “Oh, Ah Wen, stop being so rude and introduce yourself.” Returning Wu Ying’s bow, he continued. “I am Shi Fei, inner sect cultivator of the Crimson Flowers sect.” 
 
    Glaring at his friend, the leader finally said, “Cui Wen, core member of the Mountain Fast sect and disciple of esteemed Elder Eng.” 
 
    “And I am Kong Lai, inner sect disciple of the Mountain Fast sect.” Kong Lai bowed at the end, a light smirk still on her face. She held no weapon but had angled her body aggressively towards the group. “Now, why did Elder Eng think you might be worth our time? Are you a sword cultivator perhaps?”  
 
    Her gaze flicked down to Wu Ying’s blade by his side, her nose wrinkling a little. The weapon was neither enchanted nor particularly ornamental, the guard and hilt simplistic to the extreme.  
 
    Wu Ying shook his head, his fingertips touching the sword hilt absently as he answered Kong Lai. “I have a little skill with my jian, but I do not claim to be a master or a sword cultivator.” Those individuals were somewhat insane, taking the way of the sword as their dao. A restrictive path, to Wu Ying’s thinking, yet they were some of the most dangerous individuals to cross weapons with, as most had at least the Sense of the Sword, if not Heart or Soul. “I have, however, gained some small degree of control over my aura and senses.”  
 
    Cui Wen blinked, looking Wu Ying up and down before he shook his head. “You are lying.” 
 
    Gao Qiu stirred in his seat. When Cui Wen looked at him, daring him to say something, Gao Qiu lifted his chin. “Your accusation is very rude and unbecoming of a cultivator. Expert Long has given you no reason for your reaction.” 
 
    “My Master would not have mentioned him if he only had some minor control over his aura and senses.” Cui Wen’s nose wrinkled when he looked at Gao Qiu and the other individuals at the table. “Little control is what you and your people have.” 
 
    The slowly growing hubbub around them, as individuals had started to relax, grew quiet again at the insult. Some cultivators edged aside, while a few of the more practical ones ate faster in anticipation of the inevitable fight. 
 
    Liu Ping shrugged her brother’s arm off her hand and stood, only to find that Kong Lai had positioned herself in opposition to Liu Ping, almost nose to nose. The sect cultivator was smiling sweetly, though Wu Ying read the unreasonable look of a battle maniac in her eyes. 
 
    Wu Ying sighed at such volume to draw attention back to himself. “I apologize. It seems I have been misunderstood.” He waited a beat before continuing. “My aura control and spiritual sense control is only small when compared to the luminaries and prodigies in the State of Shen. Compared to yourself and the general abilities of the sects in this State, I fear my words are entirely too humble.” 
 
    There was a long silence as everyone took in Wu Ying’s words and meaning. Then the entire top floor burst into motion, the first fist coming from Cui Wen. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There were rules to cultivator fights in taverns. Unspoken rules, of course, but rules, nonetheless. Unless grave insults or blood enemies met, weapons were generally barred from use. As the vast majority of cultivators trained in at least one weapon, whether blunt or sharpened, the use of a weapon escalated the fight in undesirable ways. 
 
    Instead, fists and feet were the primary tools, with tables, chairs, and plates of food considered fair game to be thrown and otherwise deployed or destroyed during the brawl. On the other hand, even Energy Storage cultivators were expected to hold back from outright wanton destruction of property and the projection of chi. 
 
    After all, what was the point of a fight that destroyed the floor and walls within a half-minute of the start, leaving the group to scramble out from under the collapsed roof? No honor would be saved, no new reputation created, or level of ability staked. 
 
    As such, a brawl between cultivators in an inn or restaurant was remarkably restrained. If you considered the sheer amount of damage that such cultivators could generate if they fought seriously, that was. Of course, for the proprietor and employees of the establishment, such fights looked more like the organized chaos of scrambling mischievous monkeys. 
 
    The first punch that flew toward Wu Ying’s face was easily dodged. Having such a long wind up, the attack was more a violent introduction than true threat. Slipping around the punch, Wu Ying wove forward, unleashing a flurry of jabs of his own.  
 
    Beside him, Gao Qiu and Liu Jin ganged up on the Crimson Flowers cultivator, the trio exchanging a flurry of blows. Overwhelmed by numbers and what, Wu Ying assumed, was a greater degree of familiarity with brawls, Shi Fei was retreating as he blocked punches, kicks, and a thrown rice bowl. 
 
    That bowl was the start of the all-out brawl, for its impact and spillage of rice upon a young lady’s dress and her subsequent shriek led to the addition of her table. An accidental bump of an elbow as one of her tablemates led to the choking of a hastily eating stranger, which led to… 
 
    Chaos. 
 
    On the other side, near Wu Ying, Liu Ping and Kong Lai were locked in a grappling match, their bodies twisting and turning as they attempted to complete a full lock on the other’s arms. Throwing herself high, a foot accidentally striking another seated gentleman, Kong Lai managed to release her arm as she landed on a table beside them. Only to have her legs swept off by an irate gentleman whose dinner of roasted duck now had a deep imprint. 
 
    Wu Ying, now beside Cui Wen, struck with quick hooking punches and elbows, shifting targets as he pushed back the other man. Using the Twelve Gales and Shen Kicking Technique, Wu Ying made sure to keep his body close to the other, never allowing Cui Wen to raise his foot to kick out without having his overall balance disrupted by a quick hip or knee bump. 
 
    Frustration grew on Cui Wen’s face, his kicking techniques being spoiled regularly by Wu Ying.  
 
    “Stop doing that! Fight properly, you damn… tourist!” shouted Cui Wen. 
 
    “Are you stupid?” Wu Ying said. When he got no answer beyond another looping punch which he blocked with an elbow, he continued as he stepped in, bumping Cui Wen again and pushing him into another man behind. “This is a brawl, not the dueling ring!” 
 
    Seeing the other man who had been jolted turn around, Wu Ying grinned and faded backward, using the Twelve Gales of his sect to allow him to float between two other brawling couples. As Cui Wen surged forward to attack Wu Ying, a hand grabbed Cui Wen’s shoulder and spun him around, the punch flashing outward to impact his face. 
 
    Having escaped his first opponent, Wu Ying quickly found himself targeted by another. A flurry of elbows and knees came at him, forcing Wu Ying to jump and flip onto the sprawled tables and chairs as he got away from the infighter. Idly taking note of the bushy-faced countenance of his latest opponent, the wind cultivator could not help but note what the air was telling him. 
 
    That, for all the chaos of the fight, a small quiet space around the two Elders was still being respected. Respected and enforced, as the occasional individual who stumbled too close was struck aside by pulses of solidified aura formed by the pair of Elders. 
 
    All around, the crack of breaking chairs, the grunts and shouts of fighting cultivators, the occasional shouted fighting technique split the air. In between, the smell of delectable foods mixed, as dishes and warm gravy rained upon individuals. Auras, wild with abandon, left them exposed to deployed foodstuff. 
 
    Then, he was too busy to pay attention to others, for another cultivator joined bushy-faced elbows—a sect mate or brother, judging by the similar martial styles. Forced into a corner, Wu Ying had to pay attention as he kept limbs away from body and face. 
 
    Still, the insult and chaos were rather worth it. 
 
    Even if he was missing the dinner that had been promised. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The glances and studied expressions of the cultivators the next morning were grating on Wu Ying’s nerves as he walked through the marketplace. More than one turned away quickly when he looked toward them, not daring to even accidentally challenge him. Others were the opposite, openly glaring at him. Most of those sported bruises or vaguely familiar features from yesterday’s brawl. 
 
    The reactions of the merchants were the most frustrating however, for they were obsequious to the extreme, over-explaining their merchandise at even the slightest indication of interest. In the end, Wu Ying gave up on shopping, the experience spoiled by those very same attempts at sales, forcing the cultivator to the only other location of interest in the tiny impromptu village. 
 
    The dueling rings. 
 
    As he came out of the main—and only—thoroughfare to the rings, Wu Ying surveyed the restaurant on his left. Two familiar auras sat in the exact same spot, drinks and snacks splayed across their table. He watched as workers carried in new furniture, while others tossed broken pieces over the railing to be taken aside for reuse or the burning pit. 
 
    Already, the pile of broken fixtures was head high, broken tables, stools, and chairs all mixed in with shattered plates and cups. The quiet banging of carpenters working swiftly to shore up weakened supports and ceilings was muffled by the wooden walls, the noise only escaping from a couple of holes where a particularly enthusiastic cultivator had shattered the exterior. 
 
    Shaking his head a little, Wu Ying ignored the destruction, pushing aside the flash of guilt deep within at what his impetuous words had wrought. Instead, he eyed the rings—three of them now active, a fourth being pushed through its testing procedures—where cultivators sparred. Next to them, in the surrounding clear field, a dozen others practiced their forms and traded spoken pointers. 
 
    Wu Ying moved to the side, taking a seat a short distance away to watch the proceedings, curious to review the styles in better light. The full range of melee martial weapons were on display, from polearms like axe-halberds, spears, and guandaos to maces, axes, butterfly swords, and the usual array of daos and jians. Only a few shield users here. 
 
    A single kingdom over, and while the weapons were familiar, the martial styles on display were not. They were, of course, similar in broad form. After all, the human body had only so many variations in movement. You could have grappling, kicking, and fist styles along with variations in weapon posture and forms; and within those styles, you had hard and soft[8] variations of the same form. Even then, the variations within soft fist styles could be significant, from those that were good and those that were just bad.  
 
    Bad, in this case, was not effective.  
 
    Wu Ying watched a pair of cultivators face off in the second ring, using only their unarmed martial forms. The first was a softer style, using showy, spinning kicks to keep the hard fist form fighter on the other side away. Yet even though it seemed at first glimpse that the first fighter had the worse form—large, showy, spinning kicks that rotated the fighter around and around such that his back faced his opponent nearly a quarter of the time—it was actually a decent form for an Energy Storage cultivator. Unlike the hard fist fighter whose entire body and attacks were powered by his body only, the other was able to use his elemental affinity. 
 
    Flames exploded from each kick, altering the speed and trajectory of the attacks in unpredictable ways. Minor boost to fist strikes or spinning kicks that came from the ground to reach the head; the fist fighter was barely able to block each attack. His aura control was shoddy, his ability to shield himself from the flames poor. He only had his skill at arms, his body strengthened by his form, to defend himself.  
 
    “Not very good, are they?” Gao Qiu said, arms crossed. “He should get a better style.” 
 
    “It’s a good style,” Liu Ping said softly. “At the least, an intermediate battle style. He just needs the Energy Storage side of his manual.” 
 
    “True. I wouldn’t want to face it at just Body Cleansing,” Wu Ying replied. “It’s efficient, effective, and fast.” 
 
    Gao Qiu shrugged. “It’s too restrictive. There’s no way to make use of an element.” 
 
    “Unless it’s a Metal Body form,” Wu Ying said. “I’ve seen a style like that used by a Core Formation Elder. Did not give him much additional range, but he was extremely fast, strong, and durable.” 
 
    “Elements to suit the style,” Liu Ping said absently. She looked Wu Ying over and snorted. “You’re looking pretty well, considering last night.” She rubbed her right hip, wincing a little. 
 
    Now that she had drawn his attention to the matter, Wu Ying saw the accumulated injuries all around the dueling rings and the fields. Obviously, it wasn’t everyone—the restaurant had not been of sufficient size. But a good quarter of those in sight were injured, sporting a bruise here or there, a limp or bandaged arms. Nothing major. Nothing that a cultivator with sufficient training couldn’t ignore for the tournament. 
 
    But certainly annoying, nonetheless. 
 
    “I heal fast,” Wu Ying replied. True enough, especially since he had a Wind Body. Even the blows he had suffered had been mitigated by his rolling with the blows. 
 
    “How amazing that is,” Kong Lai said mockingly as she approached from behind them. Next to her was Shi Fei, the Crimson Flowers cultivator, sporting a broken nose which had already begun to fade from the purplish coloration. “Though I noticed you were trying to avoid us later on.” 
 
    Wu Ying snorted. “I go where the flow of battle sends me.” He looked between the two, noted the absence above, and continued. “And your other sect mate? The thin-skinned one?” 
 
    “We have not seen him since last night,” Kong Lai admitted. 
 
    “You do not seem to care,” Liu Ping said. 
 
    “He disappears on his own often. Especially in a new location,” Kong Lai said with a shrug. “He finds visiting in such places—the rustic barrens outside our sect—a treat.” 
 
    Wu Ying sensed the humor emanating from the trio of wandering cultivators at those words, but before he could reply, another voice cut in. 
 
    “Shen-man! Are you just here to talk? Or are you going to show us what it’s like to face your blade?” the Zhuang clansman called, her spear propped on her shoulder. She pointed toward the fourth ring where testing had finished, the enchantment masters moving on to the fifth and final ring. 
 
    Wu Ying stared at the Zhuang-lady, her large triangular headdress marking her and her two sisters out. The other two ladies watched their sister’s antics with a trace of long-suffering bemusement on their faces, even as everyone’s attention had turned to him. 
 
    Such a direct challenge was difficult to turn down without a loss of face. Doing so, even courteously, would signal a degree of cowardice that he didn’t like the implications of. After all, he did have to consider his reputation—the one thing that would, eventually, give him access back to his own Sect.  
 
    On top of that, Wu Ying had to admit a quiet, arrogant part of him wondered what he had to worry about. After all, he was a Core Formation cultivator sparring with Energy Storage cultivators. Even if he had not, as yet, fully recovered his chi levels and had yet to test his Core Formation strength, he should still be significantly stronger. 
 
    Arrogance was dangerous, but pride in justifiable abilities was part of a healthy self-image. Or so Wu Ying told himself as he found himself walking over, waving goodbye to his companions. Not that they—nor the sect cultivators—intended to leave him alone. 
 
    “Thank you for your kind invitation. I will take you up on it,” Wu Ying said. “I do need to limber up, after all.” 
 
    In short order, the pair had climbed into the hexagram ring, its elevated surface allowing everyone to see their actions. A force wall appeared around the edges, isolating the pair within. The two enchanters in charge of the ring got ready to take their notes. 
 
    “Now remember, Shen-man. We aren’t trying to win here, just test this out for them and stretch, right?” the woman said, spinning her spear around herself with casual ease. “I don’t want to beat your best just yet.” 
 
    “Of course. Just a minor demonstration,” Wu Ying replied. He stretched a little before pulling out his jian, the simple, unornamented weapon gleaming in the morning light. “Long Wu Ying of the State of Shen. Long family sword style.”  
 
    “Pan Shui of Laiban, wielding the Pan family spear.” There was a minute pause before she grinned and added, “The Flower of the Northwest Hills.” 
 
    There was a gasp from the sidelines emanating from one of her sisters, but before Wu Ying could determine why, Pan Shui’s spear tip dipped downward, and he focused entirely on his opponent. No time to worry about anything but the fight now. 
 
    Spears. They weren’t as annoying as the three-part-staff, not as tricky as the rope-dagger, not as brutal as the dao or as powerful as the guandao. However, they were considered a master’s weapon due to their flexibility, their reach advantage, and the speed they offered.  
 
    In other words, they were a pain to fight. 
 
    Within the first few clashes, Wu Ying was certain of one thing. His opponent had at least the Sense of her Spear. She was fast, gifted in her movements, and crafty with her techniques. The weapon wove an impenetrable defense, flicking constantly from angle to angle to block Wu Ying’s advance. Each time he stepped within range, it threatened a vital spot, and even when he managed to get past the tip, both sweeping blows from the shaft and spiraling, shortened grips allowed the tip to come back in line. 
 
    Wu Ying retreated after the first few flourishing exchanges, his movements restricted to the first form of the Long family style. It required no energy projection and was suitable for Body Cleansing cultivators. It was, however, very basic in form—not a showy style at all, with only a few feints woven into the methodology itself. 
 
    “Sense of the Sword. Not bad… but if that is all you have, you are a thousand years too soon to challenge us!” Pan Shui crowed, resetting her guard. The tip of the spear pointed toward Wu Ying’s eyes. A moment later, her aura sharpened, encompassing her spear entirely as she infused energy into it. Pearl-white light formed around the edges of her aura, flickering a little before it sharpened, ringing her in a hazy outline. “You best get ready!” 
 
    “You talk like a failed opera[9] actress.”  
 
    Even if he did return her taunts, Wu Ying wrapped his own aura around his blade, infusing the edges with the swirling gusts that made up his wind-chi oriented skills. Dropping a little lower into his guard, he was nearly caught by surprise when she lunged. 
 
    Fast! 
 
    The spearhead nearly punched past his guard. Only a last-minute block and sway shifted the tip from its target of his cheek to miss him by inches. Already, she was sweeping the weapon sideways and downward, forcing Wu Ying to crouch even lower and duck underneath and around the attack. By the time he rose, the weapon was on its return journey, targeted for his chest this time. 
 
    No further time to think, Wu Ying wove his favorite defense—Dragon paints the Sunset—all around himself. He flowed around each attack, combining the movement techniques he had studied to open the distance and give himself some space. Even so, even as a Wind Body with unparalleled speed and flexibility, she was keeping up with him, forcing him to the very edges of the formation. 
 
    Heart of the Spear. She had to have it. Each movement was perfectly in tune with one another, the momentum of each attack never lost entirely, transitions perfectly flowing from one motion to another. Even his own blocks were taken into account, such that she shaved a hairsbreadth from every motion. 
 
    And in a fight, especially with a spear, small gains on her end meant the tip moved by an entire cun each time, forcing Wu Ying to take more desperate evasions. As his foot hit the edge of the barrier, another spear thrust came at him. This one would be too short, but he sensed her already gathering energy to extend the tip. 
 
    Rather than wait, Wu Ying flooded his aura with the Heavenly Soul, Earthly Body energy projection technique. It lightened his body, and he used it to allow him to run backward and up the barrier a little before exploding forward into a flying thrust. 
 
    For the first time, Pan Shui looked surprised, though her hands never stopped moving, thrusting the entire shaft upward. Wu Ying’s open palm landed upon the spear’s body, using the weapon’s momentum to change his own as he was flung across the arena to land on his feet on the opposite end. Spinning about, he brought his weapon back to guard, surprised a little to find himself grinning at his opponent, who had turned around too. 
 
    “So, you’ve got some skill…” Pan Shui said, smirking. “Come. Let this big sister[10] see how good you really are.” 
 
    Out of the corner of his eyes and through his spiritual sense, Wu Ying saw Pan Shui’s two sisters visibly cringe at those words. Still, he could not help but grin and raise his sword in answer. 
 
    This would be fun.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nearly an hour later, the pair broke apart, the call from the enchanters interrupting their match. Wu Ying was breathing a little heavily, a grin flickering across his face as he lowered his weapon. Pan Shui’s spear dipped as well, then she swung it around to put it over her shoulder, her aura diminishing as she cracked her neck from side to side. 
 
    “Thank you for your instruction, Expert Pan,” Wu Ying repeated the ritual words, though there was a trace of true gratitude in his voice.  
 
    The hour of sparring had clarified something within him, the difference between those with just the Sense of a weapon and its Heart. Even if he had fought others with that ability—his late Master Cheng among them—it had been the difference between weapons perhaps that made the true comparison even more stark.  
 
    Again and again, he had flirted with understanding and enlightenment. Yet the curve between Sense of the Sword and Heart rose drastically, for one was but a matter of physicality. Practice with sufficient weapons and anyone could gain the Sense of the Sword. Or so it had been explained by his father—though Wu Ying had begun to doubt even that explanation. 
 
    On the other hand, the Heart—understanding of a weapon and its very nature, its dao—was something that few could grasp. Wu Ying had achieved brief glimpses of parts of it, the nature of cutting and sharpness, the speed and weight of a jian as it moved through the air. All of it in portions, but never once had he managed to touch the true heart of his preferred weapon. 
 
    It was the same here. He had, once more, glimpsed what it meant to be flexible, to change purpose with each step, each variation of form.  
 
    The spear exemplified that, but a jian could be more than a stabbing weapon or one meant to cut via its tip. You could use the hilt to help wrap around a blade or spear shaft, pommel strike and drive the guard into pressure points. Its blade could bend and twist around attacks, turning the tip into a deadly whip, or cut into a spear shaft, slowly whittling away its durability. 
 
    More than the weapon though, Wu Ying could be more flexible. Restricting himself to only the first few forms of the Long family style had had the added benefit of making him improvise and string together movements from different forms to aid him in dodging her attacks.  
 
    Flexibility and oneness with the weapon, positioning and angles that he had never tried before for each of his attacks had opened new vistas in his mind. Sometimes, to go forward, you had to retreat. 
 
    In a true battle, one could not experiment—not without risking death. Here, in a friendly sparring match, Wu Ying could test new theories, attempt strikes, and struggle to generate power and speed from angles—low to the floor, around his back, as he skipped through the air—that he had never attempted before.  
 
    It was, after all, the reason one sparred. 
 
    “Thank you for the bout, Expert Long,” Pan Shui replied. “It’s a pity you’re only that gifted though. If you were a little better, this would have been more interesting.” 
 
    Wu Ying’s eyes narrowed at her boasting, but he had to admit, he had only been able to keep up with her because of his increased speed and flexibility. The combination of a Wind Body, the various movement skills he had studied, and the flexibility of the Long family style meant that he had been able to dodge and parry her blows, even if she was more skilled. Doing that without giving away all that he could do had been rather a challenge. 
 
    Now that the barrier was down, Wu Ying descended the ring, his good cheer at having come closer to understanding the Heart of his weapon returning. It did not hurt at all that Pan Shui’s sisters accosted her the moment she had descended too, with the oldest sister grabbing hold of a cheek and squeezing it tightly, tugging along the formerly arrogant woman.  
 
    The wind helpfully came along, carrying the whispered words to Wu Ying. “You dare use my title in front of everyone! And you showed off too much of our family style. You begged us for the chance to test out the rings, but then see what you have done!” 
 
    Then his good humor disappeared as the two sect cultivators pushed past Gao Qiu and his friends—who were offering praises—and bowed to Wu Ying in greeting with clasped hands. Automatically, he returned the greetings, wondering about the sudden formality. 
 
    “Expert Long, our Masters have requested your presence at their table,” Shi Fei said.  
 
    Beside him, Kong Lai could not hide her dissatisfaction, but she did keep her mouth shut. 
 
    “I see,” Wu Ying said, a little flash of worry running through him. Then he reminded himself that in cultivation levels at least, he was technically of equal status—or close enough. Not actual strength, of course. Not yet at least. “I will be honored to visit them.” 
 
    Bowing again, Shi Fei waved Wu Ying to lead the way, with the pair following him as the group ascended to the restaurant table where the pair of Elders continued to watch over the proceedings. Wu Ying felt the gazes of the other cultivators on him, their renewed interest. 
 
    Upstairs, by their table, Wu Ying bowed to the pair of Elders. He offered them his usual greeting in this kingdom, skipping the use of his sect at the moment.  
 
    “Please, sit. I am Elder Tsui Long of the Crimson Flowers sect, and this is my companion, Elder Eng Xiang of the Mountain Fast sect.” So saying, Elder Tsui poured Wu Ying a cup of tea and served it to him himself. 
 
    Wu Ying hastily took the cup, surprise registering on his face as Elder Tsui dismissed the other cultivators. When the three of them were alone, Elder Tsui then touched a small carved stone hut that had been placed on the table.  
 
    Upon its activation, Wu Ying sensed the chi that spread from the enchantment, powered by a Spirit Stone embedded within the enchanted hut itself, that formed a privacy screen. The world outside the simple screen of energy grew muted; sight, sound, and even the breeze that brought with it scents and knowledge of the world outside faded away. Even using a pre-made object like this, Wu Ying sensed Elder Tsui was manipulating the threads in a way that indicated his own mastery of formations. 
 
    For a moment, Wu Ying could not help but frown a little before dismissing his concerns that this was a trap. Too public, for one thing. 
 
    “Some discussions are unnecessary for our juniors to listen to,” Elder Eng said. “After all, us seniors must have our secrets, no?” 
 
    “Us seniors?” Wu Ying repeated. 
 
    “You hide it well, but you are new to your state. And weak as your new cultivation base might be, it is not entirely hidden,” Elder Eng said. “Not to those of us who can see the signs.” 
 
    “Now, don’t be rude to our junior, Ah Eng. We wouldn’t have noticed it at all if he had not chosen to take part in that little demonstration,” Elder Tsui said. “Your aura control is very advanced, for one as young as you. But even a genius requires time to consolidate his gains.” 
 
    Wu Ying bowed a little at the light rebuke. “The Elders are truly generous. I am no genius. Just an individual who has been lucky on his road to cultivation.” 
 
    “Hah! Lucky. The way your Core feels, you rushed ahead too fast,” Elder Eng said derisively. 
 
    Wu Ying felt sudden pressure as the other man turned his spiritual senses and aura entirely upon Wu Ying, probing him without courtesy. Keeping his face smooth, Wu Ying tightened his aura and protection around himself, refusing to let the man learn more of his secrets. The swirling, twisting defense that was Wu Ying’s aura barrier redirected the energy of Elder Eng’s probe, shedding the energy as it sought to penetrate. The pressure kept mounting as the other cultivator, rebuffed on his first attempt, exerted even more strength. 
 
    Wu Ying’s fingers tightened against his teacup a little, even as he returned Elder Eng’s smirking gaze with his own, slowly angering one. Again and again, the energy pushed at Wu Ying, trying to find a gap in his defenses.  
 
    “Tell me, Elder Eng, is this the way that Elders are greeted in this kingdom?” Wu Ying said, doing his best to keep his voice serene.  
 
    “This is just a little test between friends. Surely Expert Long does not begrudge a small trial like this? After all, such matters are important for our understanding of one another.” 
 
    At the end of his words, the Elder sent another wave of energy. Focused as he was, Wu Ying found himself shattering the teacup in his hand as the pressure exerted on his aura doubled.  
 
    Rather than meet the greater strength of the man before him—and refusing to tap into the Core energy within him—Wu Ying chose to allow Elder Eng’s spiritual sense and aura to partly penetrate his own. The whirling tornadoes and gusts of his wind chi parted, energy seeping within to touch skin.  
 
    However, for each hairsbreadth that it entered, Wu Ying wore away at the energy, like a furious headwind bearing down on Elder Eng’s exploratory craft of senses. It battered and slowed the initial impetus, driving it aside and refusing to allow the Elder to penetrate too deeply into Wu Ying’s body. Certainly nowhere near his dantian. 
 
    “Wind Body and a wind aspect. How unusual,” Elder Eng said.  
 
    As suddenly as the pressure had formed, it disappeared. 
 
    Only then did Elder Tsui speak. “Ah Eng, really, how rude. This is not how we deal with guests.” The Elder shook his head, smiling at Wu Ying as though he had not purposely waited to speak up. “But your words and the fact that Expert Long here is a gatherer…”  
 
    Wu Ying’s eyes narrowed at the casual mention of his occupation. It seemed they had done some investigating while he had been busy. Either last night or while he was dueling.  
 
    “It makes me recall some stories,” Elder Tsui said. “Of a green-clad wild gatherer who did much in the State of Shen during the war. The Verdant Gatherer, was it not his name?” 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    “But he was an Energy Storage cultivator, at least as of spring this year,” Elder Tsui said. “And young too…” 
 
    Wu Ying sighed internally, realizing his attempts at being quiet about his background had failed. Being just another kingdom away, it seemed that the jianghu rumor mill was hard at work.  
 
    “That is a title I have been given,” Wu Ying said. “And the Elders are right, I have only recently ascended.” 
 
    “Rushing. Foolish,” Elder Eng said, tutting a little before he waved as if dismissing the matter. Still, his voice continued to be disapproving. “It does not behoove one of our standing to win tournaments meant for those of lesser strength.” 
 
    “There are no rules against my participation. Or so I have been informed,” Wu Ying replied, keeping his voice light. “Surely, if what I have been told is the true goal of such tournaments, the presence of one of our standing would be beneficial.” 
 
    “Only if you intend to marry into their family,” Elder Eng said. “And I do not believe that is your goal, is it?” 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head, acknowledging the point. 
 
    “Then do not spoil the rankings for those of lesser strength than you,” Elder Eng said reprovingly. “It is ill done, to bully your juniors.” 
 
    Wu Ying snorted. “As you said, I am of the same age—” 
 
    “But not experiences,” Elder Tsui cut in. “I have long said that those who have partaken in calamitous times like the wars your kingdom has experienced grow faster than those of us in our safe and stable pockets of civilization.” 
 
    “It’s not been that peaceful,” Elder Eng muttered. “The uprisings—” 
 
    “Are dealt with by the kingdom, not us.” 
 
    Cutting in, Wu Ying pointed out. “There is not much safe in the untamed wilderness, Elders.”  
 
    “Perhaps. But conflict draws forth great strength from many,” Elder Tsui said. “Whereas our own cultivators can only see conflict amongst the army or in such bloodless tournaments.” He gestured down to where groups of fighters still struggled in the rings.  
 
    Wu Ying cast his gaze their way and he could not help but agree. The styles shown, both beginner or intermediate battle techniques, movement forms, and energy projection—it was all showy, as was the goal. Even so, it lacked an edge that Wu Ying had long grown used to among his peers.  
 
    A frisson in the fight and a focused intensity that his companions and those they had trained with bore. It came from the knowledge that all too soon, the techniques they studied would be needed in a life and death battle, that those who trained and failed would die on the battlefield. And even those who trained and succeeded might still fall. 
 
    The experiences of shedding blood amidst bloody fields and assassination attempts had given even their sparring matches an edge that those below lacked. 
 
    “Perhaps it is best that Cultivator Long has chosen to join. He can show our cultivators what they lack,” Elder Tsui replied. 
 
    “Hah! If they lack understanding, that is the fault of the teacher, not the environment,” Elder Eng said. “It is still unbecoming to take prizes away from those who could use them. An elder should not scrabble for colored stones in the dirt as though they were pearls.” 
 
    Wu Ying took a moment to sip on his tea, studying Elder Eng and considering his motivations. Truth be told, the prizes—a bunch of pills meant for Energy Storage cultivators, a Spirit-level weapon and armor—held little interest to him. He had weapons that were stronger, armor of the same quality, and more pills leftover from his rescue. All of which did little for him in his current cultivation stage. 
 
    On the other hand, his most recent duel had been enlightening. More matches, in an environment of discovery and without the pressure of a life and death battle, might see him increase his comprehension of the jian. To set that aside because an Elder might wish for his own disciple to shine set ill with Wu Ying. 
 
    “I will take your words under advisement, Elder Eng.” Wu Ying finally chose to make a neutral statement. He still had time and withdrawing even in the midst of the tournament was not impossible. 
 
    “Hmmphff.” 
 
    Elder Tsui shook his head, dropping the sunflower seed he had been chewing upon on the empty table. He chose to change the topic. “Do you intend to continue your old occupation?” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded. 
 
    “Good. Then there are a number of items my sect might be interested in.” Elder Tsui smiled wider, then hastened to add, when he noticed Wu Ying opening his mouth, “Of course, we cannot buy it from you, but for a suitable… visitor gift… certain benefits could be provided. Access to our sect library, for example.” 
 
    Wu Ying kept himself from smirking. It made sense that the sects would find a way around the kingdom’s restrictions. Trading or allowing access to cultivation libraries and exercises was important. And certainly something that Wu Ying required now that he had ascended to his new cultivation stage. 
 
    “This one would be grateful for any guidance my seniors might be able to provide,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    Smiling, the pair of Elders spoke of the kinds of herbs and cores they might need. Wu Ying leaned back, paying careful attention. Sometimes, he wished other cultivators were just more upfront about what they wanted. The entire thing could have been avoided if they’d just asked him. 
 
    Even so, at least he had a lead and a greater understanding of the cultivation world in the kingdom. Now, he just had to make full use of his knowledge to his benefit. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Conversation with the Elders lasted for just over twenty minutes, complete with the passing of a pair of documents detailing the kind of needs he might be able to supply. The fact that they had such documents spoke to prior preparation, a fact that made him sigh a little mentally. It was rather frustrating to find that all his attempts at being low profile had failed. 
 
    Perhaps he could try that again later, in another city or kingdom. 
 
    Perhaps. 
 
    Their talk, meandering to a general discussion about the sects, was interrupted by the presence of the two sect members and a third, hazy presence. It wasn’t one Wu Ying had met as yet, and so he had trouble placing it through the interference of the privacy screen. Still, all three Core Formation cultivators within the screen could sense the agitation exhibited by those outside. 
 
    A single wave of Elder Tsui’s hand disarmed the enchantment, leaving the Crimson Flowers elder to speak to those awaiting their attention. “What ails you?” 
 
    “Death and treachery!” Shi Fei spat out, then catching himself, did a clasped hand bow to his sect Elder. “My apologies, Elder Tsui.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that, Cultivator Shi?” Elder Tsui asked, eyes narrowed.  
 
    Wu Ying sensed as Elder Tsui extended his aura, covering the building and the surroundings as he searched for danger. Elder Eng proceeded to do the same, while Wu Ying took a more subtle route, beckoning the winds to come to him with answers. 
 
    “Cui Wen’s body has been found. Slain, last night!” Shi Fei said. “A blade was plunged into his back like a coward, his throat slit!” 
 
    The words stilled the restaurant, the patrons who had come for lunch freezing. The atmosphere grew tense and chilly as cultivators stared at one another, searching for the murderer. None of those here were innocent in the shedding of blood, after all. 
 
    “I asked that you allow me to speak with your Elder directly, Cultivator Shi.” The third member of the group spoke up, drawing all their attention. “My apologies, Elder Eng.” 
 
    Wu Ying turned his head to pay further attention to the most recent speaker, taking in the armor and helmet that the man wore, more to mark his position than in any hope of true protection against chi-enhanced attacks. Black and grey coated lamellar plates, the single handheld crossbow and its half dozen bolts, along with the thick, heavy soldier’s sword was all indicative of the individual’s position. 
 
    Curiously, Elder Eng had frozen, growing as still as the mountain his sect was named from. He sat there, his face impassive to the naked eye. But beneath that, Wu Ying felt the churn of slow-moving earth chi spreading out inexorably in all directions, like a landslide growing in speed as it fell. 
 
    A few of the more sensitive cultivators were looking at the Elder, an inkling of what was to come appearing on their faces. 
 
    “And you are?” Wu Ying could not help but ask the guardsman, hoping to gain an understanding of the ground he stood upon.  
 
    “Teng Fei, Senior Guard Captain for the Seven Pavilions,” Teng Fei replied, tapping his chest in a salute. “I am honored to meet you, Cultivator Long.” 
 
    Wu Ying greeted the other, only mildly curious that the other knew his name. It was not entirely surprising—Teng Fei had probably memorized the names of all the contestants. Even if there were fifty individuals, it would not be a hard task for an early level Energy Storage cultivator like Teng Fei. Especially when it was his job. Or Wu Ying assumed that was what had happened. It certainly would be what he would do if he was the guard captain. 
 
    Even as they spoke, Wu Ying rode the chi flowing outward from Elder Eng, hiding his own search underneath the man’s output. Subtly as he was doing it, the Western Wind was the first to return to him, bringing with it the stench of old blood and released bowels. The all too familiar smell of death, though the beginnings of rot had yet to fully set in. 
 
    “Where did you find the body?” Elder Eng asked, his voice a low rumble of impending doom. 
 
    “To the west, Honored Elder. The body was found by some mortals, hidden in a drainage ditch amongst our fields.” 
 
    Elder Eng stood, his movements swift and implacable. He stepped away from the table then leapt lightly onto the banister before leaping into the air. A second later, to the astonishment of many of the wandering cultivators, he shot out from under the restaurant patio on a podao.  
 
    The weapon was differentiated from the more iconic guandao due to its featureless clip point blade that extended a good two feet from the end of the polearm. No ornate carvings on the blade, though Wu Ying could tell this was no simple Spirit-tier weapon. The coloration of its blade, the luster of the wood spoke of something chi-infused to bring it up a tier. Or two. 
 
    Then Elder Eng was gone, carried westward. 
 
    “My apologies, Captain Teng. My companion can be impetuous at times,” Elder Tsui murmured. “But the death of his disciple is a shock. Especially in a tournament that was meant to be friendly.”  
 
    “My masters offer their utmost apologies for this breach of security and make assurances that we will do everything within our power to find the culprit,” Teng Fei replied.  
 
    Wu Ying had to admire how calm the man was, what with facing down Core Formation cultivators and offering them bad news. Even though Wu Ying smelled the acrid stench of fear, the cold sweat from acting as the face of a failed organization pouring down hidden beneath his armor, Teng Fei still put on a polite, contrite face. One that was not quaking in fear outwardly, even if he was in truth.  
 
    “They have also invited yourself and Elder Eng to dinner in their compound this night, to speak upon this matter in more detail.” 
 
    Elder Tsui sighed, finished his cup of tea, and left a couple of silver taels as payment as he stood. “Very well. It is best that we see to Elder Eng as well. Lead the way, Captain Teng.” 
 
    Bowing, Teng Fei stepped back and turned, leading the slow-moving Elder Tsui down the stairs along with the remaining two inner sect cultivators.  
 
    Of the two, it was no surprise that Kong Lai was the most shaken, biting her lip and wringing her hands, a slight redness to her eyes speaking of unshed tears. At the same time, Shi Fei steamed, throwing accusing glances at everyone, searching for the culprit and daring them to show themselves. 
 
    Wu Ying, left alone at the table, hesitated. Eventually, he pushed himself to his feet and followed the group, his actions the first drop in the flood as the other cultivators in the restaurant quickly paid and followed. 
 
    After all, a crime scene and murder was good entertainment. Even more than the dueling cultivators below.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The body was covered with heaps of earth, the rich loamy soil a stark contrast—to Wu Ying’s eyes—from the topsoil that covered the rest of the ditch. It was no surprise the farmers had spotted the difference when they walked by. The unusual mound and difference in coloration was as good as a floating lantern on a moonless night to them. 
 
    A small cordon of guards stood around the field, keeping the curious away from the body. They were about twenty feet out, the group of cultivators and passersby having carelessly tramped across growing fields from all directions to view the growing scene of interest. 
 
    Wu Ying had, of course, taken the time to move along the proper paths, not wishing to damage the remaining late-autumn crops. It was a good thing the majority had been extracted, only root plants to help contain soil and a few late harvests left. Even so, taking a longer route or not, the swiftly moving cultivator had managed to catch up with the lead group as they arrived at the scene. 
 
    Elder Eng stood over the corpse, unmoving but for a single clenched fist that trembled. He stared at the body, still covered by earth except for his face and one foot, expensive silk stained by pitiful soil. He was listening to the guardswoman nearby, the older lady murmuring explanations of the events leading up to their present circumstances. A short distance away, a shivering mortal farmer stood, ashen faced as he awaited judgment. 
 
    Even with the crowd kept back, Wu Ying noted all too many footprints leading to and from the body. Some were easily identified as those of the hard-soled boots of the guards, more used to walking on cobblestones and paved streets and courtyards than the softer earth. The soft-soled leather shoes of the farmers left less of an imprint, but still deep. Those were careful about their movements, staying to the pathways already manufactured.  
 
    Yet those were not the only footprints. He saw at least another handful of footprints from soft-soled shoes common to farmers and cultivators alike that crossed turned earth and ended near the edge of the canal, some sinking deep before turning back. Those, Wu Ying had to assume, were the work of curious cultivators who had arrived before the guards. 
 
    All of which meant, to Wu Ying, that there was little to be learned from watching the ground. He was no hunter, able to ascertain the depth and variance of all these footprints, some crossing over one another. No, he was a cultivator.  
 
    A wind cultivator. 
 
    It was of the wind that he asked his questions, having it swirl across the ground gently and carry lingering scents to him. He breathed it all in, sifting through them as he filtered remnant chi exuded from uncontrolled auras of those already present. 
 
    Fire and Metal in the air, lingering traces of cultivators. Deep, dense Earth from Elder Eng and the very field itself. Wood, crumbling and decaying as fall turned to winter and the trees grew quiescent as they conserved energy to spring forth in spring. Water, always present as carried by the wind and sky, but burnt away by the earlier traces of fire. 
 
    More importantly, the smells. Jasmine and chrysanthemum, incense, and other flower scents held aloft on droplets of oil. Dried blood, old and dark and mixed with earth, was carried from the breeze rushing along the canal edge, the hint of excrement from loosened bowels lost in the overpowering release of earth chi that the dead cultivator had released. 
 
    “We believe whoever killed him did so by surprise,” Guard Captain Teng Fei murmured to Elder Tsui, indicating the body. “We are looking for the initial location of death, for the body, we believe, was brought here afterward.” 
 
    “And his talisman?” the Elder murmured. 
 
    “Missing.” 
 
    Wu Ying cocked his head, considering the words. Then, out of curiosity, he called for the wind, whispering his request. It helped that he had some minor elemental affinity to blood itself. By spreading his aura outward gently and beckoning the winds to work for him, it could bring traces of such chi to him. 
 
    He did not push it though, only allowing it to work passively. Perhaps he would find the location in time. Perhaps, as the guardsman had noted, it might be a little more difficult. After all, there were a number of mortals here whose regular work left minor cuts and wounds upon them, women whose time of month had arrived, and training bouts and practices which left individuals injured. Sorting life’s regular mishaps with a fatal blow spreading lifeblood would be difficult. 
 
    Well, unless the killer was a fool and had left behind a large pool of blood. 
 
    “When will you be finished with your investigations?” Elder Eng rumbled, staring at the woman who had been explaining things to him. “This spectacle is unacceptable.” 
 
    “I just need a few more hours,” she said, tilting up her head. “It would help if all of you stopped coming here, making it harder for me to take measurements and notes.” 
 
    “What use are notes? My disciple is dead!” snapped Elder Eng. 
 
    “Elder,” Teng Fei hurried forward, only to receive a disapproving look from the woman. “Guardsman Investigator Chu studied under the Magistrate Di[11].” 
 
    Elder Eng paused, cocking his head to properly review Guardsman Chu. His gaze raked over the woman and the scroll clutched in her hand. To Wu Ying’s surprise, the heat in his gaze died a little. 
 
    “Very well. Then we will allow the Guardsman to do her job.”  
 
    Elder Eng looked around, and Wu Ying only had a second to brace himself before the Elder shoved with his chi. A single wave of energy pulsed outward from the man, one that caught the surrounding cultivators and shoved them back tens of feet. Rather than oppose it, Wu Ying let himself be carried away, floating on the pulse of power to land on his feet, unlike many others who fell or tumbled across the ground. 
 
    “You will leave the Guardsman alone and pay proper respects to the fallen,” rumbled Elder Eng. “Any who fail to do so will answer to me directly.” 
 
    His words, as hard as the bones of the mountain themselves, carried across the empty field. For a long moment, Elder Eng waited to see if any would object, and when all wisely did not, he jumped again. His flying weapon, the podao, floating on his back slipped beneath his feet, carrying the Elder away. 
 
    In the center of the circle, only three individuals now stood: the two guardsmen and Elder Tsui. The Guard Captain and Guardsman Chu looked a little shaken, even if they had been left out of Elder Eng’s aura assault. Only Elder Tsui looked untouched. 
 
    Being one of the few still on his feet, Wu Ying drew attention from Teng Fei, who stared at him for a second. Wu Ying bowed his head in acknowledgment, though he made no move to go closer. He could have, but that would have attracted even more attention. 
 
    He still had some vague hope of being somewhat low profile. 
 
    Turning from Wu Ying, Teng Fei lowered his voice as he stepped closer to Guardsman Chu. “Get this done quickly. Then report back to me. We must make sure the body is returned to the Elder as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “I want to look at the wounds more closely,” Guardsman Chu murmured. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “To check the width of the blade that stabbed him, to verify the angle of the cut.” She bent over to point at the body. “It looks like a typical jian, about an inch and a half thick. And the angle of the cut, it’s a right-hander. See how it slopes, from the rise as they fall?” 
 
    Teng Fei nodded. “Could they not have switched hands? Or thrown a reverse cut?” 
 
    “Mmm… no, you can see the way the flesh is parted. It’s definitely a left side, falling cut.” A shrug. “Unless they are purposely attempting to obscure their attacks—and few think to do so—we are looking at a right-handed cultivator of around the victim’s height.” 
 
    “Why the height?” Elder Tsui asked. 
 
    “The Elder must know, from experience. Depending on the difference in height among opponents, a blow will twist or have to be angled differently when sparring?”  
 
    Elder Tsui nodded at the Guardsman’s words.  
 
    “Well, Magistrate Di made us study the corpses of many bodies to understand how heights change the angle of attack. I will have to take full measurements later, but from what I have already seen, my estimates should be about correct.” 
 
    “Fascinating.” Elder Tsui ran a hand over his balding head. “The study of wounds and dead bodies. It seems… unclean to me.” 
 
    “Only if one were doing it for their own pleasure,” Guardsman Chu’s voice grew frosty, her chin rising a little. “We study to bring justice to those slain.” Her voice lowered, and she added, “Such victims are more common among the general populace, Honored Elder. Cultivators, in general, fight their battles directly.” 
 
    There were nods from both Teng Fei and Elder Tsui at that. Even Wu Ying could not help but agree. He sensed the other cultivators around him moving away. Many were muttering about what they had seen, about the potential dangers to themselves and the high-handed way the Elder had acted. Those he dismissed, though he did try to listen for any further gossip about the late Cui Wen.  
 
    Just as quietly, Wu Ying was also questing for further scents. The familiar, burnt tarred sand smells of damaged cultivation bases, of hints about a Dark Sect cultivator or one who had devoted themselves to a Demon Sect. He knew, all too well, what those smelled like—and how well they could hide too. 
 
    Nor did he forget that he was still a target for those he had thwarted in the State of Wei.  
 
    “Thank you. I wish to be kept informed about anything further that you learn,” Elder Tsui rumbled, getting a nod from both guardsmen. 
 
    Seeing that most of the other cultivators had moved away, Wu Ying chose to leave too. There was little else he could gather, though he absently considered looking into the reports. As he took his time walking back to the now subdued village, he weighed curiosity, his own safety, and the likelihood of making himself a target. After all, as a newcomer, he was both outside of whatever politics might have caused Cui Wen’s death and also an immediate suspect.  
 
    As he reached the edges of the village, Wu Ying made up his mind. 
 
    For now, he would keep his curiosity contained and watch for changes. If he was to be targeted, he would not be caught unawares. But he would not involve himself in the kingdom’s affairs if possible. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    They found Wu Ying in his room that evening. Training and the duels had continued but at a more subdued pace. At times, for stretches that included even hours, some of the rings lay completely untouched as cultivators gathered and gossiped. The restaurants and living rooms were filled, voices hushed as they speculated about the death. 
 
    At first, Wu Ying had joined in the meals and speculation, speaking with one group or another, introducing himself and listening more than talking. It soon wore on him though, the attitudes and words being tossed about, so he had left for the rooftops. Jealousy, paranoia, and baseless speculation turning into ugly rumors were not conversational pieces Wu Ying chose to indulge in. 
 
    To his surprise, he found himself not the only individual lounging on the clay roofs, silently watching those below or, in a couple of places, practicing their qinggong techniques. He noticed the Pan sisters seated on their residence’s rooftop, murmuring to one another. Pan Shui even waved at him, a greeting he returned though he chose not to approach them. 
 
    Instead, he lay on the rooftop, allowing the wind to bring with it snatches of conversation and the scents of those below, allowing him to map the world around him. Whispered conversations of Cui Wen and where he had been after the tavern battle, a mental map of sightings—at times contradictory. 
 
    “Outside, at the dueling rings. I swear, I saw him with another cultivator. The big, hairy one from the Dan county; the one who wields that oar?… Doing? Well, their shirts were off and there was… grappling… no, of course the barriers weren’t activated!” 
 
    “Stalked out of the restaurant, nursing his chest. I tell you, it was that Shen cultivator who killed him. He uses a jian too. And you saw how they fought.” 
 
    “Stabbed in the back. His skin was green around the wound. Poison, I know it by sight! Just like the Fu brothers…” 
 
    “He was talking with that other Elder, the Crimson Flowers one. Late at night, on the rooftop I tell you…” 
 
    “Saw him sneaking around in the back alleys, watching three cultivators. I swear, I think he was following them…” 
 
    So many conversations, so much contradicting information. Rumors, born of mischief or conjecture, of fractured memories.  
 
    Wu Ying listened, though he asked the wind for more concrete information. It supplied it, notes of blood and spilled food. Too much, for these were wandering cultivators and they all had fought. Some failed to clean their weapons well, leaving lingering traces in sheathes and blades. Others bled and hurt from the fight beforehand. 
 
    And not once did he find the location of where the attack had happened. Whoever had slain Cui Wen had washed the blood away, cleaning earth or pavement and hiding it from all. 
 
    The day passed in that way, long hours of speculation and random fights as tensions rose. A few cultivators took to the roads, choosing to leave—only to be turned back by guards at the perimeter of the land. 
 
    That brought another round of discussion and rumor, with a small altercation quickly stymied by the sudden entrance of Elder Eng and his stern disapproval. Wu Ying noted the shift in the aura of the Core Formation Elder in the compound, that very same beacon that had sat, unmoving ever since his arrival. A presence that had begun to stir before Elder Eng subdued the wandering cultivators himself. 
 
    Evening came and Wu Ying retired to his quarters, no more knowledgeable about what had transpired but as troubled as any other cultivator. 
 
    That was when they found him, of course. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for speaking with us, Cultivator Long.”  
 
    Guard Captain Teng Fei and Investigator Chu were the only two individuals in the small room they had set aside for this discussion. A single room, bereft of anything but the table, three chairs that they occupied, and a tea set. Of course, Wu Ying could sense him there. Behind the wall, listening, watching, judging. Unseen, but his presence as clear as a candle in a dark room. 
 
    “Not at all. Your work must be difficult with so many of us here,” Wu Ying answered.  
 
    Certainly, his only experience—outside of a few novels and stories—with a murder investigation had been a killing when he was a child. Enraged wife found her husband in bed with his sister and had proceeded to murder him. Not exactly a difficult case. 
 
    “Cultivators do present a unique challenge,” Guardsman Chu said, though her eyes gleamed with excitement. Her hands were poised over a scroll, ready to write whatever was spoken. 
 
    Wu Ying idly considered the woman, testing her aura. Rank mortal, not even a single meridian open. Not that he needed to actually use his spiritual sense to know that, what with the slight lines across her eyes, the pimple at the edge of her hairline. Things a Body Cleansing cultivator would have cleared except in the most severe of cases. 
 
    “Have you undertaken many cases involving cultivators?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    Teng Fei leaned forward, cutting her off before she could answer. “Honored expert, if you don’t mind, we have many such interviews to conduct. If we could perhaps focus on that…?” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded. 
 
    “Then perhaps you could tell us of your interactions with Cultivator Cui,” Teng Fei said. 
 
    Relating the experience of last night was simple enough. He abbreviated the fight itself, ending with, “And after things calmed down, I left for my room. I had some travel rations left over and supped on that, after which I cultivated and rested in my room until this morning.” 
 
    “And you did not leave your room after you entered it?” Teng Fei asked. 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head. 
 
    “Did anyone see you return to your room? And when, roughly, did you do so? Did you ask the servants for some tea, or a washcloth, or otherwise interact with any others?”  
 
    After each question, Wu Ying answered in the negative before the next question was asked. 
 
    “I see. And the next morning…?” 
 
    Wu Ying related the remainder of his actions when he awoke, from a simple stretching routine after cleansing himself to having breakfast and then shopping. As he remarked upon each of these instances, Guardsman Chu wrote it all down. 
 
    “Thank you,” Teng Fei said, leaning backward once Wu Ying was done. “That was very helpful.” 
 
    “You are welcome.” Wu Ying sipped from his teacup. He cocked his head, feeling a minor fluctuation in the environmental chi. He had sensed that before in the Sect, though not often. Spiritual Speech, like any cultivation technique, had to be trained.  
 
    Interesting that the Core Formation cultivator hiding in the other room knew it. 
 
    “This might be an impertinent question…” Wu Ying nodded for the guard captain to go on. “But you antagonized Cui Wen at the restaurant.”  
 
    Another nod.  
 
    “Is there perhaps some hidden animosity?” 
 
    Wu Ying’s eyes narrowed. He was not dumb. He knew he was a suspect, and perhaps telling the truth was not the best option. But then again, not answering might result in a fight or further suspicion. So, truth for now.  
 
    “Cui Wen annoyed me with his arrogance,” Wu Ying said. Then, guessing that Teng Fei had probably learned it by now, and if not, knowing it would come out, he added, “You know of my true sect affiliation?” 
 
    “The Verdant Green Waters.” 
 
    “Yes,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “However, you are not wearing their robes. Nor did you announce your affiliation on registration,” Teng Fei said. “Not doing so can lead to… incidents.” 
 
    “Like the one we had?” A half smile on Wu Ying’s face as he waved his hand. “I am somewhat in disgrace with my sect. An issue with a recent expedition. I had hoped to travel for a while without bringing them into matters.” 
 
    Guardsman Chu looked a little confused, though she smoothed out her face when she noticed Wu Ying watching her.  
 
    Teng Fei, on the other hand, had a much better political mien. “Of course. I would not look to pry into your personal business, honored expert.” He paused. “Beyond the bounds of my duty, of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “But you took offense to what Cui Wen and the others said to you then? Could you not have explained matters instead of antagonizing him?” 
 
    Wu Ying considered his words, going over the night in his head once more. There was much truth to what Teng Fei had said. He had chosen the most aggressive route with Cui Wen. But… 
 
    “Even wandering cultivators should not need to bow their heads to arrogant sect members. Skill and dao enlightenment are all that matters. I decided that it was worthwhile to teach Cui Wen that.” 
 
    Teng Fei rubbed at his face. “Of course.”  
 
    On the other side of the wall, Wu Ying felt a slight shift in the aura around the hidden cultivator, which he could only characterize as approval. He chose not to say anything though, especially when Teng Fei returned to questioning him. Going over his statement in detail, varying his questions, and jumping around the timeline. Seeking to catch him out in a lie. 
 
    Wu Ying turned his focus fully on the Guard Captain. For now. He would find out about the hidden expert later. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So, they questioned you too, eh?” Pan Shui called to Wu Ying as he ascended the stairs to their floor.  
 
    He turned, a little surprised she was talking to him. Not that he had not spotted her downstairs, but she had been speaking with her sisters when he passed by. 
 
    “Too? I assume then they spoke with you and your sisters?” he replied. 
 
    “Aye. They didn’t like us saying our witnesses were each other though.” She smirked before she shrugged. “But the woman guardsman, the investigator, she did agree our spears wouldn’t have caused those wounds.” 
 
    “You could have switched to a sword,” Wu Ying said, tapping his own storage ring. “I’m sure I’m not the only one who collects weapons of multiple forms.” 
 
    “Hah!” Pan Shui let out a little, raucous laugh. “Too true. Her Captain chided her for answering me and said the same.” Then she narrowed her eyes, stepping closer and putting her head closer to his chest. “But we figure, they’re going to ask all of us.” 
 
    “Us?” 
 
    “Outsiders.”  
 
    “Ah…” Wu Ying nodded. “I had no reason to kill Cui Wen though. He was…” He frowned, searching for the politick word to use. 
 
    “Inconsequential? A mewling baby whose ego was larger than his tool?” 
 
    Wu Ying blushed a little. “To-tool?” 
 
    “His sword, of course.” Another smirk. “But watch yourself, Shen-man. We have our clan protecting us from being falsely accused. You—” 
 
    “Have nothing?” Wu Ying finished for her, choosing not to point out his own affiliations. After all, the Verdant Green Waters was many li away. “Surely, they would not blame the innocent?” 
 
    Pan Shui’s eyes darkened, and she stepped up again, leaving only a single step between them. Bending her neck to meet his gaze, she lowered her voice. “He is the direct disciple of a sect elder. The Seven Pavilions will be desperate to cover the shame of his death. Especially before the army arrives. For if they arrive…” She shook her head. 
 
    “What of it?” 
 
    “These tournaments are a new thing. Only a decade or so. Too new to be considered permanent. Such incidents could have the kingdom banning them once more,” Pan Shui replied. “This isn’t the first such incident, after all. A lot of people have reason not to allow us our greater freedoms, even if the Third Prince champions this.” 
 
    Wu Ying winced, already envisioning it. Perhaps the conversation and speculation among the wandering cultivators had not been entirely idle gossip but also had some elements of self-preservation. 
 
    “Thank you for the warning, Cultivator Pan.” Then, out of curiosity, Wu Ying asked, “Why are you so sure that I’m not the killer?” 
 
    “We sparred, did we not?” She stepped back, giving him space. “I felt your sword. It is powerful and strong, highly energetic while being flexible. Even if you float through our battles, it is still straightforward in its strength and focus.” 
 
    “You truly believe you can tell a man’s character through his fighting style?” Wu Ying said, surprised. It was a theory that had as many detractors as supporters. That the depths of one’s martial style showcased the truth of an individual’s soul too. 
 
    “Do you not?” Pan Shui said. “A man can hide much, and we did not fight to the end where truth really does shine through, but you are not that complicated.” 
 
    “I see…”  
 
    Wu Ying did agree, to some extent, that one could tell something of another via their weapon choice, the way they fought or chose to face an opponent. Someone who was aggressive and charged forward was often like that in real life. While counter-strikers were often retiring and analytical, choosing to watch and only speaking when they had to. 
 
    However, humanity was more complicated than that. A retiring young woman amongst friends might be aggressive and wrathful in battle. A boy filled with energy throughout the day could find stillness in the mastery of the sword. 
 
    Then again, Wu Ying only had the Sense of the Sword. She, the Heart of the Spear. Perhaps it was something one gained when an individual achieved that state of enlightenment. Perhaps he thought people were more complicated because he just did not see clearly enough. 
 
    There were more than a few tales of Nascent Soul cultivators able to see through aspects of their dao to the truth of a subject. A cultivator of truth, becoming the supreme judge of a small county, never making a mistaken ruling—even if not always ruling wisely. Another whose dao of painting had allowed him to pick apart dozens of fakes. 
 
    “Be careful, Shen-man.” Pan Shui turned and trooped downstairs while Wu Ying debated her earlier question, leaving him alone on the staircase. 
 
    He sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. There was so much to learn about daos, martial styles, and the cultivation world he lived in. So much that was rumor and half-truth, that might work for one individual but fail for another, that sometimes he felt as if he was swimming through murky water in the deep of the night. 
 
    Then again, if cultivation and enlightenment were easy, everyone would be an immortal. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The disturbance at his door was respectful, willing to wait for the long minutes it took Wu Ying to safely exit his cultivation. A small part of Wu Ying was grateful he no longer sweated out impurities as he had done before. It was much better on his clothing and pocketbook. 
 
    “Gao Qiu. Liu Ping. Liu Jin.” Wu Ying greeted the three, choosing to drop the honorifics. They had grown close enough that it was not an insult. 
 
    “Expert Long,” Gao Qiu spoke for the three, greeting him.  
 
    Well, Wu Ying had—but his strength allowed him to step past such things, unlike them.  
 
    “Are we disturbing you?” Gao Qiu asked. 
 
    “Not at all. I was just cultivating,” Wu Ying said, gesturing for them to come in. Not a big room, but it would fit all four of them, even if he did have to sit on the bed he had been cultivating on. When everyone had found a seat, he continued. “What brings you this late in the evening?” 
 
    “It is good that we did not find you asleep.” Gao Qiu fell silent, looking around. The silence stretched out as he seemed to lose the nerve to say anything further. 
 
    “It is late, and even if I only require a little sleep, I do wish to be well rested for tomorrow.” Wu Ying looked at the three before continuing. “And you three too.” 
 
    “Bah! I can win in the preliminaries without any—” Liu Ping fell silent as her brother poked her arm. She glared at him but shut her mouth. 
 
    Gao Qiu shifted uncomfortably. “Yes. I apologize, Expert Long. I just wanted to know, did you get called in too?”  
 
    That again. Wu Ying barely managed not to roll his eyes. Not that it was surprising, but… “Yes. I assume you were interviewed because you were in the fight with me?” 
 
    “Ummm… yes.” Gao Qiu shifted in his seat then sighed. “They asked us where you were and, well, we could not lie. We did not see you after the fight.” 
 
    “Because I came back to my room.” Then, recalling the evening, Wu Ying asked, “Where did you all go?” 
 
    “Dinner!” 
 
    “A walk!” 
 
    “To bed!” 
 
    The words were all jumbled up, spoken together. Wu Ying raised an eyebrow, turning from each member to another. 
 
    “I went to bed,” Liu Jin said. “Ah Ping went to eat, and Ah Qiu…” 
 
    “Went for a walk?” Wu Ying smirked. 
 
    Gao Qiu shrugged. “I enjoy the evenings. And after a fight…” 
 
    Wu Ying did not say anything about the excuse. It was rather suspicious, but the truth was that battles between demon beasts and humans were different. Even if no one had been killed, insults and blows thrown by a human had a tendency to linger, damaging the psyche. 
 
    Nor was it really Wu Ying’s place to question Gao Qiu. After all, Wu Ying could think of many reasons a man might want to take a walk alone and Gao Qiu was a good-looking man, even if he was a little too stern and old.  
 
    “Did they question you long?” Wu Ying asked instead. 
 
    “Not as long as you!” Liu Ping said, laughing a little. “They kept you in there for a while.” 
 
    “You were watching?” Wu Ying said. “Then why did you ask if they had called me in?” 
 
    “Uhh…” Liu Ping flushed. 
 
    “We were being polite,” Gao Qiu said, glaring at the girl. “We did not want to make you worried that we were watching you.” He paused, then added sheepishly, “Even though we are.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We were… well, we have two reasons. Firstly, if you are still joining the tournament, we were going to place our bets on you,” Gao Qiu said. 
 
    Wu Ying was not particularly surprised there would be gambling on the tournament results. He had not seen anything as yet, but he assumed bookies would set up tomorrow. If anything, it would be more surprising to find a tournament where individuals were not gambling upon the results. And if a merchant clan was running things, he could not see them letting such a chance escape their grasp. 
 
    “Do you not have confidence in Liu Ping?” Wu Ying said, nodding toward the young girl who looked a little sullen. 
 
    “We do!” Gao Qiu said hurriedly. “But—” 
 
    “But there’s no reason not to place multiple bets!” Liu Jin said, eyes glittering a little. “You see, I have a system—” 
 
    “Idiots,” Liu Ping muttered so quietly that Wu Ying figured neither of the other two heard. He kept his mouth shut, not wanting to get involved in that drama.  
 
    “And the second reason?” Wu Ying asked instead. 
 
    “We have been hoping to speak with you about joining us.” Gao Qiu ran a hand through his long hair, pushing it down and ensuring it was in place. “Or us joining you.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “It’s clear you’re more than a simple Energy Storage cultivator. Perhaps even Core Formation?” Gao Qiu said hesitatingly. When Wu Ying chose not to react, he continued on bravely. “That kind of strength, even if you wish to keep it hidden, is reassuring. Our missions—escorting merchant caravans, locating beast cores, and guarding camps—they will be easier. We will be stronger for it.” 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head. To his surprise, there was no trace of disappointment on Gao Qiu’s face, but expectation. “Where I go, where I need to go, it is not suitable for others.” 
 
    “Because you wander deep into the untamed lands to gather your supplies?” Gao Qiu said. 
 
    Wu Ying nodded. 
 
    “Then perhaps we could set up a deal, perhaps request you get for us some minor items…”  
 
    Wu Ying was shaking his head already.  
 
    “Surely there is no way for the kingdom to know?” 
 
    “It isn’t just that,” Wu Ying said. “When I leave, I’m not entirely certain where I’ll travel.” He waved his hand outside. “That will make it hard for you to meet with me.” 
 
    “Ah!” Gao Qiu smiled. “That is no problem.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes.” He reached into his robes and extracted a small wooden stick with carvings and words inscribed on it. Wu Ying felt the gentlest of enchantments laid upon the stick, pushed into it so that one could verify the giver’s identity if you knew it to begin with. “You need only hand this to any merchant in the White Flower Merchant Association and you may send any items to us.” 
 
    “Convenient,” Wu Ying said, staring at the flat stick laid upon the table. “But if you inform me what little herbs you need, I might be able to gift them to you now.” 
 
    Gao Qiu smiled. “Well, it’s not just for us, you see. We’re part of a group…” 
 
    “Of wandering cultivators.” A single eyebrow rose interrogatively. An association of wandering cultivators—what a strange thought. The White Flower Merchant Association seemed to be more than just another business. 
 
    “Among others. Think of it as a brotherhood of mutual support,” Liu Jin spoke up, leaning forward. “Support and belief.” 
 
    Gao Qiu shook his head as Wu Ying moved to ask further. “I had not expected to get into this conversation right now, Expert Long. We will speak on this matter later. But perhaps one last question.”  
 
    Wu Ying nodded for the man to continue.  
 
    “Would you at least consider selling such goods to us?” 
 
    “Consider?” Wu Ying trailed off then nodded.  
 
    “That is all that we can ask for.” Gao Qiu gestured for the other two to leave, while he stood as well. “It would be of great help to us. Strength and enlightenment should not be controlled, not by a single corrupt entity.” 
 
    Wu Ying did not comment, instead leading the group to the door. After the usual words of farewell, he watched them leave before turning back to the small stick, the words White Flower Merchant Association gleaming in the setting moonlight. 
 
    How… interesting. 
 
    There had been a lot unsaid in that conversation. Hints of more than just a group of wandering cultivators attempting to acquire spiritual herbs and cores on the side. A group that had tied itself to a merchant association or controlled it from behind. One in need of significant amounts of cultivation resources, if they were willing to ask any random cultivator. 
 
    Perhaps Gao Qiu and his friends were more than just a group of wandering cultivators. Or perhaps he was reading too much into things.  
 
    Storing the wooden slat in a secondary storage ring, Wu Ying stretched his body slowly. All these unanswered questions of motive and ability, of death and murder; they could wait. Would wait. Time would tell. 
 
    As for now, tomorrow, there was a tournament. 
 
    One where he had been asked to exit. 
 
    And dangers all around. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Organizing a tournament was a headache of bureaucracy and overinflated egos.  
 
    Wu Ying watched as the various contenders were allocated their positions and tournament rings, as the initial round of matches began. The contest, to ensure fairness, would take place over multiple days, with each contestant having a total of five fights. The top eight fighters with the highest number of wins would then be seeded to the quarterfinals, where an eventual winner would be found. 
 
    A fair method, Wu Ying had to agree. Much fairer than the sect tournament he had participated in, and most other tournaments. Then again, those tournaments had included hundreds of participants, forcing the more common single elimination method. 
 
    To explain away the need for fairer tournament methods, the usual excuse had been that fortune and fate were just as important for a cultivator as any minor thing like fairness. A cultivator required not just skill but luck, and if they were not fated to win, they were not. 
 
    Mostly though, Wu Ying assumed it was just easier in terms of organization. And truth be told, no vaunted son or daughter of heaven would ever complain about such rules in public. To do so would be an admission of a lack of confidence in their skills. Something none of those arrogant children of noblemen would ever dare admit. 
 
    “Huh… I guess that is one advantage of your kingdom,” Wu Ying muttered to himself as he waited his turn. 
 
    Liu Jin, assigned to the same dueling ring, cocked his head. “What advantage?” 
 
    “Your nobles are few, their members lacking in the arrogance those in my kingdom contain. Here, it’s hard for me to tell the difference between noble son and wandering cultivator—lacking as you all are in ability.”  
 
    “Are we truly that far behind?” Liu Jin murmured.  
 
    Neither of them spoke too loudly, though Wu Ying had only a little concern about being overheard. Still, there was daring and then there was arrogance. 
 
    “If those I see here are a common example… then yes. Most battle techniques and styles here are, at best, what we would consider novice forms. A few have partial intermediate ones.” Wu Ying shrugged. “Whereas the nobles of our kingdom are trained in peak or even perfected battle techniques from birth.” 
 
    “And what level is your Long family style?” Liu Jin prodded, a little affronted. 
 
    “Before, I would have said an intermediate style, perhaps peak if I was being generous. Though the more I delve into it, the more I believe it was my fault in misunderstanding the text than in the form itself,” Wu Ying replied unashamedly. “But it is not perfected, though it can withstand blows from those who use such techniques.” 
 
    After all, he had stood against his Master, who had the Heart of the Sword and a perfected technique. Or so Wu Ying assumed. He had never asked, what with the gap between them all too stark already. Knowing the categorization of a technique—and how obscure and political the taxonomy of techniques could become—did little to help him breach the gap. 
 
    “In truth, I find myself adapting the style the more I continue my cultivation journey. Its development did not, I believe, take into account my own particular… progress.” Wind Body, Twelve Gales, and the Formless Realm. 
 
    “How… nice.” Liu Jin’s lips pursed. “For us, the army takes away most of the talented when they are young. The nobles might be able to hire those who are retired, but any family that grows too prominent is heavily taxed the next season or required to provide a higher corvee. Standing out is a recipe for disaster. For nobles or sects.” 
 
    “Then why do you all take part?” Wu Ying said, flicking his hand around at the other participants. “Is it not the same?” 
 
    “Ah, we’re wandering cultivators. It’s different,” Liu Jin said. “We must compete for the prizes on offer. Finding or accessing good techniques or resources is difficult. Anyway, a single strong wandering cultivator is nothing, not against the might of the kingdom.” Bitterly, he added, “A strong ant is still an ant after all.” 
 
    Wu Ying fell silent, remembering the damage in his own Sect from the latest assault. How entire portions of the mountain had been damaged, even through the defensive arrays put in place. He recalled the immortal and dragon battle over a province and the subsequent damage as Nascent Soul elders fought for a drop of the dragon’s blood. And wondered. 
 
    Did the Kingdom of Zhao truly not understand? Or were their reserves, their hidden powers, so great that even a single Nascent Soul wandering cultivator was no real concern for them? 
 
    Then again, Wu Ying had to yet see a single Core Formation wandering cultivator here. Admittedly, the prizes offered held no interest to those at that stage. It might be that reason why there were none. If not… if it was not mere coincidence, then darker tides drifted through this kingdom. 
 
    “You’re up,” Liu Jin said, breaking Wu Ying’s contemplation. 
 
    The wind cultivator blinked. He shook his head and dismissed thoughts of the greater politics involved, instead hopping lightly to ascend the raised platform.  
 
    Standing before him was a man wielding dual dao blades, a wide grin on his face. Even from the man’s basic stance, Wu Ying could tell this wouldn’t be a difficult battle. 
 
    He jumped. 
 
    Wu Ying struck. 
 
    The fight ended. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hours of waiting, of watching and listening. He listened and watched.  
 
    Gao Qiu, moving around the edges, always speaking with others. Making friends, making connections, passing around small slips of paper. Wu Ying had glanced at one, briefly, seeing detailed notes about the locations of the White Flower Merchant Association. He had stored it, idly. 
 
    More interesting were the others. The Northern archer, standing by the gambling table, arguing back and forth as he placed ever larger bets, having a run of luck that drew more than one envious gaze. A pickpocket, caught later in the day and strung up by the guards, choosing to be taken into custody rather than face the rough justice of the wandering cultivators. 
 
    Overheard conversations. 
 
    “You need to do well,” Liu Ping was berating Liu Jin, waving a hand aggressively at the other even while she kept her voice low. “Don’t just beat your opponent, win with style!” 
 
    “I’m not you, Mei Mei,” Liu Jin snapped. “I’m not as good. I can’t…” he shook his head. “They won’t take me, not even if I do well.” 
 
    “That’s not true. We just need to show you have potential. Once you get in, you can get a cultivation manual that actually works for you.” 
 
    “Works for me… you mean that doesn’t hurt me every time I cultivate?” Liu Jin muttered. 
 
    “Yes. Maybe if we got Expert Long to help…” 
 
    “With more pills? Are you insane? We can’t even afford to pay him back for what he gave us.” 
 
    “It was a gift!” Liu Ping objected, glancing over to where Wu Ying stood. He had his head turned away, trusting in the wind to bring him their conversation. 
 
    “And you think that’s excuse enough?” her brother grumbled, then sighed in exasperation. “What are you going to do without me? You willfully forget the unspoken courtesies we live by.” 
 
    She grinned then, wide and innocent. “Good thing I don’t have to, eh?” Then, lips thinned moments later. “So, win. If you want me to join a sect, win!” 
 
    “I’ll try.” He sighed and touched the hilt of his weapon reassuringly. “I’ll try.” 
 
    A presence, beside him. Wu Ying dismissed the wind, turning to the cultivator who approached, a solicitatious smile on his face. 
 
    Another one, looking to probe for information and assure himself that the one before him was a Gatherer. One who might even be able to procure herbs and pills for them. 
 
    Business. Connections. Knowledge. 
 
    The point of turning up here, after all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Later that evening, the small group of friends sat in the same restaurant. All of them had passed their first two fights, winning them with varying degrees of struggle. Gao Qiu, Liu Ping, and Wu Ying had won handily, while Liu Jin—the weakest of them all—had nearly lost his last bout. If not for a fortunate stumble by his opponent, he would have lost the match. Even so, he cradled an injured arm that was slowly healing as deep bruising was rectified by his cultivation. 
 
    “You truly are gifted with that sword,” Gao Qiu said. “Even knowing the forms you were using after showing them off, none of your opponents could lay a blade on you.” 
 
    Wu Ying waved. “My opponents lacked movement techniques. If they were to study some, they would have been faster.” He shook his head. “And I was lucky. My second opponent had not even broken through the Energy Storage stage.” 
 
    “Yes. Strong though.” Liu Ping grinned. “When you punched him in the mouth, I don’t think anyone expected him to get back up.” 
 
    “Stubborn more than strong,” Liu Jin said. “And foolish. Wu Ying had to beat him so much that he might not even be able to compete tomorrow.” 
 
    “But it was a good showing,” Gao Qiu said. “At his level, the matchup was probably the best he could hope for. Now, anyone wanting a Body Cleansing guard would hire him. A guard who will not stop fighting for you is worth more than a stronger one who gives up at the first sign of trouble.” 
 
    “Well said,” Pan Shui commented as she plopped herself down on an empty seat. “Cultivator Poon did his best. We might even invite him to visit our vill—urk!” Rubbing the top of her head, Pan Shui glared at her sisters. “What was that for?” 
 
    “For speaking out of turn. Again!” her elder sister snipped. She then gestured to the remaining empty seat, the pair of them the only two of the three sisters present. “May we join you?”  
 
    Gao Qiu was quick to agree, and the older sister sat down, brushing a hair that had escaped the triangular headdress of her clan back over her ear. Closer now, Wu Ying could not only see the family resemblance but understand why she had been called the Flower of the North West Hills. Pale skin, tiny, upturned nose, beautiful cheekbones. A little more heart-shaped and soft than the preferred mode for Fairies in the Shen kingdom, but lovely still. 
 
    “I am Pan Yin of Laiban village. This is my younger sister, Pan Shui.” She introduced them once more, receiving quick words of introduction from the rest of the group. As Wu Ying finished his own introduction, she bowed to him. “Of course, Expert Long. I am grateful you indulged my sister yesterday.” 
 
    “Nothing to be thankful for.” Wu Ying gestured toward Pan Shui. “She is talented, and I learned much.” 
 
    “Told you!” Pan Shui shrank away almost immediately when Pan Yin looked over. 
 
    “Is your other sister well?” Wu Ying continued. 
 
    “She is recovering well and should be able to fight tomorrow,” Pan Yin replied. “Thank you for inquiring.” 
 
    “Ill luck, fighting a poison cultivator,” Liu Ping said, making a face. “They should ban them from competing.” 
 
    “There is no need,” Pan Yin said. “Their styles are just as relevant as ours and are good training. The Seven Pavilions has already restricted the kinds of poisons they may wield and ensured that those who fight them have ample time to rest before their next bout. It is all that we can ask.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded. “It will be interesting to fight one, for sure.” He rubbed his chin. “I’ve never had an opportunity to battle one with such low stakes. Such tournaments, they are useful for such experiences.” 
 
    “What kind of experience is it? When they are restricted?” Liu Ping said. “Obviously, they will not be able to showcase their full strength.” 
 
    “It is better than nothing,” Gao Qiu rebutted. “After all, it’s not as though Expert Long or even ourselves are showing our full skills either.” 
 
    Liu Jin flushed a little, looking down into his wine cup. Of them all, Wu Ying knew, that statement was patently untrue for him. 
 
    Turning to Pan Yin, Wu Ying smiled at her. “I noticed the style of your spear is slightly different from your sister’s. Are there more variations of the spear style in your family? Or just more advanced methods?” 
 
    “It’s a village style,” Pan Yin replied. “And there are multiple branches of it. You have a keen eye, Expert Long.” 
 
    “Perhaps we could exchange pointers, in the future,” Wu Ying said. He was not certain, but he felt that she too had achieved the Heart of the Spear. Though it was hard to tell, without crossing blades with her. If that was true, her family was truly blessed to have two such prodigies. 
 
    “Perhaps we can,” Pan Yin said. 
 
    Gao Qiu looked around, his eyes tracking over the surroundings. Wu Ying did the same, noting how the Elders and their disciples had returned to “their” table at the front of the restaurant overlooking the dueling rings. A somber air had draped itself over the table though, leaving the tables closest to them the least desirable and those seated there hunched and twisted away from the group. 
 
    Satisfied by what he saw—or didn’t see—Gao Qiu lowered his voice. “Did you all see the guards?” 
 
    “The Guard Captain and his investigator?” Pan Shui said before nodding vigorously. “They were watching everyone who was fighting.”  
 
    Checking for which hand they wielded their weapons, Wu Ying could not help but think. Narrowing their list of suspects.  
 
    “They were particularly interested in the jian fighters.” Pan Shui’s eyes landed on Wu Ying, as though reminding him of their earlier conversation. 
 
    “Do you think they have had any further clues to who killed Cui Wen?” Liu Ping asked. “It’s a bit exciting, isn’t it? Like we’re in a story.” Pan Yin scoffed, making the younger girl flush. “Well, it is!” 
 
    “I’d rather have excitement in my stories than live them. I’m sure Expert Long agrees. After all, he lived through a war recently, no?” Pan Yin said, looking at Wu Ying. 
 
    “Uhh… well. Sort of.” Wu Ying played with the teacup before him as everyone turned their attention to him. “But I was just a Gatherer for most of it. I spent my time picking herbs, not on the front lines.” 
 
    “But surely you saw some action?” Pan Yin probed. “I heard they were even attacking wandering cultivators to weaken your kingdom.”  
 
    Wu Ying hesitated before he eventually nodded.  
 
    “Perhaps you could tell us a little of this…” 
 
    The cultivator flicked his gaze around the group and noticed Gao Qiu’s gaze on him. Wu Ying remembered what the other man had asked and could not help but consider what Pan Yin wanted from this story. When he met her gaze, he saw her flick her gaze toward her eager younger sister. 
 
    Oh. That kind of story. 
 
    “Well, I did see a few things,” Wu Ying said, running through memories of desperate battles and lost friends as he tried to recall what to say. Some losses, well, those were still too raw. Friends killed, ignominiously out of sight. Their heads tossed to him like so much garbage. Other stories weren’t his… 
 
    Eventually, he found one that was… suitable. 
 
    “I was passing through the county of Xi on the way to a sect I had a delivery for. The Three Stalking Cranes. There was a small village I meant to stop at…” 
 
    Pan Yin smiled a little as Wu Ying related his experience, offering the slightest of nods. He noted it but did his best not to be distracted. This story… well, for the dead and departed, it deserved his full attention. 
 
    The other cultivators stayed silent, leaning in to listen. He even idly noted how some of the nearby tables had grown quieter as a tale of another kingdom was told. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying was surprised when he stepped out of his room later that night and heard another door opening. Turning his head a little, he spotted Pan Yin watching him. Their dinner had taken a while, as drinks and attempts to top his own tale had proceeded apace. 
 
    “I wished to thank you, Expert Long,” Pan Yin said, bowing a little. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Your story.” She smiled a little tiredly as she gestured with one hand. “Many chafe at the restrictions placed on us. They hear of the wars and battles, of the border skirmishes by the army and the riches won and believe they can do better. The stories told by the musicians, storytellers, and poets are all of the glories and moments of bravery. Not the losses, the grief and pain. The villages razed, the families torn asunder. The warriors crippled.” 
 
    “You speak as though you know of it too,” Wu Ying said, his voice dropping.  
 
    Memories of those she spoke of flickered across his mind. Men and women, some so damaged that their cultivation journey was utterly rent astray. Villagers, looking upon burnt fields with the knowledge of a hungry future for them and their family. Parents staring at returning sons, wondering if it was better for none to return than another crippled mouth to feed. And the loathing in their own eyes, for thinking such thoughts. 
 
    “Some of us have traveled too,” Pan Yin said. There was something in her eyes, in the way she held herself that spoke of an age greater than what showed on her face. For a second, Wu Ying wondered exactly how old she was. Thirty? Forty? More?  
 
    Insight struck, one coupled with his greater spiritual sense. Pan Yin’s path of cultivation was stalled, her final meridian blocked. Never stepping further and forced to accompany her prodigy of a sister on such tournaments. To babysit someone who would outstrip her in cultivation levels, but perhaps not wisdom. 
 
    The world was unfair to ask so much of another. And yet, here she was and not a word had she breathed of it. 
 
    “I see.”  
 
    “My apologies. I just wanted to thank you,” Pan Yin said, stepping back to her doorway. “I will not inconvenience you further in your evening.”  
 
    Wu Ying bowed, wishing her well before departing. Still, he felt her gaze on his back as he left and noticed a figure in the windows. Once he was outside the boundaries of the small village, he triggered his qinggong techniques, using Twelve Gales to take him far away, past the farmed fields and into the surrounding forests. 
 
    A good half hour of moving under the waxing moon and Wu Ying finally arrived at the clearing he had been aiming for. A dimly lit location, bereft of major vegetation but a single felled and rotting log. His feet touched down lightly on the cold grass and Wu Ying smiled, letting his aura expand. Testing the surroundings, beckoning the winds to him. 
 
    They came, answering his queries.  
 
    A few Spirit Beasts: a rabbit sleeping deep in its burrow that had breached its second rank as a Body Cleanser, an owl drifting through the night on the verge of a breakthrough, a hunting fox. Nothing that would bother him. 
 
    “Good enough,” Wu Ying murmured.  
 
    Next, he went around the clearing, pulling out the formation flags left over from his rescue. They would hide his aura, shielding the clearing from others who might sense his practice. It wasn’t perfect, since the flags were meant to handle the chi excesses of an Energy Storage cultivator, not one who had entered Core Formation. Nor was he particularly adept at their placements, but it would do. 
 
    In truth, he had meant to wait until he had left the tournament to practice, when he was alone in the wilderness once more. But time and events had altered his plans.  
 
    It was too dangerous to wait until he left to fully test his new cultivation level. He had reinforced the first step sufficiently that he no longer worried that he would accidentally damage his newly made Core. Now, he needed to know the full extent of the changes in his body. 
 
    There were too many figures moving in the shadows at the tournament, too many layers of politics and pride and greed that he didn’t understand. He felt as though he was back in the Sect again, a poor mortal coming to a land of cultivators and stumbling across lines of propriety and civility that he never knew existed. 
 
    Except this time, he was more experienced.  
 
    Now, he could sense those layers of politics even if he did not understand them. Now, he knew the one truth about the jianghu, the one aspect of the martial world that carried from kingdom to kingdom. Now, he had the strength to protect himself. 
 
    He was no shrinking Energy Storage cultivator, no matter how he chose to act. He would not swan about, believing himself better than those below him. But he would not hide from himself the extent of his progress. 
 
    Drawing his blade, Wu Ying took the first stance of the Long family sword form. He steadied his breathing, centered himself, then moved. 
 
    First form. Learn the blade, become the blade. Simple motions, the fundamentals of all movement from wrist cuts to straight thrusts. Drop low, explode forward.  
 
    Lunge. 
 
    Study the basic movements, for one could not build a tower on a shaky foundation. 
 
    Second form.  
 
    Specialized for the jian itself, it began to incorporate aspects that would make using energy projection viable. Less emphasis on sweeping cuts, the motions faster, more subtle. A jian was a gentleman’s weapon, where skill and subtlety with blade and body were more important than raw strength and aggression.  
 
    In a duel, it was said, the jian would beat a dao, all other things being equal, so long as the jian wielder kept his composure. Of course, under the unrelenting assault of a dao wielder, the ferocious and savage attacks might break even the calmest of minds. 
 
    Already, Wu Ying could feel the difference. Calling forth the chi from his Core, the energy surged and retreated with ease, his body twisting with greater flexibility than ever, his connection to earth and air deeper than before. The energy in his blade extended and collapsed with barely a thought, moving to his whims in a way it had never done before. 
 
    Without stopping, as he came to the end of the second form, Wu Ying continued to the third. 
 
    Third form, firmly meant for those in the Energy Storage stage and those touching upon Core Formation itself. His sword hummed, the swirling winds around it cutting through the atmosphere with each swing. No longer were the blade, his energy, and his body separate items—they all moved in concordance with one another. 
 
    In his mind’s eye, Wu Ying saw his opponent, the form transitioning from one manual perfect motion to another, even as the wind caught and shifted him by hair and handsbreadth. A slight sway in the hip, across his arm, and a straight thrust became a burrowing cut.  
 
    A dropping retreat, front leg splayed sideways for balance exploded the earth beneath it, throwing up dust and redirecting explosive wind to strike from below. Tricks and trouble. Around him, winds rose and formed ghostly blades of their own, leaving afterimages as he threw attacks that would hurt those who managed to evade his main assault. 
 
    Fourth form. A pure Core Formation style. One he had barely ever practiced, only memorizing the physical motions. It required too much chi, demanded the wielder be one with the jian and trust in each motion as the body spun and expended energy with each step. 
 
    He had just begun, when the attack arrived, plummeting down from above like a meteor. Murderous intent arrived seconds later, as weapon and body arrived. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The wind spoke of his assailant’s approach, and Wu Ying parted before the plunging polearm like the breeze itself. Twelve Gales took him backward, kicking off solidified air. He flew away even as the sharpened blade tracked him, the glinting, clear reflection of his own visage staring back at him from the hooked blade that nearly cut off his nose. 
 
    Back. 
 
    The explosion of rock and earth, energy thrown into the air as the figure crashed to the ground with the dagger-axe he wielded. Choking dust arose, obscuring all sight. Wu Ying’s aura caught at the burning heat and sharpened fragments of chi aura that tore out from the point of impact, intent on severing limbs by density and sharpness of the energy, the twisted, burning heat of metal parting in each breath he took. 
 
    Wu Ying’s aura arose, taking sharpened jagged edges in gentle hands of air and pushing them aside, robbing them of angle and ferocity. Shards of earth and metal dropped or split away, the surrounding trees pockmarked and stripped of their leaves by the backblast. 
 
    Then, within the swirling dust, Wu Ying sensed movement. A straight thrust moving so fast that the attacker must have only taken a moment to reorient himself. Wu Ying brought his own blade upward, Dragon strokes the Painting as he parried the attack. Immediately after, Wu Ying transitioned to a counterthrust. 
 
    Around him, his aura sharpened, blades of wind forming and carrying him toward his dust-shrouded opponent. Swirling eddies of wind ran around Wu Ying’s jian, a shrieking tempest that rose even higher and hurt the ears as it approached the other’s weapon. Blade against haft, but the wind buffeted the other weapon, battling against his opponent’s control. 
 
    Before his blade could sink into his opponent’s body, shards of metal from his opponent’s aura exploded. Wu Ying tossed himself sideways, switching to a defensive form as he parried the swirling blades of ill-formed metal. 
 
    They did not stop coming, even as he beat the initial attack. 
 
    Spinning, Wu Ying dodged the attacks, feet impacting a tree. He used it to change directions, charging right back into the fight, blade and cultivation aura battling his opponent’s.  
 
    A further flurry of attacks, neither opponent managing to gain an upper hand. Wu Ying managed to dodge each explosive blow, only to find his counter strikes unable to penetrate the deep layers of swirling metal around his opponent. Even energy projections combined with sword intent were deflected by the sheer density of metal defense his opponent wielded. 
 
    The pair struck at one another, Wu Ying falling deeper and deeper into the fourth forms of the Long family style. Explosive dragon Breath attacks, air walking, qi-blades of wind and sword intent, it all came together. Yet… 
 
    He was losing. For his opponent was stronger, much stronger than he was—more experienced at his various martial techniques and having a deeper pool of Core Formation chi. The difference between the chi tempered from the Core and within his dantian and meridians was stark. Core tempered chi was denser, more easily manageable, and as importantly, unlikely to disperse in the environment as it was expanded. 
 
    Spikes of metal erupted from the ground, dust particles of iron cut through the air in formations, and the heavy polearm sheared through the edges of his jian when they clashed. Only exertions of his sword intent and aura managed to solidify the air between the blade and axe-head of the polearm, pushing it away such that Wu Ying’s blade did not break. 
 
    Around them, the clearing widened. Trees that had stood for decades or even hundreds of years were destroyed. Grass and shrubs were cut apart, the earth rent and tossed. Even the sky above grew tempestuous, as clouds were pulled from afar to gather over them. His formation flags were ripped out of their moorings, tossed aside to reveal what was happening to all those with senses. 
 
    Each second, Wu Ying was pushed backward, his chi depleted. 
 
    The end came when Wu Ying’s blade, chipped and sheared, was shattered upon a descending stroke. A piece cut across Wu Ying’s cheek, tearing skin and bringing with it the first scent of blood. The final blow, barely slowed by the broken blade, fell toward Wu Ying’s upraised visage, the edge catching moonlight and growing in size with each fraction of a second. 
 
    Only to stop a hairsbreadth from Wu Ying’s forehead. 
 
    Time held still, in what seemed to be forever before… 
 
    Gravity pulled on Wu Ying and dumped him on the ground as his initial jerking retreat took over and the winds died. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Well fought,” the voice murmured, his voice distant. Her voice.  
 
    His opponent had backed away after stopping her attack, retreating to allow Wu Ying to recuperate and reorient his mind. The break was welcome, for Wu Ying’s Core was empty. His continual cultivation methods slowly refilled his body as he sat, propped up on his arms. 
 
    Wu Ying regarded his assailant, truly taking her in for the first time. A small tug at his cultivation reserves sent the wind spinning, pushing away the last of the lingering dust. Clad in lamellar armor, dark grey and green, and a helmet with high plumes upon it, she had a long scar crossing one side of the face. A dead eye regarded him as grey hair peeked out of the corner of her helmet. The woman would have been handsome but for the scar, though those eyes were cold and hard as they regarded him. 
 
    Of more interest than her features was the weapon she wielded. The dagger-axe polearm was a single piece of enchanted steel, its body hardened through chi tempering. Even resting upon the ground, its presence twisted the chi flows around it, a sharp, biting sensation pressing upon Wu Ying’s spiritual sense as it neared the weapon.  
 
    “That is a peak Saint-class weapon, is it not?” Wu Ying said.  
 
    There were many reasons for why a weapon would be regarded as another grade higher, from the method of tempering and quality of the weapon itself to its hardness; but at the highest levels, the most important aspect was the way it handled the user’s chi. 
 
    Wu Ying’s weapons were but Spirit-class items. The singular Saint-level jian of his Master’s had been acquired by his Martial Sister, many of the shattered swords Wu Ying had given out replaced by equivalent items. Over his years of wandering, he had been unable to purchase a weapon of greater quality—either bereft of funds or connections when one came up for purchase. 
 
    “Your weapons are pitiful,” his assailant said, flicking a dismissive glance at the broken hilt lying by his side. “A Core Formation cultivator should at the least have a weapon that suits him.” 
 
    Wu Ying shrugged. “My ascension was recent.”  
 
    No reason to lie, not after being beaten so badly. His pride was in tatters, much like his sword. He stood, brushing off his clothing and using his aura to help remove some of the stains. Not all, of course, for some had been ground in. 
 
    “Mmmm… yes. A careless prodigy, shorn from his Sect, uncaring about the natural order of things,” the woman said speculatively. “Teetering on the edge of understanding and still failing.” 
 
    Ignoring the insults, he put his hands together and bowed. “Long Wu Ying greets the elder. May I have the honor of your name?”  
 
    He did not need to ask her for her official identity. Her cultivation base, her aura was familiar to him. The Core Formation cultivator who had listened to his interview, who had hidden inside the Seven Pavilions compound. 
 
    She hesitated, obviously thinking about it. “You may call me Elder Cao.” She flicked her hand, putting away her weapon. “Tell me, what are your intentions for the tournament?” 
 
    “Mmm… none,” Wu Ying said as he switched out his empty scabbard for a filled one, strapping it into place above his robes. “I had hoped to gain a better understanding of the kingdom and make contacts with the wandering cultivators here.” He turned his head toward where the other cultivators slept, noting how some lights had appeared. Their battle, short as it had been, had certainly woken others. “Winning the tournament was a consideration, though I had not intended to bully others with my cultivation.” 
 
    “Then will you fight without putting your full strength on display? Mocking the efforts of my employer?” Elder Cao’s voice grew colder. “Or did you have other reasons for coming?” 
 
    “Like what?” His chin rose, and a hand fell onto the newly reequipped hilt. Not that he expected to win a fight with her, but if she thought he would die easy, she would be mistaken. She had put him on the backfoot their entire fight, but this time, he would be ready. 
 
    “Greed. Demonic sacrifice. Perhaps just plain jealousy?” she said. “After all, you did have an altercation with him the night before.” 
 
    Wu Ying opened his mouth to defend himself then clamped it shut. He stared at Elder Cao for a long time, a niggling feeling running through him as he swept his gaze over her all too relaxed stance. “You don’t really believe that. You know I did not kill him.” 
 
    Elder Cao laughed suddenly before she leaned on her grounded weapon. “Correct. It’s a pity. I had hoped to tease you longer.” 
 
    “Why?” Wu Ying said. “Murder is not a humorous matter, I would think.” 
 
    “Ah, but your reaction to the accusation is.” 
 
    “When did you realize I had nothing to do with it?” 
 
    “Investigator Chu discounted you early on. The location of the actual murder is not one we believe you had access to.” Elder Cao waved her hand around. “After this, I concur.” 
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
    “You might be a genius among geniuses, but even they have an upper limit. Your sword skill is remarkable for one so young, verging on the Heart. Like that child who fights with the spear. However, a single exemplary matter is of no concern. But you are also a Core Formation cultivator and have a secondary occupation—one that, I understand, you have some skill within.” 
 
    “I do, but what does being a Gatherer have to do with this?” 
 
    “It is simple. A single exemplary area can be achieved via training and dedication or by a prodigy who trains little. Two such areas, a genius with discipline. Three?” Elder Cao shook her head. “Three such areas of expertise, as you have? Very commendable. But it would require a once-in-a-generation genius to excel in four professions.” 
 
    Wu Ying frowned, trying to figure out what she meant. Cultivation was obviously one area—being a Core Formation cultivator before thirty marked him as special there. His knowledge of gathering, meager as it might be, was still a broad specialization that many mistook for great depths. And his own martial skill with the blade would be the third. So what fourth profession could she think he required to enact the killing?  
 
    When he moved to speak, she cut him off, continuing. “As it stands, your ability at such a young age places you among some of the greatest prospects to arise in our kingdom.” 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head, thoughts diverted as he realized she might have no reason to tell him about the fourth profession. Perhaps it had to do with that missing sect token? “I am no genius, Elder Cao. I have some minor skill at arms, but I have been beaten by everyone from Cultivator Pan to yourself.” 
 
    “And you feel that your bare couple of decades should allow you to stand on the same stage as myself?” Elder Cao’s eyes gleamed. “I, who have fought in border wars for decades? I, who have reached the rank of youji jiangun[12]?”  
 
    He winced, bowing his head low. “I apologize. I had not meant—” He stopped when her laughter cut through his apology, and he looked up, his eyes fixing on the woman. “You were teasing me again, were you not?” 
 
    “Yes. But your skill for your age is commendable. Your strength as a Core Formation cultivator is pitiful. Wind cultivators like you all have that difficulty.” 
 
    Wu Ying’s eyes narrowed. “You have met others like me?” 
 
    “One—though he never made it to Core Formation. But the archives of the Imperial Army are extensive, and I perused details about his growth.” Darkness flickered through her eyes for a second. “Wind cultivators have a long path, perhaps the longest amongst Core Formation cultivators. You will have to layer your Core multiple times, for the Spirit you grow will test it. A Wind Core is fragile, easy to break in the beginning.” 
 
    “Thank you for your guidance, Senior.” 
 
    She waved away his words, leaving Wu Ying staring at her. She fell silent too, caught up in old memories. 
 
    Finally, he was forced to ask her, “Elder, if there is nothing else…?” 
 
    “Nothing that is relevant to you.” She began to turn away, only to stop and turn back. “One last thing. You may compete, but do not win the tournament. Sharpen your blade and your wiles. Watch for any who might be suspicious.” 
 
    “You believe the killer to still be around?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Wu Ying watched as she strolled away. Just before she disappeared into the dark, he raised his voice once more, curiosity driving the question. “Where was the murder done?” 
 
    “In the compound.” 
 
    And then, she was gone, a single leap taking her into the trees.  
 
    Wu Ying turned his head from side to side, looking over the clearing and all that had been destroyed. Their battle had taken no longer than the time it took for an incense stick to burn, but trees that had stood for a decade were destroyed, leaves stripped, and branches cracked. 
 
    In the end, Wu Ying regarded the waxing moon that stared down from the heavens, impartial to the doings of the cultivators below. Uncaring of their minor intrigues. And he was forced to wonder what else was in store for him and the tournament itself. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Morning the next day. His opponent—Hao Zhi—was a fist cultivator. He stood there, arms wide, waiting for Wu Ying to make a move. His breathing was slow and easy, but so loud that it was as though bellows the size of a mountain were working. Wu Ying watched the man’s feet, the way he moved, and then on a whim, recalling all that had been said, sheathed his sword. 
 
    “What is he doing?” Liu Ping, by the side of the ring, spoke, her voice rising and shrill. “Why is he putting his sword away?” 
 
    “Can I change my bet?” Pan Shui, a short distance away, cried out, turning to the bookie. He was already pulling his hands back and shaking his head.  
 
    Whispers from the crowd, all around. The morning sun cooked Wu Ying’s skin, reflecting off the healthy tan. The smells of fried fish and dough mixed with congee and fresh ginger from the breakfast still being served in the restaurant floated through the air.  
 
    It made him smile. As did the voices around him. 
 
    “Does he not want to win?” 
 
    “Is he that confident?” 
 
    “This is going to be amusing…” 
 
    Wu Ying tuned them out, stalking into the center of the ring. His opponent followed a moment later, his eyes sparking with fury. 
 
    “You mock me, little man. I shall split you apart and make you understand what it means to taunt the Tiger Giant of Lushu.” Hao Zhi’s voice roared before he leapt, unleashing a punch at Wu Ying. “The Earth Trembles!” 
 
    Not a punch. A series of punches. Fast, but not blazingly fast. Wu Ying dodged and slipped, spun around and beneath, his arms flicking up and sideways to block when he needed to do so. Pain blossomed along his arms, bruising him even as he swayed and dodged.  
 
    Like a rockslide, almost impossible to stop, but if you were fast enough, easy enough to dodge. Twelve Gales combined with his close combat movement techniques like the Whispering Wind kicking forms. Down, right hand touching the ground, kicking at a fist. Foot connected with fist, but even on the rebound, his opponent’s hand grabbed his leg. Wu Ying spun, kicking backward and hard as he projected energy and the wind at the Tiger’s face. 
 
    The blast of wind made his opponent fall back, eyes squinting shut. He threw Wu Ying into the air as he flinched, and the wind cultivator spun, riding the air currents to land on the platform. Wu Ying’s leg hurt, the few seconds where the man gripped it leaving bruises. 
 
    Closing was a bad idea then. 
 
    That was also what made this fun. Rather than charge directly at his opponent, Wu Ying ran around the edges of the platform, picking up speed. He used the Heavenly Body technique to lighten his body, making the explosive power of his movements even faster. Mixing in the Whispering Wind kicking techniques, Wu Ying launched his attacks from odd and dead angles as he ran around his opponent, striking at most three times before he retreated. 
 
    Impacts like a sledgehammer striking wood rang out, Hao Zhi’s Earth-chi hardened body receiving the blows well. Strikes that would have broken bone in any other left only red imprints on his bare flesh, even as Wu Ying dodged his opponent by the depth of a paper thread each time. 
 
    This was the game they played. Hao Zhi only required a few unblocked strikes to end this battle. Wu Ying’s Body Cultivation, while hardening and improving his constitution overall, was not focused on durability or strength. Speed, flexibility, agility—those were his tools. 
 
    Again and again, Wu Ying struck, his kicks landing on arms, thighs, ankles, and head. He even managed to strike a few body blows, impacting just under or against floating ribs, driving energy into unprotected kidneys and liver. Those elicited small grunts of pain, but the man he was fighting kept coming.  
 
    More importantly, each moment of triggering his skills was drawing down Wu Ying’s chi levels. And while he might have reserves in his Core, it would be impolitic to use that. Eventually, he made a decision, slowing down and coming to a stop in front of his opponent. 
 
    The man snorted, clashing fists together. “Finally ready to fight instead of running, eh?” 
 
    “Just softening you up.” Wu Ying grinned. “Any good cook knows you need to beat the meat a little if it’s too hard before you begin.” 
 
    “If I am a dish, it will be one you choke on!” Having finished speaking, Hao Zhi lunged, his great strength shattering the stone plates beneath his feet as he threw himself at Wu Ying. “Mountain Breaking Punch!” 
 
    No time to mock the man for shouting his skills. Instead, Wu Ying jumped, meeting the other in mid-air. He led the way with his own leg, flooding his form with chi as he executed his technique. 
 
    Fist and leg impacted, but rather than take the impact directly, Wu Ying allowed his lead foot to fold, borrowing the energy of the impact and pushing to help spin him around. At the same time, Wu Ying extended his other leg as he let himself arc over his opponent’s arm and shoulder. 
 
    The crack of his heel crushing his opponent’s cheek, his point of impact shifting low just before he struck to avoid a killing blow, resounded through the field. An explosive breath exhaled from his opponent, swirling the air around Wu Ying as he began to land. But even injured and stunned, his opponent was moving, an uppercut catching Wu Ying’s thigh. 
 
    Flipped up and over, Wu Ying impacted the floating barrier keeping him in the ring, his body sliding down. One leg was entirely numb with only the barest hints of radiating pain beginning to arise. Wu Ying landed in a crouch, Hao Zhi stumbling around, punch drunk. 
 
    Pushing up on one foot, Wu Ying made to continue the fight when the referee, watching from outside, spoke up. “Halt!”  
 
    Wu Ying froze, then let himself relax, breathing through his nostrils as pain radiated from his thigh—and thank god the blow had not targeted a few cun to the right. Otherwise, his chances of having a family would have been nullified. 
 
    “Cultivator Long would have been thrown outside the ring. As such, he has forfeited this duel!” the referee announced. 
 
    Loud murmurs rose up in objection.  
 
    “Cultivator Hao is not able to fight any longer!” 
 
    “What? No. We saw Expert Long pull his blow to not kill his opponent!”  
 
    “So did Cultivator Meng! Or do you think he’d be standing if his peaches were struck?” 
 
    “Enough!” The voice that rose up crushed all the arguments, though it had no chi infusion. It was just the skill of a man who had contended with arguing cultivators for a long time and knew how to pitch his voice. In this case, the head referee. “The rules of the tournament were laid out at the beginning. Whether or not Cultivator Long could have—or should have—won matters not. He was thrown out of the ring while his opponent is still on his feet.  
 
    “We will brook no challenges to our authority. Those who continue to do so will be dismissed from the competition.” 
 
    As much as the other cultivators might want to argue, none dared do so. After all, honor and a good fight were important, but the prize on offer was more important. At least at this moment. 
 
    At the referee’s gesture, the energy surrounding the barrier was cut off and friends of Cultivator Meng rushed up, gripping him by his arms and leading off the stunned fist fighter. The crushed cheek bone around his face was swelling with fluids and glowing red hot. The moment Cultivator Meng’s feet impacted the earth, another cultivator was pressing an herbal compress to his face. 
 
    “Can you get down yourself?” The referee had approached Wu Ying while he watched his ex-opponent, the man’s gaze on Wu Ying’s injured leg. 
 
    “Yes.” Pushing himself up, Wu Ying sent more chi into his body, ascertaining the damage. Bruised for certain. No tearing though. He would have trouble utilizing it fully, but it was not a crippling blow. On the other hand, even sheathed with his chi and with a solidified wind exterior, the leg he had used to kick his other opponent still throbbed. 
 
    “Then please leave. We must fix the ring before the next match.”  
 
    Wu Ying turned a little, regarding the referee. His tone of voice was guarded, his entire demeanor watchful. Wu Ying sensed the other referees and guards watching him too, obviously wondering if he would throw a tantrum. 
 
    “Of course,” Wu Ying replied, bowing. 
 
    He did not miss the sigh of relief as he limped down the ring. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Teaches me to wager on you,” Pan Shui grumbled, arms crossed as Wu Ying sat, stretching his injured leg out near the rings, watching the other combatants. “You lost me a good ten tael!” 
 
    “I never asked you to bet on me.” 
 
    “No, but I knew how good you were.” 
 
    “Gambling is never a sure thing,” he replied easily. “If it was certain, then it would not be gambling, would it?” 
 
    “Why did you do it?” Gao Qiu asked, having come down from his own battle.  
 
    Currently, Liu Ping was fighting in the farthest ring, her brother watching over her. 
 
    “I thought I’d win,” Wu Ying replied truthfully.  
 
    “You did win,” Pan Shui insisted. “And if that referee—” 
 
    “He made the right call.” Wu Ying sighed. “I should have formed a wind barrier to allow me to push off, but when he hit me, I lost focus.” 
 
    “You could have finished the fight with that kick,” she insisted, shaking her head. “What was that kick anyway?” 
 
    “There’s no full name for it, but it’s part of the sixth form in the Whispering Wind system,” Wu Ying replied. “You know, with any other cultivator, that kick should have been enough to end the fight.”  
 
    “Yes. But you were a fool anyway. Mercy is for the weak,” Kong Lai replied, the female sect cultivator appearing by their sides. “Any who take part in this contest know that they risk their lives. Sacrificing a victory for mercy weakens you.” 
 
    “Unless one’s dao is of mercy and justice,” Shi Fei, behind Kong Lai, added. “After all, the dao is myriad and the Lady Quan Yin has shown us that way too is true.” 
 
    “Hah! She and her kind are an exception. Let those who follow it do so, but they should not be here.” A hand waved around the tournament grounds, her brown robes flapping. “Give alms, tend the sick, pity the poor. But we are warriors. And mercy is for fools and the dead.” 
 
    “Why are you bothering us?” Pan Shui asked, her arms crossing as she glared at the sect cultivator. “I would think you would not desire to lower your status to speak with us wandering cultivators.” 
 
    “Elder Eng has deigned fit to speak with Cultivator Long. And anyway”—she grinned viciously—“I’m to make use of this ring next.”  
 
    Kong Lai jerked her head toward where the ring was just now emptying, the pair of cultivators—dao wielders both—limped off, sporting cuts across their bodies. Nothing too deep, for they had both held back. 
 
    “Who’s your opponent?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “Me,” Liu Jin said, having returned. There was a trace of fear in his voice, though he hid it after a second and nodded to Gao Qiu. “She won. She’s just making friends.” 
 
    Gao Qiu smiled in relief.  
 
    “Come, boy. I want to get this over with quickly,” Kong Lai said, flicking her gaze over Liu Jin before curling her nose. “If you fear being hurt, just concede.” 
 
    Liu Jin bristled, even as the girl strode off.  
 
    Shi Fei raised one crimson-robed hand. “She’s not kidding. I’ve watched her fight. She’s… ummm…” 
 
    “Brutal,” Pan Shui finished the sentence. “We’ve all seen it. Almost a good thing her Elder Brother isn’t here. It’s the sect’s style.” 
 
    The referee called for Liu Jin, and under those troubled words, he hurried over to join the girl in the ring. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Enough!” The voices rose from all around the ring.  
 
    Within, the participants ignored the shouted words as blades clashed and blood dripped. 
 
    “End it!” Gao Qiu called to the referee, who shook his head.  
 
    “No outside interference. Only the participants may end a fight.” 
 
    “She’s killing him!” 
 
    “The rules are the rules.”  
 
    Another blow, Liu Jin’s dao knocked aside. Kong Lai slid in under his open guard, her paired short axes slicing into his body. Liu Jin managed to retreat, dodging the majority of the force of the cuts but not avoiding them entirely. Blood flew through the air as long cuts carved across his body and left arm, with just a singular blast of flame energy keeping her back. The injuries joined a half dozen deeper cuts. 
 
    “Liu Jin! Give it up,” Gao Qiu called. 
 
    “No! I can still fight,” Liu Jin replied.  
 
    Wu Ying winced, for Kong Lai had not slowed in her attacks, charging and blocking his sword with a heavy swing of one axe. She shoulder-charged Liu Jin and hit him hard under his shoulder, bouncing him backward even as he tried to backpedal more. Before he could finish flying, she finished her form by jumping and spinning, bringing down her axe. 
 
    He slammed into the floor, the blade biting deep into his chest, blood exploding from his mouth. He bounced once, then again to lie bonelessly on the dueling ring floor.  
 
    A second, screams of outrage and worry, then the ring’s barrier flicked off and the surrounding group exploded into action. A water cultivator was one of the first to arrive, just behind Wu Ying, who had bandages that he lay on the open wound. 
 
    “Move,” the water cultivator snapped at Wu Ying, shoving his hands aside even as the water cultivator’s hands glowed. “I’ll keep the blood in, but we need him to wake and close his own wounds.” 
 
    Wu Ying leaned back, then backed off even more as he realized an actual healer was arriving. A wood cultivator held forth acupuncture needles that he gestured with, embedding them in Liu Jin’s body with a throw. The injured cultivator’s heart rate dropped, while blood that had been held back slowed as blood flow was cut off. 
 
    “Hold him still. I need to sew these wounds closed,” the healer growled, then looked around. “I also need a Flickering Yang Blood Formation Pill, a Four Marrow Bone Reinforcement Pill, and an Eight Skin Domain Layer Pill.” 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head, not knowing those pills. However, they sounded like basic pills meant for Body Cleansers. He quickly searched his spirit rings and found a couple that might work. Before he could speak, the referee was there, pill bottles in hand. 
 
    “We do not have an Eight Skin Domain Layer Pill, but we have the Yin-Yang Layered Skin Pill.” 
 
    “That’ll do.” The healer pointed at the man’s mouth. “Blood first, then bone. But only when I tell you to.” Hands deep in Liu Jin’s chest, he swore. “She cut his arteries and veins…” Hands plunged into his pouch, a curved needle and string appearing in his hand. He sewed, his wood chi burrowing into the body beneath him to hold vein and artery ends together. 
 
    “You craven worm, you pox-ridden lover of pigs and horses, you demon-infested hag!” Liu Ping was being held back by Gao Qiu and the same fist cultivator Wu Ying had fought earlier, even as Kong Lai looked down her nose and Shi Fei attempted to pull her back. “If he dies, I’ll rip your guts out and feed them to you!” 
 
    “I did nothing more than win,” Kong Lai said. “I warned him before the fight. He should have conceded. Someone as untalented as him is nothing more than trash.” 
 
    “Trash!” Liu Ping surged forward again, a sudden musky scent rising as her cultivation aura ran unbridled.  
 
    Gao Qiu focused, pushing his own aura of water over Liu Ping, attempting to calm her bestial energy she put out.  
 
    “That’s what you and the army think of us, isn’t it?” Liu Ping said. “We know all about the deals you sects make with them. Taking the nobles, the rich who can afford your services!” 
 
    “Enough!” Gao Qiu roared, twisting Liu Ping around. “Your brother lies dying, and you are trying to pick a fight.” 
 
    His words shocked the cultivator, making her shut up. He shoved her again and she stumbled away toward the ring where the healer working on Liu Jin muttered, so softly that Wu Ying only caught it barely. 
 
    “So much drama. He’s a cultivator. A blow like that won’t kill him…”  
 
    The healer’s hands were still flying across the body, finishing up his stitching. The water cultivator who had helped initially had stepped back while the referee hovered, ready to feed pills to the delirious victim. Seeing everyone look over, the water cultivator shrugged as he pulsed his own aura, sliding blood off his skin to splatter on the ground beside him. 
 
    “What? It’s true. If we left him alone, he’d probably die. Maybe if he woke up and managed to swallow some healing pills and use his chi control to aid him. But with us around?” The healer shrugged.  
 
    Wu Ying frowned, turning the man’s words over in his head as he peered at Liu Jin’s wound. As bloody as the wound had been, Kong Lai had not crushed his heart. She might have nicked his lungs and had certainly chopped apart and broken ribs, but those were not immediate life-ending blows. 
 
    His hand came up, touching his chest where he had been run through. His injury had been somewhat similar, though the attack had injured his heart, from what he had been informed. In addition, he had also suffered minor wounds throughout the flight… but even then… 
 
    He watched the water cultivator and healer, the referee, and the way the others reacted to their words. Some looked confused, others contemplative. Perhaps they were exaggerating their lack of reaction, but if so, it was at least calming the crowd. What could have been a disaster and a massive fight had settled. The healer finished his work, and with the aid of the referee and other cultivators, was taking away the injured Liu Jin. 
 
    Lips pressed together, Wu Ying discarded his concerns. For now, he would let their words lie without probing them. It seemed that at least a few others—Gao Qiu included—had reached the same silent conclusion. 
 
    Even so, Wu Ying watched as Shi Fei and Kong Lai were shunned, none willing to speak with them. The muttered words of recrimination brought old grudges to life once more. And Wu Ying had to wonder—how much more drama might there be in this tournament? 
 
    It was, after all, only the second day. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Perhaps it was the wound done to Liu Jin. Perhaps the animosity and the grudges had been there all along, hidden beneath a veneer of courtesy and hospitality. Perhaps it was just coincidence that drove the number of injuries in the second part of the day. There was a savagery, a mercilessness in the second half of the day that had been lacking during the earlier fights. 
 
    “Hmmm?” Gao Qiu replied when Wu Ying commented on it while they waited for their turns, then chuckled. “A little, I guess. But look at the board.”  
 
    Wu Ying turned his head toward where a simple wooden board had been set up. Names had been written on one end where wooden slats were inserted and another, a tally of wins. The board only carried twelve names, but it was enough to tell who the leaders were. 
 
    “I see it,” Wu Ying said. “What of it?” 
 
    “Do you not notice?” Gao Qiu snorted at Wu Ying’s blank look. “Only four have won every single one of their fights.” He mildly glared at Wu Ying. “Might have been five if someone had put in an effort.” 
 
    “Ah…” Wu Ying nodded. “They’re vying for the last spots.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Then Gao Qiu lowered his voice, sounding a little tired. “But there are grudges being settled. It’s… well. It’s tough for us out here, as wandering cultivators. Not many resources, not many jobs. If you take a job from another, well, it’s remembered.” 
 
    “But still better than joining a sect?” 
 
    “Yes.” Gao Qiu nodded firmly. “It might be different in Shen, but here…” He shook his head. “Here, it’s tough. The government guards the roads and all the major settlements, so only smaller villages or traveling merchants need our help. And even then, the pay… well, you remember.”  
 
    Wu Ying nodded, recalling the single tael he had been paid. It was, of course, a decent amount of coin for a merchant, but for a cultivator who needed to buy spirit stones and pills to aid them in their cultivation, it was all too small.  
 
    “So, we all compete for the better contracts when they crop up.” 
 
    “You should all learn to be Gatherers or Herb Farmers then,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    The look he received from Gao Qiu made him smile a little. Even here, most cultivators turned down the job. Not that he blamed them—there wasn’t much money in the growing of most spirit herbs. Especially not compared to the amount of specialized knowledge one needed.  
 
    After all, spiritual herbs weren’t like rice—you couldn’t keep replanting the same plant, only rotating and fertilizing it as needed. Not to say rice farming was easy, but it certainly did not require knowledge of formations, chi flows, or an entire ecology of other plants to balance the overall environment. 
 
    As for Wild Gathering—that was even more specialized. After all, not only did you need to know and differentiate between hundreds of spiritual herbs, but you also needed to be willing to travel in the wilds. Many of the herbs that were most in demand didn’t mature more than once every few years, if not decades. 
 
    “You know, some have tried,” Gao Qiu said absently. “Most of us learn a little bit—just the basics, you know?”  
 
    Wu Ying nodded. It didn’t take much to work out what Spirit Grass was or a Three-Fold Mushroom.  
 
    “But storage, finding people to make the pills afterward…” The older man shook his head. “It’s not easy.” 
 
    For a second, Wu Ying considered his World Spirit Ring. It continued to grow—nearly four and a half fields large now. Thankfully, the amount of work required to keep it running had decreased since he had adjusted what he grew. Now, he had multiple plants that would mature over a timespan of years, leaving him with less day-to-day management. 
 
    Rare Spirit Herbs were arrayed in fields all across his ring, many of them the herbs he required for the medicinal baths he needed to keep his Wind Body improving. Even if the pixiu had said that he needed a dragon’s blood to improve most drastically, that wasn’t something he could rely upon. Rather, he preferred to grind away at the blockages, slowly improving his body further.  
 
    In theory, at some point, Wu Ying would gain a true Wind Body. One that was as much mortal and physical as an aspect of the wind. He would have to master the Seven Winds, soak in the dao of Heaven and Hell. Yet, that method forward required his body to be ready. 
 
    So. Step by step. 
 
    “Why not leave then?” Wu Ying gestured around him. “Surely there are easier countries. Places where it would be easier to grow.” 
 
    “Some do. Some decide it is too much and leave. But for many of us… Zhao is our home. We grew up here. The cities we see, the settlements we visit, they’re familiar. We have friends, some even have family,” Gao Qiu said. “And though some might preach leaving behind the ties to mortality to ascend, the kingdom is not wrong. Too few succeed—and even fewer of us wandering cultivators.” 
 
    “So you form families?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “And associations.” 
 
    “Like the White Flower Merchant Association.” Wu Ying nodded. “And these other cultivators, they’re part of other associations?” 
 
    “Some of them. The Brothers of Bamboo, the Prosperous Two Thousand.” Gao Qiu gestured to a few groups on the edges. “Some are part of ours.” 
 
    Wu Ying ran a hand through his hair, making sure it was in place. So much to learn. A world that was entirely different in a way. Now that his attention had been brought to the matter, he could see and understand the way some of them interacted with one another, the groupings. 
 
    And the way the Brothers of Bamboo were glaring at Gao Qiu and the Prosperous Two Thousand, nearly all of their own people knocked out. Or how a few of the smaller groups, not official associations but friends anyway, stared at the bigger groups. 
 
    “So, what does being in an association do for you all, anyway?” Wu Ying said. “I know you offered for me to join, but you never did elaborate.” 
 
    “Ah! That…” Gao Qiu made a face. “It seems it is my turn. Another time?” 
 
    Wu Ying frowned, since it was not exactly Gao Qiu’s turn. Still, he let the man go. Who knew what mental preparations another needed? Especially as things got more difficult.  
 
    Left alone, Wu Ying let out a huff, then returned to watching the fights. Yet he found himself distracted, the earlier pull of watching individuals train and improve themselves having faded. Now, the fights were more vicious, more desperate—almost like the tournaments in the kingdom of Shen. The tournament was not, at the end of the day, fun.  
 
    Then again, Wu Ying had to admit perhaps he had been the only one who had ever thought of it as entertaining. After all, he was the only one here who did not require the winnings. Who had no intention of making a connection with the Seven Pavilions. 
 
    Realization left him reeling, as the words of the Core Formation Elders clarified. 
 
    He was an adult bullying children. 
 
    Perhaps he might learn something from fighting. But just as likely, he could have learnt as much watching them. Certainly, outside of Pan Shui, none of the others exhibited the Heart of their weapons. His ascension had enforced a division, one that only now he was truly understanding. 
 
    One that, he had to admit, he was ashamed he’d taken so long to grasp. Too long, perhaps, he had considered himself the underdog. And even if he had progressed from being a mere peasant, he still had survived in the shade of those stronger about him. Those who had grown faster than him. Everyone from his martial sister, who had been lauded as a prodigy, to his own best friend, who had formed a Core two years ago. 
 
    “Cultivator Long!”  
 
    The voice pulled Wu Ying from his thoughts, the impatient referee waving to him. He offered the referee a weak wave in reply, scanning the surroundings. Lots of individuals around, but the three presences he was most concerned about were in their usual positions—balcony and compound, respectively. He shrugged and hurried over to the ring, eyes already drinking in his opponent. Well, perhaps he would consider the matter later tonight. 
 
    For now, he would fight. Even a quick glance at his opponent showed that this would not be a challenge—his opponent did not even have proper balance. A favorable duel, one no one would expect Wu Ying to lose. Tomorrow then. It would not be too late to lose, gracefully, tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying walked over to the sect Elders’ table, bowing to them and taking the indicated seat. He felt the eyes of the other cultivators watching him, the quiet questioning of why he was being so honored, but he chose to ignore it. There was nothing he could do about the others, for now. Nor would declining the invitation be in his best interest. Not with the sects being a second potential source of income. 
 
    Having greeted the pair and received his tea and a portion of the snacks arrayed, the group entered into small talk even as the privacy bubble that kept their conversations muted to the outside world was left inactive. They spoke mostly about the weather and rumored incidents in various cities—conscriptions, bandit raids, rumors of demon beast appearances and subjugation. The trio of Core Formation elders and the two silent sect cultivators seated by the side all avoided the topic of the tournament itself. 
 
    Small talk. Wu Ying was grateful enough for it, for the information provided and his probing let him paint a greater picture of the kingdom. For all that the invitation had been extended by both Elders, Elder Tsui was carrying the conversation, with Elder Eng only interjecting occasionally. Elder Eng looked entirely dissatisfied, glaring about Wu Ying occasionally when his impersonal mask fell. However, in time, the talk trailed off and the point of inviting him was reached. 
 
    “Your results in the tournament today were… interesting, Cultivator Long,” Elder Tsui commented leadingly. 
 
    “Having a chance to practice my unarmed styles is not something I can afford to let pass me by,” Wu Ying said mildly. “After all, I do not have sect mates to test my understanding upon.” 
 
    “A tournament is no place for testing! It’s why you lost,” Kong Lai scoffed. “As it stands, you might not even enter the semi-finals!” 
 
    “Ah, but the semi-finals do not count previous wins,” Shi Fei said. “There is strategy to entering not as the chief contender, such that one might face a weaker opponent to start.” 
 
    “Only if they do weaker-to-weaker pairing and not weaker-to-stronger,” Kong Lai said. “Otherwise, he might face me immediately and lose.” 
 
    Elder Eng snorted loudly, making Kong Lai bow her head in sudden contrition. 
 
    “Elder—” she began. 
 
    “You overestimate yourself, always. Just like my disciple… my late disciple…” For a second, Elder Eng’s voice grew faint, before it firmed. “Used to. You think all this is a game, when the path to cultivation is fraught with danger. If you do not learn, you too will die.” 
 
    “I was always better than him,” Kong Lai said mulishly. 
 
    “Fool!” He made a small motion, a chi projection forming and slapping her across the face from his seat. She rocked backward, choosing not to dodge the obvious attack, knowing that doing so would entail greater punishment. “What good is martial prowess when you are stabbed in the back!” 
 
    “I apologize, Elder Eng. I did not think.” 
 
    “Of course you didn’t.” Elder Eng spat to the side. “Useless. My disciple and nephew, killed. You, I’m saddled with because of my youngest sister and her lack of morals.” He shook his head. “What a pitiful existence.” 
 
    Wu Ying kept his mouth shut even as he watched Kong Lai bristle. It seemed that even the smallest pressure had brought out the hidden resentments among the sect members.  
 
    He could not help but remember his time in the Verdant Green Waters, the wrangling for position among certain Elders or the way they lorded it over outer sect members to make themselves feel better about their own lack of improvement in their cultivation base. 
 
    Then again, was this any better? Different certainly, but not better. 
 
    “Did you, Cultivator Long?” Elder Tsui asked. 
 
    “Did I what?” Wu Ying replied. 
 
    “Choose to lose strategically?” He even sounded mildly interested, though Wu Ying assumed most of his words were a distraction. It was certainly what he would do—if he cared about saving Elder Eng’s face[13].  
 
    “I—” Before he could finish, Wu Ying sensed it.  
 
    He spun around, looking over the balcony and following the whiff of blood he had caught. Mostly fresh, a little dried, but too much of it to be a casual injury or a broken open wound. Along with the smell of iron and death was the pulsing grief, the stench of rage and grief and tears. 
 
    As quickly as he had picked up on it, he was nearly too late. The individual involved was moving too swiftly, exploding onto the scene. She ignored the stairs and main entrance, instead leaping straight up to the second floor via the patio deck, hooking an arm around the edge of the floor that jutted out. She used it to vault herself the rest of the way onto the banister, bare feet resting on the arm-width length of wood. 
 
    “Liu Ping!” Wu Ying cried.  
 
    “I’ll kill you!” Liu Ping screamed, her swordbreaker in hand.  
 
    Her legs bunched and pushed against the banister, the wood creaking and shattering. The quad-edged steel rod was aimed to crush, her bestial aura erupting to aid her strike. The entire attack flew past Wu Ying, filled with killing intent and the sum of her energy to home in on Kong Lai.  
 
    Already alerted, Wu Ying was moving, drawing his sword from its sheath and standing. However, sword draws from a seated position, especially in an attempt to protect someone else, were highly inconvenient. It slowed him, for he had to push away from the table, draw, and reach across the distance. 
 
    Too slow. 
 
    “Enough!” The roared word from Elder Eng shook the entire building, making hastily constructed wood creak and whine.  
 
    Newly rebuilt sections trembled, nails popping out and joints stressing and fracturing as the Core Formation cultivator extended his aura. All those around felt their movements slowed, their limbs heavy as though the weight of a mountain had been added to them. Those closest to him were most affected, feeling the full weight of the unleashed aura. 
 
    The crushing strike meant for Kong Lai dipped low, digging into the chair then the floor, shattering the wooden plank. It left only the slightest scratch from the claw-like aura on the target’s leg as it fell.  
 
    Crouched on the banister, Liu Ping collapsed even as the guardrail gave way. It sent her sprawling onto the floor and tottering on the edge of falling off. By dint of rage and stubbornness, she managed to scramble and keep her position. Then, edges of the same bear-bloodline and aura peeking around the pressure and aiding her, Liu Ping pushed upward against the elder’s aura, attempting to finish her attack.  
 
    Wu Ying’s sword, half drawn in an attempt to parry the attack, wavered as the aura combated his own. He felt the earth elemental domain of Elder Eng press upon him, trying to weigh him down. Instinctively, he shed it, letting the aura and the pressure exerted by the elder glide off him. 
 
    What was a mountain but an obstacle to move around? Did the wind care that it stood there, still and imposing? Let it stand, unmoving. It could stay for all the wind cared, for the wind was meant to travel, to see and move and gust. 
 
    Finishing his motion, Wu Ying drew and cut downward near the hilt of Liu Ping’s sword. He struck hard, projecting his own aura and sword intent into the blow and beating the weapon out of straining fingers. Liu Ping’s tie jian[14] fell to the floor with a clatter, even as chairs scraped, and the pair of Elders stood. 
 
    “What kind of foolishness is this? An assassination attempt on my sect member? I shall have your head!” Elder Eng roared. 
 
    “She killed my brother! I’ll kill her…” Liu Ping cried.  
 
    Her rage and grief gave her strength, such that she scrambled for her weapon’s hilt. Only for Wu Ying to step on it, blocking her movements. A second later, Elder Tsui’s fiery aura spread out, focused upon her and drawing a pained grimace.  
 
    “You traitor!” she hissed at Wu Ying even as her tears dripped from reddened eyes. 
 
    “This is not the way, Liu Ping,” he murmured, sheathing his weapon. He felt more eyes watching him now, as many struggled to deal with Elder Eng’s aura, and he moved without concern. He bent down, picking up the swordbreaker. “He died then?” 
 
    “He was killed!” she snarled. “He was fine when I left for my fight. But when I came back, when I came back…” She choked off a sob. “She killed him.” 
 
    “Death in the tournament was always a risk,” Elder Tsui said, but stopped when Wu Ying held up a hand. 
 
    Crouching beside Liu Ping, holding the tie jian in one hand in reverse grip so she could not grab it, Wu Ying raised her head with his other hand, flooding the exterior of her aura with his own, shedding a little of Elder Eng’s and Tsui’s auras to give her some space to move. At the same time, he pushed at her own growling aura, sending calming winds replete with memories of lazy summer days and cloying warmth to mellow her. 
 
    “You said she killed him. What do you mean?” Suspicion in his voice. 
 
    Rather than answer, she sobbed loudly. Collapsing, as though it was only fighting against the auras that had kept her moving. Now, beaten, she had no more energy. 
 
    Wu Ying’s answer came from an unexpected source. The arrival of Elder Cao from the skies, coming down from up high rather than from the compound, was only preceded by a short notice as the winds murmured a warning to Wu Ying.  
 
    “He was murdered. Throat slashed while he lay in bed. We have a second murder on our hands,” Elder Cao said, turning to look at all around and pitching her voice such that it carried not just through the restaurant but across the entirety of the village and the Seven Pavilions compound. “Until such time as we determine who the killer is, those who attempt to leave will be severely punished.” 
 
    Pandemonium at her words. The crowd shouted. Those far away from the Elders released auras, shouting questions, gathering together, and grabbing at weapons. 
 
    Upstairs, the Elders pulled back their auras in respect of Elder Cao. Wu Ying made Liu Ping’s sword disappear into his Storage Ring and he took her in his arms as she cried. Over her head, he looked up, spotted Elder Cao’s troubled gaze, and winced internally. 
 
    Things had gotten even more complicated in this damn tournament. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    “You wanted to see me, Elder Cao?” Wu Ying murmured, standing in the narrow wooden corridor. Even from here, he could smell it—the stench of heart’s blood spilled. He heard the buzz of insects that had come to feast upon the corpse and its discarded remnants. Another building, but so similar to his own in layout. Bare furnishings, just a few fresh cut flowers and paintings all around. 
 
    “Yes. You fought against the Dark Sects in your kingdom, correct?” Elder Cao said, beckoning him closer. 
 
    “Yes, Elder.” 
 
    “Then what are your opinions on this?” She gestured into the room.  
 
    Within, Investigator Chu stood, measuring blood splatters as she crouched on the floor. No one else was in there. Even Elder Cao stood outside—not that the room had that much space. 
 
    Wu Ying inhaled, filtering scents and auras. Liu Jin’s aura was gone, only traces of his presence still present and that, probably, from his stay in the room. Liu Ping’s was much fainter, the sister having likely spent some time within. Hers was mixed with the smell of frustration, rage, and grief; the hormonal balance was stark. None of that came from the corpse though. At a guess, he probably had been killed while asleep.  
 
    There were other cultivators’ essences too. Elder Cao’s, the healer, the investigator, and yes, the Guard Captain. Even Gao Qiu’s was part of the background, as well as maybe… Well. Quite a lot of notes floated through the background, making it hard for Wu Ying to pick them all out. But yes, there definitely was at least one more scent. 
 
    More interesting was the body itself. Liu Jin lay on his bed, his throat slit, the wounds around his chest still bandaged and dark. On the bedspread and along the floor, blood had dripped. But that was not why Elder Cao had called him in. 
 
    No, it was what had been marked on the walls. Words, a drawing. Painted in drying blood, infused with a conception by an artist, but lacking chi. The conception level of artistry – the ability to project an idea or thought or feeling by undertaking one’s art. Just looking at it, Wu Ying felt his soul being attacked, the dark desires painted bringing forth feelings of anger and pride, jealousy and pain. 
 
    Wu Ying hissed, stepping away from the painting and tightening the chi around his body, protecting himself. He looked away, breathing slowly and searching the air for hints of the dark, the bitterness he had come to associate with the chi from the Dark Sect. 
 
    Yet, he could not find it. 
 
    “What do you see?” Elder Cao spoke finally, when the silence kept going. 
 
    “The painting in blood. Whoever is involved—if it’s not multiple people—has gained conception in painting. Whoever killed him, they did it fast, but they took their time while painting,” Wu Ying said. “This, the painting, it’s an attack. A statement.” He sighed. “But I cannot say if it is a Dark Sect member. I am no expert, and there are so many…” 
 
    “No signifiers to you?” 
 
    “If painting in blood can be considered that, certainly. But an individual can be twisted without joining the Dark Sects. And there is no twisting in their cultivation bases that I can recognize left behind,” Wu Ying replied, looking at Investigator Chu and Elder Cao. “Perhaps others might have more to tell you, but that is all I can provide.” 
 
    “Pity. I had hoped you would be more useful,” Elder Cao said.  
 
    “If the Dark Sects were that easy to root out, they would not be such persistent thorns in our existence, would they?” Wu Ying said. “Even the major clues I know came from the corrupted orthodox members rather than the Dark Sect members themselves.” 
 
    The Elder glared at Wu Ying, obviously unused to being chastised. Both the Guard Captain—standing outside—and Investigator Chu looked at Wu Ying with horror and surprise, that he would dare speak back. Nagging suspicion flowed across both their faces, but Wu Ying ignored it. 
 
    Instead, he continued. “I’m surprised you asked me here. Asking a suspect for their opinion is not normal procedure, no?” 
 
    “Between our conversation last night and the timing of this death, we are certain you are no longer a suspect.”  
 
    “When did he die?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “Between the fourth and seventh hour after the midday sun reached its zenith,” Investigator Chu said. “I will, I hope, be able to ascertain a more accurate timescale soon.” She was eyeing the drying blood; lips curled a little.  
 
    “So accurate?” Wu Ying exclaimed, surprised. 
 
    “We spoke to Liu Ping and the healer, confirming when they left Liu Jin alone and when he was found again. That made for a very narrow window.” Elder Cao was frowning as she spoke, looking a little dissatisfied.  
 
    Wu Ying could not help but ask, “What is wrong? Beyond the obvious murders.” 
 
    For a second, Elder Cao pursed her lips, casting a glance at the other guardsman. At the Guard Captain’s nod, she continued. “These actions, they do not make sense. So many of you were visible at the tournament, it will make our job easier. On top of that, this death…” She shook her head. “It is nothing like Cui Wen’s.” 
 
    “Perhaps they stopped hiding?” Wu Ying said tentatively. 
 
    “Or are trying to cast blame on another,” Elder Cao replied. 
 
    Wu Ying nodded. He had no answer to that. 
 
    “Will you aid us?” Elder Cao said. When he looked surprised, she gestured to the Guard Captain Teng Fei. “You were at the tournament, watching. Tell us who you saw, when you saw them. We will be corroborating every witness statement. Even if they expect us to do so…” 
 
    “It can still provide information,” Teng Fei finished. 
 
    “Of course. Anything I can do,” Wu Ying replied. 
 
    Elder Cao gestured, dismissing him and Teng Fei. The pair filed away, the Captain leading the way, moving with a slow, ponderous gait that seemed weighed down by the deaths. 
 
    Wu Ying could only hope that no more deaths would occur before they located the killer. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gao Qiu was waiting for Wu Ying in his own temporary residence when he finally made his way back. Wu Ying led the other to his room, and before he could even provide tea or snacks, the other man was speaking. 
 
    “Why did they call you in?” Gao Qiu asked suspiciously, leaning against the wall leading to the corridor, the thin wooden door shut beside him. 
 
    “They wanted my input on the body,” Wu Ying replied. “They believed I might have some knowledge about it because of the… well, state of the room.” He was uncertain how much the Elder might want him to speak on it. Not that he expected the details to stay hidden for long—cultivators were notorious gossips after all. It had something to do with the need to talk about cultivation systems, to explore daos and concepts and argue about things that made them rather talkative. 
 
    “I saw Liu Jin’s body,” Gao Qiu said softly. “I heard Liu Ping scream, so I came out of my room. I caught only a glimpse of her before she dashed out, and I went to look in on Liu Jin afterward. I saw the… painting.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded. “Then you can see why they thought it might be the doings of a Dark Sect member.” 
 
    “Or demonic cultivator.” 
 
    “No.” Wu Ying shook his head. 
 
    “What do you mean? Only a demon would paint that, with another’s blood!” 
 
    “Demonic cultivators find it very hard to hide, especially when utilizing their chi.” Wu Ying’s memory flashed back to his own encounter with the demonic Core cultivators whilst rescuing his martial sister. “They might be able to hide a little, but when they make a statement like that, they would not be able to hide their twisted cultivation. There was no hint of the demonic in the painting or the room. Or the village.” 
 
    “Then what? You think someone is trying to throw suspicion away?” Gao Qiu said, pushing off the wall. “What for? Why kill both a sect cultivator and Liu Jin? What’s the point of it all?” 
 
    Wu Ying shrugged. “I think if you could understand that, you would know who the killer is.” His lips twisted in a rueful smile. “Though I think whoever did the killing made a mistake.” 
 
    “Why?” Gao Qiu said. 
 
    “Because most of us were at the tournament,” Wu Ying said. “The Guard Captain and Elder Cao were confirming alibis when I left, cross-referencing eyewitness reports. It should not be hard for them to work out who was the killer, using that.” 
 
    “Ah.” Gao Qiu frowned. “Who is Elder Cao?” 
 
    “She’s the…” Wu Ying shrugged. “The Core Formation Elder watching over the tournament.” 
 
    “You met her?” Gao Qiu said, looking surprised. “I thought she was staying within the compound?”  
 
    No surprise that he had noticed. It was not as though Elder Cao was hiding her spiritual presence. Even as light as she let it rest upon the surroundings, anyone with any awareness would have felt it. Unlike Wu Ying and the other Elders, who had their own auras retracted, Elder Cao’s blanketed the surroundings in subtle warning. 
 
    “I did. Last night,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “What is she like?” 
 
    “Old. An ex-general. A guerilla general, to be exact.” Wu Ying shook his head. “Important and strong. Probably in the upper tiers of Core Formation stage. She also wields her weapon well. But she seems to take her job seriously.”  
 
    “Is she just here for the tournament then?” Gao Qiu asked. 
 
    Wu Ying shrugged. 
 
    “Of course. It is not as though she would tell you.” Gao Qiu bit his lower lip, worrying one corner. 
 
    “What is it? Why are you worried about her?” 
 
    The other cultivator shook his head. “No. I’m not worried about her. Not really…” Seeing the doubtful look on Wu Ying’s face, he shrugged. “The generals of the guerilla divisions? The divisions themselves? They’re the ones who handle or deal with wandering cultivators the most. They’re not well respected in the army or kingdom either, since they’re all considered outcasts and irresponsible. 
 
    “They’re also the ones tasked with hunting down and killing rebels when they are found.” 
 
    Wu Ying fell silent, turning over the information. The White Flower Merchant Association. The number of wandering cultivators here. Gao Qiu’s words and his actions. The way the sects vied for Wu Ying’s attention, skirting around the rules. 
 
    “You think she might still be working for the army,” Wu Ying relayed the first of his conclusions. 
 
    “Yes. And though we haven’t broken any laws here…” Gao Qiu shrugged. “The kingdom is always watching over these tournaments.” 
 
    “As expected,” Wu Ying murmured. “No?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s always dangerous to come.” 
 
    “Yet you did.” 
 
    “Well, of course.” Gao Qiu offered a tight half-smile. “Liu Ping wanted to compete. And the prizes—” 
 
    “Were never something you expected to win,” Wu Ying said, remembering his words weeks ago. “In fact, you coming here was never about the tournament. And while you’ve been meeting with others, you do so while speaking with multiples. To make connections, not to socialize. You haven’t been buying anything much either…”  
 
    As he spoke, Wu Ying realized how suspicious the man’s actions had been. Gao Qiu’s whole team, in a way. They had hung out with Wu Ying, but why him? Why even come to a tournament you never expect to win? Prestige perhaps, recognition; but then would they not have tried harder?  
 
    “Why did you come, Gao Qiu?” More remembered conversations, the man’s intention to set-up a relationship with him for the Association. Anger, slow to build like the wind, began to blow. “What is the Association, really?” 
 
    “This might not be the best time.” Gao Qiu shook his head. “We can discuss this later.”  
 
    He turned to the door, only for Wu Ying to pulse his aura. Not cold but warm, like the South Wind. Not yet blazing hot like the west. Gao Qiu dropped his hand from the door handle, turning back to face Wu Ying’s displeased expression. 
 
    “Who or what is the White Flower Merchant Association, Cultivator Gao? What did you try to drag me into?”  
 
    “I wasn’t going to draw you into anything that you did not understand,” Gao Qiu said defensively. “I was going to explain fully.” 
 
    “Explain what?” 
 
    “We’re patriots. Looking to do the best for our kingdom. We believe that the current system favors the rich, the nobles, and the king too greatly. It forces everyone to join the army, to serve them—whether they are worthwhile to be served or not,” Gao Qiu said in a rush, chin rising stubbornly. 
 
    “You’re rebels.” 
 
    “We are patriots. We serve the true kingdom—the people!” 
 
    Wu Ying stepped back and gestured toward the door. His temper, his anger, he was not sure he could control it if the other stayed. Too many secrets – and secrets killed. “I’ve heard enough. You should go.” 
 
    “Is that it? You’ll just dismiss our plight? Is that your dao then? To watch others suffer and do nothing about it? Not very heroic,” Gao Qiu said, clearly incensed by the abrupt rejection. “Are you going to turn us in?” 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head. “I have no desire to get involved in your kingdom’s politics. Your secret is safe with me. As for my dao…” He looked off into the distance before he continued. “I know little enough of your kingdom to ascertain who is right or wrong. Who am I to interfere in your world?” 
 
    “Another wanderer on the path! Will you look away from those in need just because their plight is not yours? Will you choose to withhold your hand because they are strangers? Of course you will. That’s what you all do.” Gao Qiu snorted. “I should never have expected better.” 
 
    “You speak as though the choice is obvious.” Wu Ying glared. “I might have reservations about your kingdom’s system but aiding a group I know nothing about seems just as foolish. You could be demon worshippers, Dark Sect cultists, or just heretical cultists with a tendency to banditry.” 
 
    “How dare you! You’ve spent days with us, and you think we would do that?”  
 
    “That’s the point. I don’t know you all well enough. I just learned you’re rebels. What else are you hiding?” Wu Ying snapped. “Your lies might have been necessary, but they were lies. A few days means nothing, when Dark Sect cultivators spend decades being good and loyal cultivators, only to betray and kill and kidnap!”  
 
    Gao Qiu’s eyes widened, and he shrank back with each sentence. At the end, he exhaled sharply, realization that perhaps his usual guilt tactics might not work against someone who had dealt with Dark Sect traitors in the all-too-recent past.  
 
    “I see. I won’t bother you any further then.” He pulled the door open, turned around with his hand still on the door, and frowned at Wu Ying, his voice lowering. “You know, you might have seen the worst of cultivators, but if it blinds you to the best of us—then your enemies have won even more than you think.” 
 
    Before Wu Ying could reply, the door shut, leaving him alone in his room. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Standing in the ring, Wu Ying stared at his opponent. Wielding a pair of maces, the man kept casting glances around, paying attention not just to Wu Ying but the referees and audience. Not that he was the only one. The entire village was subdued today, the merchants clustered closer together along the main path, wandering cultivators moving in groups.  
 
    At the invitation of the Pan sisters, Wu Ying had joined them to traverse the way to the dueling rings, braving the glares and suspicious looks the other cultivators turned on them. Strangers all, they were the obvious suspects.  
 
    As expected, rumors about what had happened to Liu Jin had spread, no matter what kind of restrictions Elder Cao and Teng Fei might have placed. Now, everyone knew not only about the second death but the bloody painting. Rumors had sprung up, brought to Wu Ying by the wind, of even more paintings found, though the lack of blood in the air spoke to the untruth of that. 
 
    “Begin!” the referee’s voice rang out, dragging attention back to the ring.  
 
    The mace wielder blinked, looking abashed, and made his salutations, his words echoed soon after by Wu Ying. 
 
    A flicker of movement, then the man ran forward, casting himself in a spinning vortex of bashing, thumping weaponry. He moved in a circular form, constantly turning as each attack was blocked, rotating himself and Wu Ying in a spiral around the ring. 
 
    Gasps of amazement rang through the surroundings as partway through the initial clash, small globs of water formed around Wu Ying’s opponent. Brushing up against one of the globs of water had Wu Ying hissing, for it felt like contacting vicious acid, leaving his arm throbbing and smarting. 
 
    Rather than stay close to his opponent, Wu Ying infused the surroundings with his own chi, exploding it outward into a brief gale. Using the distraction and the dust kicked up that forced his opponent to cover his eyes, Wu Ying backed off, his sword rising to project sword intent to buy time. 
 
    “Acid orbs…” Wu Ying commented. “What a unique elemental form.” 
 
    “My family’s style and dao is of acid and dissolution, of cleansing and destruction,” the wandering cultivator boasted, even as he charged. “I’ll crush and mash you, until you are nothing more than paste!” 
 
    “We shall see…”  
 
    Wu Ying met the man’s charge with his sword, cutting high and low, weaving a flashing defense. He used reverse parries, cutting against the backend of the swings or catching the strikes at an angle to push maces aside. A dao wielder with their wide, cutting sabers might meet ferocity with ferocity, attempting to overwhelm their opponent with strength alone. But Wu Ying carried the jian and would not take such an obstinate form. 
 
    Subtlety and grace to meet ferocity. Open voids and positioning to ensure his opponent’s second weapon could not reach him, not without losing time and power, as they turned and twisted, as weapons were sent off-line. 
 
    Pick at the open gaps, when arms crossed, when body turned and spun, cutting lightly. Water might be malleable and change to fit myriad containers, but it was still a liquid. It was slow and strong compared to the wind. For where water moved to take up space, air just compressed in on itself.  
 
    Let water be present in air, let it exist beside him. For Wu Ying need only move around it, like the breeze itself, flowing away just before it touched him, always just a little farther away. Allowing water to chase him, even as he took pieces off the other. 
 
    Wu Ying’s eyes glinted as the battle frenzy took him over, as he danced with his opponent. He controlled his aura, tamped down the amount of energy he put into his attacks, prolonging the fight as he drifted around the stage. 
 
    Conserve energy, conserve chi. Fight with the least amount of energy needed, dance on the edge of his opponent and try to find the Heart of his weapon. The sword was a weapon of finesse, of elegant solutions to savage problems, a sharp compromise between civilization and the barbarian.  
 
    Eventually, the multiple cuts, the ever-increasing number of wounds slowed his opponent, forcing him into greater and greater errors. Robes were torn, sleeves shredded and stained by dripping blood. Energy drained, wasted as it was splashed about the ring with ever widening, desperate motions.  
 
    Wu Ying drifted to a stop, sword leveled at his opponent’s throat. 
 
    “I concede,” his opponent said, his eyes burning with resentment. He shut them for a second, the drifting trio of acidic orbs returning to his body and splashing against open wounds. They mixed with blood and open cuts before disappearing, the opponent only allowing the smallest hiss of pain to escape from his lips as flesh burnt and boiled, but wounds were burnt shut. “I have not the skill to beat you, nor the reserves to wear yours down.” 
 
    “Thank you for the pointers,” Wu Ying replied. 
 
    “Hah!” The man snorted. “I should thank you. Damn sword prodigies…” 
 
    Turning, the water cultivator stomped away, putting his paired maces back in his belt. His friends ran over, some murmuring angrily about the dishonorable way Wu Ying had fought. Some muted clapping occurred, even as bettors grabbed their wooden slips to receive their payout. In the corner, Gao Qiu broke away from those he spoke with, moving to another group. Before the crowd’s dissatisfaction could grow, the bell sounded, alerting all of a new drama. 
 
    Because of course there was more drama. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The village square, almost opposite where the rings had been set up, on the other side of the makeshift settlement. That was where they found the prisoners.  
 
    Three men on their knees, enchanted manacles glinting around their hands as they were forced to bow their heads whilst trapped by the wooden pillory[15]. Each cultivator bore a long rectangle of wood, where his head and arms were fastened side by side, forcing the cultivator to carry the weight of the entire ensemble on his shoulders and neck. 
 
    Beside the prisoners in their heavy cangues, the Seven Pavilions guards stood. However, the mostly mortal guards were not the major reason the three wandering cultivators were not attempting to break free—chi-flow hampered or not—but the final figure of Elder Cao in her armor. 
 
    Many of the wandering cultivators who had gathered at the ringing of the bell were watching the Elder with ill-disguised unease. Her aura had blanketed the surroundings all this time, but this was the first time many had actually seen the Core Formation cultivator. After all, her entrance into the restaurant had been brief and without fanfare. That she wore her helmet and armor in full and stared around impassively added to her intimidation factor. 
 
    Low conversations dominated the group, even as Wu Ying reached the edge of the crowd. He briefly considered his options before making his way to Pan Shui and her sisters, a wide gap around them and the rest of the cultivators. Next to them, but not too close, was the northern archer and the fisherman, the pair of men obviously uncomfortable near the sisters. Wu Ying noted, idly, that Gao Qiu was present, having been joined by a pair of White Flower Merchant cultivators Wu Ying had noticed before, though Liu Ping’s absence was notable. 
 
    “What is going on?” Wu Ying asked the ladies. 
 
    Pan Yin shrugged, placing a hand on her younger sister’s arm before she could speak up. “We don’t know. We’re all here because of the bell.” 
 
    “And them,” Pan Shui said, nodding toward the prisoners. 
 
    “And them,” echoed Pan Yin. 
 
    Wu Ying turned to regard all those about, breathing deeply as he drew in the scents of those around him. He remembered what Elder Cao had asked of him and took extra care to pay attention, memorizing locations and faces.  
 
    Just in case another body turned up. 
 
    “We told you, no one leaves.” Elder Cao’s voice cut through the hubbub, shutting down conversations. “Until the perpetrator of the murders is found, any who leave will be considered to be obstructing a royal investigation and punished accordingly.” 
 
    Voices rose, but Gao Qiu’s was the loudest of them all. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “The punishment is to be held here, in the cangue, for thirty days. Then five years conscription with the army,” Elder Cao replied. 
 
    “Five years!” Gao Qiu looked at the three cultivators, two of which were in their mid-thirties and the last in his early twenties. They all bore some familial resemblance in the hair and eyes. It was obvious Gao Qiu noticed that too, for he raised his voice. “You can keep his father and the other one, but the youngster—five years as a conscript will mean he’d lose any chance of growing further. How is that fair?” 
 
    “It is not a matter of fair, but the law,” Elder Cao replied. “They had a duty to stay and aid us in the investigation. And they chose to shirk that duty. This is just punishment.” 
 
    “Just.” Gao Qiu almost spat the word, but at the look Elder Cao turned on him, he quieted down.  
 
    That the other wandering cultivators looked unhappy at what she had pronounced was perhaps Gao Qiu’s only safety. Still, Wu Ying was surprised he had dared speak out. Then again, if he did not, how would Gao Qiu recruit for his cause? Rebels who did not rebel were just loud curmudgeons. 
 
    Politics. Wu Ying scoffed internally as he listened. 
 
    Elder Cao continued. “They will be forced to stay here, under guard. Let this be warning to all of you. And if you fear delays in your continued… wandering, I recommend you speak with the Guard Captain and the investigator.” 
 
    Having spoken her mind, the Elder stepped upward, a sword appearing beneath her feet and carrying her back to the Pavilion. Wu Ying tracked her leaving, turning her words over in his mind. 
 
    “The Sect Elders did not come,” Pan Shui murmured. 
 
    “So?” Pan Yin, the middle sister, replied. 
 
    “Just an observation.” 
 
    “Do you think they’ll cancel the tournament?” Pan Shui frowned in deep thought. When her sisters and Wu Ying turned to stare at her, she shrugged. “What? I can’t solve the murders. But I did come here for the tournament. It’d be a shame to come all this way and not win any prizes.” 
 
    “Probably not,” Jochi, the archer said, crossing his arms as he approached the group. “Southerners are too stubborn to change their minds. And the Seven Pavilions still needs someone to marry their daughter off to.” He grinned, rubbing his chin. “I’m looking forward to the dinner.” 
 
    “Dinner?” Wu Ying said, puzzled. 
 
    Pan Shui snorted. “For the shortlist. It’s tonight.” Her eyes narrowed. “How did you not know this?” 
 
    “I’ve been… distracted.” Wu Ying gestured at the three cultivators and their guards.  
 
    The group grimaced, even as the remainder of the wandering cultivators dispersed, heading back to the rings to fight or to gossip. There was a lot to talk about. 
 
    “Well, it sounds like we should see if we have a chance being on this shortlist,” Pan Yin said, smiling tightly. “I’ve heard the dinner will be pretty good.” 
 
    “Good? I hear they searched a half dozen counties to find the chef who will be cooking the meal tonight.” Pan Shui said, waving her hands. “If you breathe deeply, you can smell the ducks and pigs being roasted, the rice and fish that is being steamed, and the vegetables they are prepping.” 
 
    “Like your food, do you?” Wu Ying replied, though he smiled a little as he breathed deeply. He could taste it on the wind, the dishes already being cooked. He heard the noisy cooks prepping vegetables and meats, washing rice and crushing soybeans to prep the tofu. 
 
    “I’ve seen you eat.” Pan Shui waved a finger under his nose. “Too bad you might not make it.” 
 
    “It will be what it will be,” Wu Ying replied, shrugging unconcernedly. While the meal would be pleasant, the potential for complex political problems or awkward social situations seemed to increase exponentially with each death. 
 
    Knowing that, well… 
 
    Good food could always be found everywhere. 
 
    “Well, hopefully you will join us in the final eight,” Pan Shui said. “It won’t be a real tournament if the best don’t fight.” 
 
    Even the archer nodded at those words, leaving Wu Ying to grin weakly. Together, by unspoken decree, the group turned to head back toward the rings. If more than one of them cast a glance back at the captured and pilloried cultivators, they did not speak of it. Nor did Wu Ying mention the presence of the three White Flower Merchant Association members, arguing silently amongst themselves as they shot glances at the prisoners. 
 
    Trouble brewing there. Definitely. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying stared at himself in the mirror, adjusting the fit of his robes. He let his fingers dance across the dressing room table as he looked at the multiple storage rings he had set down. A half dozen, each of them thin and nondescript, made of jade, gold, and silver and all humming with the power and dao contained within them. 
 
    Only a single ring had not left his fingers as he took his bath. His World Storage Ring never left his presence, for the danger of owning such an item continued to haunt him. He had broken with his Master once, to keep hold of it. Now, after years of use and the slow, careful feeding of his own chi and biomatter, it had grown. 
 
    Over the past few weeks, Wu Ying had noticed a subtle increase. Where it had moved perhaps a single cun[16] each day before, now, a full foot might be added on the borders. That might not seem fast, but when it was added to the entirety of the borders in all directions, the expansion saw him owning a significant parcel of land. 
 
    Pushing his chi and awareness into the ring, he hovered over his land in his mind’s eye, like a stern god staring down upon the quiet, manicured land. A touch of his energy here and there, the shifting of plants or guidance of water flows kept the trapped energy moving in an endless cycle. 
 
    Insects buzzed in the distance, snails ate leaves, and earthworms moved deep in the soil. Wu Ying could see it all, sense it all, his mind and soul infused into his domain. Yet, there on the edges, the last tens of feet, it felt different. Less vibrant. Not just bare of grass and insects, but also the chi thinner.  
 
    For a short period, Wu Ying considered what he had learned. Then understanding poured into him and he pulled at the formations, the energy pouring into the ring. He adjusted the ring instinctively, slowing the rate of growth of the world. Grow too far, too fast and the careful balance of vegetation and insects would come crashing down. He knew then that he had to spend more time, add more dirt, more vegetation to compost and herbs and trees to ground the land. Even water, to ensure the entire thing was appropriately humid. 
 
    “Why is it so complex?” Wu Ying grumbled to himself.  
 
    He still did not understand why anyone would want to steal this. Sure, it was useful for growing rare herbs and roots, for having a consistent supply of common plants like Spiritual Herbs. But it required so much time and care, knowledge of how to balance everything out, of what fauna to seed, when to rotate specific plants and where to; all of it to balance the natural chi ecosystem. 
 
    Filtering quickly through the ring, Wu Ying made a few adjustments before pulling his senses back into the real world. Over the course of his travels in the kingdom of Shen, he had tried to find more information about World Spirit Rings. No surprise that he had found little, what with their rarity as well as their specialized uses. If there was any information about the Rings, they would be within the libraries not available to visiting cultivators like him. 
 
    Dismissing his frustration, he finished getting dressed. After stretching a little, he strapped on a sword and left his room. Outside, he found Pan Shui waiting in front of his room, dressed in a purple and red silk dress, the large triangular headdress of her people on her head. This was a new one, suitable for a formal dinner. Detailed embroidery ran along the edge of the headdress, similar to the embroidery along her dress. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Wu Ying said, his hand on the hilt of his sword. 
 
    “Do you expect me to go unaccompanied?” Pan Shui said, her youthful face breaking into a wide smile. “Elder sister said that I needed you to chaperone me and keep me in check.” 
 
    Wu Ying frowned. “And you always listen to your elder sister?” 
 
    “Normally, no.” Pan Shui grinned unrepentantly. Then she sobered immediately, her face growing serious. “But normally, people aren’t dying in their sleep or being murdered from behind.” 
 
    “A lot of trust in me.” He nodded toward Pan Shui’s room. “When we’re the most likely culprits.” 
 
    Pan Shui snorted. “The Verdant Gatherer? A demonic cultivator who kills for pleasure?” She shook her head. “Unlikely.” Her voice dropped, her eyes glinting with humor. “Anyway, I’m carrying my spear. And if I die, my sisters will hunt you down anyway.” 
 
    Wu Ying looked her up and down, not seeing the spear. 
 
    “You’re not the only one with a spirit ring.” 
 
    “You know, you’re not making a good case for me to be your companion.” 
 
    She grinned cheekily then fluttered her eyelashes, the movement and look on her face making her look no older than a twelve-year-old. 
 
    “Just stop.” He shuddered and she laughed before he waved her to the staircase. “Come on, let’s go. We don’t want to be late.” 
 
    “Definitely not. They might start dinner without us!” 
 
    “I really need to introduce you to a friend of mine.” 
 
    “Oh, is he a good fighter too?” Pan Shui said. 
 
    “Yes. Nearly as good as me,” Wu Ying said. “He also enjoys eating.” 
 
    “Really? Tell me more.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Entrance to the Seven Pavilions compound was through the once-barred main gates. The gate guardians looked carefully at Pan Shui and Wu Ying, verifying that they were two of the eight contestants meant to join the dinner, before they stepped aside, waving the pair within. 
 
    They walked in together on paving stones, the path lit by numerous paper lanterns. Potted plants and stone praying urns were alongside the walkway. Within the compound itself, Wu Ying spotted a half dozen buildings: the stables and wagon storage to the left, huge warehouses set along the same axis, with residences, a cafeteria, and a training ground on the right. Dominating the center though was the main hall, both the residence and bureaucratic center for the Seven Pavilions merchant center and the family that ran it. 
 
    Servants drifted along the surroundings, some hurrying back and forth with plates of food and refreshments, guiding guests, or finishing last minute tasks. Clad in simple grey and brown robes, the servants blended into the surroundings. The cultivators and the members of the Seven Pavilions group were all in the main building itself, which was where a servant guided Wu Ying and Pan Shui. 
 
    Rather than the flickering lights of candles and oil lamps, the interior of the mansion was illuminated by the use of spirit stone lamps. They provided a steadier glow, bathing the luxurious surroundings of the mansion so that the many details, from flower garlands and red silk hangings, were easily noticed. Along with that, the merchants had added exquisite wall hangings and paintings to the walls. 
 
    Passing through the outer buildings, the pair were led into the central courtyard of the mansion where the guests were currently congregated. On the opposite end from the entrance, the doors leading into the massive dining room where they were to be seated and sup were thrown open, the gleam of fine porcelain cups and dining ware spotted among the moving throng. 
 
    Wu Ying breathed deeply as they strode within, sorting through scents automatically. Plum blossoms—out of season, but still present thanks to chi formations to aid their growth—and fragrant flowers dominated the background, while the delectable smells of deep-fried finger foods and thinly wrapped rice rolls of vegetables surrounded them, all mixed with the aroma of open containers of wine. 
 
    “Cultivator Pan, the Director of the Third Northern Bureau would like to have a word with you.” The servant had made his way over the moment the pair had entered.  
 
    When Pan Shui looked at the servant, he gestured a little to where an older gentleman stood, speaking with another pair of men. He was dressed in a set of understated merchant robes, the darker blue and yellow a sharp contrast to some of the more flamboyant styles present. 
 
    “Of course.” Pan Shui’s lips thinned a little, but she turned to Wu Ying, bowing to him. “Remember, no leaving without me! But I do need to speak with him. The director is a family friend and handles most of the trade. Making a good impression will help the village.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded, understanding. While the kingdom itself was different, being on good terms with the merchants who arrived in one’s village was not that unusual. The chief of Wu Ying’s and Wu Ying’s father were always certain to ensure merchants were comfortable when they visited, for otherwise, their village might be taken off the trade route. In so doing, the village would have a hard few years until a new merchant decided to exploit the village.  
 
    Even then, it would take a few more years before the merchant understood the idiosyncratic needs of the village, from specific wood carvings and literature preferences to taste in wine and tea leaves. Not that Wu Ying had experienced the changeover of merchants himself, but his father had complained often enough of an incident when Wu Ying had been a toddler. 
 
    “I’ll… find someone to speak to,” Wu Ying said, waving her off.  
 
    Wu Ying let his gaze dance across the room, spotting the pair of sect Elders and their disciples off in one corner. The disciples might have normally been socializing, but recent events obviously saw them less enthused than normal.  
 
    Along with Shi Fei and Kong Lai, nearly all the other cultivators who had managed to make it to the quarterfinals were there—from the confident northern archer Jochi to Wu Ying and Pan Shui. Liu Ping was notably absent, but he doubted many felt that was an issue. 
 
    Elder Cao stood by herself, off in the farthest reaches of the courtyard, sipping on a drink. Teng Fei, the Guard Captain, was mingling among the various merchantmen, dressed not in his armor like the Elder but in civilian robes. He seemed to be politely enjoying himself, putting on a façade of studied interest. 
 
    It was the presence of Investigator Chu that surprised Wu Ying. Sufficiently enough that he made his way to her, catching her under the boughs of the tree where she had isolated herself.  
 
    “Are you a guest or on duty?” Wu Ying asked as he stepped under the tree too. 
 
    His words caused the young woman to jump, spinning in place a little and letting her hand drop to her sheathed short sword. “How did you notice me?”  
 
    “Ah, so the formation was meant for you and not just the tree. It’s a pitiful one, if so.” Wu Ying gestured down toward the crossed flags. “It would not work on any but the weakest cultivator…” Then he snorted. “But of course, you are used to dealing with mortals alone, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” the investigator answered reluctantly. She looked down at her formation. “That merchant swore to me that this would be effective even against cultivators.” 
 
    “Did you define what level?” Wu Ying said. When she shook her head, he nodded. “It’s one of the things new cultivators learn to ask. In either case, it wouldn’t matter. Unless you were powering the entire formation with a Spirit Stone, formations like these require knowledge to set up. You need to take account of the local environmental chi flow and need to be integrated into it using your own chi. Not doing so, it’ll mean the formation is all too limited.” 
 
    The investigator nodded. “You know much about formations then?” 
 
    “A little. It’s part of my training as a Gatherer and farmer. There are herbs that need formations built around them, fields and greenhouses that have to be cared for. That kind of thing.” Wu Ying paused, then added, “I also took some general classes, so that I could understand the common use of formations.” 
 
    “The army runs such courses too,” the investigator said sadly. “They don’t bother with such for the guards though.” 
 
    “Or even train you to break through your first meridian,” Wu Ying said disapprovingly. 
 
    “It’s not necessary for our duties,” she parroted some long ago authoritarian with distaste. Then she smiled a little. “If I manage to solve this case though, Elder Cao has promised to put in a word for me. Those with good references can often receive dispensation to purchase the pills needed to cultivate.” 
 
    “You have a manual?” Wu Ying said, a little surprised. 
 
    “I received one from Investigator Dee while in his service. But I fear I have no talent in it,” Investigator Chu said, offering a sad shrug.  
 
    Wu Ying eyed the woman again, noting the slight lines across her eyes, the fold in her neck. She was not old, but certainly not young. On the other hand, he found it hard to judge her age, since he had few experiences with pure mortals. Not until he’d come to this kingdom, actually. Someone with the signs she exhibited would be in her forties, maybe fifties. It was only when a cultivator reached the end of their lifespan that the aging process sped up. 
 
    Rather than follow up on what was obviously a sore subject, Wu Ying asked, “How goes the investigation? Did the eyewitness reports help?” 
 
    She looked around a little, verifying that no one was paying them attention before answering him. “Not at all. In fact, all of our suspects were cleared.” She sighed. “We need to rebuild timelines once more. It’s hard though, for even with a cultivator’s memory, it was not as though you all were watching one another or paying attention to the incense clocks.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll manage.” 
 
    “Oh, we will. Still, there’s something about these deaths… the painting in particular…”  
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to reply, then suddenly shut it as a presence made itself known at the opened doors. The older man—easily in his late sixties, with a low-grade Body Cleansing cultivation—stood before them all whilst a small gong was rung by a servant behind him. 
 
    “Please, honored guests, dinner is served.” 
 
    Wu Ying turned to the investigator who shook her head, gesturing for him to leave. Understanding that she was not invited, he abandoned her to her tree and doubts, following the group and startling a few of the mortals by seeming to appear out of thin air. 
 
    Hopefully, dinner itself was not too boring. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dinner was a full ten course[17] meal, starting with simple cold appetizers of pickled vegetables and salted meat. Once that was partaken, the array of foods from the banquet were offered with ceremony by the servants, starting with the meat of the suckling pig before moving on to shrimps and scallops, crab, kailan, an egg soup dish, abalone, chicken, sea bass, then finally the long noodles to signify prosperity before dessert was served—in this case, chilled longan soup. 
 
    To Wu Ying’s amusement, he was seated near the end of the table, away from the host. Obviously, his status as a foreigner with few ties presently, and likely in the future, to the merchant house had relegated him to this location. Even the northern tribal archer had a seat closer to the head, his more impressive track record in the rings offering him that courtesy. 
 
    Worse than his seating position though was the company he was forced to keep. The low-level local merchant bureaucrats who sat around Wu Ying were more than happy to attempt to ply him with drink for hints about the status of the war in Shen while tempting him with their sons and daughters. When he showed no reaction to the lusty offers, they turned to just probing him for information. 
 
    The entire affair was frustrating and tedious for Wu Ying, only relieved by the quality and quantity of food. Even his hearty appetite was a matter of commentary though, especially for the mortal young lady sitting opposite him, who shot him longing gazes each time he was served even more of the dishes brought forth. 
 
    As such, he was thankful when dinner was finally over and he was able to escape the mortals. Being polite and gracious was difficult for Wu Ying, after such long periods of isolation in the wilderness. Yet, innate politeness kept him answering questions when some of the other cultivators had dismissed the poor mortals who had gathered around them all. 
 
    Eventually, he managed to break free. 
 
    Outside in the courtyard, Wu Ying was surprised to be approached by one of the few cultivators in the Seven Pavilions employ, a man who was in the lower grades of Energy Storage. “Cultivator Long, may this undeserving one have a word?”  
 
    Wu Ying happily agreed as he spotted a new set of mortals coming for him. He was led to a less busy corner of the courtyard, slipping under the isolated pavilion with the man. Once seated, the other cultivator beckoned over one of the servants, took from him a bottle of warmed mulled wine, and personally poured a cup for Wu Ying. 
 
    “I am Cultivator Yao Zedong, honored cultivator Long,” the man said.  
 
    Wu Ying bowed in greeting, waiting for the other to continue.  
 
    “I understand that Cultivator Long is a Body cultivator?” 
 
    Wu Ying frowned a little but eventually nodded. 
 
    “Ah,” Zedong murmured, relaxing backward a little. “Perhaps Cultivator Long would be willing to provide a few pointers?” Zedong touched his chest, and Wu Ying noticed the way his skin glinted a little, almost as though along the lines of his visible veins, metal had been embedded. 
 
    “Metal body?” 
 
    “Yes, only the first step, however. Veins and arteries.” Zedong bowed his head. “I have not the skill that Cultivator Long has.” 
 
    “Skill or resources?”  
 
    There was a pause, then Zedong laughed softly. “I see Cultivator Long is sharp too, like the northern wind. I lack both.” 
 
    Wu Ying sipped on his wine, letting out an appreciative noise as the expensive and fragrant drink slipped past his lips. He felt it rest on his tongue and burn a little as it slid down his throat, even as he considered his options. Options and opportunity here though… 
 
    “It seems this will be less of an exchange than a lesson. And such lessons are… expensive.” Wu Ying knew there was only so much information he could provide to another Body cultivator, especially since they were of such different elements. Still, he was much further along the route. 
 
    And if all else failed, he did have some herbs and pills that might aid the other. 
 
    Zedong smiled a little. “Cultivator Long might not know, but I am something of a collector of jian.”  
 
    He turned his hand and beckoned, and a mortal servant hurried over to offer a weapon case. He took the weapon case, caressing the case for a second before offering it to Wu Ying. 
 
    Taking the simple green sword case, Wu Ying placed it on his legs before opening the wooden lid. Within the soft silk and wood block housing lay an unsheathed sword and its scabbard. Even on first glance, Wu Ying could tell it was a weapon of superlative quality just from the way it affected the environment with its sheer presence. Tiny carvings on the inside of the wooden case indicated why it had not been sensed before. 
 
    “Saint tier?” Wu Ying said, not touching it just yet. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He hesitated before he was forced to admit, “I’m not sure if I have sufficient knowledge and materials for such a trade.” 
 
    “The hallmark of a good trade is that both parties are content with what they receive.” Zedong leaned forward. “Saint-tier weaponry is relatively abundant in this territory, for the right individuals. Knowledge about Body Cultivation on the other hand…” He sighed mournfully. “It is relegated only to those in the special forces.” 
 
    “Special forces?” Wu Ying said and watched as Zedong turned his head, gaze landing on Elder Cao. “Oh…” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Wu Ying frowned as he regarded Elder Cao with new eyes. He had not noticed that with her, but then again, depending on how far she had progressed with her Body Cultivation and what kind she had undertaken, it might not be as noticeable. The in-between stages, like the cultivator before him, were most noticeable. A stage that Wu Ying had literally bypassed by spending his time in that medicinal bath and having his bloodline trigger. 
 
    As he stared at Elder Cao, memories of what she had told him rung in his ears. A weapon of sufficient quality. For a second, he stared at the sword on his lap. He let out a long breath and closed the sword case, latching it.  
 
    “Very well. As you said, if we are both happy.” He tapped the case then raised it, handing it back to the other man. “But you will hold on to this, until the end.” 
 
    “An honorable decision.” Zedong leaned forward. “Now, the method I am working with, it consists of multiple medicinal baths I must soak within. The first three baths are simple enough to handle and acquiring the herbs has not been an issue. However, the problem is the fourth bath, which consists of the Clear Sky Liquid, the Seventh Bloom of the Purple Rink…” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded as the other man went into detail. He would see what he could do, and he would offer Zedong what herbs and suggestions he had. And perhaps, in his own journeys and collections of body cultivation, he might have suggestions for the other. Maybe Wu Ying might even learn something. 
 
    Either way, it seemed that this night was not the waste he had thought it would be.  
 
    Especially since he had an idea of one other thing he could ask. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “This is where he was killed,” Zedong murmured, gesturing at the tiny garden. Just off to the left, inside the compound and a short distance away from where the wagons and horses were kept but hidden by the rising edges of the walls of the enclosure and other storage buildings. A rock garden rather than the greenery of the main gardens. 
 
    “Thank you,” Wu Ying murmured, bending down.  
 
    That was a distraction, of course. Rather, he asked the wind to aid him, bringing forth a tiny dust devil that searched the enclosure, bringing with it the myriad scents that lingered. Mortal smells predominated, not unusually. Those could be discarded. 
 
    Some cultivators including Teng Fei, Zedong, and Elder Cao—their scents were also pushed aside. They must have investigated the murder scene, so they were unimportant. Outside of that, Elder Eng’s scent dominated here. The way his chi bounced off a few locations where rocks had been crushed, he must have lost control of his dao and chi. 
 
    Again, irrelevant. 
 
    Eyes closed, Wu Ying traced the scents, the location of Cui Wen’s body as it fell. He stood, neared the location, and bent, flipping some stones to find the droplet that had been missed. Or discarded. So, around here he had been killed. Struck from behind they had said…  
 
    Turning his head, he frowned. That core sect token he had, the protective one. Why had it not worked?  
 
    He bit his lips, staring around him. Whoever had struck, they must have done so quickly or with overwhelming force. Yet there was no indication of that attack—no destroyed tiles, no shattered stones other than the ones with Elder Eng’s chi.  
 
    So. Powerful control, so powerful it could breach a talisman without leaking the energy elsewhere. High Core at the least. And only one such individual here fit that description. Or the killer was using impeccable aura control, which in this kingdom was unlikely. 
 
    The other, more likely option. The token had been taken. Either removed from Cui Wen before he could pick it up or stolen at some point. Which spoke of a different skillset entirely. A part of Wu Ying leaned toward that explanation, not just because it was the safer one for himself but also due to the lack of evidence of a singular, explosive attack. 
 
    After all, his own skill at sensing energy was not insignificant. 
 
    “Are you done?” Zedong asked, sounding a little nervous. “We’re not really supposed to be here.” 
 
    Wu Ying stood, looking around himself once more. His eyes skipped over the surroundings before he sighed. If there were more secrets to be found, it would not be by him. 
 
    “Yes, I’m done. Thank you again.” A slight motion on Wu Ying’s part and he extracted the bottles of pills, handing them over to Zedong along with a couple of boxes of spiritual herbs. 
 
    Zedong smiled, taking his payment. He chivvied Wu Ying back to the main party before hurrying to put aside the goods still clutched in his hands. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Later that night, Wu Ying found Pan Shui regaling a group of admiring young ladies with tales of her exotic hometown. Many were wide-eyed with wonder, taking in the different dress, the rougher accent of the Zhuang woman. Her occasional halting speech as she searched for the right word. Her background as a cultivator coupled with her travel across the kingdom made her an exotic, but still somewhat familiar, figure.  
 
    Wu Ying stayed on the fringes of the group, content to watch as Pan Shui answered questions about clothing and harvests, of fashion and mercantile proceedings, jumping from topic to topic with expansive gestures and a wide smile. He had to admit, she had some talent, seeming to handle the group with aplomb. 
 
    Eventually though, the lights within the compound were dimmed and the group gently ushered out. He stepped up to Pan Shui, helping her make excuses for not accompanying one of the braver merchants for the night.  
 
    Guiding her out, Wu Ying cocked his head as they left the compound. “You seemed to do well, speaking with them.” 
 
    “It’s among my duties in the village,” Pan Shui said, shrugging elaborately. “Finding a suitable match that will strengthen the family is important.” She turned her head, a small smile on her lips. “And you? You did not seem that interested in the sixth niece of the Merchant Clan. Too low class for you?” 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head. “No. I have little care for such concerns. If anything, the fact that she is but a mortal would be more of a hindrance than her profession.” 
 
     “Of course. The noble Verdant Gatherer would not look down upon mere merchants but does concern himself that they are but pitiful mortals.” 
 
    “Pitiful…” Wu Ying let the word linger. “Yes. Surely it is so, if cultivation and ascension, or even a longer, healthier life, is given only to the fortunate.” 
 
    “Any may join the army,” Pan Shui said. “Or study for the imperial examinations, joining the ranks that way.” 
 
    “Really?” Wu Ying’s lips thinned. “I notice that Investigator Chu continues to be mortal. Her mind is sharp, her skills undeniable. But to study for the imperial exams requires time and money, space to contemplate works that are outside her current job. 
 
    “Impossible for one who began in an environment that is not conducive to such efforts. Craftsmen and farmers alike, we have little time to study. Merchants may have the time and, of course, the nobles, but the scholarly path is not for all. As for the army…” 
 
    “And what are your thoughts on the army?” Pan Shui asked, probing quietly as they crossed through the quiet village.  
 
    Late as the night was, there were few individuals out and about. The murders had cast a grim pallor over proceedings and many no longer chose to revel late into the evening. 
 
    “That not all individuals are suitable for the army,” Wu Ying said, remembering the army captain who had warned him off. After all, criticizing them, even on a quiet night, could lead to additional difficulties for him. “Physically or by temperament.” He touched his chest, offering a wry smile. “I, for example, would find it hard to handle such strict strictures.” 
 
    “Oh really? I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    “Mmmm, not everything you’ve heard—or have yet to hear—is entirely true. Or wrong,” Wu Ying said. Rumors might fly fast, but all too often rumors and truth had only passing kinship with one another. 
 
    “Ah Shui!” a voice called, interrupting the pair as they neared their residence. Above them, leaning out of the window, was an incensed Pan Yin. “I told you to come back earlier to rest! You have a match tomorrow! You better not have drunk too much.” 
 
    Pan Shui stuck out her tongue, jutting her chin upward as she replied to her sister. “I was talking to some merchants! You’re the one who told me to learn about their trading plans.” 
 
    “Yes, but not too late!” Pan Yin snapped. “If you lose tomorrow…” 
 
    “I won’t.” Pan Shui sniffed. “I’m better than them all. You know so.” 
 
    Pan Yin let out a long, theatrical groan. She then turned her head, her gaze landing on Wu Ying. Pan Shui blushed when she realized she had inadvertently insulted him. 
 
    Deciding not to ease her embarrassment, Wu Ying bowed to the ladies. “Good evening, ladies. I should get some rest. After all, I need every edge I may find.” 
 
    Pan Shui’s jaw dropped a little, then her eyes narrowed. Wu Ying walked toward the entrance as she called out behind him, “You’re teasing me, aren’t you? Aren’t you?” 
 
    “May the Kitchen God[18] miss that, Ah Shui. You insulted the Verdant Gatherer. If you won’t seduce him, at least try not to insult him! You know father would love him to visit our clan. They say he always has the best herbs on him,” Pan Yin scolded her sister from her window. 
 
    “You know I can hear you,” Wu Ying called from the open door of the entrance before he slipped in, grinning wide as he heard the gasp and spluttered outrage and the ringing peal of laughter from Pan Shui. He would leave the two to stew while he headed for his room. He really should rest after all. 
 
    And he really would miss it, when people knew of his true level of cultivation. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying was halfway down the street the next morning—having finished a simple meal of congee, fresh steamed fish with ginger, sesame oil and garlic, and fried doughnuts with the requisite cups of tea to fortify himself for his fights—when the commotion began. Brows drawn together, Wu Ying followed the group of noisemakers, knowing that he had enough time. When he came to the building involved, he had to wonder if there would be a match today at all. For the crowd had led him to the front of the guards’ headquarters. 
 
    “What is going on?” Wu Ying asked the man standing beside him, one of the roadside merchants. He only received a shrug in answer. 
 
    To Wu Ying’s great fortune though, another cultivator who had been in front of the crowd and had been pushing out answered his question. “Someone killed the investigator. They found her body inside.” 
 
    His words sent a ripple of shock and dismay through the crowd, including Wu Ying. The cultivator went so far as to freeze entirely, his mind returning to the evening before when he had spoken to the young lady. Reflexively, Wu Ying expanded his aura, sending the wind swirling around him and toward the building only for his aura to be rebuffed by a formation. 
 
    “What?” Wu Ying’s eyes narrowed. Never before had they thrown up such a formation. Why the change? Had they refused to take proper precautions until now because it was not their people dead? Or was it something more? 
 
    Pushing his way to the front, Wu Ying ignored the grumbles and protests. There was nothing to see but a cordon of guards, all of them looking nervous as they tried to reassure the angry and restless crowd.  
 
    “We demand to know what is going on!” 
 
    “You cannot keep us all here to be killed one by one.” 
 
    “What are we, chickens to be slaughtered?”  
 
    Voices rang out through the crowd, all demanding answers. Fear ran rampant through the group, for stronger cultivators than most of the contestants had been killed. Even the merchants who, thus far, had felt it was a cultivator matter were afraid. For now, a mortal had been killed, and the small shred of false safety they’d had had been stripped away. 
 
    A particularly belligerent cultivator, fed up with the lack of answers the guards had to offer, strode up to the edge of the line. Wu Ying’s eyes widened as he recognized Hao Zhi, who shoved aside the guard standing in his way. That started a chain reaction, as the guards standing beside the assailed had to catch their friend. 
 
    The crowd surged into the gap, led by Hao Zhi. He took a half dozen steps forward, nearing the entrance, before Wu Ying sensed it. The shift and opening in the formation, the speedy exit that was led by a single foot. 
 
    Thrown backward by the kick, Hao Zhi flew through the air, spewing pain and blood. Other cultivators and mortals were thrown away too, the group tumbling over one another as Hao Zhi’s body crashed down a distance away, the sound of a foot hitting his body and his ribs snapping still echoing through the street. 
 
    Cries of pain and confusion as those bowled over stood up or nursed wounds, while Hao Zhi lay senseless. A few of his friends tried to voice their belligerence, only to clamp their mouths shut when they realized who the assailant was. 
 
    Standing on the steps, just outside the formation that had so briefly opened, was Elder Cao in her army uniform. The dark colors and militant air were perfectly paired with her cold eyes and the sneer upon her lips as she stared at the crowd. Wu Ying idly noted she was missing her dagger-axe, though her floating sword was by her side. 
 
    “I do not expect much from the mortals, but even if you might be wasted vagrants, you are still cultivators. Have some dignity,” Elder Cao said scornfully. “A few deaths and you all run around like mewling babes. You have a duty—to yourselves, if not the kingdom. Do better.” 
 
    None dared speak up, the aura that she blanketed the town with having grown heavier. Some of the mortals were even finding it difficult to breathe, as she choked them on the depths and heaviness of her dao. Duty, unbending, unyielding. 
 
    For long moments she stood there, crushing them all with sheer personality, before she turned about. But before she could reenter the formation, another voice cut in, cracking apart the oppressive aura as its own pushed back against it. A hard, unyielding aura that spoke of the strength of the earth and its impassivity to mere mortal concerns like duty. 
 
    “And is my concern considered petty? That the investigator into my disciple’s murder lies slain?” Elder Eng rumbled, floating high above the group on his own weapon, that massive podao that warped the environment.  
 
    “Not at all,” Elder Cao said, turning around and putting on a conciliatory smile. Yet her stance was still unyielding. “But such discussions can be held at a more appropriate time and place.” 
 
    “No. I think a discussion here and now of what has happened is appropriate,” Elder Tsui spoke up. Like his compatriot, he had chosen to make his way over via flying sword. “I would not have such knowledge kept from the others. Secrecy only breeds resentment and rumors.” 
 
    Elder Cao’s eyes narrowed as she regarded the two Elders. Then her gaze flicked down, landing upon the silent Wu Ying. Of those gathered, it was the three of them she could not so summarily dismiss. After all, they were her equals—in cultivation stage at the least. 
 
    “The inspector is dead. Slain by a blow to her head. We believe it happened while she worked late at night after returning from the party,” Elder Cao said reluctantly. “The manner of her death indicates it is likely the same culprit. More details will follow once we finish our investigation.” 
 
    Backed up by the hovering elders, Gao Qiu, who had pushed his way forward, dared to speak. “And what do you intend to do now? How will you find the murderer when your very inspectors are being killed?”  
 
    Those last words sent a murmur of agreement through the crowd. There was a tense air of expectation as they waited for the general to provide an answer. At the corner of the open doorway, Wu Ying noticed that Teng Fei was watching the proceedings but stayed within, out of sight for many. 
 
    “Because I am here,” Elder Cao said intently. “Or do you believe that the murderer has avoided attacking myself or the other Core Formation cultivators but they are able to do so?” 
 
    Her confident words quieted the crowd for a second, but Gao Qiu bulled ahead. “That’s fine for you and the Elders, but what about the rest of us? How will you protect us?” 
 
    Her lips curled up in disdain. “I thought you wandering cultivators were all independent souls, intent on making your way through this world alone.” 
 
    “We are. And if you’d let us leave, we’d be fine,” Gao Qiu said a little too smugly. His tone of voice drew a glare from the woman, but he forged onward. “But we are here by your choice. Under duress. So your duty would be to take care of us, under circumstances you have created.” 
 
    If the air could freeze, it would have. But her aura and her dao were of duty and responsibility, not of winter or the frozen edges of snow. Even so, the regard she turned upon Gao Qiu was enough to make the man pale and tremble, as she considered what, exactly, to say.  
 
    Eventually, she spoke. “We shall consider your words. And what we may do to further preserve your lives. I would, however, recommend that none of you stay alone until additional security precautions are implemented.” 
 
    Then she walked inside, leaving the group alone. She moved so fast it would almost be called a retreat if she was not so graceful in doing so. The Elders hovering above them regarded the building with narrowed eyes before turning in unison and heading back to their table at the restaurant. 
 
    For a long second, Wu Ying stood in the crowd, debating what he should do. He caught Gao Qiu’s gaze, the man having regained some of his coloring now that Elder Cao was not turning her killing intent on him. The other cultivator inclined his head to the side, and Wu Ying sighed internally, nodding as he moved to follow the man. 
 
    He might as well get it over with. As much as he disliked being drawn into politics, Gao Qiu was also his only major source of knowledge and connection to the other wandering cultivators. And it seemed that the ongoing deaths were something that needed to be dealt with, not just for the sake of justice but also the necessity of keeping his head on his shoulders. 
 
    The pair rendezvoused a short distance away, each of them regarding the other with some minor trepidation. After all, their last encounter had not been the most agreeable. Eventually, Wu Ying chose to break the silence.  
 
    “How is Liu Ping?” he asked. 
 
    “Well. As well as can be.” 
 
    “And how well is that?” 
 
    “Crying late into the evening. Praying to gods and immortals above and the demons below for vengeance. Lying in bed late into the day before stalking the alleyways late at night, seeking the killer,” Gao Qiu clarified. 
 
    Wu Ying made a face.  
 
     “I do not know if the matches are continuing, but we should make sure. And if not…” Gao Qiu paused, then resolved himself. “If not, you should come with me. We’re meeting to speak about this incident later.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “The Association. And others interested in finding the murderer.” 
 
    Wu Ying frowned. “You know I don’t want to get involved in your politics.” 
 
    “What you want might not matter.” Gao Qiu hesitated before adding, softer, “Liu Ping has something to say. To you.” 
 
    For a long second, Wu Ying hesitated. Then he nodded, acceding to the request. For the friendship he had shared with her and her brother, he would come. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    To everyone’s surprise, the tournament matches were not postponed. Or perhaps it was only to Wu Ying’s and a few more empathetic individuals’ surprise. Everyone else wanted the tournament over, it seemed. At the least, the gifts and prizes that would be shelled out at the end, used carefully, might provide the winners a greater chance of surviving their unknown assailant. 
 
    Or so Wu Ying assumed. It was hard to tell what some of the other contestants thought. 
 
    By action, they were hurried and ready to finish the battle; but they were also more careful and less brutal and competitive than he had expected. Even though only eight contestants and four fights remained, the other dueling rings were not in use, only the central one in play. Enchanters and other workers took apart the remaining rings, while a few addicts and those looking for a way to distract themselves from forces outside their control crowded around the betting tables. 
 
    Everyone else packed themselves around the ring. Perhaps it was the desire—and safety—of crowds that led them there. The warmth of humanity as the cold breath of death lingered on the backs of their sacrificial necks. Perhaps it was just the need for gossip, for there was a lot of that. 
 
    As for the fighters, they received short shrift. Up first was the northern archer, his bow strung, and his arrows blunted with small hide coverings. He moved and loosed, half-drawing and releasing his arrows, the chi strings on their ends and front guiding the missiles to move in ways that were impossible otherwise. 
 
    Even so, his opponent, Kong Lai, swatted the attacks away with casual disregard, her defense impenetrable. No matter what tricks he tried, she stood unshaken. Only a single line of blood where a trick shot preceded by an exploding arrow had managed to harm her caused any major issues.  
 
    The moment he ran out of arrows, Jochi gave up. Even beforehand, he had barely been able to keep ahead of Kong Lai, who had hounded him around the ring as he loosed upon her. Rather than subject himself to humiliation and a potentially crippling injury like Liu Jin, the archer chose the better part of valor. He ended the fight to some little jeering and polite applause, though Liu Ping continued to glare from the sidelines. 
 
    Even so, Kong Lai barely even sneered at the man before she stalked off to return to the side of Elder Eng to watch the next fight from the second floor of the restaurant. 
 
    Next up was Pan Shui and one of the other wandering cultivators. He was a fire-enhanced Elemental Storage cultivator who wielded a pair of jian. The man barely had a Sense of the Sword, but it allowed him to wield both weapons in such a way that he did not clash them together, which was necessary when one was dual wielding.  
 
    On the other hand, compared to Pan Shui, he was vastly outclassed. He lasted for a short while by managing to deflect her attacks with his weapons, but he was unable to enter his own measure. Pan Shui skillfully deflected his attempts at stepping in with punishing strikes of her spear. 
 
    When he grew desperate and released waves of flame, the younger cultivator retreated a little, dodging the flame-edged projectile strikes. Through scorching flames, she wove between attacks, spinning, jumping, twisting as each attack came within inches of burning her.  
 
    The battle ended abruptly, when the flame cultivator flagged after releasing a half dozen arcs of flaming energy, the movement of his fighting form complete. In that small gap before he transitioned to another attack, Pan Shui exploited the gap by extending the blade intent of her spear. It exploded forward, extending the range of her attack to pierce his shoulder. 
 
    That was all that was necessary for the cultivator to give up his attempt at winning a greater prize. The man retreated to the edge of the ring whilst calling out his defeat. Leaving the ring, there was only the slightest hint of satisfaction on Pan Shui’s face, the Zhuang clanswoman slipping in amongst her sisters soon after. They made no move to leave, though the way Pan Yin glanced toward the road leading back to their temporary abode, Wu Ying had to assume they intended to. 
 
    He did not blame them. He too wanted to return to his room. There were things to be done, including increasing their defenses. Initially, he had held back due to custom and courtesy, but he no longer cared if he crossed lines of civility.  
 
    That was, however, an issue for later. 
 
    “Cultivator Long. If you will…” The ring attendant who had appeared before him was gesturing. 
 
    Wu Ying sighed internally. It seemed it was time for him to choose if he was to lose here or in the next round. Or defy the Elders and grow enmity with them over items and resources he had minimal use for. 
 
    Though winning would be pleasant. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    “Cultivator Long, it seems I shall have a chance to test your expertise myself,” Shi Fei said, smiling widely at Wu Ying as he took his place on the ring.  
 
    The pair waited for a beat until the ring’s protective enchantments were activated, a slight hum cutting off all sense of the world outside and leaving the pair trapped within. 
 
    “Cultivator Shi.” Wu Ying put his hands together and offered the man a martial greeting before he drew his weapon. No point in using a sword draw to open his attacks. He could feel the thrum of power, the twisting spin of energy of the formation around him, the sun beating on his bare skin as he stood in the unshaded ring.  
 
    A small part of Wu Ying still debated losing. It would not be surprising for many if he did so. After all, a wandering cultivator being beaten by an inner sect cultivator? A story as old as time. No one cared about the actual truth when a good story was available instead. 
 
    “I look forward to exchanging pointers with you,” Wu Ying finished. 
 
    “And I you. My master says that I might learn about killing intent from this match. In fact, he asked that you show me that, if you could.” 
 
    “Killing intent?” Wu Ying said, puzzled. Not by the term of course. He had felt it, dealt with it, all too much. 
 
    Shi Fei smiled blandly. A flicker of something in his eyes though, hints of hidden ire there. “He says the edge of one who has seen war and death like you will be much more potent than a garden flower like myself and the rest of my sectmates.” 
 
    “Ah…”  
 
    Wu Ying watched as Shi Fei finally drew his sword. He watched the man ready himself mentally, girding his paltry killing intent. As though one’s enemies would give one time to compose his mind, solidify his composure. 
 
    At first, the clash was entirely physical, no energy infusing either blade. Wu Ying chose to match the other with style and intent, pitting his martial training and form against the other. Thrice they clashed, blades flashing and small sparks flickering and dying as their weapons bounced off one another before Shi Fei retreated.  
 
    Wu Ying wielded a simple Spirit-quality jian. Not the shattered jian, but one that he was more familiar with—longer, thinner, more elegant. His most recent acquisition was carefully stored away in his storage ring. Until he spent a few hours practicing with the weapon, he had no desire to wield it. Especially not in public in a tournament setting. Even if he had gained the Sense of the Sword himself, familiarity with a weapon was important.  
 
    Deeper within, Wu Ying knew he also had a peasant’s fear of parading his wealth before others. Bad enough that many might notice the storage rings he owned, the World Spirit Ring, and the numerous herbs he carried. Wearing such an expensive weapon would mark him even further from his humble beginnings. And even if he knew, intellectually, that he had come far from the rice farmer he had been, he still struggled with such an acceptance emotionally. 
 
    Never mind the fact that wearing an expensive weapon in poor, peasant clothing might elicit its own brand of trouble. Accusations of theft might be the least of his concerns then. No, better to be low profile if at all possible. 
 
    For now… 
 
    “You dare!” Shi Fei’s snarl brought Wu Ying back to the present, as the other man retreated with a simple push of his feet. He glided backward, moving as swiftly as flame across an oil-filled rag, his lips curling up. 
 
    “I apologize, but… I do not understand.” 
 
    “You! You disgrace me with not even paying full attention to this fight.” Lips curled up, the veneer of politeness and civility dropped aside as Shi Fei ranted. “Just because you were from the Verdant Green Waters, you think you can disregard our sects? You, who have been rejected by your own sect?” 
 
    “Tread carefully there. You speak of things you do not comprehend fully.”  
 
    “Hah! What is there to comprehend? You are not even a martial cultivator, and you dare disrespect me and my sect by ignoring our fight.” Shi Fei’s aura, never the most stable to begin with, began to smoke, flames flickering on and off as he ranted at Wu Ying. “I will show you the true strength of my sect and make you grovel.” 
 
    Before Wu Ying could reply, whether to calm the man or inflame his passions further, Shi Fei charged. Tiny explosions of flame and rock marked his movement as he flickered forward. It was not a direct charge, like the flight of an arrow or the fall of a stone, but the jumping, twisting path of flame which shifted and bent at the slightest gust of wind or other element. 
 
    “Steps of the Flickering Flame!”  
 
    Murmured words from outside the ring, brought to Wu Ying by the wind. Not that Wu Ying was paying that much attention to such things, instead devoting his time to dodging his opponent’s cuts. 
 
    Shi Fei’s jian cut and struck, thrusting and stabbing as it attempted to land a blow on Wu Ying. The man’s style was all about light cuts, driven from wrist and elbow extensions at near maximum distance.  
 
    A safe, wearing series of attacks that would break down defenses as injuries accumulated. It was aided by the burning aura that surrounded Shi Fei’s weapon, such that any defense that crept close to the guard or that impacted too long would leave a trail of heat on his blade. 
 
    A half dozen cuts and parries, sparks flaring higher over and over. The shimmering heat of Shi Fei’s blade blended with the smell of crisping hemp robes, the dryness of the air as he robbed the moisture in the semi-isolated ring and set the very air aflame.  
 
    “Going to burn me out?” Wu Ying asked as he deflected another cut with a twist of his wrist. He felt the warmth of Shi Fei’s sword as it passed within inches of his hand, but he had sat in multiple medicinal baths, being slowly boiled alive, and he could withstand a little heat.  
 
    “Heat or exhaustion, pain or fear, the Crimson Flowers sect will set it alight.” Another clash, sparks flying. Shi Fei extended his blade, sending a tendril of flame licking out and forcing Wu Ying to lean aside as the living flame sought his face. “If you delay any longer, you will lose. So, show me what you truly have, Gatherer.” 
 
    Wu Ying stepped and spun, kicked off the edge of the ring. He kept moving even as he sent a flicker of his blade essence outward. He had wreathed his weapon in wind chi to protect it, the tiny turbulent flames revolving around his weapon constantly. Now, he unleashed it in a small spiraling Dragon’s Breath attack that forced his opponent to block. 
 
    The attack was not meant to kill or even injure. The air dispersed upon impact as Shi Fei blocked, but the diversion was sufficient for Wu Ying to put additional distance between the pair. He stared at Shi Fei, bouncing lightly on his feet as he contemplated his next action. 
 
    “Running away. I guess that’s all you’re really good for,” Shi Fei said, smirking. 
 
    It was an unsubtle provocation. Lacking in true bite. Yet Wu Ying flicked his gaze upward toward the pair of Elders who watched. He sensed the overlying aura that pushed down upon all of them as Elder Cao continued to make her presence known. 
 
    Well, perhaps a little demonstration would not hurt. If he was to lose, he might as well do so with style. 
 
    “Killing intent, eh?” Wu Ying murmured.  
 
    Wu Ying let himself fall into the headspace, stopped taking the entire spar so lightly. He felt his mind sharpen, growing focused and cold as the North Wind. He could even feel the wind coming, sweeping at, around, and through the barrier, robbing the atmosphere of its heat. 
 
    Sparring and fighting for real were two different things. Even a duel was different from his desperate battles to survive. Some tactics, some options reared their head. Calling forth the Western Wind to pull sand from the ground to land in Shi Fei’s eyes. Eastern Wind to howl and gust, to gut the flickering flames of that fiery aura and shove those delicate, intricate footsteps off course. Central Wind, with its constant course changes rising upward, tripping and pushing into his blade. 
 
    Options rose and were discarded.  
 
    He had no desire to showcase the entirety of his tricks. Instead, Wu Ying leaned into the expectation the other man had. The wind around his blade spun ever faster, becoming a keening wail. He threw cut after cut, Dragon’s Breath’s extension of chi energy and sword intent mixing with his winds. 
 
    Within the blade, he wove his killing intent. Honed through desperate battles, sheared clean of meaningless desires and weak aspirations. Soaked in the blood of enemies and victims alike and then washed clean in the tempest of his soul. 
 
    Death, desperation, intent, focus. The willingness to take a life, to bear the karmic burden and find oneself… altered. 
 
    Shi Fei wove himself around the half-dozen energy projections, sometimes only dodging by inches. His aura contracted and twisted, almost dying at points as the shearing wind passed all too close. Wind might make fire grow, but only if in small quantities. 
 
    Too much wind, and the fire would go out. 
 
    While Shi Fei dodged, Wu Ying closed the gap. He guided his opponent with attacks, hemming the other’s options with blade strikes and energy extensions of his weapon. A searing hot blade came stabbing out in retaliation and Wu Ying, leaning aside by inches, let the all too hot weapon sear hair and clothing, bake exposed skin. 
 
    Too close for anyone without a Body Cultivation method. First- and second-degree burns would be the natural result from being even so close, the radiating heat of flame chi scorching all. Yet for all that, Wu Ying’s attacks were taking their toll. Under the killing intent of Wu Ying’s blade, the cold implacability of doom that arose with each clash of blade, fear began to pierce Shi Fei’s demeanor. He battled not just Wu Ying’s blade but fear now. 
 
    No surprise then, that when Wu Ying closed in and struck out with a fist wreathed in wind, it caught Shi Fei by surprise. Even wreathed in wind, Wu Ying’s fist burnt, his opponent’s aura searing skin on contact. It was one thing to come close, another to impact it directly. 
 
    Still, his attack sent Shi Fei flying back. Only a last minute save by the fire cultivator as he stabbed his sword into the floor and pivoted around it kept the cultivator in the ring. He landed and took two more blade strikes on his arm and leg, nearly tottering off the ring before he regained his feet. 
 
    And only then because Wu Ying had stopped his attacks, a smile on his lips, his blade on his shoulder. 
 
    “Daring. But you’re injured. And that strike, while surprising, was not painful,” Shi Fei taunted, though Wu Ying heard a trace of fear in it. “Now, I’ll show you the true strength of the Crimson Flowers!” 
 
    Wu Ying’s lips curled up. He shook his hand a little, feeling the tender skin of the knuckles. He had held back a little from sending too much wind into the man, such that Shi Fei was not blown off the stage entirely without any chance of recovery. 
 
    Though one had to admire Shi Fei’s style. And the way the very air caught on fire as even more energy was pumped from his dantian into his aura. Tiny motes of unseen loci of flame chi erupted into blossoms of fire all around Wu Ying. 
 
    “Hell Flower Petals,” Shi Fei announced, confidence returning. 
 
    For all the show he put on, Wu Ying could not help but notice Shi Fei was sweating. Judging by the sheer amount of chi he was pumping out, the strain in his eyes, and the way the flames moved, Wu Ying could not help but judge the technique an advanced one. Probably meant for Core Formation elders, not a simple Energy Storage cultivator. 
 
    In retaliation, Wu Ying poured his chi into the surroundings, strengthening his aura. A small gust of wind picked up around him, the Central Wind taking control of safeguarding the space around his body. Gusts of wind sent the petals of flame swirling away, never allowing the attack to actually impact him.  
 
    “That’s it?” Wu Ying said, cocking his head.  
 
    “Fool!”  
 
    More and more energy poured into the surroundings. The temperature kept rising, overpowering the North Wind. Outside, the audience huddled close, the gusting wind that failed to enter their ring freezing those around. More than one mortal had teeth chattering, while in the distance, farmers grimaced at the unseasonable chill. 
 
    “Now, watch!”  
 
    Shi Fei raised his hands and the myriad sparks that had formed throughout the air doubled and doubled again. Caught in the Central Wind, they swirled around Wu Ying, unable to touch him. Until Shi Fei clapped his hands together, sending the flames shooting through his defenses as they were guided by Shi Fei’s chi. 
 
    Inside the cyclone of flame, the Hell Flower Petals blossomed, thunder and smoke erupting, draining moisture and robbing him of energy. Wu Ying exhaled. He had treated the other man too easily. Now he was trapped, with fractions of a second to choose what to do. 
 
    Arrogance. It would be his undoing. 
 
    Just not today. 
 
    Wu Ying drew his chi in, strengthening his aura. It would not withstand a frontal attack, so rather than wait for the Hell Flowers to complete, he exploded through the flames. The Sword’s Truth combined with his understanding of his body and styles, hardened around his aura, allowed him to crash through the flaming attack. 
 
    Sometimes, in battle, one had to choose how you died, not how you survived. 
 
    In this case, he chose… forward. 
 
    The heat was oppressive, and Wu Ying was forced to close his eyes as he passed through the cyclone of flame. Yet none of the petals stuck to him—thanks to his chi defenses—the attacks thrown outward as they were caught in the gullies and gusts of wind that formed the outer edges of his aura. 
 
    On the other side, Wu Ying saw Shi Fei’s wide, surprised eyes. Moments before his sword plunged into the man’s shoulder, exiting in a shower of blood from the back. A last-minute change of targets ensured that the attack struck the meaty, non-critical part of his opponent’s shoulder. 
 
    At the last moment, Wu Ying further dispersed his wind chi. No need to widen the wound, to damage Shi Fei further. No need to cripple the other man, not to make a point. He even went so far as to break his attack, bending elbow and allowing his arm to fall behind his torso as he pulled it in, such that he impacted Shi Fei with his other, outstretched hand. Palm on chest threw his opponent off his sword and out of the ring.  
 
    Then Wu Ying skidded to a stop, blood on his sword, watching as Shi Fei bounced once then again. The wandering gatherer smiled, grimly, as he watched Shi Fei stagger to his feet, looking exhausted and incensed at losing. Behind Wu Ying, the Hell Flowers finished their attack, closing in on themselves and exploding upward, searing everything within to ash. 
 
    Looking over his shoulder, Wu Ying raised a rather bemused eyebrow. A little too fatal an attack for a friendly duel. Shaking his head, he thanked the winds and stilled them as smoke trails rose from around his body and clothing. 
 
    “You wanted to know what it was like to fight in a real war? That. A small part of that. Winning, no matter the cost. Because that’s all we had,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    There were a few in the audience, Shi Fei included, who could use those words of caution. 
 
    Having said his piece, Wu Ying swung his blade to shed the blood on it, sheathed the weapon, and strode off. Suddenly, he had no desire to watch any further fights. 
 
    Killer on the loose or not, he needed to be alone.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Formation flags around the residence, yellow talismans pasted on the door and walls of his room. Only one way to enter the building without crossing the threshold of the formation and that was the front door. The hair on the backs of his arms stood up every time he neared the boundary, reacting to the improperly placed defensive measures. 
 
    As for Wu Ying, he was seated in the dining room, a cup of tea and a bowlful of snacks on the table before him. Roasted peanuts and baked almond cookies. The tea was a little too bitter, the almond cookies a touch burnt. He still ate them. 
 
    Breathing, slow and steady, as he centered himself and cultivated. No point in wasting time, and the act of cultivation was much like meditation at times. The simple and constant act of drawing in the chi of the world and refining it, twice over from his meridians to his dantian to his core, was similar to breathing after so many years. Even if the cultivation method was different, requiring different pathways, the process of doing so was not any more difficult. 
 
    More difficult circumstances might have arisen if he had been contemplating the dao, turning over moments of enlightenment and his own experiences in his search of understanding. Or, these days, refining such understanding to feed the nascent immortal spirit within his core, supplying it with enlightenment that would define the individual he would be as an immortal. 
 
    It was strange to think that if he broke through, his very soul would be absorbed and subsumed by the spirit he was in the process of growing. That a portion of what made him, him—the mortal, fleshy, and weak parts—would be burnt away, leaving a different person behind.  
 
    A death of sorts.  
 
    For everything mortal died.  
 
    There was some atavistic fear in that. A concern that many Core Formation cultivators never managed to overcome. It was strange, in a way, that it was rarely spoken about. Then again, perhaps it was not so strange. How many would care to speak about their own death and failure? 
 
    Wu Ying turned over the words in his cultivation manual once more as he waited. Words of wisdom and reassurance, the promise that it was not true death. No more than a child growing up died, as experience and knowledge robbed innocence of its naivete and optimism.  
 
    All things changed; all things evolved. The seasons passed, mountains were worn down, and lakes froze over. There was no shame in growth, in bending to the winds of time. A soul cultivator who fed the nascent spirit within his body with the intrinsic dao of his own existence would see only a minor alteration in their personality, a refinement of mindset.  
 
    Or so it was said. 
 
    In truth, Wu Ying had yet to reconcile himself with the idea of murdering his mortal soul to step into the next portion of his immortal journey. And that was not including the difficulties of even surviving the breaking open of the core, joining his two souls, and ensuring his immortal soul—incomplete as it was when it emerged—did not immediately perish under the tribulation of Heaven’s displeasure. 
 
    No, he was not ready. Then again, he didn’t have to be. 
 
    He would take things one step at a time. For him, that meant replenishing his chi stores such that he might proceed with the creation of the next layer for his core. It would be a process of months, maybe even years, before he gained enough energy. Unless, of course, he managed to acquire suitable apothecarist pills. 
 
    Till then. One step at a time. 
 
    Speaking of steps, he heard the tromp of feet returning. Three gentler, more graceful ones and a fourth that had an uneven beat, as though the walker was hanging in space for a second before striking down on the second footstep. Directly behind, Wu Ying heard a pair of footsteps, more familiar than even those preceding. Missing a third, the rhythm just a little off from the familiar. 
 
    Their scents came soon after, confirming his initial impressions. Rather than barge right in though, the group stopped in front of the building. He heard them traverse the perimeter, pausing at windows and the back door before the entire circuit was complete. 
 
    Whispered words, but Wu Ying did not need to listen to their contents. After all, he knew what they likely spoke of. And if some of them might complain about the exact placement of his formations or the lack of subtlety—well, he did not need to hear that criticism either. 
 
    He was no formation master after all. 
 
    Eventually the group entered the residence, Pan Yin leading the way. Wu Ying saw the slight tension in her body when she stepped past the threshold, but realizing that there was no danger, it swiftly faded. 
 
    “Evening,” Wu Ying greeted as they crowded around him. He tapped the talismans set on the table beside him. “Each resident should take one of these and imbue it with your chi. When I shut the formation later, it will be the only way to enter without breaking the formation entirely.” 
 
    “It’s not very good,” Pan Mu said. The third sister, often silent when her boisterous younger sister or older sister were around, spoke up for once. She was frowning at Wu Ying, gesturing at the walls and the flags outside. “They’re also not very well positioned. You could increase their strength by a good portion if you moved the third and seventh flag as well as—” 
 
    Pan Yin’s raised hand quieted her sister, who crossed her arms, unhappily. “Why did you do this?” 
 
    “Safety, of course.” Wu Ying shook his head. “Not just against the killer, but… well. The rest.”  
 
    “You mean the way the other cultivators are looking at us?” Jochi, the northern archer, said. “I’m not afraid of them.” 
 
    “Not individually, perhaps. But if they came as a crowd?” Wu Ying raised a single eyebrow, making Jochi frown. “Exactly. Better to take care.” 
 
    “If you think your formation could stop a crowd, you’re a fool,” Pan Mu said. She ignored her sister’s glare as she continued. “It’s barely strong enough to stop an Energy Storage cultivator from breaking through. If you put it together properly…” 
 
    “The Safe and Serene Southern Breeze Campfire Formation is not strong,” Wu Ying admitted, “but it has the advantage of being easy to set up and having an integrated alarm. If someone attempts to break through, we’ll all be alerted.” 
 
    “And then what?” Pan Shui said. The way she was frowning at him, the way she gripped her spear, Wu Ying assumed she knew what he was about to say. 
 
    “Then we run.” 
 
    He watched as she frowned and opened her mouth to object, but Gao Qiu cut her off. “You think there will be more deaths.” 
 
    “If the murderer could escape, they would have, I think.” Wu Ying frowned a little, looking upward and staring at the wooden ceiling, letting his thoughts coalesce. “I don’t know why they’re killing people or what they have to gain. There’s some logic to the last murder, but the other two?” He shrugged. “I don’t understand it, if there is a purpose. Perhaps the killer just likes murdering others. The… painting certainly indicated as much.” 
 
    “Painting?” Jochi said. 
 
    “At the second murder scene. For my brother,” Liu Ping grated out, her eyes flashing with repressed fury at being reminded. “They did it in his blood. As though they were taunting us. Taunting me.” Her words broke at the end, and Gao Qiu placed a hand on her arm in comfort. 
 
    “They painted in his blood?” Jochi sounded shocked, looking around and realizing no one else seemed surprised. “It must be a demonic cultivator! Why are you all not more outraged?” 
 
    Pan Yin tilted her head before shrugging. “We are worried. As is Cultivator Long.” She gestured to the walls again, indicating the formation that surrounded them. “But panicking will not help us.” 
 
    “Panicking? Why shouldn’t I panic? I have no desire for my soul to be eaten by a demon!” Jochi replied. “Do you?” 
 
    “That’s just a story. They don’t actually eat souls.” Then, looking around, Gao Qiu added, “Right?” 
 
    Wu Ying looked at the faces of the other cultivators, gauging their reactions. Some were nodding, obviously thinking it was an old wives’ tale. Others, like Jochi’s, were firmly fixed in doubt. “As I understand it, the rumors are true only for a small subset of demon cultivators. Even they find such practices abhorrent.” 
 
    “And how do you know so much about them?” Jochi said suspiciously. 
 
    “The war. We had run-ins with Dark Sect cultivators who dabbled in demonic cultivation techniques,” Wu Ying said. “I spent some time studying about them in my Sect vaults. However, not a lot is certain about such groups.” He shrugged. “It’s not as though orthodox or even heretical sects spend much time in conversation with them.” 
 
    “Who would?” Gao Qiu said wryly. 
 
    “Is that why you were called in earlier?” Liu Ping said. “When my brother was murdered?”  
 
    Wu Ying nodded.  
 
    “Then why weren’t you asked to look over the investigator’s body?” she added. 
 
    “I don’t know.” He sighed. “It’s possible that Elder Cao decided that because I did not sense anything the last time around, there was no point in bringing me this time either. It’s not as though I have that much experience with them, especially in an investigative capacity.” 
 
    “More than us,” Gao Qiu pointed out. 
 
    “But maybe not her,” Wu Ying said. Still, he would have liked to have seen the body. To understand what had happened.  
 
    A small part of him felt guilty—irrationally so, but he had spoken to Investigator Chu the night before. Maybe if he had warned her… said something. Done something. It was why he wanted to see the body and crime scene. Not because he was a voyeur or interested in seeing another dead body. He had learned how to put aside his feelings, to see the bodies as slabs of meat instead of broken souls and lost opportunity and dreams, but it was still not pleasant.  
 
    A part of him wished he could review the corpse and crime scene. If for naught else but to put aside the nagging feeling that he could have done something. 
 
    Yet, practically, if he was not invited, what could he do? Defy the Elder? The woman looked to have grown even shorter of temper since the latest killing. Having no leads must be chaffing at her.  
 
    Core Formation cultivators grew used to being all powerful, able to deal with the majority of their problems via sheer strength. Outside of conflicts with other Core Formation cultivators, they ruled their surroundings. And Core Formation cultivator conflicts were mostly those of cutting words and angry social challenges.  
 
    Being frustrated by not having a direct solution to their conflict—or even understanding who they were in conflict with—must be making her wish for the days of leading armies and killing people on the front lines. Though considering her prior profession, perhaps she had never done that either. 
 
    “You think she has experience with demonic cultivators? Or those from the Dark Sects?” Pan Yin said curiously.  
 
    “Not really, but I don’t really know much about her.” 
 
    “Nor do I,” Pan Yin said. “Nor do any of us, no?” She looked around, curious if anyone disagreed. 
 
    Gao Qiu was the one who spoke up, to the others’ surprise. “We’ve learned a little about her.” Wu Ying noted that he was not the only one who noticed him say we, with Jochi and the Pan sisters exchanging wary gazes. “Former guerilla general in the eastern front. She was involved in a few border skirmishes, though nothing major. Spent time in the capital, working directly under the Directorate of Armaments for a time. Well regarded and one of the strongest in her cultivation, but she was forced into retirement.” 
 
    “Why?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “Politics. Something about a death that she caused in the process of her duties,” Gao Qiu said. “The details are shrouded in rumors.” 
 
    “That’s a lot for a little bit of information,” Pan Shui said sarcastically. “I’m surprised you managed to learn all that while we’ve all been stuck here.” 
 
    Gao Qiu shrugged.  
 
    It was Liu Ping who answered the suspicious gazes turned upon them both. “We looked into it before we arrived. We wanted to know who was overseeing security.” 
 
    “Huh.” Jochi rubbed his chin. “I never even considered that as necessary.” 
 
    “Nor did we. Knowing that the Seven Pavilions were arranging it all was enough for us. After all, we did not expect this,” Pan Yin said. “Why did you?” 
 
    “It’s not that we expected murders!” Liu Ping said, hurt in her voice and eyes. “Why would we? It’s my brother who died!” 
 
    The others winced, falling silent while Wu Ying bit the inside of his lip. Was Liu Jin’s death retaliation then? Something to do with the White Flower Merchant Association, their rebel group? Yet the rebels were against the government—not demonic cultivators. 
 
    Then again, was the painting but a distraction? Wu Ying had wondered that when he had sensed nothing from the painting, no indication of a corrupted touch. Not that all demonic cultivators had that, of course; but someone taking such blatant action, you would think so. 
 
    And why even announce yourself, especially when your first killing offered so few clues and indicated a much more methodical mind behind it? None of it made sense. If he could just make it make sense… 
 
    “Cultivator Long?” Pan Shui spoke up, breaking Wu Ying from his circular musings. 
 
    “Apologies. Just thinking of the murders,” Wu Ying said, then gestured at the talismans that none had taken. “You might as well use them. I doubt we’ll tease apart the murders tonight.” 
 
    “Not without more information,” Liu Ping said angrily. 
 
    There were a few nods, but Jochi seemed done with the conversation. He was the first to take a talisman, imbuing it with his chi before bidding the group farewell. After further unspoken communication, the three sisters copied his actions and ascended the building, leaving Wu Ying with his former companions. 
 
    After the mortal proprietor had arrived and provided further cups before hurrying to check that the other cultivators required nothing else from him, Wu Ying looked at the pair who had sat down.  
 
    “I don’t trust her,” Gao Qiu opened the conversation without preamble. 
 
    “Elder Cao?” At Gao Qiu’s nod, Wu Ying sighed. “I told you, I don’t want to get involved in your other activities.” 
 
    “This has nothing to do with that,” Gao Qiu replied. 
 
    “There’s something strange about her,” Liu Ping said. “We asked to help with my brother’s murder. We asked to see the investigator’s body. We have reason to be involved in all this. But she rejected it, both times.” 
 
    “You’re not trained,” Wu Ying pointed out reasonably. 
 
    “Nor are you,” Liu Ping said. “And the investigator, last night…”  
 
    “What do you mean, last night?” 
 
    “I spoke with her. After the midnight bell, when she had chosen to return from the party. She was working in her office alone and I…” Liu Ping looked down, staring at her hand. “I wanted to ask her if she had learned anything.” 
 
    “And did she?” 
 
    “I think she did,” Liu Ping insisted. “But she wouldn’t tell me what. Said she needed to be sure.” 
 
    Wu Ying frowned. “Sure, about what?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” she hissed, obviously frustrated. 
 
    Gao Qiu placed a hand on her arm, calming the younger woman. He looked at Wu Ying, gesturing around him. “Do you see why we’re frustrated? She learnt something, but now the Elder is hiding it.” 
 
    “If Elder Cao even knows,” Wu Ying pointed out. “You said yourself, Investigator Chu wanted to wait before speaking. Or perhaps Elder Cao does have a clue but is waiting to narrow down her suspects and does not wish to alert the perpetrator.” 
 
    “Why bother?” Gao Qiu replied. “If she has even a rough idea of who it could be, she could drag them in and subject them to interrogation. Surely with her strength, she could pull out the truth.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s really her specialty. Just because she’s a Core Formation cultivator doesn’t mean she can beat the truth out of people,” Wu Ying said. “We’ve all learnt how to handle pain, after all.” 
 
    “There are other ways to draw out truth,” Gao Qiu said darkly. “The army has taken great pains to explore them all when they’re searching for traitors and rebels.” His voice softened. “And a guerilla general would know them all.” 
 
    “She would?” 
 
    “That’s part of their other tasks,” Gao Qiu said. “The Guerillas. The Directorate of Armaments.” 
 
    “Really?” Wu Ying was shocked by the darker secrets of this kingdom being revealed. 
 
    “Yes.” Gao Qiu shrugged. “Not all tasks are equally honorable. Some things are best done not in an official capacity but by those who understand the need for discretion.” 
 
    “I see.” Silence ran through the room before Wu Ying probed further. “And you expect this to happen here?” 
 
    “We’ll be lucky if she doesn’t do it to all of us,” muttered Liu Ping. 
 
    “Strong accusations.” 
 
    “It has happened before. Jiaju village. The 241st Spring uprising.” 
 
    “Ah Ping.” Gao Qiu shot her a look and she quieted, though sullenly.  
 
    “I’m grateful for the warning,” Wu Ying said. “But why come to me? Do you expect me to pressure the Elder? She barely gave the sect Elders face. I doubt she’d speak to me.” 
 
    “She’s more likely to listen to you than us,” Gao Qiu said. “At least she’s asked your opinion once before.”  
 
    Wu Ying looked down into his teacup. He downed the drink, grimacing at its tepid and bitter nature. Steeped too long, left to cool. Still, he poured himself another cup anyway. Tea was tea. “I can speak with her. That’s all I can truly offer.” 
 
    “That is all we can ask.” Gao Qiu hesitated before he leaned in again. “Also, if things turn bad… if she does start taking people in. We intend to leave.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “Not just the Merchant Association, but others we can trust.” He exhaled roughly. “We’ll free those pilloried. We already have the key for them. But when running, we could use you.” 
 
    “Why me?” Again, Wu Ying played the fool, probing for more information. 
 
    “Do you think we’re all fools?” Liu Ping said roughly.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” he replied. 
 
    “You’re no ordinary Energy Storage cultivator,” she replied. “And it’s not just your sect, though that would have been good to know.” Wu Ying frowned a little but did not cut her off, even if he did wonder how she knew what she knew. “Or the fact that you’re a Spiritual Herb Gatherer. That’s not enough for the Elders to speak with you the way they have. For the sect cultivators to treat you with such respect.” 
 
    “Then what do you think might be happening?”  
 
    “You might be an envoy. Or a hidden expert.” 
 
    “Not exactly hidden, am I?” Wu Ying said, touching his chest.  
 
    “You might be hiding your strength, playing the tiger in a goat’s skin.” 
 
    “Or perhaps they just truly fear my sect and my master,” Wu Ying murmured. 
 
    “If that is true, that is good for us too,” Gao Qiu said, cutting off Liu Ping before she could contradict Wu Ying. “When we escape, they’ll try to stop us. If they will hesitate…” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded. He understood the man’s point, though he was not certain if he would join them. Still, the offer and the potential to leave was one he would keep in mind. Even if running would make his time in this kingdom even more difficult. 
 
    Already, his first few weeks in this kingdom had been more complicated than he could have ever envisioned. 
 
    “Tell us if you learn anything, Cultivator Long.” Gao Qiu, sensing that he had gotten all he would get from Wu Ying this night, stood, pulling Liu Ping with him.  
 
    The woman seemed sullen before she deflated suddenly, the exhaustion from the day’s events and her grief robbing her of her energy. Quietly, the pair exited, leaving Wu Ying to his bitter tea and sour thoughts. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying touched the edges of the formation, verifying that the building was still protected. He had spoken to the servant within, confirmed that no one else was to enter or leave the building before he shut the formation entirely. Those with talisman tokens could still move freely, but everyone else would be locked out.  
 
    Satisfied with the precautions he had taken, Wu Ying stared down the silent streets. Few dared to walk in the dark, and those who did were grouped together or moving quickly from pool of light to pool of light. Even with the added illumination of spirit lamps, the closely constructed buildings cast long shadows. 
 
    A slight shift of his chi and Wu Ying jumped, stepping upon the wind directly to take him upward, high into the sky and onto the tiled rooftops. There, he was not surprised to find watchers, guards with crossbows staring down at the hurrying cultivators and few mortal merchants. 
 
    His ascension caught the notice of the guards, and while a few took care to pay extra attention to him, Wu Ying ignored them. They were not his concern, not right now. Instead, he drew a deep breath, cycling the myriad scents of the settlement through his nostrils. He called upon the wind and a breeze answered, tearing through the streets and curling around closed doors and rattling shut windows. It stole notes and hints from those below, bringing forth their redolent gifts to their imperious friend. 
 
    Wu Ying mentally tallied the scents, placing them in a mental map of the settlement. Searching for an overabundance of blood, of hints of demonic or blood chi, for the taste of burnt tar or the tang of the otherworldly. He found nothing, though the wind spoke of windows shut tight and spheres of control that had been formed to block further investigation. Minor formations, enchanted objects deployed for privacy. Among them, the guard building, the prison.  
 
    Wu Ying turned that way, eyeing it and the group of guards who watched those who might choose to take an unhealthy interest in the prison. The trio of guards tensed, the spike of fear and wariness in their scents making him wave. Of course, that did nothing for their unease, but he chose not to tease them further. 
 
    A step and then again, and Wu Ying gusted away. Running across the rooftops, leaping between alleys, he jogged until he left behind the settlement. To his distaste, he could not return to the clearing he had trained within, for a greater formation now stood in the way, blocking egress. 
 
    Finding a fallow field at the edges of the formation, Wu Ying stopped. A small gesture drew forth the sword case, and the weapon itself was extracted from within. He exchanged weapons, belting on the new Saint-level weapon.  
 
    The jian was a thing of beauty, the sword light as a feather and still stiff enough that it would only bend when he desired it to. Turning the blade edge from side to side, Wu Ying regarded the weapon in detail once again. He drank in its intricate detailing, stared at the green jade inlay along the blade, the repeating leaf design and the water-steel pattern on the metal itself. He caressed the dark grey and green hilt, tested the weighting of the tang and the small stone in the pommel, the white jade stone gleaming with suppressed power.  
 
    No enchantment on the weapon itself, but it needed none. 
 
    Wu Ying drank in the details, swinging the weapon around to test weight and balance. He could wield it without such regard—that was part of having the Sense of the Sword. Already, he sensed the full length of the weapon, grasped the balance point, and noted the ever slightly greater width of the weapon near the hilt. He knew what his maximum lunging distance was, how easy it would be to use a tip cut, and how to balance and speed up disengages. 
 
    Yet, knowing and knowing was different. This moment of reflection and observation was as much spiritual as it was practical. He let himself linger over the weapon, admiring it.  
 
    Then he began. 
 
    First form. Second. Third. Fourth form. 
 
    He moved through them all, until the weapon was no more than an extension of himself. The air rippled, cut apart and shrieking with each step, each passing blow. The earth was torn and rent apart as he moved, stomping advances and floating retreats as he danced through the forms. 
 
    When he finished all four, he stopped and breathed. There was a fifth form, but it was not one he was ready to practice yet. It would take too much time, require too much careful rehearsal. Wu Ying needed to move through it slowly, so that his body remembered each position, each attack and variation that was possible from that position. How to string it all together, both sword and sword energy together.  
 
    More than that, he would need to expend a lot of chi. Enough that practicing here, now, was inappropriate. Dangerous. 
 
    Anyway, he had another reason for being here, beyond growing comfortable with his weapon. For a time, he stood still, pulling forth the memory of Elder Cao and their battle. He drew forth every moment of the duel, recalling it in its entirety. And once he was certain he had her fixed in his mind, he recreated the battle again in the physical. 
 
    Repetition of movement, repetition of attacks, starting and stopping as he chose reactions and pieced together her retaliation to his changed movements. A lunge to a cross-body block, Dragon sweeps the Floor to take her balance. Only for her to flip through the air and unleash an explosion of energy, wielding her aura to press him down.  
 
    A thrust at his head that transitioned into a feint as the target switched to his leading leg. Cloud Hands blocked the first and second change of directions, but then she shoulder-charged him, moving into his space. Taking away his options. Failure on his part, as surprise had forced him back the last time. This time, in his mind’s eye, he stepped into the charge.  
 
    The Elder Cao in his mind was surprised.  
 
    She brought her haft up and… 
 
    And… 
 
    He was not sure. Wu Ying reset his stance, reset the mental image of his opponent in his mind. 
 
    A single battle was insufficient. His image of her, unrefined. As much as he might guess, as much as he might draw inspiration from the many manuals he had read, from the general philosophy of the styles and the dao she exhibited, it was all assumptions.  
 
    Guesses of the greatest order. 
 
    Leaving him sometimes staring blankly into space as the ghostly image in his mind stuttered and stopped or chose not as she would but as he wanted her to. Which, in truth, was a failure on his part. For all this was preparation and training, practice against an opponent he might one day have to fight. 
 
    He could not shake the memory of the attack on Cui Wen, the way it might have cut through his protective token. 
 
    And if she might sense his training in the distance, his own aura blanketed the field, pushing away her spiritual senses and the light probing she and the other Elders had trained upon him. It would not stop them from physically spying upon him, but none of the three had chosen to leave the settlement this night. 
 
    Small favors as he trained long into the night. Even as the dawn broke upon the churned and trodden fields, rent from missed strikes and all-too-real retaliations against imaginary attacks, Wu Ying drifted and fought, studying. 
 
    Eventually, as the cock crowed, Wu Ying sheathed his weapon, exchanging it for his usual jian. Wondering, once more, what this day might bring. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Washed and changed, Wu Ying barely made it to his match on time. The referees and the Seven Pavilions Merchant Association had pushed ahead, demanding the final quartet of quarterfinalists take part this day. The tournament, meant to showcase skill at arms and be a celebration of the Association’s strength, was a subdued affair, the crowd numerous but subdued. 
 
    Stepping into the ring, Wu Ying stared at his opponent and could not help but offer the young lady a smile. Despite the dire circumstances, Pan Shui was bouncing a little in anticipation of the upcoming fight. She grinned at Wu Ying, waving her free hand at him. 
 
    “Come, Expert Long. Let us settle things once and for all!” Pan Shui said. 
 
    Wu Ying stared at the exuberant young lady, then glanced at the referee and her pair of sisters. Both sisters looked a little glum, having drawn conclusions from Wu Ying’s numerous mistakes about his true standing and combat prowess. He turned his head further, meeting the gazes of impassive Elders seated at their usual table. And then farther upward, he saw the impassive mien of Elder Cao as she perched on a rooftop. 
 
    He considered them all and the surroundings, spotting the bookies who were doing brisk business. Before the referee could form the barrier around them, he held up a hand. 
 
    “I have an announcement.” Wu Ying pitched his voice to resound through the square, ensuring that everyone would hear him. “I am withdrawing from the tournament.” 
 
    Silence, then tumultuous shouting. None louder than the bettors who clamored for a return of their wagers. 
 
    Striding across the space separating them, Pan Shui stabbed her spearhead at Wu Ying as a pointed declaration. “No! You are not allowed to do that. Tell him he’s not allowed!” she snarled at the referee. 
 
    “I cannot, honored cultivator. Attendance and participation in this event is entirely voluntary,” the referee replied, sweating a little. “But honored cultivator, this is unprecedented.” 
 
    “It’s also your first event. There’s not much of a precedent there,” Wu Ying pointed out. 
 
    “Even so. This… may I ask the chief judge?” he said.  
 
    Wu Ying nodded, knowing the poor man dared not make a final pronouncement without backup. After all, he was but a sixth stage Body Cleansing cultivator, tasked with powering up and watching the fights. It would take someone like the chief judge and referee to make such a pronouncement. Or, more likely, Elder Cao, who was overlooking the entire proceedings even if she was not officially in charge. 
 
    Hushed words were exchanged in the distance, the chief judge casting glances toward where Elder Cao watched. In the meantime, Pan Shui was ranting at Wu Ying, repeating her belief that he could not just quit. It was only when she tried to poke his foot with the butt end of her spear that he regarded her once more. 
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    “You weren’t even paying attention to me!” Pan Shui snapped. “What? Am I really that irrelevant that you’ll ignore me not just in the ring but in conversation too?” 
 
    “It’s not that,” Wu Ying said. “We fought once already and you’re a better spear wielder. You have the Heart of your weapon in your soul, and though you might lack a little in experience, your ability more than makes up for it.” 
 
    “Yet, I did not win our last duel. Not decisively,” Pan Shui said. 
 
    Wu Ying shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I never came here to win the tournament but to meet others and to progress my own path of the sword.” He touched the blade by his side. “Your pointers and the fights I’ve partaken in have helped.” 
 
    “Then fight me again! This time for real. You can’t have learnt everything I have to show you from a single spar. Not when we were both holding back.” 
 
    “No, I couldn’t. But I know what will happen if we fight for real,” Wu Ying said. “Have you considered the results? What happened with Liu Jin?” He lowered his voice, gesturing around him. “Any battle between the two of us will leave us both vulnerable. And that, I’m unwilling to accept. Not right now. Not when you have a decent chance of winning the tournament.” 
 
    “And the prizes?” Pan Shui said. “Do you not care?” 
 
    Wu Ying shrugged. “They are less useful for me than for many others here.”  
 
    She didn’t need to know that he had been warned off winning anyway. It didn’t help that he had a feeling that his chances of staying hidden as a Core Formation cultivator were dropping with every passing day. 
 
    “Who, exactly, are you?” Pan Shui said, gesturing with her free hand. “You wander in, fight like a demon, lose like a fool, speak with Core Formation cultivators like you do it every day, and hold not just a rare element but soul and body cultivation methods.” 
 
    Wu Ying could only shrug, unsure of what she wanted him to say. He was who he was, a poor ex-farmer turned cultivator, banished son of a prestigious sect, an apprentice wild Gatherer. A student of life and existence. 
 
    “That’s not an answer!” 
 
    Before she could prod him further, the chief judge approached and raised his voice, quieting the crowd. “As participation in the tournament is voluntary and each individual may retire at any time, I hereby declare Cultivator Pan the winner of this match.” 
 
    Voices rose in protest, some of the cultivators glaring at Wu Ying as he descended. A few moved to accost him but stopped as he allowed a little of the killing intent and bloodlust within his soul to escape. These wandering cultivators might see more battle than a sect cultivator who stayed in his sect, cultivating in their lofty heights. But this kingdom had been at peace, their demonic and spiritual beasts managed by the army. 
 
    He had been honed in war and competition, in the depths of the untamed wilderness and across the blades of the Dark Sect. He might as well be a slavering, blood-hungry beast to them. Even a trace of the true killing intent and bloodlust he had absorbed was enough to keep those meaning to challenge him from approaching, leaving him to stand in the crowd… 
 
    Alone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eventually Pan Shui left the stage sulkily. The remaining two contestants were escorted up to the stage, Liu Ping and Kong Lai facing one another over their weapons. Liu Ping held her tie jian in both hands, the swordbreaker no more than a sharp-edged cross-sectional metal hunk, meant to crack and break delicate weapons. Not that the paired axes Kong Lai wielded could be considered delicate. 
 
    “Interesting matchup. Good weapon mix,” a mortal merchant, not far from Wu Ying, muttered to his friend. 
 
    “Axe against swordbreaker? Yes. Better than dao or jian—those would break. And it’d be boring if they wielded polearms. Good strategy, but boring fights,” his friend muttered. 
 
    Beside them, a third leaned forward and added his own words even as on the stage, the referee was speaking to the contestants, almost begging them to take care to not harm one another, to fight fairly and with consideration for the tournament’s good name.  
 
    “I bet there’s going to be blood. You heard about the crazed wandering cultivator’s actions, right? I tell you, those bestial bloodlines can’t be trusted. Animals, all of them.” 
 
    “I heard the Mountain Fast cultivator killed her brother,” the first merchant speaker said. 
 
    “No, that was the demon cultivator. The murderer,” his friend corrected. 
 
    Silence grew over the three, before the first speaker spoke. “Do you think she’s the demon cultivator?” 
 
    Which she he meant, he left unconfirmed for a passing guard shot the three a disapproving look at their gossiping. The group stayed quiet even after the guard had left for the referee, who had given up on his attempt at receiving a confirmation of honorable conduct and, receiving no support from the silent Elder Cao or the chief judge, had finally left the ring. 
 
    As the referee came down, he gave the chief judge an elaborate shrug. Wu Ying did not miss the look the judge cast to where Elder Cao stood, still silent. 
 
    One had to wonder why she was watching them instead of continuing her investigation. Or perhaps she considered this—being present where nearly everyone else was—part of her inquiry. Or was she looking to head off chaos? If Wu Ying had been the killer, he would take this opportunity to sow chaos. If he was one to kill indiscriminately. 
 
    Which once more brought to mind the question of why. Motive for the killings, for the reasoning behind the killer’s actions, was lacking.  
 
    His thoughts were interrupted as the protective shell covering the ring formed and the pair of contestants were protected from interference. They charged forward, intent on injury and death in a clash of arms and pent-up emotions. 
 
    Disdainful battle maniac met enraged and grieving sister in the middle of the ring, neither party willing to give a foot. Axe blades clashed with the heavy tie jian, the steel of the metal bar slamming into sharpened edges and pushing aside the lighter weapons, even as tiny wounds accumulated along Liu Ping’s arms from leftover blade intent. 
 
    The injuries only seemed to fuel Liu Ping, the edges of her aura solidifying, a brown haze that softened blows and turned aside imperfectly aligned cuts. Her lips pulled apart and widened into a rictus of anger and hate, her swings growing wider and ever more powerful. 
 
    The change in Liu Ping’s aura and the increased strength of her blows pushed Kong Lai back, the sect cultivator retreating every few exchanges. Chips from the edges of her axes flew through the air at each clash, metal bent and twisted as even aura-reinforcement of the weapons did little to alleviate the damage done to them. 
 
    In short order, Kong Lai had retreated to the edge of the ring. There, wounds accumulated as she transitioned to a purely defensive stance. Unlike Liu Ping’s showy infusion of bloodline into aura, Kong Lai’s earthen element could only be seen in the steadiness of her stance, her ability to handle her opponent’s massively empowered blows.  
 
    Long seconds passed as Liu Ping thrashed Kong Lai, blood and sweat flying through the air. Yet no matter how close it seemed that Kong Lai would miss a parry and crumple under the echoing, reverberating blows, she held on. Strike after strike, disaster was turned aside by cun after cun. 
 
    Beside Wu Ying, the trio of mortals were murmuring again.  
 
    “I thought she’d do better. Not much of a sect cultivator, is she?” 
 
    “I told you. They’re all false dragons and cowardly tigers. None of them are true warriors. Indolent fools, one and all.” 
 
    “Who cares? It’s a good fight, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I hate losing money… Not as though I earned that much this time around.” 
 
    “Hah! I told you, you should have brought more healing pills. That’s what I did.” 
 
    Wu Ying tuned out the discussion about optimal stock types, paying further attention to the battle. He did not blame the trio for missing the point, though he was surprised by how often their sentiment was echoed around the ring, even by other cultivators who should know better. 
 
    For he could sense it in her aura, in the edge of her swings.  
 
    Liu Ping was running out of energy. Her blows were growing more frantic, her attacks swung ever harder. Powered not by strength but desperate, desperate need.  
 
    And Kong Lai stood firm. She received the blows and redirected them when she could, suffered in silence when she could not. Blows hammered the edges of her weapons into her arms or chest. Even the occasional misses that struck were weathered by shifts in footwork and rolling movements of the upper body. All to keep her standing, her chi stores from draining too quickly. 
 
    A sharp spike of worry and concern, fear stench intensifying. A short distance from him, standing with his friends and allies, Gao Qiu finally noticed what Wu Ying had. His breathing slowed and tightened, and he leaned into the ring as though his focus and attention could provide Liu Ping the energy she lacked. 
 
    Interference—entrance from outside the ring—was viable, if difficult. But doing so would mean disqualifying Liu Ping. Still, Wu Ying could almost see the man considering it, weighing her displeasure with the knowledge of what Kong Lai had done to Liu Jin and the enmity the pair bore one another. 
 
    Before a decision could be made, the duel turned.  
 
    A kick, flashing upward in too large a gap between swings, caught Liu Ping in the chest. She flew backward, flipping through the air and barely managing to block the downward swing of her opponent’s axes as Kong Lai followed and struck at Liu Ping while she was still in the air. The force of the block forced Liu Ping’s knees to the floor, weapon held upward with both hands even as the sharpened edge of her swordbreaker bit into her open palm reinforcing her block. The smell of fresh blood mixed with the muskiness of her aura, seeping out from the ring. 
 
    “Did you really think you could win, you barbaric fool?” Kong Lai taunted, pressing down. Her chi surged, the smell of earth and loam, granite and basalt filtering outward to Wu Ying. The axes drifted closer, heavier than ever as they neared Liu Ping’s chest. 
 
    “I… won’t… lose.” Teeth gritted, head tilted upward, even her uttered defiance was insufficient to combat the growing weight. 
 
    Cun by cun, the tie jian lowered until the edge of her swordbreaker touched the tip of her forehead, axe blades hanging over and biting a little into her collarbones as her back arched. Liu Ping struggled, the aura of the bear wavering.  
 
    Then, howling in pain, she forced her blood to burn, the caustic disruption making Wu Ying’s eyes widen. His fool of a friend had done that before, burnt his very life force to win fights. Few sects taught such a method, but those with bloodlines like Liu Ping could tap into the technique instinctively it seemed. Still, even Tou He had never, ever done something like that in a tournament. 
 
    The effect was short-lived, a momentary surge of vigor that pushed the pair of axes upward by their hafts. The weapons swung down almost immediately as the strength was robbed from Kong Lai’s arms as her energy petered out.  
 
    But this time, Liu Ping was ready. 
 
    She collapsed backward almost bonelessly, the momentary surge of strength allowing her to shift the position of her legs so that she could fall back and kick upward, lifting her opponent over her. Momentum changing ever so swiftly, Kong Lai tumbled over and slammed into the floor with a tile-shattering crash. 
 
    Yet that move had also robbed Liu Ping of her position and injured her body, twisting and kicking backward as she had. Blood streamed from her sides where the axes had clipped her. She struggled to her feet moments before Kong Lai did, the earth cultivator shaking off shards of stone and dust. 
 
    Outside, Gao Qiu strained against the arms holding him back, whispered words from his compatriots telling him to keep calm. To trust in the woman. He struggled in vain even as the pair clashed once more, their movements slower, their attacks warier now as they probed for further missteps. 
 
    “You can do it, Ah Ping! Beat her until she doesn’t even know her own name!” one of the men from the convoy next to Gao Qiu roared, even as he held back his leader. 
 
    Emboldened by the words, Liu Ping found a sudden surge of strength and cunning. She shifted the angle of her latest strike with the swordbreaker, managing to catch not the blade of the weapon striking at her but the haft and fingers beneath.  
 
    Crying in pain as her fingers were crushed, Kong Lai’s hand spasmed open. Another swing brought the swordbreaker crashing into the now opened side of the sect cultivator’s body, throwing the woman aside. Kong Lai bounced off the floor, rolling over and over until she fetched up against the edge of the ring, one leg dangling off. 
 
    Slowly, ever so slowly, she pulled herself upright. 
 
    Shouts from outside, many with their eyes locked on the sect cultivator who groggily attempted to regain her feet. Many were wondering aloud why Liu Ping stood still, unmoving as she missed the opportunity to finish the battle.  
 
    Indeed, to the visible eye, Liu Ping was trembling, her legs shaking as she struggled to stay standing. 
 
    “What is she doing? Finish it!”  
 
    “Gods above, I should never have bet on a wandering cultivator.” 
 
    “Maybe the beast is taking over?” 
 
    Voices rose and fell with cries of disappointment as Kong Lai managed to stand again.  
 
    Conversations quieted as the crowd noticed the sect cultivator smiling through bloody lips, her eyes glinting in savage glee. One hand was wrapped around her side where cracked ribs were cradled, but the other was pointed at her opponent. 
 
    “Now you see the difference between a beast and a true daughter of the heavens!” Kong Lai said, sneering aloud. Then her tone changed as she chanted, waving her axe as earth chi surged. “Pursuit of the Earthen Hunter. Entomb.” 
 
    Earth chi that had been gathering around the pair as they fought slammed closed. Strands of energy pulled together, trapping Liu Ping and crushing her. The crack of her knees banging into the stone tiles resounded through the ring, even as the swordbreaker fell from exhausted fingers. 
 
    Another surge of energy, this time from outside the ring. Wu Ying turned his head as Gao Qiu threw off those who held him. Only for Elder Eng to appear behind him, his hand coming down on Gao Qiu’s shoulder. A minor exertion of force and Gao Qiu was forced to his knees too. 
 
    Wu Ying’s eyes narrowed, but Elder Eng was not injuring Gao Qiu any more than he needed to. Choosing to keep watch and silent for now, Wu Ying turned back to the fight in the ring where Kong Lai stumbled closer to Liu Ping, absolute glee still on her face. 
 
    Standing over the trapped woman, earth chi coating Liu Ping in strands of dark chains, Kong Lai raised her axe. “I’ll crush you just like your useless brother. Then you beasts will know the true strength of the sects!” 
 
    At the mention of her brother, Liu Ping released an inhuman growl. The bestial aura that had been crushed disappeared entirely for a moment before returning threefold in strength. Liu Ping threw herself forward, the earthen chains of chi holding her down exploding under the strength of her bloodline. 
 
    Kong Lai staggered backward from the backlash of her technique breaking even as Liu Ping’s face twisted into an animal’s, her nose and mouth seeming to lengthen and darken as her chi surged. Claws, black and shimmering, exploded from her hands as she lunged at Kong Lai, ducking under a swinging hand to claw the woman’s torso. Long lines of blood and exposed ribs were drawn from the claws, but Kong Lai managed to finish her attack, burying the axe in Liu Ping’s lower back. 
 
    Silence for a fraction of a second as both opponents fell, nearly on top of one another. The referee’s jaw worked as his gaze darted from still form to still form. 
 
    Then, movement. Elder Eng rushed the ring, only for Elder Cao to appear and place her hand on his chest, easily stopping him from approaching. 
 
    Gao Qiu, released, staggered toward the stage, but was beaten to the two bodies by the referee and chief judge. Together, they peeled the senseless bodies apart for the healers. Wu Ying kept back, knowing there was nothing he could do for them that the healers could not. 
 
    “What a waste…”  
 
    Voices from behind, though who said it, Wu Ying could not place. For the better, probably. 
 
    “Let them work,” Wu Ying said to Gao Qiu, pulling back the man as he tried to crowd the healers. The pair watched as they struggled to heal the pair of cultivators, a part of Wu Ying hoping they were well. As cultivators, it took a lot to kill one of them. “Liu Ping will be fine. She’s a Body cultivator, isn’t she? With that bloodline, she’d have to be.”  
 
    A nod from Gao Qiu.  
 
    “Then she’ll heal.” 
 
    “But will she ever heal all the way?” Gao Qiu said bitterly. “She burnt her life blood. And forced her bloodline to evolve. Neither of those things…” He shook his head. “You understand.” 
 
    “It won’t be easy. But perhaps it might even aid her,” Wu Ying said. “A bloodline evolution is hard to enact, even normally. This might have been for the best.” 
 
    “The best?” Gao Qiu turned toward Wu Ying, eyes glittering with repressed fury as he shook off Wu Ying’s hand on his shoulder. “You immortal cultivators truly are insane. Anything to keep moving ahead, to ascend, no? She lost her brother, her own family. He was her everything. All that she ever wanted. And you think it’s for the best!” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “Just leave. It’s not as though you care for us, or anything but yourself.” Then deliberately stepping away from Wu Ying, Gao Qiu turned his attention back to the woman. 
 
    Wu Ying stood there for a second before he turned his head. Elder Cao met his gaze, a sardonic smile on her lips even as she kept back Elder Eng and any retribution he might enact for the damage to his niece. 
 
    For a second, Wu Ying looked at the shocked faces and the looks of disgust turned on him. Between Gao Qiu’s visible distaste and his own showing earlier in the day, there was no welcome for him here.  
 
    Shrugging, he left the ring and the surroundings. Whatever happened now, it was none of his business. That was what he had chosen, had he not? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    “This is not how I wanted to win!” Pan Shui’s voice was strident as she complained to her sisters in the next room over.  
 
    Wu Ying sighed, rubbing his temples as the trio continued to shout at one another. He had been working on his World Spirit Ring on and off for the last few hours, taking care of the fields. One particular field had been laid out with new formations to concentrate the wind chi that had become inherent to his ring, drawn and fed as it was from his own energy. 
 
    He had a plan. One that he was uncertain would work—but might ease the demands on the medicinal baths he took regularly and the spirit herbs that were infused in the baths. That reminded him that he was overdue for one, but that was something he would have to undertake somewhere… safer. 
 
    Nonetheless, if he could grow a number of more common spirit herbs but infuse them with his wind chi to begin with, it was possible a competent apothecarist could substitute or modify the ingredients list for his baths further, saving him time and repetitions. 
 
    On the other hand, he did limit his experimentation to one field. It had taken him many months of pondering before he even began the growing process, though he had in the meantime prepped the location and begun the infusion of chi into the field. Part of the problem was deciding which herbs were best used.  
 
    He had to replace the ones he might need in the future while also taking into account the herbs ability to absorb wind chi. There were other concerns too, like the availability of the herbs he might replace, the price of those herbs, potential side effects and reactions between the various herbs, and any corruptive influences or byproducts. 
 
    Even speaking to a competent apothecarist for the initial trimming had not provided him with an exhaustive list. He would have to experiment, grow and harvest the herbs before a final decision could be made. 
 
    In fact, Wu Ying knew he likely had made mistakes. It might not even be possible to change out these herbs, since the delicate balance of medicinal baths—and even worse, pills—were products of years of experimentation and flashes of insight. Making a single change could lead to a lower efficacy at best, poisoning or corruption of the body at worst. 
 
    Better to limit the amount of time and space he devoted to the experiment. It was not as though his World Spirit Ring stood up to its name. It was still not even the size of his old village. Not that he could have cared for all that land himself. 
 
    It did lead him to wonder what, if anything, he should do about that. Taking care of a half dozen fields was one thing, since he could act at the speed of thought within his ring. Even a dozen fields would be no strain. But if it kept growing, what would happen when it was the size of a county? A kingdom? 
 
    Did he then create forests and lands for his herbs to grow untamed? Would it even be possible to do that, without the natural spirit beasts that helped care for the environment? If not, could he eventually sustain such creatures?  
 
    It boggled the mind that that might be possible, but there were stories…  
 
    Certainly, he had experimented with normal animals, finding it impossible to bring anything more complex than ants or bugs within. Even those, he had to be careful in regulating, for without the natural predators of the world, they had a tendency to flourish and overpopulate his ring, requiring him to cull them. 
 
    At what point would his ring be effective for animals and spirit beasts? Were they barred? If they were not, could he bring in humans? Somehow, Wu Ying doubted that—at least until he became an immortal. Still, such rings and flasks were storied items, wielded by everyone from the most common immortal to The Great Sage, Heaven’s Equal. 
 
    Sadly, information was still lacking. That was the problem with cultivator society in a sense—too much knowledge was hidden from one another, such that information that might aid others was never disseminated. All too much knowledge was lost when cultivators died or ascended or were locked behind sect libraries or noble houses. 
 
    Of course, Wu Ying could not be too offended. He too kept the secret of his own ring hidden, for fear of being struck down by another who desired it. The danger of owning the ring was significant, though he had been, thankfully, untargeted as yet.  
 
    Still, he understood it was but a matter of time.  
 
    “Well, what you want doesn’t matter. There’s no one else to fight,” Pan Yin shouted back. “So just suck it up and take the prize tomorrow.” 
 
    “No!”  
 
    Wu Ying heard a door yanked open. Loud stomping feet, then his door was banged on, the door attempted to be shoved open.  
 
    There was a pause when the door did not give way, then Pan Shui hollered through it, “Come out here!” 
 
    Wincing, Wu Ying fully extracted his mind from his ring and waited for mental equilibrium to be achieved before he walked over and pulled the crossbar off the door. He stepped back swiftly as the door was thrown open, nearly hitting his foot. 
 
    “You! Fight me,” Pan Shui demanded. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I won’t take a win like this! It’s ridiculous,” Pan Shui said. Behind her, Pan Yin and the middle sister appeared, both of them looking a little embarrassed. “At least we should fight for a proper second place.” 
 
    “No. I already gave up, so it would not be fair.” 
 
    “It’s not fair for me to be the winner when I haven’t even fought anyone!” Pan Shui said. “The entire tournament is a farce then!” 
 
    “Not my problem.” 
 
    “Unless you want to make friends with the Seven Pavilions. I think they would actually be grateful if you helped them with their lackluster finale problem,” Pan Yin said musingly. 
 
    “You’re not helping,” Wu Ying replied. 
 
    “See! Even Elder Sister thinks you should do this,” Pan Shui said. 
 
    Pan Yin growled and grabbed her sister’s ear, twisting it. “No. I actually think you should stop complaining and just accept the prize. What are you going to do if you lose, eh?”  
 
    “I won’t lose,” Pan Shui said mulishly. She let out a louder yelp when Pan Yin twisted harder. “I won’t, I won’t! I promise.” 
 
    “You can’t promise such things.” Another twist before she let her sister go and turned to Wu Ying, bowing a little. “I apologize for her insult.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Wu Ying said, hiding his smile. “She is young.” 
 
    “Oh, like you’re a decrepit old hag like that Elder Cao!” Pan Shui said. Then her eyes narrowed as she leaned in to peer at Wu Ying’s face, searching for lines. “You aren’t, are you? I mean, Body cultivators are supposed to be able to look younger easier. Or older. Wait, are you a child?” 
 
    Wu Ying reached out with two fingers and pushed on her forehead, making Pan Shui back off. “I’m not old, and I’m not going to fight you. Now, can you leave me alone? Some of us were cultivating.” 
 
    Pan Shui rolled her eyes. “At least congratulate me on winning the tournament!” 
 
    “Changed your mind fast, didn’t you?” Wu Ying teased. 
 
    “You—” 
 
    Grinning, Wu Ying bowed. “Congratulations on winning, Cultivator Pan.” He paused, then asked, “What happened to the other two? How bad are their injuries?” 
 
    “Serious, but not life-threatening.”  
 
    Wu Ying nodded. That much he had expected, since if they had died, he would have heard of it. Even now, the wind carried snippets of conversation and a sense of what was happening through his open window. Not enough to review everything that happened, of course, but more than sufficient to alert him if something major occurred. Like another body was found or the contestants died.  
 
    “They will both recover, but neither can fight,” Pan Yin added. 
 
    “Who was declared the winner?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “Me,” Pan Shui said bitterly. 
 
    “Of the match.” 
 
    “No one. It was announced as a draw,” Pan Yin said. 
 
    “Huh. That must have annoyed everyone involved,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “You don’t say,” Pan Yin muttered. “We left before things grew even more unsettled.” 
 
     Wu Ying sighed. He had picked up something of the altercation, but it was obvious that none of the angered parties had felt like testing the Elder’s ire. While it was possible for Energy Storage cultivators to beat a Core Formation cultivator—he had, after all, done the same a few years ago—it required training and specialized formations. Battle techniques that empowered the individual.  
 
    Nothing that a group of wandering cultivators would have on hand.  
 
    They could still bury her in bodies if they so desired, sacrificing lives to inflict injuries upon her, building up wounds until she was forced to either retreat or risk death. However, that kind of sacrifice over disrupted wagers and a disappointing tournament was unlikely. 
 
    “Well, congratulations again, Cultivator Pan.” He gestured to the door, indicating for her to leave. 
 
    “Not interested if you get a prize?” Pan Yin said curiously. 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “After all, all three of you in the quarter finals lost.” 
 
    “But I gave up and was declared the loser, while the other two were considered a draw. It’s obvious that I won’t receive anything. There are only three prizes.”  
 
    Pan Yin sighed. “But you truly don’t have any desire for the prizes, do you?” 
 
    Wu Ying shrugged. 
 
    Pan Shui snorted. “Enough flirting already. The prize ceremony will be tomorrow instead of the day after. Everyone is supposed to show up. Or at least, those who can stand.” 
 
    Wu Ying ignored the annoying insinuation about the flirting while Pan Yin smacked her sister in the arm.  
 
    “I’ll be there,” he said. Then he lowered his voice. “Any further leads?” 
 
    Pan Shui shook her head. There was no need to ask leads for what.  
 
    “Then after the ceremony, we should return here. Stay indoors, eat whatever travel rations you have, and wait.” 
 
    “Till when?” Pan Yin said. 
 
    “Till they find the killer.”  
 
    “And if they don’t?” Pan Shui’s fist tightened as she stared between the two who were speaking. “You heard some of the conversations out there. Some of those fools are already talking about taking things in their own fists and coming after us.” Her voice dropped. “Or Liu Ping, because of her aura.” 
 
    “They think she killed her own brother?” Pan Yin said, sounding surprised. “What fool would think that?” 
 
    “The kind who is scared and looking for an excuse, any excuse, to lash out,” Pan Shui replied.  
 
    He held up a hand. “Let’s worry about it later. Make it through the night, get your prizes. You make use of your prizes, get stronger. Then, if the killer hasn’t been found…” 
 
    “We worry about it then?” Pan Shui said. “I don’t like waiting for something to happen.” 
 
    “Few do. But Elder Cao has made it clear our help is unwanted. Stepping in without her acknowledgment could mean causing more problems. Knowing when to step back is important too.” Wu Ying could not help remembering his own lessons in not hurrying around. Running from one kingdom to another, all to return and find that if he had just waited, matters would have resolved. Sometimes, the greatest wisdom was in doing nothing. 
 
    “We’re to trust her? Even if she has done nothing?” Pan Shui said. “Or she’s incompetent? After all, the one who had actual skill at investigating was the one killed, no?” 
 
    “Then do you have a suggestion?” Wu Ying retorted. 
 
    “I… well…” Pan Shui trailed off.  
 
    “Exactly. I’m no investigator either, and what little I’ve seen has shown me that none of my usual tricks work.” He shrugged. “In the end, we wait. Now, if you don’t mind…” He waved back at his room. “I was resting.” 
 
    “Yes. You need it, after such a strenuous battle earlier.” Pan Shui stuck out her tongue and hurried out before her sister could hit her again. 
 
    He snorted, then looked at Pan Yin, who had not moved. She had, in fact, a tiny smile that danced on the edges of her lips.  
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, just amused at the way my sister acts when she has found someone she likes.” 
 
    “A crush?” He shook his head. “I have no time for that. And she is way too childish.” 
 
    “Good,” Pan Yin said. “I won’t have to deal with you then.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Instead of answering, Pan Yin followed her sister, leaving Pan Mu as the last one in the hallway. The girl laughed a little at Wu Ying’s face, before she chose to take pity on the man. 
 
    “It’s okay. We all know you’re a horrible marriage prospect. But the heart wants what it wants, no?” 
 
    She left Wu Ying to stare after the women as they returned to their room, where Pan Shui was already haranguing her sister for telling him her secret. He snorted, stepping back and closing the door. 
 
    Sisters. Devils, all of them.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rather than continue to listen to the comedy trio in the other room, Wu Ying left for the same field as before. He continued his practice with his new sword, the minor privacy bubble he had put up keeping his practice a secret. Or so he hoped, at least. It was hard to tell, but with the sheer restlessness and the trio of Elders and the head of the merchant association all caught up in talks in their compound, he was fairly certain he was fine. 
 
    Hours passed before Wu Ying finished, just as the sun began to set. Practice over, Wu Ying found himself reluctant to return to his room. Instead, he took the long way around, passing through the village on his way back as he pondered the investigation. Whatever words he had spoken to the Pan sisters, he had been concerned for a while. It was why he had taken the opportunities to view the crime scenes, to listen and ask about developments. 
 
    He remembered the investigator’s face, the dreams and hopes she had inadvertently told him. Liu Jin’s laughing manner and the way he always tried to look out for his impetuous sister. Even the big-mouthed sect cultivator had not deserved to die. 
 
    Yet…  
 
    What could he do? He was no investigator, that was true enough. Nor did he see a reason for the deaths of Cui Wen or Liu Jin. Their murders were as different as they were sudden. The only killing that had an obvious motive had been Investigator Chu’s—and that did not help him narrow his suspect list. 
 
    Whatever clue she’d had, it was obviously insufficient for Elder Cao to find the killer. Unless she was the killer. Which… well, that would be bad. 
 
    His thoughts had brought him to the guards’ building, unconsciously. The only building in the entirety of the village that he could not access, that was blocked off from his senses—even the wind refusing to provide anything but the most modest of hints of what lay behind the formation. 
 
    Wu Ying’s lips pursed as he wondered what secrets lay behind it all. In the end though, he turned away, for he could do nothing. Only to turn back when the door opened and a familiar Guard Captain’s face was revealed. 
 
    “Cultivator Long.” The man’s voice was low, cutting through the quiet of the night.  
 
    “Guard Captain Teng,” Wu Ying replied, offering a slight bow.  
 
    “Investigator Chu mentioned that your particular brand of cultivation and aura control is significantly different from those in our kingdom.”  
 
    A nod to the man’s statement.  
 
    “Yet you have found nothing?” 
 
    “Not at the previous sites. No.” 
 
    “And if you saw a third, do you think you could find something then?” Teng Fei asked. 
 
    “Perhaps. Sometimes scents and clues are hard to apprise, when sensed alone,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Yes. So Investigator Chu mentioned too.” Another pause, then Teng Fei stepped aside from the door. “I’m hungry. Haven’t had supper. I won’t be back for another… oh… ten minutes? Perhaps you could watch over the building for me.” 
 
    “Watch the building…” Wu Ying said carefully. 
 
    “To ensure no one disturbs the bodies.” 
 
    “I see. Of course.”  
 
    “Thank you, Cultivator Long.” So saying, Teng Fei left, though not before ensuring the door was propped open.  
 
    Wu Ying made his way to the entrance, frowning a little and stopping in front of the open doorway, noting how the formation had been opened to allow entry and egress. So long as the door stayed open, the formation would too.  
 
    Feeling a little like he had sneaked out of cultivation practice as a child, Wu Ying stepped past the threshold into the building. He paused inside, his senses extended, waiting for the alarm to blare. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Releasing a held breath, he headed up the staircase. There was no need to work out the layout of the building—the winds had already mapped it out for him the moment he stepped within, whispering of rooms and open doors, wide passages and enclosed cupboards.  
 
    And the beginning of rot. 
 
    The room where Investigator Chu had been killed differed from where she had been laid out. The first was above, in her office. The second, down below the ground, in one of the few cellars in this temporary location. Cold stone, with secondary wards to ensure that she did not rise as a jiangshi.  
 
    First, the body. Wu Ying headed down, fast, pausing only long enough to ascertain the wards below would not trigger or be broken by his entry. Then, over to her body; a simple yellow talisman had been placed upon the forehead to preserve and protect. 
 
    The wound that killed her was ugly, half the side of her head crushed. He raised his hand, comparing the site to his own fist and memories of other wounds. Definitely a punch, delivered with such great strength that it had crushed her skull like an egg being struck by a hammer. A cultivator then, someone with good technique and in the high stages of Body Cleansing, or an Energy Storage cultivator or higher. A Body cultivator could do as much too, of course, but again—someone who was more than in the beginnings of their cultivation journey. 
 
    It did not narrow down the suspect list at all. He’d already assumed the killer had to be an Energy Storage cultivator of some sort—just from the initial murder. It was unlikely that even a hidden strike from a Body Cleansing cultivator could have ended Cui Wen. Never mind the fact that he had been snuck up upon—or chosen to give his back. 
 
    So. 
 
    Someone trusted or an Energy Storage cultivator. 
 
    And a female perhaps—or a man with small hands. The blow looked to be concentrated. Unless they used a striking technique focused on one or two knuckles—and then, it was too broad. So, probably someone with small hands.  
 
    That, at least, was useful. Surprising they had chosen to attack barehanded actually, but Investigator Chu had been mortal. Had they chosen to kill with their weapons before due to fear of being overpowered otherwise?  
 
    He wished he had seen the body initially, where she was struck. Perhaps he could find clues above, but the body, after another quick perusal, offered no further clues. Not to him, at least.  
 
    So, someone comfortable with killing with their bare hands. Someone confident enough to do so with a single attack. Either a female or someone with small hands. If it was the same killer as before, then they were confident in their use of three different weapons. A dagger for Liu Jin—or some shorter weapon to cut his throat—a jian for Cui Wen, and now, unarmed. 
 
    Unusual.  
 
    Turning aside, Wu Ying headed for Investigator Chu’s office, knowing that the Guard Captain would be back soon. Even if he had allowed Wu Ying in—and that was interesting behavior, now wasn’t it?—there was only so far the Captain was likely willing to bend the rules. 
 
    So best to get this done. 
 
    Upstairs, the room was filled with paper. In bookcases and cupboards, notes everywhere. The only location which was not clogged with paper was the desk, which was barren. No notes or papers there, nothing to indicate what Investigator Chu had been working on the night she died. Which, now that Wu Ying thought of it, made sense. If she had left a clue, the Captain and Elder Cao had probably wanted to find it and it would most likely be in the papers she had been reading.  
 
    So be it. He would review the scene of the murder as it was—empty but for the furnishings. Desk in front, bookcases to the side, chair behind the desk and another in front of it. Wu Ying walked around the desk, his gaze flicking across the surroundings as the wind stirred gently, ruffling parchment paper and his hair alike. 
 
    Someone had cleaned up the blood, though he still smelled the remnants of it as it rotted. On the floor, across the desk a little, and more on the back of the chair and back wall.  
 
    He traced it all, noting the largest remnant stain—where she had likely lay, bleeding from the injury—to the scattered droplets. The way it arced, the slight amount down to the right side of where he was which matched the wound on her corpse. 
 
    Right-handed then. Just like the initial killer. He assumed it was the same for Liu Jin, but he had not heard Investigator Chu’s analysis of that murder. Even a small splattering on the right-side floor, where the killer must have shook off their bloody hand. 
 
    Other smells were present: the muskiness of Teng Fei’s chi, Elder Cao’s, and the investigator’s own sharply edged chi. All of them present, and no one else’s. Not too surprising—Wu Ying had never managed to pick out any additional trace chi.  
 
    The wind danced, whispering of a familiar scent, of a twist in the environment that he recognized. He went to a cupboard and opened it to find the missing seal. Cui Wen’s protective talisman.  
 
    “What’s it doing here?” Wu Ying muttered, his gaze darting around the surroundings. Why had he not heard about it being found? 
 
    There was some paper with the talisman, which he picked up to read. His eyes darted down the paper, the information on it neatly written. 
 
      
 
    … token returned to us by suspect Pan Mu. Suspect indicated that victim Cui Wen had left the token behind accidentally after midnight assignation. When Cui Wen’s death was disseminated, suspect Pan Mu volunteered full details of their evening. See Timeline A for further details. 
 
      
 
    Below the dry text, another note was penned in, in-between lines detailing the interview in more depth. 
 
      
 
    Suspect Pan Mu cleared via multiple eyewitness reports, including sisters Pan Shin and Pan Yin. Recommended to lower probability of suspect Pan Mu being the killer by a margin of two cun. 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying read further before he sighed, realizing there was little new. At least it cleared up the question of how Cui Wen had been killed. Unfortunately, all it did was increase the suspect range again to everyone in the high Energy Storage level or whom Cui Wen would trust. Which, in truth, was probably only a half dozen. 
 
    Biting his lip, Wu Ying looked around for the suspect list and found it soon enough. He memorized the names, most of them known to him. The Pan sisters, the sect cultivators, himself, Gao Qiu, and a few other wandering cultivators.  
 
    Not many, in truth. 
 
    For a time, Wu Ying stood there, reviewing the room and memorizing what he could of the surroundings. Hoping further inspiration would spark in his mind. Nothing did, not even when he sensed the Guard Captain on the way back. 
 
    “Thank you, Cultivator Long, for watching the building.” Teng Fei smiled, holding up the pair of steamed buns he had acquired. “This should last me the night.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Wu Ying said, walking down the stairs and smiling to the Captain in gratitude. 
 
    “I hope it was not too much of an imposition.” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “It’s good that we can rely on you. After all, matters are very unsettled right now. Those who are willing to step up… well, those numbers have grown ever smaller each year.”  
 
    Wu Ying offered the man a tight smile, returning the intense gaze Teng Fei turned on him. There was an unspoken thought in there, one that Teng Fei was clearly unwilling to voice. 
 
    In the end, Wu Ying offered a last bow, still uncertain of what the man meant. A second later, the guardsman walked into the building and shut the door, sealing the formation once more. 
 
    Leaving Wu Ying to stare after him. With stolen knowledge perhaps, and no further ideas of what he should do.  
 
    “I wish people would just say what’s on their minds!” he muttered as he wandered back to his room. Damn fools. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Waking up the next morning, Wu Ying could not help but turn the night’s events over in his mind. The murder itself had provided him with some little information, but Teng Fei’s actions stood out. The Guard Captain had defied the Elder, something Wu Ying would never have imagined him doing. And he had done that for Wu Ying, which was another interesting wrinkle. 
 
    Was it because Wu Ying had a rather unique place among the other wandering cultivators? Because he had been asked to look at the previous deaths? Or was it that Teng Fei had hoped that Wu Ying’s aura control and expanded spiritual senses might have found something they had not? Even if so, why did he ask Wu Ying to look, when the Elder had not wanted his help any further?  
 
    Unless Teng Fei thought the Elder could not be trusted to finish the investigation. Or maybe he shared Wu Ying’s suspicions that she might be the killer. Then again, didn’t he just disprove the fact that it had to be a Core Formation cultivator? But if that was the case, why the hesitation at bringing people in for enhanced interrogations? According to Gao Qiu, the government had done as much before. 
 
    Then again… Elder Cao was retired. She wasn’t the government anymore. Was she then waiting for reinforcements? Was a group of government officials coming, and the cultivators were trapped here on purpose?  
 
    That was certainly possible. 
 
    Or, more worryingly, perhaps she knew who the killer was and was unwilling to bring them in. 
 
    That thought sent a cold shiver down his spine. There were only a couple of people whom it might be impolitic for the ex-general to deal with. Wu Ying did not know enough of either sect—beyond the fact that they were two of the larger ones in the kingdom. But size was not the only consideration. Connections—personal or family—favors, and strength could all alter the equation. 
 
    If his assumptions were true, then perhaps Elder Cao was playing politics with their lives. Trading favors or influence for her looking the other way. But the pressure of her dao, the way she spoke… he could not see it. Not unless… not unless she saw it as her duty to ensure the tournament and the Seven Pavilions were left blameless.  
 
    If that was the case, then Elder Cao must have been Investigator Chu’s killer. The small fist, the location… it fit. If the Elder and whichever sect Elder were working together. 
 
    A chilling thought. Elder Eng looked too greatly bereaved by the death of his disciple for it to be him. Which meant the obvious suspects were Elder Tsui and Elder Cao. Except, of course, both sect Elders were old. And few cultivators—especially sect Elders—grew that old without learning how to lie. 
 
    Though why Elder Eng would wish his own disciple’s death, Wu Ying had no answer. 
 
    Even if it was all true, what could Wu Ying do about it? What should he do about it? A single Elder he might beat. It would be risky and dangerous, but it might be something he was willing to try, given the right circumstances.  
 
    Two would be foolish in the extreme. He did not have his master around to save him. 
 
    In the end it all came back to this—what did he owe those here? What should he, as a stranger, an outsider, do?  
 
    Wu Ying was certain that when the arrows fell, he could escape. 
 
    It was not his place to dictate what a kingdom did. As an outsider, he knew little about the historical and cultural aspects in play. He did not understand what those like the White Flower Merchant Association wanted to achieve or how trustworthy they truly were in carrying out their stated objectives. Perhaps they were the culprits? Perhaps they were the killers?  
 
    After all, if the murders did not require a Core Formation cultivator, then Gao Qiu or Liu Ping might have done the initial killing. And Elder Cao could be waiting for the government to sweep in and capture the rebels. Holding them here until all could be caught. 
 
    Though why her brother then? Unless it was a cold-blooded distraction. Or competing rebel associations.  
 
    As he thought. Politics.  
 
    Deep politics. 
 
    Wu Ying had no place here. He would not be around to see the completion of any action he began, any change that might occur. He was but a traveler. Those who were rooted in place must take responsibility for their own world. It was not his place to enact his beliefs, his morality on others. Not on a kingdom-wide scale. 
 
    This, Wu Ying knew.  
 
    Yet that did not preclude him acting on minor matters like these. It was one thing to be helpless when a drought struck, knowing that one could not dictate the movement of the clouds. Yet it was a poor farmer who did not place an offering for immortals and dragons alike, beseeching their generosity in bringing the rain. It was a lazy farmer who did not dig down their wells or plan for a dropping river height.  
 
    You could lament the cruelty of the world; but if all you did was cry, you were no longer a victim of circumstances but a co-conspirator of your own tragedies. 
 
    Even so… 
 
    Wu Ying let out a long breath when he heard the striking of a gong, the Seven Pavilions tournament organizers calling all participants to the dueling rings. It was time for the presentation of prizes.  
 
    How many would attend? He doubted someone like Gao Qiu would leave Liu Ping alone, not after what had happened to her brother. And Kong Lai might be protected by wards, but even then, it was unlikely for her Elder to trust in those alone. 
 
    It would leave Pan Shui alone to take the prize, which might create even more problems. He had listened as the sisters had left earlier, other members of the foreigner residence choosing to follow. Lost in his thoughts, he had ignored their invitation. 
 
    Wu Ying let out a slow breath, his pensive musings stopping. He ceased worrying, playing out potential consequences or projections of what might or might not happen. He stilled that unquiet mind, no longer thinking about the future. And instead, for the first time, he searched his soul for the answer. 
 
    The mind was smart, the mind was knowledgeable, the mind was ethical. 
 
    The mind was not wise nor moral nor generous. 
 
    The Dao could not be found in the deep contemplation of ethics or future projections of problems. It could only be found deep within one’s soul. 
 
    Wu Ying breathed in. 
 
    He might not be able to change the kingdom or alter the fate of the masses, but here and now, he could make a difference. And while he had no desire to be a champion of justice, an unrepentant wandering hero, neither would he turn away from the task before him. His father had taught him better. Plan for the future, certainly, but you still had to do the work before you.  
 
    He breathed out. 
 
    And made up his mind. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying drifted upward to the second floor of the restaurant. He found them there, as expected. The general had taken her usual place on a rooftop. Showmanship, all of it. With the way she blanketed the surroundings with her aura, everyone with even a modicum of ability knew where she was at all times. 
 
    Well, so long as they were willing to extend their auras out like her. Which would be a direct challenge to her authority. An interesting thought that—was her inadvertent help to the killer(s) by enforcing the limits on everyone’s aura senses accidental or on purpose? 
 
    Then again, would it have mattered? After all, Wu Ying had been unable to ascertain their aura or traces of their passing, even through all three murder scenes. Perhaps whether she blanketed the surroundings or not, the ending would have been the same. 
 
    “Cultivator Long. Are you choosing to join us?” Elder Tsui asked as Wu Ying approached their table. 
 
    “Elder Tsui. Elder Eng. If you will have me.” At their agreement, Wu Ying took a seat, greeting the other two inner sect cultivators and letting his gaze dance across Kong Lai’s form. She was pale and sweating, leaning against the arm of her chair, blankets and cushions padded to prop her upright. “I am glad to see that you are doing well, Cultivator Kong.” 
 
    “Well enough to fight,” Kong Lai said. “If they’d let me, I could show them that. Draw, my burnt meridians!” 
 
    “Ah Lai!” Elder Eng snapped. “Apologize to Cultivator Long for your behavior. It is unbecoming to protest an official ruling like a spoiled child who has been refused a sweet. If you are saddened by the draw, then next time, beat your opponent in such a way that it is impossible for your win to be contested! 
 
    “The failure is in you. Just as it was in Cui Wen!” 
 
    Kong Lai flushed and eventually bowed her head. She whispered an apology, though whether it was to Elder Eng or to Wu Ying, neither knew. 
 
    The awkward atmosphere extended for a time, only for an attendant to sweep by to offer Wu Ying tea and suggest additional dishes. After Wu Ying declined, the attendant hurried off to deal with the next table. 
 
    “I’m surprised, Cultivator Long, that you chose to sit with us. You have not chosen to do so until now,” Elder Tsui said. A small gesture and he created a simple privacy bubble around them with his chi. It would do little against a dedicated probe, but more than enough for casual conversation. 
 
    Enviable ability, that. Damn formation masters. 
 
    Wu Ying had been in the midst of picking up a small fried dumpling and placing it on his plate, so he made sure to finish what he was doing before turning to Elder Tsui. Beneath them, the swell of conversation grew as more and more of the wandering cultivators arrived at the dueling ring, which was the only one that had not been taken down already. 
 
    “It seems most feel I should be up here anyway,” Wu Ying said. “And with the results of the tournament, I feel it is best to give myself some space from those who might have wanted a more… exciting finish.” 
 
    “We had the best fight,” Kong Lai muttered, sounding somewhat pleased by that at least. 
 
    “Do you want to do midnight salutations all the way back to your sect?” Shi Fei leaned over and hissed at Kong Lai.  
 
    Thankfully, the two Elders were willing to ignore the byplay between the two younger members of their sects, as they spoke with Wu Ying. 
 
    “You should have been here since the start anyway,” Elder Tsui said. “It is good that you are no longer running around with the riffraff.” 
 
    “Mmm… they make decent customers and even better suppliers,” Wu Ying said. “And the knowledge they have of the byways and other hidden resources are useful for someone like myself.” He touched his chest then continued. “In turbulent times, you never know what you might hear.” 
 
    “You mean the killings?” Shi Fei asked, breaking in. 
 
    Elder Tsui glared at him and he ducked his head, embarrassed. 
 
    “Yes. It took a long time, but I think, finally, the wind has brought me some answers.”  
 
    The two Elders frowned, Elder Eng speaking fiercely. “You know who the killer is?” 
 
    “No.” Wu Ying shook his head. “Not yet. But I have suspicions, and I need to check one last thing.” 
 
    “The inspector’s office then,” Elder Eng muttered angrily. “We’ve not been allowed to see it either.” 
 
    “Not that,” Wu Ying said. “But I expect one way or the other, my suspicions will be proven by the end of the day.” He glanced at the crowds, a tight smile dancing across his lips. “Probably much later in the day, truth be told.” 
 
    “Why? If you need only one thing, then do it now. Cui Wen’s killer has slumbered peacefully for too long!” Elder Eng ranted, his voice rising a little. 
 
    Elder Tsui shook his head, causing Elder Eng to lean back in his chair. Even then, he was almost visibly radiating his need to act. 
 
    “Less commotion, Ah Eng. Otherwise, the killer might run. But I am curious, why so long?” Elder Tsui muttered. 
 
    “Well…” Quickly, Wu Ying cast about for a reason. A memory sparked and he spoke, only realizing after he spoke how true his words were. “The Winds of the Hundred Hells rise at night, and it is those winds I must speak with.” 
 
    “The winds of hell?” Kong Lai mouthed to Shi Fei, almost leaning away from Wu Ying. 
 
    “My cultivation style”—his Body Cultivation style, but they didn’t need to know that—“concerns the Seven Winds. Of which hell is but one direction.” Staring at Kong Lai, he grinned and added, “And heaven another.” 
 
    “So not a demonic path then,” Elder Tsui said, bringing attention back to him. 
 
    “No. Just unusual,” Wu Ying said. “Then again, so is my element.” 
 
    “True. Few enough wind elementalists. And none that I’ve heard of who have achieved your standard,” Elder Tsui said. “Not in our kingdom at least.” 
 
    Wu Ying offered a tight smile of understanding, wondering if everything he had spoken was enough. Before he could add further to the hints, the conversation was cut off by the voice of the chief judge below.  
 
    The judge coated his words with regality and formality, doing his best to make the ending of the tournament more grandiose than it was, offering praise to all the contestants. Reminding them of the most interesting battles and techniques on display. 
 
    Most stark, to Wu Ying, was the lack of mention of his own participation, though he could understand the reasoning behind that quite easily. 
 
    The ceremony droned on, the officials all insisting on taking their turn to speak and hoping that in their expulsion of meaningless words, they could somehow shore up the prestige of their tournament. An event that had been marred not just by a lousy showing in the matches but also death and murder. 
 
    “They won’t recover, I think,” Elder Tsui remarked. “I wonder how many more merchant associations or sects will dare host tournaments after this.” 
 
    “Surely it’s not that bad,” Wu Ying said. “The murders are appalling, but if they are solved, the matter will be put to rest. And the fights, while dangerous, were quite entertaining.” 
 
    “If it was just this tournament, it would not matter,” Elder Eng muttered. “But in the last year, five of the nine tournaments have had some calamity involved. From individuals found to be using demonic verses to gain an edge, to widespread poisoning of participants, to an all-out massacre.” 
 
    “Five of nine?” Wu Ying said, surprised. “Why am I only hearing of this now?” 
 
    “Because at least three of them were never to be spoken of again,” Elder Tsui replied, gesturing a little to ensure that the privacy formation was still in play. The one he had created using just his chi was not meant for truly private conversations after all, just idle gossip. “Two were held by sects, the third by a merchant association that is now defunct. All of those were private events, excluding wandering cultivators like those below.” 
 
    “Then knowledge of such instances has been kept quiet,” Wu Ying muttered. 
 
    The two Elders nodded. “A bad sign, that so much has happened in so short a period. A third calamity for all to know of might see the end of such occasions, to the detriment of us all.” 
 
    “Surely you can all still trade?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “It’s not the trading itself that is important, but the gathering and legitimacy these events impart. The connections made at a tournament held by a prestigious merchant association, or the announcement of winners to the public bolsters our reputations,” Elder Tsui replied. “Even for us, meeting the few rough portions of jade that linger below”—he gestured at the crowd—“can be helpful and aid us in improving our sects.” 
 
    “Never mind what we might find at the auctions. For, as you say, wandering cultivators get everywhere—and what cultivation cave or previously lost manual or spirit herb they might stumble upon, useless to them, might see a breakthrough for us,” Elder Eng added.  
 
    “Thank you for enlightening me, Elders,” Wu Ying replied with a courteous inclination of his head.  
 
    It seemed the burgeoning tournament and auction scenes were more important than he had thought. Looking down, his gaze drifted to a couple of cultivators, men he had seen with Gao Qiu before. Wu Ying could not help but think that such events were also great cover for the rebels. It allowed them to gather without attracting attention, to plot and recruit. 
 
    Yet before he could trace that line of thought further, there was a change in the rhythm of the speeches below. Loud clapping, too enthusiastic to be polite. Wu Ying realized that the last speaker was done, and Pan Shui was now ascending to the stage. 
 
    She was presented a small lacquer box containing the pills and technique scroll, and she exchanged words with the chief judge before taking center stage. She stared at the crowd before her, the triangular headdress that she and her sisters wore shading her from the morning sun. Something in her stance, in the glint in her eyes, forewarned Wu Ying. It was not just him though, for her elder sister was pushing toward the stage. 
 
    Too late. 
 
    “I won’t take too much time. I know many of you think I don’t deserve this prize. So, I’m going to give any of you who are dissatisfied with the results a chance to win it from me.” Turning, Pan Shui pointed at the vacant center stage, the only one still left. “Anyone who thinks they can beat me, just meet me within and try your blade.” 
 
    Grinning cockily, she put a hand on her hip and glared at the crowd. Almost everyone was too stunned to move, only Pan Yin managing to face palm herself.  
 
    Pan Yin muttered to her sister and herself, “I’m going to beat her so badly, even Mother won’t be able to recognize her!” 
 
    “Let me…” Kong Lai stirred, only for Elder Eng to glare at her. 
 
    “Foolish girls. The tournament is over,” Elder Tsui muttered. “This type of grandstanding is so… uncouth.” 
 
    “But cool,” Shi Fei muttered. 
 
    Wu Ying, on the other hand, was taking a more direct approach to the problem. Using a thread of wind, he sent his words to Pan Shui’s ears and her ears alone. “You fool, at least limit the number of challengers. Otherwise, they’ll beat you down by challenging you one by one.” 
 
    Pan Shui’s eyes widened when his words reached her, and she looked up to spot Wu Ying. Then, after a second and before the stunned crowd could fully recover, she added, “Only your three best though! I don’t want to be losing to some Body Cleanser just because I fell asleep.” 
 
    This time, even Wu Ying could not stop from face palming himself. 
 
    Damn fool of a girl. 
 
    Now they really were going to take her up on the challenge. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The arguments below grew in pace and volume, giving Pan Shui’s sisters more than enough time to get her spear. Even the Seven Pavilions management were drawn in, with the merchant group eventually agreeing to fund the usage cost of the tournament ring. It was a cynical move since a good series of fights could bolster both Pan Shui’s and their reputation. 
 
    After the fourth person to sneak up onto the second floor of the restaurant to ask either Wu Ying or Shi Fei to join the fight, Elder Tsui manipulated the air to form an opaque privacy ward. The not-so-subtle method of partitioning themselves away from those below discouraged their unwanted petitioners, though it did make service a little more difficult. 
 
    “I’m thinking the freshwater prawns with garlic—steamed, of course,” Elder Tsui said, ignoring the ongoing conversation below.  
 
    “We had that two days ago,” Elder Eng complained. 
 
    “It was good.” 
 
    “It was, but I’d prefer drunken prawns instead,” Elder Eng said. “They nearly managed to make it perfectly the last time.” 
 
    “Fine, but we will have the catfish steamed then, with ginger and soy sauce. I won’t have it fried,” Elder Tsui replied immediately. “Cultivator Long?” 
 
    “Hmmm?” 
 
    “Do you have any requests?” 
 
    Wu Ying blinked at the pair of Elders, then realizing what was happening, thought for a second. “Ginger beef with gai lan.” 
 
    “You like simple food too, then?” Elder Tsui remarked, smiling. “It is the best, is it not?” 
 
    “I like my food in a variety of ways, but they do their rice well here,” Wu Ying admitted. “Their beef is also fresh, but the pork is a little old.” 
 
    “How…?” Elder Eng began then stopped when Wu Ying tapped his nose. “Ah, your winds.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “A fascinating ability.” 
 
    “They’ve been serving us rotten meat?” Elder Tsui said, sounding enraged. 
 
    “No, no. Not rotten. It’s still good, but it’s not as fresh.” Wu Ying waved to calm the other man. “I would not eat here if they chose to do such things. And certainly, the Seven Pavilions would never do something like that voluntarily.” 
 
    “Not that it matters,” said Kong Lai. When everyone else looked at her, she clarified. “As cultivators, even if the food is a little rotten, it would not harm our bodies. It would have to be truly spoilt for it to cause us problems.” 
 
    “And how do you know that?” said Shi Fei. 
 
    “I worked the kitchens when I was in the outer sect,” Kong Lai answered. 
 
    “It’s not a matter of whether it will harm us or not. It’s a matter of taste. Of dignity. I will not stoop to eating rotting meat. How can one expect to progress if you stuff your body with corrupt items? Your body must be clean and pure to progress,” Elder Tsui said hotly. 
 
    “The earth takes all,” muttered Kong Lai. 
 
    Wu Ying chose to ignore that byplay. “Now, the other question is the fowl. Chicken or duck?” 
 
    “Roast duck of course,” Elder Eng said. “It’s well done here, and even I can smell it being roasted right now. There’s nothing better when it’s fresh and hot and the skin crispy.” 
 
    “Definitely,” Elder Tsui concurred. 
 
    In short order, they had a proper lunch order. Elder Tsui took it upon himself to make sure it was correctly placed with the hostess, going so far as to leave their table and the privacy bubble. In the meantime, Wu Ying noted that the group below had finally come to a conclusion as to who would be joining the battle. 
 
    Ascending the steps of the hastily built podium once more, the chief judge, looking harried, waved at the crowd to quiet down.  
 
    Well, it seemed that Pan Shui had gotten her way at least. Whatever the outcome, she would have a fight that would be spoken of by everyone who survived. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Up first was Jochi, the man hefting his bow and grinning at Pan Shui. His fur-lined vest had been unbuttoned to give him extra mobility, while his quiver full of arrows was slung low and strapped to his back to ensure it would not bounce around too much. He carried a trio of arrows between his fingers, while a fourth rested on the strings.  
 
    “Don’t be angry if I win, okay, little sister?” 
 
    “Win my foot,” Pan Shui snapped. She nodded to the head judge, who triggered the protective formation around the ring. 
 
    The moment they finished their salutations and greetings, Jochi loosed his arrows. One after the other flickered across the space between them, the man managing to put three arrows into the air before the first even made its way to the woman. Faster than he had done with Kong Lai even.  
 
    It availed him naught.  
 
    Perhaps it was the words of caution already passed to Pan Shui by her sisters. Perhaps it was the knowledge that she had three such battles to fight; but the spearwoman was all fired up. She dodged the first arrow by inches, already moving when he had loosed it. The second she struck aside, and the third she dodged by flipping through the air. 
 
    As she began to descend, she cried out. “The Broken Limb!”  
 
    Rather than keep hold of her weapon, she threw the spear such that it flew away from her, boosted by her chi and weapon intent, rotating from end to end in a spinning circle. It moved faster than Jochi had anticipated. 
 
    It struck him haft-wise, hard, forcing him to stagger back. His left shoulder and ribs were cracked, making his follow-up arrow fly awry. Even then, he managed to recover and draw another arrow from his quiver, no longer having one in-hand to fast nock.  
 
    Pushing and pulling on his bow, Jochi hissed angrily as the bruised muscles protested. He still managed to aim the arrowhead at Pan Shui as she landed, targeting her chest. But before he could release the arrow, something swept his feet, throwing him to the floor. 
 
    Losing his arrow, Jochi stared as Pan Shui manipulated her spear with chi strings, pulling it back into her hand. He had missed her attaching them as she threw the weapon, allowing her to surprise him. Twice. 
 
    With the blunt end pointed at Jochi, Pan Shui struck, the capped end of the spear driving his breath from his body and disrupting the flow of his chi as he cried in pain. 
 
    “My win,” Pan Shui said.  
 
    When Jochi opened his mouth, she pushed further with the weapon. Blunt and capped it might be, but the point was driving directly into his diaphragm, making the archer pant in pain. Desperately, Jochi waved his empty right hand while releasing his bow, at which point the referee called his loss. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to contest it,” growled Jochi as he pushed the weapon away and Pan Shui helped him up. 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” the woman replied unrepentantly.  
 
    The archer grumbled, rubbing his bruised stomach. “Thank you for not stabbing me.” 
 
    “We foreigners should stay together, no?” A wide grin accompanied the words. 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Wait, yes to the no? Or yes to us sticking together?” 
 
    “The second.” Jochi rolled his eyes. Then he let out a long sigh. “I need to practice my close-range shooting more…” 
 
    “Definitely.” Enthusiastic nodding. 
 
    “Damn brat.” Walking to the edge of the ring, he jumped to the ground and waved to the next person in line. 
 
    The second fighter was a surprise to Wu Ying. He leaned forward, soaking in the details of the man. Big. Over six feet tall and built as if he had been born to wrestle bears. He wielded a pair of tonfa though, the long sticks with the perpendicular handles gripped in both hands. More interestingly, Wu Ying knew he had not been part of the initial tournament. 
 
    “Who’s that?” Wu Ying asked.  
 
    Only grunts and shrugs were his answer from his table companions. Dissatisfied, Wu Ying pulled at the winds, asking them to bring forth the man’s scent and aura. The air swirled around him for a moment, fluttering the edge of one of his loose hairs as the air worked to his request. Only to fail.  
 
    “So, what kind of element and level is he?” Elder Tsui asked. Both Elders had noticed the change in environmental chi and the shift in wind. 
 
    “I don’t know. He’s blocking my wind,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    “Really?” Elder Eng murmured, suddenly interested. He eyed the man, raking his gaze over the figure. “That’s not normal, is it?” 
 
    “No. Most people do not bother hiding their scent, even when they close off their auras,” Wu Ying answered easily.  
 
    After all, the Elders would know as much. In fact, given a little training, any Core Formation cultivator could easily learn to utilize their other senses. Most would not bother, of course, since their nascent spiritual sense was stronger in most cases, but it was possible. 
 
    “Someone who blocked their scent… and who looks to be strong enough to win in a fight…” Elder Eng murmured, a hand clenching tightly in anger and suspicion. 
 
    “I am Gan Ying of the Seven Dams.” The man’s pronouncement was loud, easily carrying across the open air and into the restaurant. Gasps and murmured words of incredulity met his words. “I thank you for this chance to contend for the prize. I was delayed in my journey here by water bandits. Clearing them out took longer than I expected.” 
 
    “Who?” Wu Ying said, looking at the Elders. Obviously, Gan Ying held some kind of notoriety in this kingdom. 
 
    “Gan Ying! How can you… Oh. Right. You’re from Shen.” Shi Fei paused, his excitement having made him speak up. At his hesitation, Elder Tsui waved him to continue. “Gan Ying’s famous in the western region here. He fought an entire Demon Sect all by himself. He beat up the dozen members for preying on a village. 
 
    “Then the next month, he fought a Demonic Beast Snake that was the size of the building! He was bitten so badly, many believed he would die, but he still killed it. The demonic beast stone was so large, it sold for a thousand taels! And the Healing Sage himself went down to heal Gan Ying.” 
 
    Nodding enthusiastically—if carefully—Kong Lai added from her slumped over position, “He’s a hero of the masses. He was a mortal too, not even a wandering cultivator. He had been on a logging expedition when a Spirit Beast rose up, driving away and consuming his team. Gan Ying escaped into the wilds alone but was thought lost for a year. 
 
    “But fortune favored him and when he returned, he was a cultivator. A strong one too!” 
 
    “Energy Storage then?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “No, that’s the thing. No one knows,” Shi Fei said. “He always keeps his cultivation base hidden, hiding his aura. Some think it’s training. Others think that he owns a special talisman to obscure his cultivation level. Rumors are that he could be as high as Core Formation!” 
 
    “Rubbish,” Elder Eng muttered, lowering a hand he had extended a while ago. “He leaks a little, even now. The earth speaks of his footsteps, and while they are heavy with import, they are no steps of a Core Formation cultivator.” 
 
    “Mmm… strong though. Peak Energy Storage at least,” Elder Tsui said, his eyes sharpening as he watched Gan Ying. “He burns hotly. Warps the air with his passion.”  
 
    Wu Ying frowned at the two Elders, chastised by their ability to extract information where he had not. It seemed he still had a lot to learn about his new cultivation stage. 
 
    During their conversation, Pan Shui had introduced herself and the pair now circled one another. Already, a quick probing clash had occurred between the two, with Pan Shui making full use of her greater range and Gan Ying his better defense with his paired tonfas. 
 
    “Peak Energy Storage…” Wu Ying muttered, watching the air swirl around them, feeling the pulse of energy.  
 
    The two would have no choice but to reveal aspects of their cultivation as they fought, though Wu Ying had probed Pan Shui more than enough. Gan Ying though… 
 
    He was no ordinary Peak Energy Storage cultivator. In fact, Wu Ying would bet he was no soul cultivator at all. The more he probed the man, the more certain he was that Gan Ying was a Body cultivator. And only a Body cultivator. 
 
    Funny, to find four such Body cultivators in a kingdom that professed to not have many at all. Coincidence? Or was heaven pulling on fate’s thread? 
 
    Another shift in energy and the two clashed again. Wu Ying’s eyes narrowed as he watched the fight, judging the results. Gan Ying had—at best—the Sense of his weapons and Wu Ying was not even certain he would give him that. It was hard to tell, for he moved fluidly, more in control of his body than most martial cultivators. An aspect of Body Cultivation that benefited him in this battle. 
 
    He was also physically faster and stronger than Pan Shui, even his most casual blocks sending the tip of Pan Shui’s weapon skittering aside. 
 
    At the same time, the girl was highly skilled in her spear use, as Wu Ying knew, and had adapted to the man’s strength after the first clash. She pulled back, disengaged, and enveloped his arms and the tonfa on the regular, managing to avoid competing with him on strength alone. If not for the fact that he had two limbs to her single weapon, she would have overwhelmed him on the second clash. 
 
    Instead, she left him with light scratches across his torso and upper arms. 
 
    The dull thunk of wood on wood, wood on flesh echoed through the surroundings with each struggle. The hiss of indrawn breath and the exhalation of relief from the crowd as Pan Shui crowded and was forced back by Gan Ying echoed, even as the sour smell of waste adrenaline accumulated as the crowd grew enamored with the duel. 
 
    “She’s going to lose the next fight if she doesn’t finish this soon,” Elder Tsui said, sounding gleeful. “Foolish girl. Challenging three people.” 
 
    “You think she’ll beat Gan Ying, Elder Tsui?” Shi Fei asked respectfully. 
 
    “Oh yes. He’s strong. In a real fight, he might be willing to risk his body and charge her to win. But he is holding back for the tournament and that’s why he’ll lose,” Elder Tsui said. “He’s brave and strong but lacks experience and training.” A hand rose, stroking his smooth chin. 
 
    “Forget it. He would not suit your sect’s temperament,” Elder Eng replied. He thumped his own chest. “That is a man’s man. Look at those shoulders. No, we’ll invite him to join the Mountain Fast.” 
 
    “Just because we are mostly fire leaning…” 
 
    Below, the crowd roared, interrupting the pair.  
 
    As if sensing he was going to lose, Gan Ying had braved the danger and charged deep into Pan Shui’s range. She, in turn, retreated while lashing out with her spear, scoring additional wounds against his body and legs as he attempted to deflect them. So fast were they moving that the attacks and counterattacks were all done on instinct, set patterns of defenses and assaults that were part of a form. 
 
    The end came as suddenly as it had begun. Gan Ying managed to block the majority of strikes and even the spinning butt end of her spear, such that when it came up to strike him between his legs, he caught it with both tonfas crossed. What he did not expect was for her to do a cross-legged, passing step that transitioned into a sidekick as he recovered from the block, catching him high across both crossed weapons. It slammed his arms together, throwing him backward all the way to the other side of the ring.  
 
    Feet sliding across the stone, Gan Ying managed to stabilize his position, dust kicking up as he choked and coughed. However, Pan Shui never let him rest, rushing after him to unleash a barrage of kicks. He staggered backward, blocking. The hard wood, reinforced with the man’s chi, made Pan Shui wince as the tonfas bruised her legs, but she had managed to buy herself the time she needed. 
 
    Gan Ying never noticed the spear, having been flipped high in the air after her initial kick, come falling down, blunt end first to slam into the top of his head. He tottered backward for a second, eyes crossing, hands moving as his body enacted a defensive form.  
 
    However, Pan Shui had retreated rather than force the exchange, using a chi string to pull her spear back to her after its surprise assault. 
 
    As Gan Ying’s eyes cleared, he stopped waving his tonfas around. For a long moment, the pair stared at one another before Gan Ying relaxed and crossed the tonfas and his arms across his body before bowing. “It is your win, Cultivator Pan. I thank you for your mercy.” 
 
    Pan Shui grinned. “Thank you for exchanging pointers with me, Cultivator Gan. It was most enlightening.”  
 
    Then she spun on her heels and hopped back to her side of the ring. The formation energy around the ring dispersed, allowing Gan Ying to retreat and for her to speak to those outside. 
 
    Leaning over, she called to her elder sister, who was watching, “Da jie[19]!” 
 
    “Yes?” Pan Yin said cautiously. 
 
    “Told you the Sky Striking Spear wasn’t a waste of time to learn!” Pan Shui said with a smirk. 
 
    “And I told you, it’s only good once! Only a fool would miss it a second time. Third Uncle should never have taught you it at all. It’s a silly, showy move,” Pan Yin replied. 
 
    Rather than answer directly, Pan Shui stuck out her tongue and turned away, leaving Pan Yin visibly fuming. Wu Ying smirked a little, watching the pair as Gan Ying walked off, still rubbing his head. The final contestant took the stage, the woman looking determined but perturbed by how easily Pan Shui had won thus far.  
 
    “The third contestant is always the strongest, right?” Kong Lai said curiously. “So why are they sending her?” 
 
    “Not always…” Elder Eng said, his tone taking on a teaching quality. “The Tian Ji horse racing strategy[20] is but one common example.” 
 
    “But she’s fighting alone. What’s the point of better strategy?” Kong Lai pointed out. 
 
    To this, Elder Eng had no answer. Nor did Wu Ying.  
 
    Unfortunately, for all the theatrics and upsets the earlier fights might have had, the last one was a true disappointment. Showcasing the true strength of her ability and the full range of her knowledge of the spear against her fellow spear wielder, Pan Shui beat her opponent so thoroughly there was no doubt who was the true winner of the tournament. 
 
    Disappointing, but at least, as the chief judge came onto the stage to make the pronouncement of the ending of this particular diversion, no one dared challenge Pan Shui’s right to the final prize. 
 
    After that, Shi Fei and a member of the White Flower Merchant Association took the prizes for the joint second and third places. The prizes had been combined then split, distributed evenly to each winner.  
 
    As abruptly as it had been lengthened, the tournament was over. 
 
    Wu Ying left soon after lunch was completed, only to find Elder Cao still standing on the roof. He found himself meeting her imperious gaze, silent accusation in her eyes. For a moment, her dao and presence pushed at him in silent disapproval, then it was gone. 
 
    Leaving him to retreat to his room ignominiously. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    The night had grown dark, the last light of the sun having slipped away long ago. The moon, hanging low in the day, was only just beginning to grow, the barest slip of light being offered. The stars that hung high above—a streak of white by a mad painter of light and fury—along with the light of low-hung lanterns provided illumination for the streets below. 
 
    Inside his room, Wu Ying sat, silent and still, his chest rising and falling with rhythmic monotone. In slow, hold, out slow, hold. He meditated, not cultivated, for the necessity of deep cultivation precluded the more important aspect of what he did here. 
 
    That was, waiting for the inevitable attack. 
 
    Around him, the glowing light of a spirit lamp illuminated the surroundings. Wu Ying sat on his bed. A simple cotton and hemp comforter laid across the wooden bed provided minor cushioning as he sat cross-legged, cycling his breathing. His sheathed sword rested on his lap, inches from his hand. 
 
    Wards lay across the walls, entrances, and within the room itself, while talismans waited to be recalled at the flick of a finger. Under his robes, Wu Ying wore the armor he had been given so many years ago and rarely took out now. Barely better than mortal armor, it was unlikely to do much against a Core Formation expert. He had considered leaving it off since it would weigh him down but chose to keep it after a moment’s further hesitation. It could be useful. 
 
    No bow, though he could have used it. By the time he noticed his assailants, it would be too late to use the weapon. And even after all these years, he was no more than a passable archer. Good enough to take down an animal in the wild for meat. Not someone you would trust to deal with a scout. 
 
    So many years, and he had not gained any further equipment. Not for combat at least. He had a few items of utilitarian use: a pot that heated its contents without flame, a series of fire lights powered by chi that would illuminate locations around him, spirit rings and messengers. Gathering was expensive, and the numerous spirit storage boxes were probably his greatest expense.  
 
    He had his swords, but those were a hobby. And he only had two hands.  
 
    Violence had, while not disappeared, at least not been as omnipresent in his life. He had slacked on picking up items for defense and offense. Sitting here, he wondered how that would affect him tonight. Perhaps if he had dedicated some of his resources into such things… 
 
    Too late for regret. It was always too late for regret. Wu Ying drew another deep breath and watched shadows shift, listening to the whispering of the wind as it spoke of secret rendezvouses, consoling companions, and sorrowful training.  
 
    So few were awake. Even the Pan sisters, delirious in their joy and relief at their results, had trudged back to their beds and were fast asleep. Leaving Wu Ying and a few night owls to stand watch over the deepening night. 
 
    Breathe in and out. Wait. 
 
    Time passed, creeping onward to take the future slowly. In the cocoon of serenity, Wu Ying watched it pass by, counting the fading of each second by the rhythm of his breathing. When change came, it was not in the direction he had expected. 
 
    Of course, it would never be that easy. 
 
    Cries and the ringing of bells, screams of worry and concern as the sudden explosion of smells appeared. Burning wood and silk and hemp, lacquer and wax smoking and choking those who moved. All those smells and more filled the room, an explosion of scents that had been hidden until now. 
 
    Wu Ying was out of his room within moments, hopping across the street to the rooftop on the other side, exiting via his window in a flash of silken robes. 
 
    Cultivators woken from sleep rushed back and forth, forming the bucket chain required to put out the fire. Or at the least, contain it such that no further buildings were burnt. A single, familiar building, one his friends lived in. Water cultivators, channeling their chi, gestured and called forth the liquid, only to see it evaporate upon contact with the supernatural flames. 
 
    A miniscule exertion of energy, even as he pulled the wind to him and sent it swirling about to verify if an opponent was waiting. None were, but the wind brought snatches of conversation. 
 
    “Just appeared out of nowhere!” 
 
    “How many…?” 
 
    “A half dozen dead, slain in the common room. More upstairs maybe…” 
 
    “Throw more water!” 
 
    “Useless. It’s not natural fire. Evacuate the other buildings. We need to contain it first…”  
 
    More words, more exclamations and shouted orders. He filtered those out, even as more and more voices added to the din as cultivators and mortals rushed to provide aid. The well was worked by a pair of water cultivators who pulled streams of water into a pair of bathtubs, where others filled the never-ending bucket chain from it. 
 
    Earthen cultivators, slower to react, called forth clay from the ground, tossing it at the flames in an attempt to suffocate them. Other fire cultivators wove a barrier, keeping sparks from jumping onto nearby wooden buildings, even as a couple of braver souls attempted to locate the living within the residence. 
 
    Further away, near the dug stream that had fed the surroundings and the pavilion, others worked to guide the stream through newly created channels while also forming a second bucket chain.  
 
    Amidst all this effort, the fire crackled with unrestrained fury. Wood cultivators focused on either side of the burning building in an attempt to reinforce the walls as the heat grew ever more stifling. 
 
    His wind swirled, bringing further knowledge and locating individuals of import. Jochi, the Pan sisters, Shi Fei, and Kong Lai, they were all easy to ascertain. Then the wind carried another conversation and he paid attention. 
 
    “Is leader Gao alive?”  
 
    “Barely…” 
 
    “Liu Ping?” Wary, worried. 
 
    “Missing.” 
 
    That was what he had been waiting for. Not just the fire—that was a distraction. What he was looking for was clues, knowledge of who it was that had set the fire. The deaths, the fire, all of it was to keep others busy.  
 
    It was almost genius, if you ignored the damage done to everyone else. Smiling grimly, Wu Ying called the winds to him, sending his chi through them and connecting to the world like he had not since arriving here. He felt every twist of the air, the rising currents over the flame, the stink of sweat and tang of burning blood. Checking for traces of Liu Ping.  
 
    The wind whispered to him, bringing secrets—sweat and replete hormones on two figures, working side by side, neither looking at the other—and shame—a man, hiding in the dark of the stables, fingers caressing burn scars over and over—and finally, her scent. 
 
    She was gone, but he caught her trail. Traced her movements, the blood in the air as she raced after the killer and chased them down. The wind tugged at his hair and robes, beckoning Wu Ying to action. He had stood on that rooftop, waiting. But the time for stillness was over. 
 
    Now he moved. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Coincidence? Planning? Or mockery? Wu Ying was uncertain which it was, but the scent trail led him to a familiar field, one where he had trained for hours late at night, seeking to understand his new sword and the challenges he might encounter. 
 
    Fitting, perhaps. 
 
    He spotted them within, two figures. One lying prone and unconscious on the ground. Fool girl, to chase the killer alone. The other standing upright and cloaked in folds of clothing such that neither their sex nor their features could be determined.  
 
    Wu Ying stopped at the edge of the field, turning his head from side to side as he eyed the surroundings. Gusts of air flowed into the field before being rebuffed, redirected by an unseen formation. He stood there silently as his chi and spiritual sense expanded, demanding an answer. One of the truths about wind was that you could not keep it out—not entirely. Well, not unless one was underwater. 
 
    Here, now, he eventually found an entry. Moving air ruffled his robes and he drew a deep breath, but it was of little use. The cloaked figure had shuttered their aura, hiding scent and chi signature from inspection, while the formation stripped the remainder of details. Only Liu Ping’s unguarded aura gave clues, and even that only informed him she was still alive. 
 
    “Afraid to finish this, Cultivator Long?” The voice was familiar but altered, twisting in the night as chi was layered across it.  
 
    “Just being careful…” Wu Ying raised his hand and gestured, once and again. He was no formation master, versed in how to break a formation with minimal exertion.  
 
    However, this was not a defensive formation, not in the traditional sense. Active as it was, it was simple enough for Wu Ying to destroy the formation flags and the ground on either side of him in long arcs of furrowed earth with projected sword intent. Earth bloomed and fell, the sound like a thousand firecrackers going off through the night. Wu Ying smiled grimly, noting how his attack had released the energy of hidden talismans as well.  
 
    Even as their trap was destroyed before their very eyes, the cloaked figure made no motion to stop Wu Ying. “Satisfied?”  
 
    “I doubt that word is even viable until… well…” Wu Ying gestured around him. “This is settled, no? But I am curious, Elder Cao, why you continue to hide your presence.” 
 
    Silence, then laughter, free and unrestrained with a hint of wildness in it at the same time. Reminiscent of the woman who had attacked him so many weeks ago. 
 
    “So, you know. How?” Elder Cao said, tossing aside her cloak to reveal herself in her armor. A second later, her weapon appeared in her hand as she drew it forth from her storage ring.  
 
    The butt of her polearm came down into the side of Liu Ping’s insensate form. It drew a cry of pain from her, which made the Elder frown. A second later, the general idly kicked Liu Ping away, sending the injured woman tumbling through the air. Wu Ying threw a hand out and formed wind in the direction of the woman, using his chi to help break her fall. He dared not make a bigger move, for Elder Cao watched him carefully, seeking an opening large enough to finish him. 
 
    The tumbling fall of Liu Ping’s body, the involuntary groans, it all made Wu Ying’s blood boil. Yet he forced calm on himself, sending his anger outward. Anger and passion could aid one in a fight, but only if it was controlled. For now… 
 
    For now, he would answer her. 
 
    “Elder Tsui and Eng are still in the village,” Wu Ying said. “No one but another Core Formation cultivator would dare stand before me so arrogantly. A simple matter of deduction, when I realized that.” 
 
    Elder Cao paused, then sighed. “So, all your words. It was meant to lure out one of us three.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded.  
 
    “And what? You expect to reveal my actions to the Elders now, with the way you are expanding your aura and destroying my formations? You think the three of you are enough to win?” 
 
    Wu Ying shrugged. “Win or lose, this has to end.” 
 
    “Brave words. Even as you play for time, delaying me while alerting those fools with your aura.” Elder Cao smirked. “That means I have to finish you off fast. Blame only yourself for what is about to occur.” 
 
    So saying, she charged, the leading point of the dagger-axe polearm pointed straight at Wu Ying’s body. Her aura, filled with her element of metal, the heaviness of her dao of duty and responsibility, exploded forth. It sent fragments of metal toward Wu Ying, even as her dao tried to pressure and slow his defense. 
 
    In turn, he fought back. Winds rose around him, sending metal pieces spinning away or into the ground, robbing them of their angles of impact. Small slivers twisted and escaped his grasp and impacted his robes and skin, bouncing off hidden armor where it covered him. Where it didn’t, it left tiny tears along his flesh that welled with blood.  
 
    Wu Ying cut, casting ghostly blade formations of wind and blade intent, stacking them before him as he retreated. Elder Cao disregarded the wind blades, her dao and aura crashing into them long before she did, the heaviness of her aura shattering the wind containers and dispersing them. 
 
    Her dao, tempered by decades of experience and enlightenment, crashed upon Wu Ying stronger and more insistent than ever, draining him of energy. Cursing, he dismissed the thought of using external chi techniques. Even now, his nascent understanding of the Dao and the winds, of movement and freedom and knowledge struggled to aid him in slipping between the grip of an unyielding, rigid belief system. 
 
    Dragon paints the Sunset met dagger-axe, pushing the spearhead away from his chest. Immediately, Elder Cao transitioned, pulling her attack back a bit and cutting downward. The massive, heavy head of the polearm swung down, axe blade swinging at Wu Ying’s right shoulder. 
 
    Rather than meet it head on, Wu Ying swayed aside.  
 
    She followed, swinging the weapon sideways even as her steps brought her closer, haft of the polearm striking him in the side as he managed to curl up his arm to take the blow and duck inward. He shifted his feet, called forth the wind and his own qinggong exercises to lighten himself as he was attacked, robbing her of her force. 
 
    After all, punching a feather might crush it a little, but the feather was just as apt to move before the fist arrived, borne away by the wind. 
 
    Elder Cao’s blow sent him flying away, the crushing wheel of duty behind each blow. A portion of Wu Ying’s mind tracked her attacks, blocking her movements, as he realized what had happened just now. She had felt him out, tested him on their first ever meeting. When he reused Dragon paints the Sunset against her attack, she had anticipated it. 
 
    She had been planning her attack, playing with a mental form just as he had. Except she was better at it than he was. 
 
    Luck—only luck and his own ability—had managed to save him from a grievous wound. Even then, his arm throbbed, the cold fury and relentless barrage of her attacks leaving him bruised. If he had not been a Body cultivator, he would be sporting a shattered arm and possibly shattered ribs about now. 
 
    Thoughts swirled as he flowed into his own forms, throwing a few sword strikes laced with his aura and dao. Rather than dodge them, Elder Cao bulled through, the sword chi shattering on her aura and armor. The enchanted armor took the sword chi, though each attack seemed to dull the dark metal plates.  
 
    Spinning and cutting, her polearm stabbed, chopped, and struck at Wu Ying, forcing him to employ the full extent of his martial techniques. Each parried attack sent reverberations through his arm, her powerful weapon turned aside by the Saint Sword he held.  
 
    As they fought, Wu Ying infused his will into the weapon further and further, wrapping it with small eddies of wind. The innate metal of the weapon resisted his element, but the mastery of the blacksmith and the dao the blacksmith had introduced reduced that resistance significantly. To both temper the weapon and strengthen it while reducing its own resistance to other elements was one of the ways a Saint-level sword differed from pure Spirit weapons. 
 
    Even with a proper jian, Wu Ying was being pushed back. It was not her technique, nor her innate speed or strength that was overpowering Wu Ying. Spending time fighting her in his mind had allowed Wu Ying to cross the distance between their mastery of martial styles, while being a Body cultivator gifted with wind chi allowed him to deal with her cultivation difference in speed. Even in terms of raw strength, she was not significantly stronger than him. 
 
    What he lacked was the sheer power of her cultivation, the difference between a multi-layered core and a rooted understanding in one’s dao. Elder Cao had decades on him, decades honing her belief system, the structures of her personality and reality such that it could affect the world around her. Decades of wielding her dao in the wider world and growing the immortal soul within her body. It was not at the stage of a Nascent Soul wielder, where their very perception of reality began to alter the flow of the world about them, but it was enough to hamper him. 
 
    Wu Ying had just entered the Core Formation stage, his own understanding shallow and nascent. His Core, and the soul within, were tiny. Such that even those who should have known better had been unable to find it at first. In time, he knew he would progress; but against his opponent… 
 
    Against his opponent, he was outclassed. The sheer strength of her attacks, each of her blows empowered to levels he could not match, beat him down. Shards of metal flew through the air, and more and more picked at his skin, tearing lines of blood that welled up and littered the air.  
 
    Squinting around the raging maelstrom, Wu Ying fought on instinct, blocking attacks from her polearm as he attempted to retaliate, the earth around them rent apart with each attack. Eddies of wind caught this soil, gusts of freezing cold drifting forward to hamper her movements. The air was choked with earth and dust, hampering vision, and the booming noise of each narrowly dodged attack shook the air. 
 
    And still she came. Relentless, unyielding, oppressive. 
 
    Another twist, another block; another narrowly dodged chop; the Dragon turns in its Slumber, Rending the Painting, Dragon dances through the Raindrops… Sword and weapon intent flashing, extending, and retracting with each moment. 
 
    Till Wu Ying failed.  
 
    A twisting dodge that was anticipated, his movements a touch too early, such that his opponent could shift direction of her attack. Her chi-blade extended, tearing apart the mundane armor he wore as easily as wet paper and leaving a gaping wound across his chest.  
 
    The explosion of energy, along with Wu Ying’s desperate surge of wind, sent dust and his body flying backward, even as he threw an empowered sword strike of his own. This one was targeted at her neck, and rather than bull through or duck away, Elder Cao blocked it, breaking the sword intent on the raised shaft of her dagger-axe polearm. 
 
    Tumbling through the air, blood leaking from his wound and coating the surroundings, Wu Ying fetched up on his feet by sheer dint of experience, long legs digging furrows into the earth. He coughed, his chest bleeding around the ragged edges of his armor. 
 
    “I’m impressed,” Elder Cao murmured, “that you managed to last this long. But a false Core Formation cultivator like you is no threat to me.” 
 
    She sauntered forward even as Wu Ying concentrated his chi into the tip of his sword. He did his best to hide the attack, knowing he would only have a single chance. The wind rose around him as his spiritual senses fought hers. Dust swirled through the air, hiding their surroundings and him, creating a minor dust storm and hindering Elder Cao’s senses further. 
 
    “Do you think that such petty tricks will be enough?” Elder Cao said amusedly. “You are better off keeping your chi to yourself rather than wasting it.”  
 
    Wu Ying’s head tilted as he listened with a small smile on his lips, for she would not speak if the dust did not bother her. At least a little.  
 
    Her footsteps, steady until now, changed as she leapt forward. He felt her move in his winds, tracked her location as she pushed against the air he controlled. Rather than dodge, he waited for his opportunity to show itself. 
 
    Raised polearm swung downward—the weight of responsibility, to a kingdom and its rulers carried with it. The air quivered, rent apart by intent, and still, Wu Ying made no move to avoid the attack.  
 
    At the last second, she sensed it. The attack he had been trying to hide from her, the presence he had sensed rushing toward them. Like a boulder bouncing down a hill, picking up momentum with each falling second, the podao swung downward at Elder Cao’s head. Only for her to block the attack with her own dagger-axe shaft.  
 
    The shaft of her weapon bowed inward, but the Saint-class weapon would not break; not even with the empowered attack of Elder Eng behind it. Daos strained against one another as Elder Cao stood, body twisted in place, feet sinking into freshly churned earth as she blocked the man’s attack. 
 
    Open to Wu Ying’s reserved strike. 
 
    The Sword’s Truth drove Wu Ying forward, the lunge cutting through metal shards and aura, popping open reinforced and enchanted lamellar plate armor to bury in Elder Cao’s lower ribs. It was not his most dangerous technique, but it was the most stable. The most trusted. 
 
    He kept pushing, intent on running his opponent through—only for instinct to twinge.  
 
    Reacting immediately, Wu Ying threw himself backward, forming an air shield around himself moments before the metal armor that covered Elder Cao’s body erupted, sending fragments scattering through the air. 
 
    Elder Eng and Wu Ying retreated tens of steps, the Elder pockmarked with wounds from the explosive attack, his body covered in a light grey-brown armor of earth. In the silence that accompanied the initial blast, Elder Tsui arrived, landing on the ground and reviewing the scene, lips tight. 
 
    And for a moment, silence dominated the battlefield. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    “How annoying,” Elder Cao said, the Guerilla General staring at the trio before her. “Now I’m going to have to kill you all. It’s really vexing when all a person has planned comes apart, and for what? Because of a nosy cultivator who should have left things alone.” 
 
    “Well, that answers my question about on whose side I should be on,” Elder Tsui said, his voice light. The man stood with one arm across his stomach, the other resting over his heart and on top of his crossed hand. 
 
    “There was a decision to be made?” Elder Eng looked incensed, glaring at Elder Tsui. Only for the other Elder to give a wink that made the other man growl. Turning his full attention back to Elder Cao—who had a hand around her ribs where a light sheen of metal could be seen glowing—he spoke. “Tell me, why did you kill my disciple? Why all this… foolery?” 
 
    “Chaos,” Wu Ying spoke up. His mind had put the pieces together when he first saw her, linking together conversations. “Chaos and reputation loss. She wants—they want—the tournaments and auctions to stop being held. To make them undesirable in the extreme. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    Elder Cao’s lips turned up slightly, her initial sardonic good humor returning. Wu Ying shivered at the changes in her demeanor, mercurial as the famed metal it seemed. “It’s a good thing I have to kill you. I think you’re a little too smart to be allowed to live.”  
 
    “Nothing smart when the clues are as clear as day,” Wu Ying replied. 
 
    “You… you never left the government, did you?” Elder Eng said, seething visibly. “This is a plot by the kingdom itself. They want to keep us weak. All their talk of relaxing restrictions, all a lie to appease us while you work behind the scenes.” 
 
    “The Third Prince is a fool. Did you think the First Prince would let him weaken the government like this?” Elder Cao replied. When she took her hand away from her abdomen, Wu Ying stared at the patch of glinting material around the wound he had caused, as though she had plugged it with metal itself. 
 
    “Why?” The voice took them by surprise. Not that she was alive—they all had sensed her stirring—but that she dared speak up. Liu Ping snarled the words as she battled the combined auras of four Core Formation cultivators at once. “Why kill my brother too? Wasn’t one enough?” 
 
    “Why not? The more deaths, the more chaos. The deaths of traitors like you and your brother mean nothing. You scorned the largesse of the kingdom you live in, so why cry when we take it away?” 
 
    “We took nothing from your kingdom! Everything we have, everything we gained, we earned! We slaved day and night, working for pittance to get as far as we have!” Liu Ping screamed the words, her aura trembling and twisting as she lost control. Her bloodline, triggered by her rage, overtook her and claws and fangs extended. Wu Ying could almost swear that she grew new hair, and certainly her scent grew musky and animalistic. 
 
    “You shirked your duty to the kingdom. Every one of you sect and wandering cultivators. Threw away your responsibility to us.” The polearm lowered, pointing at Wu Ying. “Even you. Leaving your country, leaving your sect. None of you know the truth, the weight of duty and responsibility! But I shall show you it now.” 
 
    Pressure to a level that Wu Ying had never felt before slammed onto him. He staggered and sank to his knees, wondering how this one individual could do this when the other Core Formation cultivators in his life had never done so. It hurt, as he felt something within him, the Core within his dantian, creak and twist as it experienced the full spiritual assault of Elder Cao’s dao understanding. 
 
    How could she do this? A difference in training, a difference in philosophy? Or perhaps, with his master and his Elder Sister, Wu Ying had never been someone they had ever needed to fight seriously?  
 
    Then how about the Dark Sect he had fought? Did they too not take him seriously? Or had the presence of the demonic taint within led them to a different path of power? 
 
    Or was this just the case of Wu Ying never truly understanding the depths he had traveled within? Like a man searching through a cave, only able to grasp what his hands touched, what he smelled; only for a brief light to shine now to allow him a glimpse of the wider world.  
 
    Was this effect something that happened all the time, the casual intimidation factor of Core Formation cultivators given life? That someone at the heights of their understanding of their dao could physically manifest their comprehension to such an extent, impacting those about? 
 
    And if so, could he not learn to do so himself? 
 
    Even as his thoughts spun in a swirling maelstrom of doubt and conjecture, Wu Ying worked to free himself. She crushed him with her understanding, and even the earth itself compressed as she imprinted her understanding and personality upon the land. Wu Ying’s dao rose about him, his understanding of the world and his body providing him the gateway to freedom.  
 
    Responsibilities were a foolish joke to the winds, a mortal failing that had little relation to the eternal storms. They blew where they wished, traveled from one end of the earth to another, seeking nothing but their own ends. Duty and responsibility, honor and burden—those were concepts for mortals. As heir to the Seven Winds, as a cultivator of the soul cultivation method the Formless Realm, Wu Ying felt her dao press upon him.  
 
    And he shed it. 
 
    Not all the way, for the difference in cultivation strengths and enlightenment between the pair were stark. Yet their daos were, in many ways, in opposition. Not completely, for Wu Ying’s path of travel and knowledge, of carrying himself where the wind willed, did not entirely shirk his ties to society. He was no ascetic, hiding from the world and refusing to acknowledge it. 
 
    But those ties that he did acknowledge were ones he chose. Not ones imposed upon him by society or family or kingdom. He was not, would not be bound by custom or tradition, in legal scripture or social mores. Under pressure of the opposing dao, Wu Ying’s nascent understanding clarified and strengthened. 
 
    Under pressure, metal formed. Under pressure, diamonds grew. Under pressure, winds howled. 
 
    On his feet now, Wu Ying took in the field of battle that he had, ever so briefly, left while he struggled under Elder Cao’s dao. 
 
    Three Core Formation fighters clashed, weapons, chi, and killing intent marring the land around them. Wu Ying was surprised to note a small formation of flags had been cast around him, a protection that had saved him from the effects of the battle above. 
 
    Gratitude for Elder Tsui, who must have enacted the defense for him. How much time had he been battling her dao, that Elder Tsui had managed to do this and for the battle to take itself into the sky? 
 
    Mere seconds, perhaps. But in a battle between Core Formation cultivators, seconds were enough. 
 
    High above, the trio flashed across the sky, utilizing flying swords to strike one another in passing before moving on. Elder Eng was taking on Elder Cao directly, the pair closer to the earth as Elder Eng attempted to pull energy from the earth while guarding Elder Tsui from below.  
 
    The majority of Elder Eng’s attacks rained down upon the guerilla general, fist of stone and even boulders conjured to split the earth and strike down his opponent. Fighting a defensive battle as he was, his long, white beard trailing in the air, the powerful and sturdy Core Formation earth-based Elder was already bleeding. His podao under his feet, he struggled to keep Elder Cao away from the more dangerous of the pair. 
 
    Above the two, dodging the occasional shard of metal or weapon intent sent after him, was Elder Tsui. He flitted across the sky, casting formation flags into the air, building a powerful formation amidst the battle. Many of the general’s attacks were targeted at Elder Tsui’s formation flags, each strike tearing down a few. 
 
    Yet even though Elder Tsui struggled to keep even a third of the formation flags he threw into the air and locked in place, Wu Ying could sense the way the environmental chi accumulated, drawn into the burgeoning formation. 
 
    What kind of formation would it be?  
 
    Of that, Wu Ying was uncertain. He was no formation master, and the kinds were as numerous as there were masters; though most could be split into the kinds of effects the formation was meant to have. 
 
    Support formations—meant to grow or bolster individuals or plants. Those were the kind he was most familiar with, for obvious reasons. At the same time, support formations could be inverted to deny chi or heaven’s understanding, wilting and impeding growth or individuals.  
 
    Confinement formations came in many forms—whether by illusions or hypnotic images or sounds to confuse others. These formations could also be used to hide locations and people by restricting their presence from the world around. 
 
    Killing formations were as they were named. Methods to end the life via the concentration of elemental energies or the use of mental, visual, or sound attacks. There were even rumors that high grade formations could concentrate daos. 
 
    A flicker of movement, and Wu Ying jumped aside as a giant boulder crashed into the earth close to his position. Breaking the formation that Elder Tsui had created for him, Wu Ying took to the skies, for the first time drawing fully on the Core chi within his body and engaging his qinggong methods to ascend. 
 
    “You can move…” Elder Cao snarled, dodging another attack from Elder Eng. She swung her polearm, sending killing light at Wu Ying and forcing him to ascend faster, dodging it.  
 
    Watching the pair fight, Wu Ying made a quick decision. He could not afford to fight up here like them. He had neither the energy reserves nor the skill in aerial combat the pair displayed. Even his knowledge and understanding of the winds that came with his Body Cultivation techniques were still landlocked. In time, perhaps, he would learn to dance through the air and wield weapon and killing intent with the same ability. 
 
    Time, he did not have. Then, he would have to contribute to this battle in his own way. 
 
    Decision made, he just had to enact it.  
 
    The woman might impose her beliefs, her moments of enlightenment through an over-pressuring dao. One that weighed down the body and crushed movements as it stole strength from the soul. His soul cultivation technique was of no use here, nor was his burgeoning dao. It was not something that could be imposed upon others. 
 
    Hah!  
 
    Perhaps that was the other difference. Her beliefs encompassed others, while his own master had been about stepping away from such social restrictions, cutting himself free. Just as Wu Ying himself desired freedom to travel the world, to experience and learn and grow… 
 
    And none of that was useful now. 
 
    Blocking a casual cut, Wu Ying was forced backward, skimming through the air as he darted higher. He took the imparted energy, allowing it to drive him back as he tried to clear his head. Enlightenment while fighting was important; it could be revelatory and even impactful—allowing one to breach the upper limits of one’s previous self. 
 
    It also could get you killed. 
 
    Turning his attention to the pair below, Wu Ying extended the only thing he could—his understanding and connection to the wind, tapping into his bloodline. He called his connection to the world and begged them for their aid.  
 
    The wind answered.  
 
    Already, it had been tossed and turned, churned and set afire from the attacks the Core Formation elders had expended all around. It moved and twisted around the demands the other Elders imposed upon it, forced to obey as they imposed their will, their existence upon this slice of the world. And if the wind cared not for such small matters, it still—in this time, in this place—sought release.  
 
    When asked, it answered. 
 
    The air swirled and churned, growing stronger with each passing second. Energy borrowed from attacks, redirected with the barest of touches from Wu Ying’s energy. Exploding rock crashed downward, throwing up dirt before the shrapnel was redirected by the metal shards surrounding Elder Cao.  
 
    Tiny needles and knives whipped through the air, growing more deadly with every second, but also less in her control. With the barest twitch of his concentration, Wu Ying created a small bubble of calm around himself and Elder Tsui, who darted about above, riding the gusts of air to his next location. 
 
    Chaos grew as their vision decreased. And still, Wu Ying urged the wind to grow in strength, his hands, his body, his chi moving to the rhythm of the Central Wind as a whirlwind rose with ever growing intensity. Beneath, in the flickering glimpses Wu Ying caught, the two Elders continued their battle. Blood flew in increasing rivulets as wounds accumulated on both sides, shards of metal lodging in earthen armor and skin alike. 
 
    A scream, a cry.  
 
    Wu Ying sensed it moments before Elder Eng exited the tornado’s edge, flying backward from a strike that had shattered his earthen armor, his body pinned by a released polearm. Elder Cao’s tactic of throwing her weapon away in the middle of a fight had caught her opponent by surprise. 
 
    Leaving her to ascend, like the opposite of a comet through the night sky, ignoring the gusts that attempted to blow her off course. Even as Wu Ying shifted his position, she came on, speeding up with each second. He fled to the edges of the tornado, riding the wind upward as she followed. 
 
    Till they both finally reached Elder Tsui, who had stopped moving at some point. 
 
    Darting upward with a last blast of energy, Wu Ying grinned. 
 
    “Got you,” he muttered, as the ex-and-current general rose into the middle of the completed formation. 
 
    And learned why one did not anger formation masters.  
 
    Or let them prepare. 
 
    Light raced from one formation flag to another. Energy, accumulated over the bout and by the formation itself, lit the formation ablaze. Flames erupted with a choking heat that sent the wind spiraling upward even further and taking Wu Ying with it. 
 
    He floated above the formation, above the cultivator caught in the web of flames and the Elder that controlled it. He barely had to tap into his chi now, so great was the tempest that had been formed. From his prime position, Wu Ying looked down on them both. He saw it from above and could not help but note…  
 
    “A peony. A red peony.” He laughed, watching as the flames grew. “A flaming red peony of doom.” 
 
    Petals closed, webs of flame restricting Elder Cao’s ability to dodge. She twisted and dove, rose and ducked as new tendrils grew ever faster. Shards of metal, bars, and whips struck at the flames and diverted their attention. Others twisted and melted, droplets of liquid silver and gold falling. Each moment, the heat increased in intensity as she sought to break out of the trap.  
 
    Then the petals closed and there was no more time. 
 
    Just a moment, just a fraction of a second before the flaming petals enclosed her, she seemed to shift and change. Metal that Wu Ying had thought was to free herself flowed backward, melted in the flame. It encompassed her body, enclosed her. 
 
    Then the petals closed, and a burning bulb floated where the woman had been. Elder Tsui drifted closer, drawn in by the formation and his need to control it, sweating as he controlled the formation directly.  
 
    Wu Ying rose, the choking heat drying out his tongue, leaving his skin crisped and burnt. Smoke rose from below, as well as ash, the intense heat having set even the field beneath them on fire. Wu Ying extended his energy, and high above, a channel opened that brought cool air down to him as he positioned himself in the center of his still-moving tornado. 
 
    The closed bulb raged and burnt, but as he watched, portions of the bulb bulged and twisted. Each time, Elder Tsui’s face grew tight, sweat on his face evaporating as quickly as it formed. A twisted look of pain crossed his features more than once before his nose bled freely. His eyes were next, blood drying and blackening under the immense heat. 
 
    “Is she still alive?” Wu Ying could not believe it, even under the evidence of his own eyes. Was this the difference between those at the upper tiers and his own? Or were the enchanted talismans she bore, the arm guards and helmets and other protective works, aiding her survival?  
 
    Was the Verdant Green Waters, for all their vaunted strength, really not that much then? This kingdom had focused all its resources on a few rather than the many, and in so doing, had they managed to achieve greater total strength in their people? 
 
    Another twitch, all across the flame bulb. Wu Ying wished to help, but this was a fight he had no part in. He knew not about the formation being wielded, and the heat itself would damage him if he went down. 
 
    Elder Tsui coughed out blood as a hand punched through a petal. He spat blackened liquid as another arm joined it, one clad in shining silver and gold as it parted the flames. A surge of chi, of dao intent, and the formation, already fragile, shattered. 
 
    The backlash threw Elder Tsui away from the bulb, his unconscious body falling in an arc away from the battlefield. Backlash from a forcibly opened formation that one was linked to was considerable. It was why tying them to yourself in this way was never recommended. 
 
    And yet, here they were. 
 
    Beneath, Elder Cao—a living, moving statue of silver and gold—stared up at Wu Ying. He could see, he could feel, the heat radiating off the metal. Her rictus snarl of pain came from a throat scorched so dry it had no voice left. Yet she still lived, injured and floating in mid-air. 
 
    And Wu Ying, above her. 
 
    Alone.

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    No words were exchanged as the pair stared at one another across the gulf of space between them. Everything they could discuss, everything they could speak of had been said. Now, the only dialogue that could be had was over the points of their blades. 
 
    Elder Cao pulled her chi toward her, engaging with the full strength of her body and form, and shot upward, streaking toward Wu Ying like a metallic meteorite moving in the opposite direction. She had no weapon in hand, but her fingernails elongated into blades themselves. Her mouth widened into an unending, wordless scream as hate burned in her eyes. 
 
    In turn, Wu Ying struck. Not with a sword, but with the gathered strength of the tornado he had formed. He had already expanded the cone of cold air running down the center, but now he pulled the energy and heat of the rising hot air to help channel his strike. He held the energy together for a moment, blocking the flow of energy as it built up, before he released it in a rush, allowing the accumulated energy to impact the rising Elder Cao. 
 
    The ex-general raised a hand to cover her eyes as she pushed onward, the gale winds tossing her from side to side as she struggled upward. She clamped her mouth shut, forcing her ascent even as the borrowed energy of the wind blasted into her. Shards of ice from the cold air above and remnant metal pieces pinged off her metal-encased body, but it was the air pressure itself that she struggled with. 
 
    She and Wu Ying both struggled, for to conjure the gale, to control it all, he’d had to utilize his scant reserves. He gritted his teeth, feeling his energy plummet with each passing second, until he relaxed his hold on the entire creation. 
 
    No longer under his control, the wind howled and threw them both around. Wu Ying let himself be carried into the outer vortex, pushed ever higher.  
 
    In the center, pressured from above and forced to stay still, Elder Cao struggled to close the distance. Her dao expanded, pushing against Wu Ying. Rather than fight it, he allowed himself to be taken by both the dao attack and gravity. 
 
    He fell, breaking free from the outer currents, his body arcing through the air. Soon enough, he was released even from Elder Cao’s sphere of influence, his body trailing through the sky with traces of smoke and heat radiating from his skin before he impacted the ground. 
 
    Feet underneath him, Wu Ying tore a deep furrow into the land, a brief moment of reinforcement and lightening of his body ensuring he did not shatter his limbs. Even so, carefully tended fields were destroyed, drainage ditches and field walls torn open. His robes grew stained by the water, and his feet squelched in the deep mud as he burrowed into the land from the impact. 
 
    Elder Cao’s final attack had disrupted the delicate balance between her and the pressing wind. She too fell, the combined weight of her dao and the wind sending her rocketing into the earth to impact and depress the ground itself. Metal skin, protective sheen of silver and gold, cracked and fell apart, even as the pair of cultivators, aching and bruised, strode out of their respective holes. 
 
    “Clever. You’re very clever, Cultivator Long. Borrowing the energy of our battle to meet us on equal grounds,” Elder Cao said, wiping at the trail of blood from her mouth.  
 
    As she limped closer, the layers of metal that crossed her body peeled away, shedding in the whipping wind to reveal her burnt and blackened skin. In spots, Wu Ying swore he saw weeping bone. 
 
    “Not clever enough, it seems. You still stand,” Wu Ying replied.  
 
    His legs ached, and as he gauged his Core, Wu Ying could not help but wince. There was little chi left within, his extravagant overuse leaving him with the dregs. His dantian was still half-filled with normal, uncompressed, unrefined chi—but that was not enough.  
 
    “Of course. I told you, you cannot win.” She grinned, her eyes sparkling with the deep-felt conviction of her beliefs. “Not even if all three of you fight together.”  
 
    Another step, and thanks to a short shift beneath her clothing that had somehow managed to survive the immense heat of the battle, she was, for her modesty’s sake—and Wu Ying’s peace of mind—still mostly covered.  
 
    “You have not won yet,” Wu Ying replied as he drew his sword from its sheath. He couldn’t remember when he had put it away. Probably when he first ascended the sky. 
 
    He balanced the Saint blade in his hand. A shrieking noise, a disruption in the wind had him looking to the side. From where Elder Eng had been pinned and cast aside, General Cao’s weapon flew back into her waiting hands. He was surprised enough that he did not even react as she rearmed herself, only mentally cursing himself for not acting sooner. 
 
    On the other hand, shortly afterward, Elder Eng returned, his face impassive, his body covered in the same mountainous rock armor he had worn before. Only the presence of a hasty patch down one side indicated the injury he had suffered. 
 
    “I see you brought her low,” Elder Eng said, flexing his fists. He reached back, pulling the podao from where it had been locked. He hefted and swung it around, testing his balance and movement. “Good.” 
 
    “We will just have to finish her,” Elder Tsui murmured, his voice low and pained such that it was only with the aid of the wind that Wu Ying heard him. To Wu Ying’s surprise, the man was on his feet, though streaks of blood across his face and around his eyes and ears indicated the damage he had suffered from the backlash of having his formation destroyed. 
 
    “You can barely stand, and you wish to fight me?” Elder Cao mocked.  
 
    In reply, Elder Tsui twisted his hands, pulling yellow talisman papers from his spirit ring. Wu Ying chuckled a little, amused as Elder Cao grew solemn. While talismans still required chi to wield, their effects were outsized compared to their chi investment. 
 
    “I’ll lead the way,” Wu Ying said, crossing the distance to right before Elder Cao as he spoke, his sword rising and pointing at the woman.  
 
    She looked a little less confident, eyeing the three of them, injured as she was. Yet it was only a little; for she was still standing and only Wu Ying was truly uninjured. 
 
    Elder Eng nodded, taking a firmer and wider stance. His chi surged then dropped, flooding the ground as he asserted his control over the earth. Rather than let him take control and dictate the battlefield, the general darted to the side, charging the Elder and attempting to avoid Wu Ying. 
 
    Wu Ying cut her off, realizing to his surprise that he was now slightly faster than her. He threw a pair of sword intent cuts at her, making the woman duck and dodge around the attacks. Another indication of the degree of her injury, as she no longer dared tank the attack. Finally, she skidded to a halt, earth and dust thrown into the sky as Wu Ying blocked her. 
 
    Her hesitation lasted a fraction of a second before she clashed with Wu Ying. Her strikes came fast and hard, and he had no time to set up his own attacks, instead forced onto the defensive once more. Each blow from her dagger-axe reverberated through his arms as he defended himself, forced back step by step as she attempted to bypass him. 
 
    This was not the kind of fight he was best at. His style, his footwork, his temperament were geared toward a flowing, mobile battle rather than staying still, battling one another until the other person fell.  
 
    A feinted thrust to her face was called. Elder Cao plunged forward and let the blade glance off her cheek, metal forming at the last moment to deflect his attack. She was within his reach then, the haft of her blade hammering into his ribs and sending him falling back a half dozen feet. 
 
    He reset as she charged. 
 
    Another cut, his blade rising to block and shed the attack. She altered the angle of her attack at the last second, aiming for the forefront of his blade, positioned to crush through the tip into his body. He shifted position in turn, taking a half step to the left, feeling the axe-head clash with his own.  
 
    He let his arm and weapon collapse, angling his body forward and arm sideways. He stepped in, even as she ripped her weapon away from the void of space he had created above his arm before she swung the polearm back, intent on crushing his ribs. 
 
    Already dropping downward, Wu Ying let himself fall the rest of the way, feeling the air stir above his head as her polearm swung through the space he had been in. He rose moments later, and his blade rose with him. Dragon salutes the Sun, sword intent pouring down his blade and flashing across the half dozen feet to his opponent as he extended the blade. 
 
    She flared her aura, pivoting her dagger-axe polearm around her wrist as she extended her chi. The extended sword intent strike clashed against her weapon, the entirety of his attack concentrating as it touched upon her defense, burrowing within before shattering on the hardened metal of her aura. 
 
    Wind against metal. It was no contest. The metal would always win in the short-term. Wu Ying’s attacks could wear her down, force her to lose energy, but so long as she had that energy, he could not penetrate her defense. 
 
    Not without surprising her. 
 
    Another step, then Elder Cao jumped back. Yellow talismans landed where she had been a moment later, light forming a chi-empowered trap that reached for the skies. She twisted her weapon, throwing a blade strike of her own at Elder Tsui, only for more talismans to be employed in defense. 
 
    In the meantime, soil erupted beneath her still feet. The explosion threw her upward, forcing her to flip through the air and land, feet smoking. Blood streaks from broken vessels surrounded her now bare feet, while Elder Eng panted behind them, his chi reserves dropping precipitously. 
 
    Wu Ying glanced back, then called to the Elders, “Hold her still. I have one more trick.” 
 
    Answering grunts.  
 
    Elder Cao charged, intent on Wu Ying now rather than Elder Eng. The hunger in her eyes made Wu Ying sweat even as he clashed with her weapon again, the pair dodging between talismans cast into their midst and the occasional grasping rock hand or sucking mud pile. Each motion by Elder Eng was punctuated by the haft of his polearm striking the earth.  
 
    Now that she was focused on him, Wu Ying danced. He had the ability to fight this kind of battle. Faster, he moved, calling the wind to aid him, using his chi to lighten his steps. Faster, he cut and thrust, blade sparking off flesh and metal skin, tiny traces of blood appearing across her body even as her skin cracked.  
 
    The wind might lose to metal, be forced to move around it, but the wind could wear down even the most solid of objects, given time. So long as she did not strike him, he could fight. So long as he had chi, he stood a chance of winning. 
 
    Realization tickled at the edges of his consciousness as another hard block by Elder Cao sent him spinning back, his legs flowing across the ground and digging in. His style, his technique, it had a cost. A high cost for the movement, the motions all taking their toll on his stamina and chi stores. 
 
    He needed more, and he had little left to give. 
 
    The smile she gave him as she saw his hesitation chilled him to the bone. Blood and white liquid wept from the cracked skin along her cheeks, giving her a ghastly, monstrous appearance. Hair, cut short for wearing her helmet, had burnt off. Her body was rimmed with gold and silver that shifted and faded. Even she had grown tired, the flying shards of metal no longer present. 
 
    “You see it, don’t you? See—”  
 
    Her taunting never finished, as the dozen talismans cast high into the air triggered. Lightning struck the ground even as Elder Tsui slumped senseless, the last of his energy drained as he enacted the powerful attack. 
 
    Lightning strikes forced her to weave and dodge between attacks. Never truly fast enough to avoid the attacks in full, her body burned. She screamed again, voice hoarse and damaged; but the metal shield she floated above her body, the energy she redirected at Elder Eng and Wu Ying with her dagger-axe was sufficient to keep her standing. 
 
    At the end of the attack, she stood in a smoking, pockmarked land, slumped against her polearm. A hair ornament that Wu Ying had barely paid attention to shattered, its pieces falling to the ground, its defensive charges wasted. The anklets around her legs still glowed, though the bracers she had worn were gone too. 
 
    More of her enchantments destroyed. Injured. But still standing. 
 
    Wu Ying hissed, trying to raise his arm. He had caught one redirected attack on his blade, leaving his arm tingling and half-senseless. He forced chi through the injured meridians, forcibly healing himself and waking up the nerves. A strangled cry erupted from his mouth as pain, exquisite pain like a thousand superheated needles, was driven into his nerves. 
 
    Elsewhere, Elder Eng finished his preparations. He stomped, bringing his hands down together. The earthen armor around his body fell to the ground as he channeled his attack. 
 
    In a circle around Elder Cao, the land sank. A dozen feet across, with her in the epicenter, the earth turned into a bog, and a mud pool swirled as channeled chi pulled at her feet. The woman snarled, channeling her energy into the earth, pulling metal from the surroundings to form pillars of metal beneath her to stand upon.  
 
    Faces straining, the pair of Elders fought. And for once, she was still. For once, Wu Ying could concentrate. 
 
    His sword was sheathed, his body moving by rote. He fell into the breathing pattern, the mindset required. It was the first form of his own style, taken from his understanding of both the Long family jian and his master’s training. 
 
    Wu Ying crossed the distance at a light run, his chi extending into his blade, into his body, into the surroundings. In his mind’s eye, he knew what he had to do. 
 
    Leg. Arm. Hand. Sword. Step and cut. 
 
    So simple to say. So hard to do. 
 
    The blow rose upward as the winds shrieked and twisted.  
 
    The attack, his first, his own. Mostly. For fear, in his mind, understanding, in his heart, that he was not truly ready to wield this attack. Not in its entirety.  
 
    So. 
 
    A Wandering Dragon. 
 
    Constrained.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A rising cut, starting low. He cut the attack short, ending it just above his head rather than following through to the stars. The energy he released, the intent of his attack, it was all constrained. The intent was similar to the one he had first developed this movement from, the Karma Severing Cut.  
 
    However, his was altered. The dao intentions, the beliefs his master had brought to the attack had not worked with Wu Ying’s own view of the world. 
 
    However, his own Wandering Dragon was broken. It infused his understanding of the winds, the attack and intentions of his Long family style, but it was incorrect, dangerous, and unconstrained. The one time he had used the attack, it had torn at the bindings and natural order of the world. While the Dao itself would change and adapt and recover, the ensuing destruction to the world from his single attack had been too wide ranging in scope. Especially for a single martial attack that had been formed while he was in the Energy Storage level of cultivation. 
 
    The Heavens had shown him what he had done wrong, what he had affected by his own misunderstanding of the world. They had rebuked him and, in their criticism, nearly destroyed him. Yet his understanding after that period had grown, changed. 
 
    There was a way to cut, to step and strike and kill and to do it without causing widespread destruction over thousands of li. There was a way to flow with the Dao, amplifying the attack while benefiting the greater world rather than disrupting it. 
 
    It was not his dao, not his goal, to destroy the world. He was no demonic or heretical cultivator. He was not looking to be part of that push and grind, the destructive aspects of the Dao and the demonic incursions.  
 
    Perhaps if he had followed those beliefs, he might have escaped Heaven’s regard. Or perhaps they might have taken much stronger actions.  
 
    For two years, he had trained. He had considered and practiced and mimicked the movements. Two years, but he had not dared to unleash this attack. Knowing, deep within, that it was still incomplete. That he had not found the solution to this martial style, a way to correct the deviation. 
 
    Two years, and now he acted.  
 
    Even constrained… his movements stopped, his body seized, and he fell over. He was racked by the pain of the backlash. Blood vessels burst along his feet, his hips, his chest and arm—everywhere that focused the energy he had used. His dao, the Dao of the world, assaulted him back as Heaven’s Mandate reacted. His meridians strained and the core in his body pulsed as his chi rebelled. 
 
    In pain, Wu Ying could only watch as his attack impacted, his body frozen as Elder Cao suffered. 
 
    The cut tore up the ground a little, striking along her thigh and hip and chest. The attack was edged with killing intent, concentrated wind chi, sword intent, and his dao all together. It tore apart skin, muscle, and even cracked bone itself. Even Elder Cao’s concentrated chi aura and her Saint-strength weapon were not defense enough. 
 
    Her body was thrown backward, ripped out of the enclosed earth that had sucked her down. Elder Eng released her fractions of a second before Wu Ying’s attack impacted, such that he would not suffer the backlash of his technique being broken. Even then, he slumped over, chi exhausted. 
 
    She flipped over and over, blood flying through the air to tumble away. Her body lay on the ground, twitching and bleeding. Elder Tsui was unconscious, blood pooling on the ground beneath his wound. Elder Eng, bereft of chi, was slumped over on his knees, breathing hard as he desperately tried to regain some semblance of energy.  
 
    As for Wu Ying, he lay on the ground, twitching, low moans venting from his chest as his body seized. The damage was reduced from the last time, the feedback lower, but the pain—oh, the pain was so much greater. It encompassed his universe, robbed him of bodily control, and left him defenseless. 
 
    Around the group, silence dominated as the battle stopped, combatants too injured to speak or move. The wind, whipped up by the attacks, began to settle, carrying the churned dirt and ash to the ground. In the distance, the voices of other cultivators, brave or foolish, approached. 
 
    Eventually, the pain from the attack faded. Wu Ying found his feet, forcing himself upward with the aid of his sword. The devastation of his attack, even restricted, was greater than when he had used the attack previously. Greater dao understanding, more powerful, concentrated chi, and a Saint-class weapon all contributed to the damage. 
 
    Standing, he looked around, trading a satisfied grin with Elder Eng.  
 
    Then Elder Cao twitched, metal flowing to constrain and seal gaping wounds. The woman staggered upward, the ex-general grinning at Wu Ying with malevolence and madness in her eyes. 
 
    “I told you, you can’t beat me.” She raised her hand, chi pulsing to her fallen weapon. The broken remnant of her weapon only twitched; the enchantment destroyed. “You!” Rage, thrumming through the air, hurt Wu Ying’s chest and ears, just with words alone. “I was gifted that by His Highness himself. I will cut off your feet and feed them to the pigs, strip the skin from your fingers and burn the nerves. You’ll rue the day you entered my kingdom!” 
 
    A gesture, one that sent a grimace of pain across her face, had her extract another weapon from her storage ring. Her fingers had been burnt to a crisp and were more bone than flesh.  
 
    What she pulled out was a beautiful weapon, a Saint-class jian rather than the guandao she had wielded before. She met Wu Ying’s startled gaze, reminding him of Cui Wen’s death. Though perhaps the choice to use a jian was as much to pay him back as anything else. 
 
    Elder Cao strode at Wu Ying, her right foot dragging, determination and madness dancing in her eyes. 
 
    Exhausted, his fingers and an eyelid twitching from the aftereffects of the backlash, Wu Ying readied himself. 
 
    One last clash then. 
 
    Even if both of them were injured, bereft of chi and the defenses of a Core Formation cultivator. 
 
    One last pass to end it all. 
 
    His breathing steadied, the thrum of his meridians—strained by the extrusion of energy, backlash, and regathering—filling his ears. 
 
    One last… 
 
    “Wo cao!” Wu Ying swore. 
 
    Forgotten by them all, a furred blur struck Elder Cao from behind, bowling her over as chi claws and furious bestial energy burnt through the air and her body. Blood flew and screams rang out as Liu Ping took her revenge. Her claws tore into soft and vulnerable flesh, flinging chunks of meat and bone into the air. 
 
    The initial surprise attack had rendered Elder Cao’s right arm entirely unusable. Her weapon fell to the ground, left behind as claws tore into her chest, ripping apart her rib cage and exposing lungs and heart to the air. Chi washed out from Elder Cao’s shattered body in desperate fashion, life blood burning only to be countered by the same, desperate maneuver by Liu Ping. The woman, in the full throes of her bloodline taking over, cared not for the future, only for her revenge. 
 
    Instinct held Wu Ying back as he watched the mindless, enraged woman murder Elder Cao, bringing the battle to a sudden and abrupt ending.  
 
    Hovering over the mutilated body, Liu Ping threw back her head, screaming her vengeance and satisfaction to the sky. It rang through the surroundings for long moments, reminding humanity that there were things in the dark that hungered for their lives. 
 
    Then she crumpled over the dead body. 
 
    For a long second, Wu Ying stood before he too slumped to the ground, sword still in hand as relief coursed through his blood. Voices in the distance as the rest of the cultivators arrived. But Wu Ying ignored them.  
 
    It was over. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    The crowd finally arrived, guards, wandering cultivators, and sect members tumbling into the broken and destroyed fields. Perhaps they had been rushing over from the start of the fight, though if that were the case, he would have expected a bunch of broken legs. 
 
    No. Chances were they had been hampered from arriving. Perhaps by the guards, perhaps by the fire, or perhaps by common sense. Few individuals would throw themselves into the midst of a battle between Core Formation elders. 
 
    With his secret exposed, Wu Ying chose to make full use of it. He allowed his aura to blanket the surroundings, let it thrum through the air and subtly warn off those who would approach him for answers. More than a few wandering cultivators came to a stop a dozen feet from him lest they anger him. 
 
    Elder Eng had chosen not to do the same, but the respect and deference given to the sect elder kept others away from him as he sat cross-legged whilst recovering. Kong Lai stood watching over the man, only the lightest coating of sweat on her brow indicating how much such exertion cost her. 
 
    In the distance, hovering over his master, Shi Fei worked healing charms and pills into Elder Tsui’s mouth whilst the Seven Pavilions’s overworked healer did his best to clean and bandage the Elder’s wounds. Wu Ying listened to the constant excuses the healer muttered as he tried to forestall calamity should Elder Tsui pass away, a distressing reminder of Elder Cao’s prowess. 
 
    As for Elder Cao’s slayer, Gao Qiu had the woman in his arms a short distance away. Surrounding him and her were the surviving members of the guard on one side and the members of the White Flower Merchant Association, the groups facing off against one another. Yet neither side dared make a move, leaving them in a silent impasse under the night sky. 
 
    “Expert Long…” Guard Captain Teng Fei spoke up, having crossed to the front of the crowd around Wu Ying. Teng Fei was breathing heavily, his voice tight and pressured as he fought against his better instincts to stand before the wind cultivator. 
 
    “Yes?” Wu Ying cracked an eyebrow then sighed. He truly did not want to get involved, but Elder Eng was in no condition to speak, nor was Elder Tsui. That just left him. And before the flood of unruly cultivators grew out of hand—which might endanger him even further, bereft of energy and wounded as he was—he needed to take steps. 
 
    So. 
 
    He dropped the aura pressure, drawing back its heaviness and repressing notes whilst allowing himself full use of his spiritual senses. He would need every second of warning if an attack was launched, after all.  
 
    Taking his unspoken invitation, Teng Fei closed the distance and stopped halfway, just outside of Wu Ying’s blade reach. Not that it mattered, for the cultivator could extend his blade intent, but symbolism signified. “What happened here, Expert Long? And who, exactly, are you?” 
 
    “Elder Cao was the killer. She started the fire, took Liu Ping when she was chased down. All to draw me out. Intending to…” Wu Ying shook his head. “Intending to sow chaos. To make these tournaments and auctions unsafe, too dangerous for others to take part in. She was never retired. She still worked for the government, and all this—the killings, the injuries, the thefts—are all a government plot.” 
 
    Teng Fei’s lips thinned, doubt in his eyes. Even if he might have had suspicions of his own, it was one thing to be suspicious and another to have it confirmed in such a manner. “Those are serious accusations. Do you have proof?”  
 
    Wu Ying paused, considering. Did he have proof? Did he have anything to confirm what had been said or done here? Staring at the churned blood and destruction, he winced.  
 
    Seeing the answer on Wu Ying’s face, Teng Fei stepped forward, lowering his voice. “The death of an ex-general… it is a serious matter.” 
 
    “Speak with the other Elders when they have recovered. They will support my words.” Wu Ying stared at the man, his lips compressing. “On my honor and my hopes of immortality, I have spoken no lies in this matter.” 
 
    Teng Fei turned his head from side to side. His eyes drifted over to the Seven Pavilions merchants, to their servants at the edges. His employers all looked fearful and upset. Many seemed about to faint, for they could see spread before them the ends of their families, their lives as merchants. 
 
    Whether they chose to divulge the details or not, the revelation of such a plot in their tournament would see the government take action. They would not let word of a plot this damaging spread, not easily. Without evidence—and perhaps even with—the easiest way to handle matters was not to.  
 
    It was a dangerous world out there, after all. 
 
    The other wandering cultivators were slower on the uptake, but they soon realized what it meant. Some, the most fearful, the most decisive left immediately. The formation keeping them imprisoned had been destroyed in the battle between the four Core Formation cultivators. 
 
    “I… this is not something I can speak to.” Teng Fei flicked his gaze over to Elder Cao’s body. “I cannot… this…” Duty warred with self-preservation, as he struggled to come up with a solution.  
 
    His gaze turned to his guards, many of whom looked ill. They too understood that the government might just choose to kill them all to remove all traces of betrayal. 
 
    “Betrayal.”  
 
    The word reverberated through the darkness, catching them all by surprise. It was strong and loud, and at the same time, it was accompanied by a surprisingly powerful aura. Wu Ying’s eyes narrowed, realizing that Gao Qiu had been hiding his own cultivation level. He was no Core Formation cultivator, but he did stand at the peak of Energy Storage and was maybe even a half-step into Core Formation.  
 
    Silence, and then Gao Qiu repeated the word. 
 
    “Not by us, though the kingdom will see it that way. No. The State of Zhao betrays us, stealing the best of our men and women into the Everlasting Army, declaring us free to train—but never giving us any resources to do so. And now…” Gao Qiu’s voice dropped, drawing in the crowd. 
 
    “And now, they murder us. They send their generals in the middle of the night, sullying our reputations and institutions. They betray their promises of safety and comfort, their very words shown to be false. What they cannot control, they will destroy. It has always been so. It will always be so.” Again, he paused.  
 
    “Until we choose otherwise.” 
 
    No surprise the words caused a susurration, as whispers and startled exclamations rang through the night. Teng Fei moved away from Wu Ying, a hand dropping to his sword automatically, but then he hesitated. He knew the truth of what Gao Qiu had said and yet, he struggled with it as the binds of loyalty and understanding fought within him. 
 
    “We will not stand by and let the state take our lives without a fight. We will not stand by and allow injustice to rule the land. We deserve a life, an existence beyond the dregs the king and his corrupt advisors deign to offer us.” Gao Qiu walked forward, coming close to the guards who had stood watching him and moving away from the support of his people so he could speak with the wandering cultivators. 
 
    There was a tense moment when one of the guards looked as though he might not move, before he reluctantly did at the last second. Gao Qiu never hesitated, his steps taking him past the guards so that he faced the others. 
 
    “The White Flower Merchant Association and many other groups have been growing, finding supporters among all walks of life. We will not stand by and watch as our families, our friends, our kingdom continue to be ground under the heel of the corrupt and greedy. Our loyalty is not limited to those who are rich or connected or gifted; it is extended to all who have true hearts and untarnished honor.” A long pause, as he waved his hand around. “Any who wish to join us are welcome to do so. Even for a few days, to escape the watchful eye of the kingdom.” 
 
    His words to the wandering cultivators were a direct challenge to Teng Fei.  
 
    The Guard Captain raised his chin before his voice rose, firm and loud. “The culprit of the murders has been found. We will report the incident and their death, after further investigation, in a week. During this time, we will not be holding any unassociated individuals in the compound.” His gaze flicked to his guards, many of whom looked worried as he continued. “As the tournament is over, pay for the event will be provided this morning and all guards are dismissed.” 
 
    “Captain!” A shocked voice, one of the men stepping forward. “You cannot!” 
 
    “Cannot what? I have a duty to the Seven Pavilions and the kingdom. I will see the matter reported, as fully and clearly as possible.” His gaze rested on Wu Ying then jumped to the sect elders before he continued. “We will require statements from those present at the end.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded at the Captain who had firmed his stance, even knowing that he might very well be killed for his choices.  
 
    “We will not let you face this alone, Captain!” the initial guardsman speaker called. “I will not abandon you.” 
 
    Teng Fei’s gaze landed on the guardsman then skipped over to a few others who had stepped forward as well. For a second, Wu Ying saw the conflict within him before he nodded, accepting their decision.  
 
    Raising his voice again, Teng Fei gave orders to pass on his statements. The crowd, realizing they were being given a chance to escape, moved swiftly, their initial shock washed away. Some moved toward the village, but many others approached Gao Qiu, who had a slight satisfied glow around him. 
 
    It would not be long, Wu Ying estimated, before the Seven Pavilions temporary village and even their compound was emptied. Seated and exhausted, he pulled upon the ambient chi, refilling his dantian. 
 
    He watched as Gao Qiu, glowing with the success of his words and radiating his glowing belief in the rightness of his cause, drew rebels to him. A just cause perhaps, but Wu Ying could not help but note that Liu Ping lay discarded and forgotten now that others flocked to him. Others were caring for the injured young lady, but in this moment, Gao Qiu had moved on. 
 
    Wu Ying regarded Teng Fei, the Guard Captain choosing to stay and hold true to his promises to a regime that had already betrayed him and killed one of his subordinates. Not in a naïve hope of changing the outcome perhaps, but in the rigid belief that duty had to be honored.  
 
    Much like the torn and desecrated remains of Elder Cao. Wu Ying wished she had spoken further, explained her point of view. Perhaps clarified her anger, the dao that she wielded. How she could justify her actions and the deaths of even her subordinates. 
 
    He watched as members of the Seven Pavilions merchant cartel broke down weeping, their lives destroyed by the simple vagaries of fate. Their chances at growth and prosperity had been destroyed by the uncaring plots of those above. 
 
    Kong Lai, by the side of her Elder who breathed and cultivated, the smell of blood renewed around her wounds as she pushed herself to stand guard over her uncle who had no regard for her, who still grieved for his lost disciple that he loved more than her. 
 
    Love, lost; life, deceased; honor, shattered; duty, binding. 
 
    The wind swirled around Wu Ying, bringing with it snatches of conversation, exclamations of surprise, moments of clarity, and thrumming anger. He listened and watched as hundreds of lives and their paths diverged, as a wind blew through their midst. 
 
    The heavens demanded, punishing him for the temerity of going against their dictates of where and how the winds should blow, what rains should fall, what plains would be seeded, which forests would stand safe from the gales. The heavens dictated, and Wu Ying, having seen the damage he did, capitulated. 
 
    The kingdom of Zhao contended, guiding the development of mortals, strengthening the borders, dedicating resources to the creation of formation and enchantment masters to ensure the ongoing maintenance of the kingdom-wide formation. The creation of the Everlasting Army, the support of the rulers, and now, this plot. All for the greater good of those below. Cultivators and mortals, capitulated. 
 
    Wu Ying’s eyes widened as enlightenment arrived, dancing through his mind. The Dao noticed, and his own path changed—just a little. He still believed that the heavens and their reprimand of him was not in error—the damage he had done was considerable.  
 
    Like a child who played with and broke his parents’ tea set, he deserved to be chastised. The lesson was important, but the lesson was not to never touch tea sets but to have greater care. To move with deliberate focus, to serve with kindness and graciousness and to always, always be aware of one’s surroundings. 
 
    It was not to punish, until one died. 
 
    Understanding grew, and Wu Ying’s path changed a little. Somehow, he knew that this minor change in direction would, in a thousand li, bear great fruit.  
 
    For a moment, the world vibrated with understanding. Then it slipped away, and only a few noticed the change. It was only a small moment of enlightenment, not worth acknowledging by the heavens. 
 
    So he watched. He learned. He drew forth wisdom and experience from the events and experiences of this day. The choices others made and the way they bent to the world’s will. Or stood against the forces arrayed against them. 
 
    Deep within Wu Ying’s Core, a nascent soul soaked in the experiences, his thoughts and beliefs, and grew. A little differently. A little altered. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    The wind whistled through empty streets, picking up dirt and discarded debris, dancing along forgotten talismans and formation flags. Not so far away, stubborn mortals still worked the fields. A few lonesome servants trudged through the abandoned mansion, carrying out thankless tasks. 
 
    Wu Ying listened to the whispers the winds brought, snatches of conversations and faraway scents. The tinkle of horse gear and the howl of a demonic beast deep in the depths of the forest. From many li away, it even brought traces of those who had left, hints of their scents and their passage.  
 
    Three days had passed since Elder Cao’s death, and the greater portion of the cultivators, merchants, and mortals had abandoned the location, leaving behind only a small number too proud or stubborn. 
 
    A movement nearby had Wu Ying turn his attention to where Liu Ping lay, finally waking. She let out an indelicate groan, and only after she had drunk the cup of tepid tea she was offered did she come fully conscious. 
 
    “Wu Ying?” A pause, then she blushed. “My apologies. Expert Long.” 
 
    “No need,” Wu Ying said, waving away the discourtesy of a slip of tongue. “You saved my life with that last attack. For a battle sister, my personal name is more than sufficient.” 
 
    “I did, didn’t I?” Liu Ping murmured, a little shock and a little awe in her voice as she recalled her own actions. The woman flexed her fingers, her chi stirring, and dark, insubstantial claws flickered into existence across her fingers. “I took vengeance on my brother’s murderer.” 
 
    Then, as though the words had broken a dam within her, huge, heaving sobs racked her body and twisted her form. She huddled into her knees, grieving for the loss of family and her past. Wu Ying watched for a moment before choosing to sit by her side on the bed, putting an arm around her. 
 
    The hourly incense marker had nearly burnt away in its entirety, requiring a change of the incense stick within, before Liu Ping calmed, pulling away from Wu Ying. He was dismissed moments later, as she sought to clean and prepare herself, leaving him to exit to the bottom floor foyer. 
 
    There sat the trio of sisters, watching with raised brows as Wu Ying descended. He related Liu Ping’s wakefulness, choosing not to comment on her grief, though the watchful and knowing gaze of Pan Yin rested upon his face. Thankfully, she did not speak of it, instead sending her sisters—over the loud objections of Pan Shui—up to aid the still weak Liu Ping. 
 
    “Now that she has woken, what is your plan, Expert Long?” Pan Yin asked, putting her head on her fist consideringly. 
 
    “I am not certain.” Wu Ying sighed a little. “I have invitations to visit the sects and trade with them, but after this…” He did not need to detail his thoughts. As dangerous as the situation might be for the locals, he, as a foreigner, was even more vulnerable to being disappeared. “It might be best for me to leave the kingdom entirely.” 
 
    “Certainly a thought…” Pan Yin’s lips pulled into a slight smile. “And if you intend to do so, then journeying with us farther west, to our clan holdings, might be best. A single traveler is more conspicuous than a group, especially one with us.” 
 
    Wu Ying raised an eyebrow, choosing not to gainsay her. On the other hand, he had plans of traversing the deep wilds, places where none but other Wild Gatherers like him dared step. He would be safe enough there, for the wilds were wide and great and civilization’s hold still tenuous. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Well, there are many reasons…” Pan Yin smiled a little. “But in the end, it comes down to this. A good deed should be rewarded. And what you did with Elder Cao—exposing her and the government’s plans—those were good deeds.” 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head. “I cannot ask you to endanger your clan…” 
 
    Pan Yin laughed then. “There is no danger. They would not dare attack us, for they could not face our ire. The kingdom knows not to start wars they cannot win—and they cannot win against us, for we have a mystic kingdom to retreat to if they press us too hard. The Eternal Army cannot afford to watch over our lands for too long.” 
 
    “And your trade and partners?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “They will return. After all, what we have to offer, they cannot get anywhere else,” Pan Yin said. When Wu Ying raised an eyebrow, she smirked. “You’ll just have to see. But you will be interested in it… Verdant Gatherer.” 
 
    Wu Ying leaned back, staring at the woman consideringly. Only for him to be interrupted by the descent of Liu Ping and the others. The wandering cultivator had cleaned herself, looking more put together via the heavy application of cosmetics. Even so, she looked thinner than ever and her eyes—even with the bags under them hidden—still contained a haunted look. No cosmetics would hide the change in outlook or the deep well of grief that had been dug within her. Only time would shore up those walls, offer some level of false succor. 
 
    After greetings had been exchanged and seats taken, Pan Yin jumped straight into matters. “And what plans do you have, Cultivator Liu?” 
 
    “Gao Qiu left, did he not?” Liu Ping said, looking around the empty interior.  
 
    Even the sect elders had abandoned the place a day ago, Teng Fei having taken their statements. It was time for them to discuss the changes with their sects, and potentially be dismissed for their part in this fiasco.  
 
    “He did. I’m sorry. I spoke to him, but he said he needed to get the new recruits to safety. That it was more important to the cause,” Wu Ying said, not bothering to hide his distaste or the excuses made by the other man.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Liu Ping said, offering Wu Ying a half-smile. “We—I”—her voice hitched a little as she changed identifiers, remembering her brother was dead—“always knew the cause was more important than any one of us. It’s what makes him so effective.” 
 
    “Revolutionaries.” Pan Shui’s distaste was clear in her voice too. “Though if there’s a kingdom that needs changing…”  
 
    “This is one,” Liu Ping muttered.  
 
    “Then you’re going to join him?” Pan Yin said curiously, the older sister leaning on her upraised palm as it rested on the table. 
 
    “I…” Liu Ping hesitated, doubt flashing through her eyes. It was one thing to know you were disposable; another to be discarded and expected to accept that.  
 
    “Then come with us,” Pan Yin offered. “Expert Long is going to do so.” 
 
    Wu Ying looked at Pan Yin, about to object to using him as bait, when Liu Ping murmured, “Is he?” He clamped his mouth shut, the other woman still somewhat distracted with exhaustion. “I do owe the Expert…” 
 
    “There are no debts. If anything, the debt is mine,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Is that so?” Liu Ping said, a flicker of something rolling off her aura. He found himself shivering a little, a feeling of being targeted suddenly sweeping through him as her bloodline came to the fore. She even went so far as to lick her lips! “Well, I might just have to see about receiving payment.” 
 
    Wu Ying stared for a long second, then shook his head a little. With her bloodline receding in prominence, Liu Ping blinked and blushed, though she did not retract her words or apologize. Something else to be worried about in his own bloodline, if it grew in prominence. 
 
    “Then that’s settled.” Pan Yin clapped her hands together, rising. “Since we are all awake, we should leave today. There’s an extra carriage, so you can rest in there. We should be packed in the hour. Cultivator Liu, I understand most of your items were destroyed in the fire—”  
 
    “What fire?” Liu Ping said, clearly surprised. 
 
    Pan Yin ignored Liu Ping as she continued. “But that is no matter. We have enough clothing to cover for you. And Cultivator Gao did leave behind what survived. It’s still packed, so you should be ready. I recommend you stay down here and eat.” 
 
    As though it only needed reminding, Liu Ping’s stomach rumbled, making her blush. “Is there even a cook left?” 
 
    “No.” Wu Ying smiled as he stood and walked toward the kitchen. “But there is congee and some other foodstuff.” Moments later, he came back with a bowl and a number of other plates of light refreshment, placing them before Liu Ping. “It’s a little cold but eat up. If we’re leaving, I should pack.” 
 
    Leaving her startled by the speed of decisions made, Wu Ying wandered up the stairs. He was not at all surprised to see Pan Yin standing outside his room, smiling a little secretive smile. 
 
    “You planned all that,” he accused. 
 
    “I did. And it worked, did it not? You cannot say that it is not better for her too though.” She shook her head. “Many—if not all—of Gao Qiu’s revolutionaries will be killed, even if they succeed. Revolutions are a bloody business.” 
 
    “They are.” Wu Ying sighed. Then curiosity poked at him, and he could not help but ask, “Those formations, the ones that cover the kingdom. I know some of it is part of a signal formation, meant to warn of approaching armies or powerful cultivators. But much of it is unknown to me.” 
 
    Pan Yin frowned, looking around automatically. When she realized that no one was around, she relaxed a little, a sardonic smile pulling at her lips. “Well, if we are to associate with rebels, what’s one more rule broken? But sadly, I cannot tell you. I have but rumors and conjecture, from ambient chi being focused on the royal palace, to creating a fabled land for chi cultivation, to a deadly war formation.”  
 
    Wu Ying nodded. The formation might be more interesting and pressing if he were a formation master, but even if he knew the basis of it, studying a formation that encompassed an entire kingdom was outside of his purview. 
 
    “Thank you anyway. For supporting us.” Pan Yin nodded toward the woman below. “It will be good for her to see a different life.” 
 
    “And if she chooses to stay and join the Pan Clan, that wouldn’t hurt either, would it?” Wu Ying said cynically.  
 
    Pan Yin nodded unashamedly. Waving goodbye, she headed for her own room, where she chivvied her sisters into picking up speed at packing. Wu Ying chuckled but followed her example moments later. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After watching the group ride off, Liu Ping inside the carriage with Pan Shui, Wu Ying turned to the man watching them all. He could not help but note the grey that had appeared, almost overnight, in the man’s hair, the deep lines and shadows under his eyes. The Guard Captain was a man under siege by worries and concerns, by his impending and approaching doom. Yet he stood steadfast, and Wu Ying chose to give him the honor of not attempting to sway his mind. Too many had tried and failed. 
 
    “I’m glad you are leaving. In a few days, the messenger I sent will arrive. And then, they will come,” Teng Fei said, looking into the distance and not at Wu Ying. “It will be best to be far away then.” 
 
    “I wanted to thank you again.” Wu Ying considered what else to say. He found that he had little to add. Mostly platitudes that the man had heard before, in the days between. Eventually, he had to ask, “What do you think will happen?” 
 
    Teng Fei shrugged. “It is hard to say. I think… I hope that most are overcautious. That the government will not kill loyal subjects to cover up a mistake. That they will choose to lay the blame on Elder Cao herself and let matters rest. 
 
    “But I do not know. No one does.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded. He understood that sentiment. People could sometimes be predictable, but governments, staffed by those desperate to keep their positions and their dignity, could react badly. Depending on how high the conspiracy went, the amount of damage this event could create was staggering. Even now, Wu Ying was certain the truth of the deaths and disasters across all the auctions and tournaments was spreading.  
 
    “The Heavens bear you fair wind, Expert Long,” Teng Fei said, turning to Wu Ying. He bowed low, holding the position for a long moment before coming up and putting his clasped fists by his sides. “You honored Guardsman Chu by finding her killer. Her ghost will rest easy now.” 
 
    Grief, deeper grief than Wu Ying would have expected, showed in Teng Fei’s eyes. For a moment, Wu Ying wondered if there was more to the story there—a lover? Unrequited romance? Or just long companionship? He did not know and felt he could not ask. Not now. 
 
    So many stories, unspoken. So many truths, hidden. Wu Ying drifted through cities and villages, sects and kingdoms, between mortals and cultivators, and each had their own tales. Like the ruins of ancient villages and bygone kingdoms, they had stories to tell if only one could learn to speak the truth. 
 
    “Take care of yourself, Captain Teng,” Wu Ying said finally as the sounds of the horses and the women drifted away. 
 
    “And yourself, Expert Long.”  
 
    Wu Ying walked off, leaving the man to his fate. He could not help but feel a little unsettled, a little adrift. There was a war brewing, retribution to be meted out, moments of glory and cowardice to be enacted. And he was leaving, moving on before matters were settled. 
 
    Like the wind, bringing much needed rain to parched fields, he had wrought change in the land. Yet like the wind, he moved on before the changes he had fashioned would bear fruit. Maybe in years or decades, he would return. But it was others, the farmers and the noblemen, the cultivators who were linked to this land, who would have to care for the seeds he had planted. 
 
    Or not. 
 
    But for now, the wind blew, and Wu Ying had another land to see. 
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    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.  
 
      
 
    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] Chinese fruit, pale brown in color, comes in bunches. Has a white skin with a small seed within it. Slightly larger than playing marbles. Often used in dessert soups, as it is naturally sweet when ripe. 
 
  
 
   
    [2] So, traditionally, the Chinese had a bad tendency to call anyone who wasn’t from China proper barbarians. Even though, to some extent (depending on timeframe / location / etc.) they actually knew many such civilizations were quite sophisticated. Rome, funnily enough, was considered a not-barbarian civilization. 
 
  
 
   
    [3] Funny little note about the “silk road.” Very few merchants actually traveled it in its entirety. Most stopped at specific cities to sell their goods before returning to their origin. As such, goods would pass through multiple hands before reaching their final destination, which is why non-perishable goods were the most common type of item distributed. 
 
  
 
   
    [4] Technically, it’s wǔzhǎng, which translates as corporal according to Google. Other terms I’ve found for it is Squad Leader, which I prefer. Literally, it’s the words five and long together. 
 
  
 
   
    [5] Xiǎo—literally small, or little. In this case, he’s calling her “Little Ping” (Ping being her personal name); a somewhat endearing and teasing form of address. Brothers, you know. 
 
  
 
   
    [6] The Frog in the Well is a Chinese idiom and story. It basically refers to an individual or situation where one does not understand or grasp the greater world around them. Like a frog trapped at the bottom of the well, only able to see a sliver of sky above him. Similar to the idiom about blind men and the elephant. 
 
  
 
   
    [7] Jianghu – technically, rivers and lakes. From a poem, but basically refers to the separate world that martial artists and thus cultivators exist within. 
 
  
 
   
    [8] So, “hard” and “soft” styles is a relatively new set of terminology, depicting supposedly whether a style focused on “hard” penetrating, linear, and explosive attacks or “soft” internal energy and deflections.  
 
  
 
   
    [9] Chinese opera that is, which has a long tradition. Of course, since it’s opera, the question is whether she’s not bombastic enough or not convincing enough at being over the top.  
 
  
 
   
    [10] Yes, she’s younger. This is an insult where she is putting him beneath her by calling herself his big sister. 
 
  
 
   
    [11] So, this is a side reference to both a real and fictional individual. Real as in, the fictional portrayal is based off Di Renjei (formally Duke Wenhui of Lian) who was an official during the Tang and Zhou dynasties. He was highly respected as an individual, but these days is better known due to the detective novels written by Butizhuanren in the 18th century. He then became the infamous Detective or Judge Dee / Di and is one of the more enduring detective characters in Chinese fiction, in some ways analogous to Sherlock Holmes or Hercules Poirot. 

And yes, I’m purposely mixing up timeline and chronologies to randomly throw in cool characters. This isn’t actually China after all. :P 
 
  
 
   
    [12] yóujī jiāngjūn—Guerilla General is an actual rank in the ancient Chinese military and was responsible for guerilla tactics on the battlefield, which mostly consisted of small group tactics. 
 
  
 
   
    [13] Face(面子　/ miànzi) is not something I use a lot, though it is obviously an important part of Chinese culture. The reason I don’t mention it much is because in my experience, it’s an undercurrent in everyday interactions. If you watch Chinese dramas, unless they are purposely exaggerating (to make a villain in particular), it’s often not a term actively used. Phrases like “please give me some face, sir” or “you are not giving me face” can be used, but it’s often in more contentious situations. Mostly, it’s just a given that it is happening—sort of like saying please and thank you in Western interactions. 
 
  
 
   
    [14] Tie jian – swordbreaker. Basically meant to destroy weapons. You see it used in Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon.  
 
  
 
   
    [15] The wooden pillory (known as the cangue or tcha or kea) was used on prisoners as punishment. Unable to reach their own mouths, prisoners had to be fed by friends or family or else risk starvation. 
 
  
 
   
    [16] Cun—Chinese inch 1.26 normal inches or 32mm. It’s 1/10th a chǐ (foot) and is actually more recent. Beforehand, most things were measurement by either chǐ, bù, or li with the bù between 5 or 6 chi and 300 bu equaling a li. To make it easier, I’m using cun here instead of fractions of a chi, partly because we already have chi in multiple formats. 
 
  
 
   
    [17] Ten (or sometimes eight) course meals still occur, and it used to be that the act of overfeeding attendants was considered part of the ceremony. These days, some locations “cheat” by reducing portions a bit, allowing takeout containers, and using fruits or other small desserts to make up the count.  
 
  
 
   
    [18] The Kitchen God or Stove God (Zao Jun / Zao Shen, etc) is the god who reports on the household, so he would be the one reporting on indiscretions. It’s also why he’s often bribed or honey smeared on his lips to keep him silent on the day of reporting. 
 
  
 
   
    [19] Da jie—literally big (elder) sister. You don’t call family members by name if they are older, as it is considered impolite. Also, each family member generally has a specific term, so that everyone understands everyone else’s level of relations. 
 
  
 
   
    [20] A famous story from the Records of the Grand Historian that details Tian Ji’s strategy for winning a horse race. Three horses for the king of Qi—labeled good, better, and best—are raced against another king’s three horses. Tian Ji chooses to send the better horse against the good, the best horse against the better, and the good horse against his opponent’s best, winning two out of three races. 
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