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    What Happened Before 
 
    The dark sect has reared its head, their plans unknown, their intentions unrevealed. Even learning of their existence saw Wu Ying’s mentor, Master Cheng, be poisoned. To save him, Wu Ying and his friends as well as Fairy Yang set out on a perilous journey to collect the ingredients of the rare poison used to injure Master Cheng. 
 
    The expedition was successful, but not without cost. The dark sect took umbrage to their actions, attacking the group multiple times and revealing their hand. Deeper signs of their influence on the war between kingdoms are seen as well, but on a more personal note, Wu Ying is gravely injured in their last encounter. 
 
    Forced to make use of an untested medicinal bath, Wu Ying survives the encounter but finds his cultivation and his body changed. Now, he must find a way to deal with the changed body and understand what it means for his journey to immortality. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    Pain rose within his chest, gripping his innards tightly as it clenched and released, sending tendrils of agony through his entire body. Wu Ying bent over, waste effluence exploding from his mouth and nose, splashing against the edges of the chamber pot. His stomach clenched, his guts churned again, and Wu Ying desperately sucked in air before he forcibly expelled the contents of his guts once more.  
 
    Cold hands, clammy against the iron chamber pot, gripped tight as another racking shudder ran through his body. Wu Ying was forced to hunch over as his body expelled the numerous poisons and corruptions that had collected within him. Black, green, and yellow bile flooded the chamber pot, staining the copper in it. Cold and unpleasantly damp robes hung against his body, while the noxious fumes from within the pot assaulted his nose. As for the taste that coated his tongue—that was best left undescribed. 
 
    “Good. Now, finish the drink.” The aged feminine voice was cold and impersonal, a barked order rather than the warm embrace of a mother’s cajoling. It was a familiar refrain and tone for Wu Ying by this time, weeks after his return to the Sect. 
 
    Forcing himself away from the chamber pot, Wu Ying looked up to see Auntie Yi holding a porcelain bowl. She held it far away from her body, even though she’d made this same concoction multiple times for him in his manor’s kitchen.  
 
    The washroom was situated a short distance from the kitchen itself, connected to the autumn-leaf filled courtyard. Later on, after dealing with Wu Ying, he knew that Auntie Yi would sweep the bare stones clear, caring for his training grounds with the same cold and professional detachment as she tormented him.  
 
    Wu Ying’s nose scrunched up as he caught a whiff of the odious concoction, forcing words from his lips that he knew made him sound childish. “Do I have to?” 
 
    “Yes. Unless you want me to inform Elder Cheng that you are refusing to complete your treatment,” Liu Tsong spoke up, the senior apothecarist standing to the side with her hands on her hips. She glared at Wu Ying, almost taunting him to answer in the affirmative. 
 
    Wu Ying knew better than to take her up on the offer. Master Cheng had driven him even harder than Liu Tsong, intent on finding something to aid Wu Ying in recovering the time he had lost while recuperating and to fix the injuries he had incurred. The more esoteric the treatment, the more he seemed to enjoy inflicting it upon Wu Ying.  
 
    He would not let Wu Ying shirk. Not for any reason. 
 
    After taking the porcelain bowl from Auntie Yi  feeling the light warmth emanating from it, Wu Ying gagged down the rancid concoction. As it passed his lips and tongue, he felt the gritty sand and tasted the charcoal that was part of the alchemical soup and felt the stab of beetle legs imperfectly crushed as it slid down his throat. He knew every single ingredient in the drink—to his poor imagination’s demise—forced to learn it by Liu Tsong as part of his training. 
 
    After swallowing the last dregs of the thick, greenish-brown slurry, Wu Ying handed the porcelain bowl to Auntie Yi before bending back over the chamber pot. The women quickly backed away, shutting the door behind the man and leaving him to wait. In short order, his body—aided by the swirl of chi he constantly formed—had drawn the essence of the drink into his body. It swirled through the pathways of his body, tugging at his muscles, his tendons and ligaments, even his bones before returning to its starting point in his guts.  
 
    Breathing hard, Wu Ying focused on his cultivation and his attempts at keeping the contents of his stomach still. The longer he held the substances within, the more impurities his body could draw into it before their eventual expulsion. 
 
    Long minutes later, Wu Ying finally was free from the torments of his body. He understood why they were doing this after his impromptu “medicinal bath” had forced numerous impurities into his body. Where he had once cleansed his body, now, he had to repeat the procedure that Body Cleansing was meant to have finished. Except this time, he had to do it in an even more invasive manner due to the extent the bath had combined the impurities into his body. A fact that could be easily discerned by the darker skin tone he had gained, a permanent alteration to his body. Thus far, the treatment prescribed by Liu Tsong required him to imbibe this drink every day.  
 
    This and one other.  
 
    The second drink, Wu Ying took from the waiting ladies when he exited the building. Another alchemical soup, this one tasting significantly better. It had, among other ingredients, a dose of wild honey mixed within, as well as a touch of rare rock salt from Yu county, both of which helped to wash down the rancid taste in his mouth. He would still brush his teeth later, then chew on mint, but for now, it would do.  
 
    A few steps farther, and he took a seat in the prepared meditation area in the middle of the courtyard. A small cushion, stuffed with discarded linen to provide comfort beneath his body, sat upon bare cement, the early-morning sun shining upon it. Seated with crossed legs, the liquid rolled through his body and spread a diffuse warmth that seeped into the smallest portion of his mortal form. 
 
    Breathing slowly and evenly, Wu Ying reached for his chi again, speeding up the flow of energy throughout his form. What had been expelled had left gaps within his reinforced body, areas devoid of sustaining energy. The liquid warmth, the nutrients within it would replace and strengthen weakened muscles and lengthen tendons, reinforce organs, and harden bone.  
 
    Shutting away the outside world, Wu Ying focused upon integrating the liquid. When he opened his eyes, he was surprised to see Liu Tsong still seated a short distance away at the courtyard table, reading through her apothecarist manual. 
 
    Wu Ying took in the beautiful apothecarist. Like most cultivators, she had grown more refined, her fair skin ever more pale and smooth, her movements more graceful in her own journey to immortality. The bevy of beauties who thronged the Sect made the daily tasks within the Sect difficult to complete without the occasional distraction. A heaven-sent location for your ordinary peasant, a location that would have made any mortal king’s harem a disgrace. Not that there were many of those left. 
 
    Even so, Wu Ying pushed aside any amorous thoughts with practiced ease. She was his senior, his teacher in apothecary, and such considerations were unfilial and unworthy of him and her. 
 
    Turning his head away, Wu Ying breathed in and exhaled, slowing down his cultivation. One advantage of all this constant repetition, forced expulsion of fluids and going over the basics, had been an improvement in his skill at cultivating while moving. Now, he could hold the flow of chi within his body and through his meridians with as little thought as most people breathed. 
 
    Of course, thinking of breathing, he wrinkled his nose as he looked down at his body. He reeked; his body having expelled impure fluids via his sweat glands during his cultivation. As an Energy Storage cultivator, he had not missed this particular aspect of Body Cultivation, but it seemed that his recent bath had reset his body. Pushing aside the thought, he stood, knowing that Liu Tsong had waited for a reason. Of course, he made sure to stand downwind of her and the entrance doorway of his small courtyard residence. 
 
    Having been an inner sect member for a few years now, and with his own contributions, Wu Ying could have acquired a larger residence. One higher up the mountain, with a larger lot, nicer furnishings, and more servants. However, he had little use for such luxuries.  
 
    After all, the upkeep of all that would cost more contribution points per month. And Wu Ying acquired his contribution points the hard way: picking herbs, joining occasional hunts for spirit beasts, and even carrying grain up the mountain. He would not waste it on the upkeep of a building he did not make full use of.  
 
    This one, with its multiple bedrooms, two living rooms, and even a servant’s quarter was more than sufficient for him. His only real regret had been the lack of a proper garden space, but now he had his own World Spirit ring to care for. He could garden to his heart’s content within that ring, especially since he still had to create a proper chi-flow formation within. Even better, its contents would be protected from the vagaries of the climate. 
 
    “You’re done?” Liu Tsong said. It was a rhetorical question, for she continued speaking. “There is something I need to speak to you about.” 
 
    “As you wish, Senior. I am at your service,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “It’s about your body.” Liu Tsong let her gaze rake over his form. She took in his broad shoulders, the tanned skin that was almost copper in color. Simple brown eyes that were still empty of any conflict or deception. She shook her head. “When you took that bath, it changed your body. You know that, yes?”  
 
    Wu Ying nodded.  
 
    “Good. Now, most medicinal baths are carefully chosen. We know the ingredients, we know the effects and the combinations within. More importantly, we would have researched the bather’s body and bloodline carefully beforehand to understand interactions. Other than the most basic ones that we provide to all Body cultivators, the complex, more efficient medicinal baths must be tailored.” None of this information was new to Wu Ying, of course, since they had discussed this before. “Yours was not. In fact, looking over the ingredients, I am surprised you did not die. If not for the blood you spilled into it, you would have.” 
 
    “My blood?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “You remember the pixiu[1]?” Liu Tsong said, and Wu Ying nodded. “The honored beast mentioned something about what he smelled when he met you.” 
 
    “That old joke.” Wu Ying shook his head. Then he paused, realization creeping in. “It was not a joke?” 
 
    “A pixiu is not a fox. They do not joke about such things,” Liu Tsong said. “But I can see why you thought it to not matter. Even examination beforehand of your body showed no indication of such a bloodline. If there had been one, it would’ve been so weak it would have not mattered in most conditions.” 
 
    Wu Ying began to see the light. Because what had happened was not most conditions. It was fortune and grace granted to him by the heavens that he had even survived. “You’re saying that my blood made the bath work for me?” 
 
    “I believe it did, and in stewing within it for so many hours, you have awakened your bloodline. Made it stronger, at the very least.” She absently gestured to the side, continuing. “The medicines we have used, that we attempt, have slowly shown this to be true. What records we had of your body—and with your injuries, there were many—have shown a marked divergence. From where your acupoints reside to the texture of your very meridians.” 
 
    Wu Ying fell silent, taking in her words. It was not all good fortune. Cultivators with strong bloodlines, especially bloodlines from those that were not human, often faced unique difficulties. They required specific cultivation methods, unique medicinal herbs and materials to help them advance. Certain elements were often blocked from them, while others were easier to control. Specialized ingredients were often expensive, rare to find, and sometimes impossible to acquire. More than one previously bright, soaring phoenix had halted their journey to the heavens as they searched futilely for the next rare ingredient to move forward. 
 
    “But what kind of bloodline do I have?” Wu Ying said.  
 
    It was one thing to say that he had the blood of dragons, but there were so many kinds. River dragons, lake dragons, dragons of the sky, of the four compass winds or of the ocean. Those that resided and originated from the heavens and those who had never left the middle kingdom. All of it would change his soul cultivation method, which would be impacted by his body form.  
 
    In that sense, he was lucky that he had stubbornly focused on the Yellow Emperor’s cultivation method until now. After all, if he had chosen one cultivation method with an element that was not suited to his bloodline, he would have had to begin all over again. 
 
    “I do not know. We have been conducting numerous tests, but we will require more of your blood to continue.” Liu Tsong closed her book, making it disappear into her own spirit ring. She stood, smiling at Wu Ying. “But at least we will not be testing more medicinal methods on you. The current one we have should suffice for now.” 
 
    Wu Ying bowed his thanks to Liu Tsong, watching her leave before he walked over to the bathing area. As he walked, he pondered his new fate. Fortune or crippling burden, he could not say. But then, who could?  
 
    Not until one died did one know the value of each action. And sometimes, not even then.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Recovering or not, Wu Ying’s days were quite regimented. After his morning healing sessions and cultivation, he had private lessons with Elder Cheng. In particular, his lessons were in the jian, the double-sided straight sword he preferred. Wielded with a single hand for the most part, it could be paired with a shield when going to war or with a dagger or second jian. In earlier periods, it had been the secondary weapon of choice for soldiers, but was now being overtaken by the dao, the single-bladed, curved cutting weapon. 
 
    Halberds, axe-spears, spears, and other polearms were still the preferred method for line soldiers, of course. Combined with archers and crossbowmen and clad in lamellar or scale armor, the front-line of the State of Shen was famed for its immovability. But for cultivators, a greater variety of weapons was preferred, to showcase their traditional martial forms and family-taught martial styles as well as to ensure it suited their personality. 
 
    As with so many things, the appropriate weapon for a cultivator depended on the individual as much as any traditional lineage. The wrong choice of weapon, adherence to tradition rather than one’s own preference and circumstances, could make a cultivator less effective as a martial artist.  
 
    Which could easily spell their death, for in the jianghu[2], violence was always a step away. 
 
    Never mind the occasional, rumored consideration that the choice of a weapon could impact one’s chances of ascending. Of course, that was a hotly debated topic, as enlightenment and the progression of one’s dao was never as clear-cut as many would prefer. 
 
    For someone like Wu Ying, who had studied the jian since he could walk by the side of his father, the line where inclination and nature became learnt preference blurred. Wu Ying could not remember whether he loved the sword because it was something he loved or because he had all hate, all dislike beaten out of him through long hours of grueling practice as a child. If one treasured one’s ability due to learnt expertise, was it any different, was it any worse, than a prodigy’s natural ability?  
 
    Did it make a difference in the heat of combat or to the heavens? 
 
    “No. Again!”  
 
    Of course, none of that did Wu Ying a lick of good as he moved through his forms, attempting to string together the first, second, and third forms of the Long family style under the intense guidance of Elder Cheng. The master swordsman was one of the rare few individuals who had gained the Heart of the Sword—a state of mind where one could not only wield the weapon like the extension of one’s body but could also maneuver it as instinctively as an untrained individual might breathe.  
 
    It was only superseded by the Soul of the Sword, a mythic state of control that allowed a wielder to become a living weapon, obviating the need for the physical representation of what they had come to mimic in their very soul. 
 
    Even Master Cheng had yet to reach that stage. Few cultivators did, for sheer dedication to the weapon was insufficient. It required enlightenment, that rarest and most chaotic of graces. Even if Master Cheng—with his strong, masculine chin and his extra-long arms—was the perfect swordsman in every other way.  
 
    Still, due to his skill, his vaunted physical abilities, Elder Cheng was able to train Wu Ying in his own style and serve as a peerless sparring partner. 
 
    Of course, to get to that stage, Wu Ying had to satisfy his Master in the conduction of his forms. And that was his present difficulty. Each of the three forms—the generic basic form at the start, and the second and third forms for Body Cleansers and Energy cultivators—were meant to work together. To flow from one to another. 
 
    But each time Wu Ying made even the smallest mistake, his Master had him restart. An inch too far, an elbow too high or a leg that dragged rather than stepped and his Master would call out that most hated word.  
 
    “Again!” 
 
    Once more, Wu Ying began again. Dragon unsheathes its Claws transitioned to Dragon swiping at the Clouds, to Return in the Snow, to Dragon sweeping its Tail. With each motion, chi informed his use, flowing through his body. What should have been simple, instinctive by this point, was wrong. His body was too heavy, his muscles a little too jerky in motion, prone to flowing when they should be stiff, stiff when it should be fluid as water. When he exploded into the Sword’s Truth as part of his form, he moved too far. When he blocked with Raindrops caught on Scales, his sword went out of alignment. 
 
    By inches at times, less at others. 
 
    All of it, wrong. For an inch was all it took for a blade to slip past and tear out a throat. 
 
    Or plunge into a chest. 
 
    The worst part was, Wu Ying could sense his sword better than ever. He could tell where it was with each motion, the weight of the wooden practice weapon and its momentum with exceptional clarity. He felt himself on the edge of a breakthrough of both his understanding of weapon and form, but his body… his body betrayed him. 
 
    “Again!” 
 
    Over and over, his body betrayed him. Forms learnt by rote, then studied to become more than routine motions, were repeated again and again, each mistake discarded. Frustration threatened to bubble up from his heart but was squashed by dedication and discipline. Wu Ying floated and fought, muscles tensing and releasing in a quiet bubble of physical serenity, broken only by the occasional interjection. 
 
    “Again!” 
 
    Until such time when he collapsed, hours later, muscles throbbing and twitching. Nonstop motion had drained the cultivator. His extraordinary stamina provided by the flow of chi through his body, gone. His dantian was nearly empty now. Even so, the Never Empty Wine Pot cultivation exercise churned through his aura and his dantian as it sucked down the environmental chi, helping Wu Ying to convert it to his own.  
 
    “Wash yourself again. And then we will spar,” Master Cheng commanded Wu Ying without looking at the tired cultivator. He walked over to a nearby table and picked up a teacup. Sipping on the liquid, he ignored his heaving student. 
 
    Stumbling to his feet, Wu Ying followed Master Cheng’s instructions. As was routine by now, he found the washroom, towels and a pail of water awaiting him. A quick wash followed before Wu Ying exited, his hair still damp. Each second, each motion, he cultivated, drawing upon the energy of the world, knowing that he would not receive much time to rest. 
 
    Already, his Master waited on the sands, his sword drawn and pointing at the ground. Master Cheng wielded no practice weapon, but a sharp that would cut and sting, that could kill if used improperly. At first, his Master had used a blunt, practical weapon; but soon after their personal lessons had begun again since Wu Ying’s injury, he had discarded it for this weapon. When asked, he had cited a lack of improvement on Wu Ying’s part. 
 
    Staring at the weapon that had tasted his blood over and over again, Wu Ying could not help but shiver a little. His body was littered with tiny scars, wounds picked up from that weapon as it tore into his skin, leaving him bleeding. Never seriously injured, of course, but still, they stung from the numerous washings and the sweat that he exuded. 
 
    Even so, Wu Ying dared not object. To receive the personal instruction of an Elder as he did was a benefit that few inner sect cultivators could hope to achieve. Certainly not from the quiet, aloof Elder Cheng, the Elder obsessed with karma and karmic ties.  
 
    Dantian barely a quarter filled, Wu Ying picked up his practice weapon and faced his Master on the sands. He saluted with his weapon, closed fist gripped by clasped hand, blade pointing along the back of his arm. And then, falling into his guard, they fought. 
 
    There was no holding back in their sparring, no careful searching for openings, no hesitant movements to verify measure. They had fought one another so often that the recognition of measure was instinctual. Their match disregarded minor nuisances like that, instead focusing on the higher end of combat. Timing, control of the weapon and zones of engagement, positioning of the body and the proper combination of sequences of attacks and defenses. Counters to attacks that became defenses against returned lunges, cuts that transformed into thrusts which set up kicks.  
 
    Dragon Stretches in reverse let him avoid a sudden passing lunge by Master Cheng. Combined with Dragon strokes the Painting to deal with the sudden dropped wrist-cut that Master Cheng preferred that targeted his thigh. The reversing of motion in his upper body for Dragon strokes the Painting allowed Wu Ying to begin the process of altering his momentum, allowing him to push forward.  
 
    Of course, Master Cheng was not just holding still. The wrist-cut pushed aside, his Master continued moving forward, twisting his body into a pretzel as he dodged the edge of Wu Ying’s blade, spinning to bring his non-sword arm’s elbow toward Wu Ying’s temple.  
 
    The Moon Rises in the West let Wu Ying spiral in the same direction as Master Cheng’s elbow, slipping by a fraction of an inch even as his leg rose. The combination of the Northern Shen Kicking Style to the Long family sword form was still developing. If the combination had been in its infancy a few years ago, now it was a stroppy teenager. Mostly functional, but with occasional bouts of incompetence and overexaggerated confidence in its ability to complete an action. 
 
    The kick was dodged, the edge of Master Cheng’s sword elbow rising to catch Wu Ying’s calf with a hard strike. It pushed off the young cultivator’s balance, forcing him to stumble and throw himself into another spinning attack, sword held outward to ward off his opponent. It succeeded, mostly, though a light prick against Wu Ying’s shoulder marked the edge of Master Cheng’s blade sinking into his shoulder. 
 
    As Wu Ying landed and recovered, a part of him knew he had lost that point. If Master Cheng had wanted to, Wu Ying would have been skewered entirely. Instead, he had been allowed to fall and recover. Just long enough that he had his sense of balance. Before another pass began, the straight blade stabbed at his face, forcing Wu Ying back with each motion. 
 
    One pass after the other, the pair fought, each moment a struggle, each breath a harshly drawn exchange. Blades grew and shortened as energy filled them and forced dodges in anticipation of unseen chi strikes. The cultivators fought, and Wu Ying struggled, his openings exploited at each moment. 
 
    Until he collapsed, bleeding from a half-dozen wounds, his dantian empty. His blood was a little darker than it had been before. Or was that just his imagination? 
 
    “Your stamina has improved. Have you achieved the Sense-level for the Never Empty Wine Pot exercise?” Master Cheng asked, walking over to the corner and tossing Wu Ying the waterbag it held. 
 
    “Yes, Master.” Draining the liquid greedily, Wu Ying coughed a little as the refreshingly cool drink entered his throat. He felt the sting of his wounds fading, his body refilling his dantian as he breathed. The wounds stopped bleeding, his cultivator’s constitution already healing it. It would not take long before they were just another scar, and then, eventually, smooth skin. “And I believe I have cleared another meridian.” 
 
    “Do not break through any further,” Elder Cheng snapped, head whipping around to stare at his student. 
 
    “Why?” Wu Ying said, surprised. 
 
    “Did Liu Tsong speak to you?” When Wu Ying nodded, Elder Cheng continued. “Then you know.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “There is no but. We have significant concerns about your body now and breaking through other meridians—altering your body further—could lead to unforeseen consequences.” Elder Cheng paused then continued, more calmly. “It is unlikely, but it is best to be careful. A month or two more will do little to change matters, no?” 
 
    Wu Ying reluctantly nodded, though his thoughts turned to the other reason why they trained so hard. The reason why he had been injured. His brows drew down, his lips pursed as he remembered the dark sect that threatened the Sect and the nation. 
 
    “Do not concern yourself about the other matter. Your job is to heal and improve yourself,” Master Cheng said. “Focus on the now for yourself. Growing strong is your only objective at the moment, for the weak have no say in this world.” 
 
    And to that, Wu Ying had nothing to say. While there might be other forms of power—judicial, moral, heavenly—those forms had as little to do with him as the peaches of immortality. Wished for at times, but ultimately, only gifted to a select few. Perhaps he might be able to steal one, one day, but even Sun Wukong had to have the personal strength to deal with the consequences of such behavior. 
 
    “Now. Again!”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    It was late afternoon, just before dinner, when Wu Ying stumbled down the mountain, his tired and aching body still healing from the abuse he had received. Today was a training day. Tomorrow would be just as harsh, working the fields for Elder Li. 
 
    In the meantime, he limped down the mountain slowly, his stomach growling in anguish. Gulps of flavored water with bamboo sugar was insufficient nourishment, and even the handful of nuts he had been allowed to consume had done little to assuage his hunger.  
 
    As he traveled down the cobbled streets, the persistent mountaintop winds tugged at his outer robes, pushing them against his open wounds and staining them further. More than a few passing inner sect cultivators who spotted Wu Ying frowned at him, their eyes sweeping over his intrusive presence. While injuries were not uncommon in the Sect—training for martial and cultivation arts was dangerous—walking around the Sect unkempt and bleeding was less than civilized. Add the fact that unlike the uniformly pale-skinned, jade-smooth complexions of the inner sect, Wu Ying looked more like the rough-skinned peasants and mortals who lived below, and his social status was somewhat in question.  
 
    Even if the nobles who made up the majority of the inner sect had put aside their initial bias toward those who rose from the lower ranks, a constant reminder like Wu Ying that they were not yet the vaunted immortals they sought to emulate was tough to swallow. 
 
    Of course, there were also those few nobles who had not grown sufficiently enlightened to ignore such minor matters like an individual’s upbringing. To them, Wu Ying knew he would always be on the outside of the inner sect. Thankfully, he’d found his own friends, one of whom he was about to meet. 
 
    The mess hall, a large wooden building with connected kitchens and a single, open eating area for the inner sect members, was, as usual for this time of day, filled to the brim. Large helpings of food were placed upon each dining table, multiple dishes in all forms of meat, vegetables, and tofu, with covered pots of rice beside the dishes. The smells from within competed only with the din, scattered conversations being overheard by Wu Ying as he limped toward his usual table. 
 
    “… lost another trade caravan between the cities of Jiyan and Erluyan last week. They say there were large tiger paws that disappeared from the attack site, as if it flew away.” 
 
    “… forget it. She wasn’t worth my time. Did you see that…” 
 
    “No, no. The fire element is the weakest—it’s so common and popular that half the talismans on sale are focused on protecting against it. You’re better off adding a metal element to your skill.”  
 
    Wu Ying glanced at that trio of speakers to spot a pair of talisman makers and a blacksmith student arguing, using pieces of their dinner as stand-ins for the elements. 
 
    “…they’re real, I tell you. The Dark Sects are moving. I heard the Golden Crane Sect was wiped out, to the last member, just last week.” 
 
    Wu Ying’s steps slowed down, turning a little when he looked at that pair of speakers. The male of the pair laughed, shaking his head. 
 
    “I heard it was because they had angered a Nascent Soul thrice-born metal monkey. Something about killing too many of his descendants.” 
 
    “Cover up!” 
 
    Wu Ying moved on, finally spotting his friend and his waiting seat. To his surprise, they had a visitor, one he had not seen in ages. The young lady, small and refined, was chatting happily with the bald ex-monk and waving a drumstick in one hand. 
 
    “And then I told him, if he couldn’t find his spear, I could pull one out for him,” Li Yao said. “He got angry. Really, really, angry, which meant he led with his face. That’s when I put my spear into it and…”  
 
    Spotting the way Tou He looked over his shoulder, Li Yao turned. To Wu Ying’s surprise, she did not get up and walk away. She did not flinch. Even if he did, a little.  
 
    “Oh. Good evening, Wu Ying.” 
 
    “Li Yao,” Wu Ying greeted his ex back. He noted the distance in the way she spoke to him, the addition of his generation name. Not that they switched to personal names often, especially not in public. But it was the way she said it that really put him on notice. They might be able to sit together, but what they had had was over. 
 
    “You look horrible,” Li Yao said. “Like you rolled through a pile of swords while making out with an angry cat.” 
 
    “Now that’s an image,” Tou He said. “One I’d prefer to forget.” 
 
    Ignoring them, Wu Ying sat down heavily and pulled over a bowl. He ladled rice into his small porcelain bowl. “What were you two talking about? More assignments?” 
 
    “Actually, we were discussing the research on my…” Tou He waved down his body to where his lower dantian would be located.  
 
    Wu Ying raised a surprised eyebrow. He hadn’t known that Li Yao had been informed about Tou He’s problem. 
 
    “Tou He and I have been taking assignments together. Mostly beast hunting, though there were a few bandit clearings too.” Li Yao frowned. “More and more of those really.” 
 
    “Not all of them are bandits.” Tou He’s lips pursed.  
 
    “That’s just your belief,” she said. 
 
    “Their skin is too fair. Their clothing too good. And the way they looked, the size of their noses, the cleft of their chins!” Tou He said, waving his chopsticks. 
 
    Frowning, Wu Ying leaned forward and spoke over Li Yao as she began to reply. “What are you two arguing about?” 
 
    “Tou He believes that the bandits are actually dark sect members. Low-level, outer sect ones maybe. Maybe just hopefuls,” Li Yao explained. “I think the rising price of food and the on-going war a more likely explanation.” 
 
    The war between the States of Shen and Wei had continued throughout the summer and into the fall. And while the armies had managed to hinder the vast majority of the incursions into the country, sortie parties and a few armies had penetrated deep enough to do real damage. Even if peasants weren’t allowed to leave their farms—legally—the fear of being caught by a raiding party had created a steady stream of refugees. Refugees who had no legal way to feed themselves could turn to banditry if they lacked the funds or extended family to see them through. 
 
    “Not all of them, just some!” Tou He objected. 
 
    “One group. We found one group that was mildly suspicious,” Li Yao said. 
 
    “One that we encountered. Others have found other suspicious teams.”  
 
    Wu Ying watched the pair argue, their tone of voice and the speed that they rebutted one another showing how well-worn an argument this had become. He blinked, somewhat surprised, but he had to admit that between his initial convalescence and the current training regime he was under, he had been out of touch for months. Winter was arriving, along with the mid-autumn harvest festival. 
 
    He would probably have to make his way down to the village for that. While his parents were accepting of his absence for the most part, the mid-autumn festival had always been a big festival when he was a peasant. A time of remembrance, of celebration and preparation. That was for later. Right now…  
 
    “What’s the news about, you know…” Wu Ying looked at Tou He’s stomach. 
 
    The ex-monk blinked then flashed one of his devil-may-care grins, running a hand along his shaved head before saying, humbly, “Well, we’re thinking it might be time for me to consider opening the middle dantian instead.” 
 
    “Isn’t that dangerous?”  
 
    The lower dantian was the most commonly used dantian. Its location meant that it was the least dangerous to manipulate and make mistakes with. Opening and using the middle or upper dantian—located in the chest and head respectively—was dangerous. While those dantians were open naturally, the act of opening a dantian meant widening energy flow through them and forcibly increasing the amount they could store.  
 
    “Yes. But the few exercises we’ve found have not been particularly useful,” Tou He said. “Adjusting them to fit my particular situation is dangerous. Maybe even more dangerous than using a tried-and-tested method of opening another dantian.” 
 
    Wu Ying could only incline his head in acknowledgement. One was testing a new cultivation exercise whose effects were unknown, the other a tricky matter of manipulating energy. Still, at least the effects were known for the second method. “Are there other side effects?” 
 
    “Other than immediate death or destruction of one’s cultivation base?” Li Yao said sarcastically to Wu Ying. 
 
    “Yes. Outside of those.” 
 
    “It’ll make my time in Energy Storage longer,” Tou He said. “I’d have to fill not only all my meridians but both dantians to their maximum level. And then, when I reached Nascent Core…” He shook his head.  
 
    “Then?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “The options when you have two cultivation cores are… interesting,” Tou He said. “The number of cultivation manuals that can handle such a situation are limited. We are uncertain if we can even find one that suits my current cultivation, and if we do, we don’t know what it might require. It might make ascension…” 
 
    “Impossible,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    The trio fell silent under that rather dire pronouncement. In some ways, Wu Ying knew that planning for the Nascent Core Stage at this point was rather premature. After all, while they were progressing well at clearing their Energy Storage meridians, the actual process of consolidating and breaking through into the Core Stage was dangerous. Many prodigies failed at that stage, some damaging their cultivation so badly they could never progress further. Others never dared the attempt, preferring to stay as a peak Energy Storage cultivator with the benefits of a longer life, strength, and respect that entailed. 
 
    And all too many fell in between. One only needed to consider themselves as an example. Tou He had to work out how to either enlarge his lower dantian or risk opening a second one. Li Yao, Wu Ying knew, was being pressured by her parents to return to her family. To act as guardian, as aid for their family. And potentially, a bride to progress their family’s fortune.  
 
    Himself? Wu Ying had his corrupted and marred body to contend with. 
 
    The peak of cultivation was perilous, the journey wrought with dangers and the pitfalls sudden and unexpected. Ambushes, petty jealousy, and spirit beasts all sought their lives, impeding their trip. And the cliff between one cultivation step to the next was often too high, too insurmountable for all but the most daring, most gifted, and most fortunate of individuals. 
 
    “Enough!” Li Yao said, breaking the glum silence. “You should put some meat into that mouth of yours, Wu Ying. You’re all bone now. Too thin to truly satisfy a woman.” 
 
    Wu Ying flushed red, choking a little as he tried to speak.  
 
    Tou He nodded sagely while endeavoring to keep his face straight. “Yes, Wu Ying. You should do your best to satisfy women.” A pause. “Like your Elder Martial Sister.” 
 
    Wu Ying’s eyes widened, and he looked to the side where the incense clock slowly burnt. He noted the metal balls that were held aloft by string, waiting to be burnt to signal the quarter hour. He counted them off quickly and made a deduction of the time.  
 
    A bad deduction.  
 
    Rather than wasting further time, he speared a piece of spiced pork and placed it on his rice, scarfing the food down.  
 
    If he was late, Sister Yang would have his head.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hurried and lighter conversation, conducted between the hasty consumption of numerous bowls of rice, meat, fried vegetables, and tofu, was followed by a hurried departure and bath. Wu Ying arrived at his Elder Sister’s place on time. Her mansion was one of the largest and most elegant of the entire Sect’s, meaning that Wu Ying had to race up the mountain once again.  
 
    Elder Yang, colloquially known as Fairy Yang to many, was the most eligible bachelorette in the Sect and thus had gained significant benefit from her beauty and the prestige it brought to the Sect. She had taken over much of Wu Ying’s evenings, intent on progressing his education beyond cultivation manuals into more civilized aspects.  
 
    That was why most evenings, when the Elder was present, he would arrive at her residence, dressed in his finest robes, to take a seat against the wall and listen. Listen as her numerous suitors paid attention to her, while she held court in her living room, and they spoke of civilized and cultivator topics.  
 
    Each evening was a new event. One night, they had spent the time painting—even Wu Ying—a single jade vase. Master Painter Shun had walked between each individual, critiquing their attempts while paying, of course, close attention to Fairy Yang’s. Even now, Wu Ying could remember Master Shun’s verdict on his attempt—that at least his paper still had intrinsic value. In the washroom. 
 
    Other evenings focused on other topics. Music—where Wang Min, his musician companion from the expedition, made regular appearances and helpfully explained the intricacies of the musical piece behind a one-way sound ward—was a common event that was well attended. As there were dozens of instruments to showcase, and even more classic and new pieces of music, those nights—and the seats in her living room—were extremely popular.  
 
    Nearly as popular were evenings dedicated to the appreciation of the terpsichore performances. Of course, it helped that on those nights, Fairy Yang limited the number of male attendees to a select few. Wu Ying had more than once had to regretfully turn down bribes for his seat during those evenings. Fear of his Elder Sister kept him in line, if not his own good sense and disgust at the lecherous gleam in the eyes of the cultivators requesting his seat.  
 
    Then, of course, were the evenings where the focus was upon their shared passions.  
 
    Cultivation and the various cultivator-only pursuits. Blacksmithing evenings—with Spirit Beast materials specifically—were unpopular and sparsely attended, though Wu Ying found them fascinating. Apothecary was well attended, though those evenings were limited due to the complexity of the political maneuvering required to choose the lecturers and those who would showcase their skills. Sister Yang often complained that she would ignore them all, if she could, if they were not so important. As it was, she accepted their requests to showcase their skills as rarely as she could. 
 
    But of all the evenings, of all the events that his Elder Sister engineered to supplement Wu Ying’s education, there was a set of nights he truly dreaded. That they were highly popular did little to encourage him. For it was on those nights that the scholars—often penniless individuals like his own peasant upbringing, but more self-important—came in droves.  
 
    It was the nights that focused upon scholarly aspects—poetry recitals, literary discussions on the classics, evenings celebrating calligraphy and the practice of it as cultivators and scholars—that they flocked to.  
 
    All of those evenings drove Wu Ying to distraction and boredom. Endless discussions about the meaning of a single sentence in a poem, the thoughts a famous poet might have had two centuries ago, it was all inane to him. 
 
    And, of course, tonight was another such tortuous evening.  
 
    “Wu Ying. You’re nearly late,” a companionable voice called, making Wu Ying wince.  
 
    He turned and spotted the speaker, Wen Yin Xue, the arrogant son of the nobleman who had once ruled Wu Ying’s village and himself. Now, they were both inner sect members and Yin Xue was a highly regarded member of the noble and scholar group that met with Fairy Yang. The only thing that made Yin Xue’s presence bearable on these evenings was the fact that he, unlike many of the other scholars, was not interested in courting the Fairy. He made the motions, of course, but he was here more for the networking. 
 
    “I know. But almost is—” 
 
    “Too close to the deadline. What have we discussed about being tardy to such events?” A chilly feminine voice cut off Wu Ying before he could finish speaking.  
 
    Once more, Wu Ying winced, turning to the speaker. He sketched a bow to the radiant, jade-alabaster-skinned vision of beauty who glowered at him, the sheer presence of her displeasure enough to make him quail. Or perhaps it was the half-dozen courtiers surrounding her already, who stared at him disdainfully. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Elder Sister. I, well, I—” Wu Ying cut himself off, straightening and clasping his hands before bowing again. “I’ll do better.” 
 
    “Do so. Now, make sure the equipment is ready. We’ll be practicing calligraphy again this evening. Master Cho will be gracing us with his presence. Make sure to place yourself closer to the front of the room. He was particularly enamored with your writing attempts.” 
 
    Wu Ying bowed again, then looked at Yin Xue, who was smirking. “Perhaps Brother Wen can aid me? A second pair of knowledgeable hands will be useful.” 
 
    “Well, he is a guest,” Fa Yuan hesitated. 
 
    Yin Xue, knowing his cue, spoke up. “It would be my pleasure.” 
 
    “Very well. We will be walking in the gardens until you are ready,” Fa Yuan said. She met Wu Ying’s eyes, not needing to add the personal message that he had better hurry. He knew she hated the way the others clustered around her, demanding of her and her attention.  
 
    Bidding his Elder Sister and the various Elders and other cultivators who clustered around farewell for now, Wu Ying rushed into her courtyard manor. He ignored the pain his still-healing wounds shot through him, barely noticing the floral scents from the newly cut flowers gifted to the Elder. As usual, none of them had coordinated their gifts, leaving the room a mishmash of clashing scents. 
 
    “Thank you for making me work. Again,” Yin Xue said, as he joined Wu Ying near the bowls of water laid out for them to wash up.  
 
    After cleaning off the dust, they dried their hands before exiting to the first courtyard, intent on moving to the second one and the northmost second courtyard living room where the event would be conducted.  
 
    “You know you prefer it to walking around staring at flowers you don’t recognize,” Wu Ying said, teasing the man. “Anyway, this way you can receive a seat nearer the front with me.” 
 
    Yin Xue bobbed his head in thanks. That was true enough, though they both knew that Yin Xue only dared to exert such undue influence on the seating arrangements once in a while. Like Wang Min, prior interaction with Fairy Yang or Wu Ying gave them some level of social status, but it did not obviate the pressures of hierarchy. 
 
    “Come, let’s get this done with,” Wu Ying said, walking through the open, central courtyard, eyeing the three-quarter moon as it rose above them. They would not have much time to ensure the room was ready, if Master Cho arrived on time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Surveying the room, Wu Ying nodded. Small tables had been acquired and set in rows, all facing toward the northern wall, diagonal to the entrance from the courtyards. Each table, set so low that one would have to sit on the floor cross-legged to work, was supplied with green ivy-made paper, a brush, and an inkwell. Even from here, Wu Ying could smell the light floral scent that the expensive inks gave off in their totality of volume. 
 
    Each set up was exactly the same, each arranged such that brush, paper, inkwell, and other accoutrements were perfectly aligned. In truth, he and Yin Xue had had little to do beyond verifying the work done by Elder Yang’s well-trained servants. But that last-minute check was always required, since a minor mistake could simmer and boil, erupting into impromptu duels over hurt feelings. 
 
    Nobles and scholars and other self-important individuals, too caught up in their supposed importance, were as prone to the bruising of their ego as a wild orchid its petals. Perhaps because so many who turned up to such events had little more to their reputations than their family name and an inclination toward words and the scholarly vices.  
 
    Certainly, a large percentage of the attending individuals had stalled in their cultivation. The process of breaking through Energy Storage meridians was quite unequal in some ways. The nature of the blockages one had varied depending on the individual’s body, and so, some like Tou He found it easier than others to clear the blockages. And even when a cultivator finished clearing all eight Energy Storage meridians, he still had to collect, hold, and finally, compress chi to create his core. 
 
    As for the few Verdant Green Waters Elders who chose to turn up, success and progress during the Core stage was even more difficult. Core development had two entirely different concerns. Firstly, it was the compression and growth of the core itself—the shell that would house the Nascent Soul that would break free. But the Nascent Soul, the new being that was required to be rebirthed from the core like a chick hatching from an egg, had to be fed via a steady stream of enlightenment. Specifically, the dao enlightenments that suited the individual. 
 
    And that second portion, the dao enlightenment, was where all too many Elders failed. Enlightenment about the world, about the elements, about an aspect of the soul was all too easy to acquire in some ways. But finding a dao that could encompass oneself and one’s new soul? That was more difficult. Any undesirable epiphanies had to be discarded, shifted away from the burgeoning soul. Though how one managed to do that, or the intricacies of growing a new soul—or reforming your own—puzzled Wu Ying. Those things, when he asked Master Cheng or Sister Yang, were meant for those already in the Core Stage. All he knew for certain was that each method was different, personalized for the individual and for the cultivation method. 
 
    Wu Ying’s silent musings were interrupted when voices from outside, fast approaching, caught his attention. While Yin Xue had been taking the time to speak with the servants, thanking them and arranging for one to inform Elder Yang, the nobleman was all too ready to scurry to the entrance at the signs of her arrival. On the other hand, Wu Ying wandered to his own self-assigned seat. He did not need to act as though the heaven’s themselves shone from Fairy Yang’s footsteps. 
 
    Still, he knew better than to sit. Not just yet. 
 
    As their hostess arrived, Wu Ying bowed. Elder Yang smiled slightly, eyeing the interior before offering him and Yin Xue a nod of thanks. She stepped aside from the entrance, murmuring to each of those who stepped within, assigning them seats with quick movements. 
 
    As usual, there were some minor scuffles, barbed words, and hurt looks as the choice seats were allocated. More than once, seating arrangements had to be carefully readjusted as more prestigious individuals made their presence known.  
 
    All this, Wu Ying absently watched. Yin Xue did what he could to ease Elder Yang’s burdens, escorting those she could not to their seats, intervening among the inner sect members. It was a dangerous game he played since he had no official standing. But he did it all with smooth civility, earning a thankful nod from Elder Yang and a few considerate looks from other Elders in the Sect. 
 
    All of which, Wu Ying was thankful, he could ignore. Though he could not avoid those inner sect cultivators who made their way over to him directly. 
 
    “Junior Long, you look well.”  
 
    “How goes the training? Will you be allowed to go on assignments soon? Don’t forget to invite me when you do!” 
 
    “Are you sure you can’t take a day trip? I’m told the Silver Valley Hot Springs have a number of valuable herbs. We’ve got to chase off this herd of demon monkeys that have taken it over. We could use a Spirit Herb Gatherer.” 
 
    Wu Ying let the conversations wash over him, answering perfunctorily. He was doing well. He could not leave. No, not even to gather more herbs. Elder Li did not have any new Spirit Herb Gatherers. Yes, he could offer a few suggestions. 
 
    “Master Cho! Thank you for coming,” Sister Yang’s slightly raised voice cut through the hubbub, making the group of thirty or so cultivators turn toward the entrance.  
 
    In the doorway, an elderly man, a Body Cleansing cultivator barely in the late stages, stood. Yet every cultivator in the room bowed to the old man as he stepped within.  
 
    “Was the palanquin ride sufficiently comfortable?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, yes. Very well carried. Thank you for sending it for me. Walking up the mountains grows more tiring every season,” Master Cho said. His white beard flowed down his chin, a little scraggly, the deep folds on his face drawing closer as he smiled at Sister Yang. “But an old man could not turn down such a charming invitation.” 
 
    Yin Xue, beside Wu Ying now almost as if it was magic, muttered under his breath, “And the large beast core she sent for his time probably helped.” 
 
    Wu Ying snorted a little but kept silent. For Sister Yang, beast cores in the Energy Storage stage were a dime a dozen. Almost all those present at her gathering would arrive with a gift for her. If he had not been her junior brother, he too would have been expected to bring one. 
 
    In short order, Master Cho was at the front of the building and Fairy Yang had taken her seat, surrounded by her grateful entourage. The old man waited for a long few seconds, ascertaining that he had their attention before he spoke. 
 
    “Today, we will work on a few well-known poems. Now, remember, the art of calligraphy is an art. Your imagination and your ability must combine together in the act of creation. It is the movement of your brush on the paper, the judgment of the kind of ink you are using and the environment as well as the poem that will mark the proper creation.” He turned, fixing Wu Ying with a look, then a few others, as he continued. “Some of you are new to this but have shown some degree of talent. Use your past experience, use your martial forms and enlightenment as cultivators. 
 
    “Done well, many scholars have been enlightened by the very action of creation itself!” 
 
    The silence that followed Master Cho’s brisk pronouncement was profound. Applause would have been crass, but more than a few cultivators offered the Master a bow in acknowledgement. Though he might only be a Body Cleanser, it was his expertise and mastery in calligraphy that they were leaning upon today. As such, as their teacher, he would be accorded proper respect.  
 
    “Now, we will begin with a simple poem.” Master Cho waited for everyone to pick up their brushes and dip it on their ink stones, wetting it to their appropriate level, before he began to recite. 
 
      
 
    Now that the sun has set beyond the western range, 
 
    Valley after valley is shadowy and dim… 
 
    And now through pine-trees come the moon and the chill of evening, 
 
    And my ears feel pure with the sound of wind and water 
 
    Nearly all the woodsmen have reached home, 
 
    Birds have settled on their perches in the quiet mist… 
 
    And still—because you promised—I am waiting for you, waiting, 
 
    Playing lute under a wayside vine.[3] 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying’s brush moved the moment Master Cho began speaking, his writing implement flowing over the paper as he kept one portion of his mind memorizing the words, the other focused on the act of writing. He went with his instincts first, knowing they would be repeating the act of calligraphy over and over again with the same poem.  
 
    In the time it took for a few breaths to be over, Wu Ying was done and staring at the words he had written. He glared at the splotches on the paper, shook his head at the twisted lines and misshapen characters. Even to his mostly untrained eye, he could see little to be saved. 
 
    “Ah, Cultivator Long. Still trying to copy the style of your betters,” Master Cho spoke up, appearing behind Wu Ying’s chair. 
 
    “Master!” Wu Ying’s words were both question and acknowledgement. 
 
    “You must stop trying to do what others do,” Master Cho said. He pointed at Yin Xue’s paper. “Cultivator Wen has broken free from the strictures of the schoolroom. He follows the swirls and whorls of his heart, preferencing motion and speed over clarity. In time, clarity might appear, but for now, he builds upon his style.”  
 
    Yin Xue straightened at Master Cho’s praise, offering a clasped-handed bow from his seated position and a murmured word of thanks for the praise. 
 
    “You attempt to ape his work, Elder Yang’s, and Elder Er’s. As well as constraining yourself to what your schoolteacher taught you of the regular script.” Each time, Master Cho pointed at the individual’s work in question, using a brush, before he turned and gestured at certain characters in Wu Ying’s work. “But here.” Point. “And here.” Point. “You begin to free yourself.” 
 
    Wu Ying peered at the characters, trying to find the difference. Perhaps a little sharper, a little faster, and less in depth, the motion of his brush flicking past as it laid down a stroke as if he was disengaging from an attack. Swordplay and calligraphy had a certain degree of commonality after all. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    “Try again.” Leaving Wu Ying to his work, Master Cho turned to Yin Xue, brows drawing together in an angry frown. “As for you. You have not improved at all from last month. Cultivator Long is attempting to find who he is, what he is. His failures are understandable. You know! But you choose not to practice!” 
 
    Muffled snickers broke out from behind by those jealous of Yin Xue’s placement. They were instantly quelled by Master Cho glaring around before he turned back to Yin Xue to continue berating him. 
 
    In the meantime, Wu Ying focused on a new sheet of paper, his brush held above it. He did not write, not yet. First was the contemplation, the analysis of the mistakes he had made. Then, only then, would he try again. 
 
    As much as it pained Wu Ying, and pain him it did, Master Cho was a good, if harsh, teacher. When a student repeatedly made mistakes, he wielded his brush like a weapon, smacking hands and heads with wild abandon of all sense of social order. There were no Elders in this room, no Core cultivators. Just students of the art of calligraphy. 
 
    And if Wu Ying struggled, so did everyone else to meet the Master’s exacting standards. 
 
    Hours later, the servants brought in a single large sheet of paper. Inking his brush, Master Cho walked toward the suspended piece of paper, staring at it in silence. Then he moved. The flow of his body, of his hands and his brush were like a graceful dancer stepping foot upon the stage, a master martial artist going through his form. There was a beauty, a choreography to his motions as each word appeared on the sheet of paper. 
 
    Perfectly spaced, each word formed with an artistic touch, strokes both bold and gentle at times, wild and untamed in other spots. Without even reading the words, Wu Ying felt the emotions that emanated from the work, the hurt and pain, the weariness. 
 
      
 
    I dismount from my horse and I offer you wine, 
 
    And I ask you where you are going and why. 
 
    And you answer: “I am discontent 
 
    And would rest at the foot of the southern mountain. 
 
    So give me leave and ask me no questions. 
 
    White clouds pass there without end.”[4] 
 
      
 
    When he was done, Master Cho walked out of the room. His departure was silent, missed by all but the most paranoid. For they stared at the simple words, the trace of longing in the poem. The mastery in the calligraphy. 
 
    From behind Wu Ying, he felt a shift in the chi. The twist of power, the thrum of energy as a breakthrough occurred. Curiosity pulled at Wu Ying’s attention, but he dismissed it, preferring instead to focus upon the words, the sense of feeling he received from the work of calligraphy so quickly done by the Master. 
 
    Let others find their own enlightenment, let the heavens bless them. What Wu Ying saw was important, powerful, but not his dao. Still, like any lesson, any piece of art, its very existence and his consumption of it would shape his soul. 
 
    And perhaps, in time, from the fertile soil of this work, another moment of enlightenment would bloom. 
 
    Though not before he too tried his hand at writing the poem. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    The next day, after his usual morning ablutions and torture-cum-cultivation session, the cultivator made his way to Elder Li’s residence. The gardens under her care were extensive, but those under her direct tutelage spent their time in her personal garden. It had the greatest concentration of environmental chi, with carefully designed formations and rows upon rows of precious herbs, some within precisely tended greenhouses. 
 
    By this point, the journey through the winding pathways to her residence was well ingrained in Wu Ying’s body. As such, rather than spending his time enjoying the bountiful beauty of nature upon the picturesque mountain, he focused deeper within, manipulating the flow of chi as he embraced the Twelve Gales movement technique he had been studying. 
 
    The qinggong exercise was the most popular “light foot” movement exercise in the Sect due to its versatility and flexibility. That it had multiple levels of mastery which allowed practitioners to scale the skill as they progressed in their cultivation was just one of the reasons it was so popular. 
 
    It was a skill that Wu Ying, with his four open Energy Storage meridians, took full advantage of. He might only have a minor understanding of the qinggong exercise, but it was better than what he had started with before the expedition. And more importantly, he had to learn to integrate his altered body with the style. Like his fighting techniques, even a minor deviation would create mistakes and weaken the foundation of use. No matter how strong he had become—and his changed body had given him even greater physical strength and speed—it could not make up for a lack of skill and expertise. 
 
    Practicing during the entire ascent meant that Wu Ying found himself before Elder Li’s residence in short order. He let the chi that churned through his body fade, offering an absent nod to one of the many outer sect members running a message, then strode around the house, following the gravel pathway to the gardens in the rear. 
 
    “Wu Ying, good! I need you to help me haul some rocks here,” Senior Goh Ru Ping said the moment he spotted Wu Ying. The shorter, pudgier cultivator waved at Wu Ying, beckoning him close. He pointed at a set of three statues depicting Fuk, Luk, and Sau[5] that were made of carved, dark grey marble. “These need to be moved seven feet northwest.” He pointed at the spot where the earth was already tamped down and marked. 
 
    “You know, I’m not your beast of burden,” Wu Ying grumbled.  
 
    All that grumbling didn’t stop him from walking over to the first of the wise men and carrying it over. The statue, a little top heavy with the addition of the child it carried, tottered for a second before Wu Ying stabilized it. 
 
    “Of course not. But you’re strong enough that I don’t have to find two other cultivators to help,” Ru Ping said. “Better use of resources.” 
 
    “You’ve got six meridians open,” Wu Ying said. “Why can’t you carry this?” 
 
    “Because I focused my cultivation on less martial matters,” Ru Ping said, patting his stomach. 
 
    Wu Ying grunted and picked up the gold-bar-holding statue. He did not believe Ru Ping at all. For one thing, Ru Ping was a Gatherer like him. Long hours working the gardens meant that you built muscle—just like working on the farm did. In addition, Elder Li was likely to have made Ru Ping do much of the manual labor that had fallen on Wu Ying’s shoulders. And she did not accept excuses, nor had the patience for someone to find help. 
 
    Which left the simple fact that Ru Ping was likely just lazy. 
 
    “Careful. And two inches more,” Ru Ping called as Wu Ying finished lowering the second statue. There was no argument, since Wu Ying understood the necessity of precision. 
 
    Ru Ping’s major accomplishment and study was in the large-scale development of formations for gardening. There were, of course, levels of development of environmental formations that could be created. Some locations formed their own, natural formations to gather chi. But those were often less efficient, due to their inability to change to accommodate the changing seasons. 
 
    Nature would, eventually, provide its own methods. Plants that flowered or died depending upon seasons, streams that flowed during the spring but dried by autumn. But even then, such places were subject to the randomness of beast and man, of errant gusts of winds and flash floods.  
 
    Ru Ping’s methods were more laborious and exacting. He went beyond the basic chi-gathering formation of wood and earth and adjusted the flow of every chi element. Metal depending on what was being grown that season, additional fire or wind. He cooled certain parts of the gardens, allowing the heat and fire chi to gather in another portion. 
 
    And in doing so, he optimized the growth rates of the gardens. Wu Ying had learnt much from Ru Ping, which was why he carried the third statue with its peach of immortality and long-bearded representative and adjusted all three without complaint. Without complaint but with a few pointed questions. Such knowledge was useful to him and his own progress as a Gatherer. Already, Wu Ying had adjusted the flow of a stream and added additional rocks for his parents’ newly built village to amplify the chi gathering in their lands while he worked, in detail, on his World Spirit Ring. 
 
    “Done!” Ru Ping said, looking over the three statues. He pulled a few instruments from his own spirit ring and took measurements. Among the equipment he used was a Feng Shui compass to measure the flow of chi and a twisted prism for viewing the flow of environmental chi. Wu Ying watched him for a bit before Ru Ping turned. “Don’t you have to speak with Elder Li?” 
 
    Starting, Wu Ying nodded. “Yes. Thank you!” 
 
    He scurried deeper into the gardens, eyes roving over the various herbs and plants. There was the thousand-year-old ginger being infused with flame chi. There was spirit grass, a base alchemical ingredient, except this was a variant species that contained a higher volume of chi. Unaspected, which made it the perfect base for most recipes. 
 
    Over there were ice lotuses sitting in a pool of glacial-fed water, secondary arrays built to lower the temperature of the pond even further. So much so that small glaciers formed, portions of shattered ice floating within. Right beside the ice pond was a barren, sandy location where desert cacti grew, their flowers burning with fire chi. Ru Ping used the heat drawn from the pond to increase the heat around the desert cacti, muttering something about conservation of effort. 
 
    Plants of all kinds and varieties grew throughout the gardens, cared for by the numerous mortal and cultivator Gatherers. Most were women, female nobles who had at first taken up the occupation as an extension of their previous gardening pastimes and now found it the easiest method to acquire sect contribution points. A few men moved amongst the group, but not many. After all, gardening in a noble house was either done by servants or, in rare cases, the women. Farming, on the other hand, was a peasant job and few enough peasants ascended. 
 
    It took Wu Ying a little while to find Elder Li, for she was crouched behind a rising lattice of ivy, the leaves of the plant glistening as they absorbed the metal in the soil and the chi that pervaded the environment. Small pea pods grew on the opposite lattice, the plant and the peas throbbing with the gathered wood chi that they drew from the ivy plant. 
 
    “Elder Li,” Wu Ying greeted the white-haired, petite Elder. As his gathering teacher, she was as good as a parent to him, with all the obligations and demands that entailed. 
 
    She looked at him before reaching for her cane, pushing on it to rise. “You’re late.” 
 
    “I apologize. Senior Goh asked me to help him adjust the formations,” Wu Ying said, bowing again. 
 
    “Hmmpphff…” Elder Li swung her cane and smacked Wu Ying in the thigh. It was a light strike—for her—but it still made him wince. “Next time work faster. Now, tell me about your readings.” 
 
    Wu Ying bowed in acknowledgement before he spoke about the books she had passed to him. The pair walked through the gardens, Elder Li stopping occasionally to inspect the plants, snip off dead branches or unwanted growths, check the soil or chi flow, and question the other students. Wu Ying never stopped speaking though, knowing that she could multi-task scolding him and inspecting her gardens with ease. 
 
    “… and so, having multiple storage boxes of varying quality and material is important to ensure the proper storage of living samples. Earth—unaspected earth—drawn from a known source is still the best base source, especially as taking soil from where the plant grows might negatively impact their survival due to conflicting chi flows. Or so Gatherer Yi says. Gatherer Chu, in the Analects of the Third Cuttings disagrees, insisting that soil from the environment is the best…” 
 
    On and on, Wu Ying prattled. At the same time, he cultivated, draining chi from the world via his moving cultivation method and the Never Empty Wine Pot exercise, and most importantly, he watched his Elder. Being by her side, listening to her scold and teach, trim and tend the plants was as much an education as the books he read. 
 
    At times, she would even have Wu Ying help out, offering his aid or corrections to the other workers. Of course, when he made a mistake, he would then be schooled in front of the other cultivators, putting him further in his place as student. The pressure to be right and not lose face was what drove Wu Ying to study when he had time, finding hours late at night or between his training sessions to keep up with Elder Li’s demands. 
 
    “Good,” Elder Li said. “Your handling of the material has improved.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded. As a farmer, he’d always had a keen eye for plants, for noticing when the soil was too damp, a plant was beginning to catch a particular fungal spore infection or the like. But recently, especially in his ring, he’d noticed a difference in how well his plants bloomed. Or grew. Perhaps all the time he spent gently nudging his World Spirit Ring had begun to show itself. 
 
    Eventually, they completed their circuit of the gardens. To Wu Ying’s surprise, instead of providing him additional work, Elder Li led him into her residence, traversing the rooms to reach the anteroom of her office. There, a large stone table dominated the room, its surface and sides inscribed, the runes glowing with muted power.  
 
    “Show me your ring,” Elder Li said. Wu Ying raised his hand, only to flinch when she struck the top of it with her cane. “On the table, you fool!” 
 
    Grumbling under his breath, Wu Ying walked over to the table. It did not take much to guess that he was to place the ring in the empty space in the middle of the table. Still, he hesitated, looking back at Elder Li, who raised her cane. Whether in impatience or threat, he was not certain. 
 
    The World Spirit Ring was a simple green jade ring, no different at first glance from the dozens of others sold in the market by peddlers. On closer inspection though, one could see the delicate glyphs and talismans carved into the work, feel the strange eddy of chi currents. If one were to expand their aura sense to the fullest extent, the gentle flow of chi into and from the ring would be apparent. A small whirlpool that continuously drew upon the environment and Wu Ying’s aura. 
 
    After peeling the ring off his finger, he set it upon the table and stepped back. Nothing happened until, under the brusque instruction of Elder Li, he added a series of small beast cores to slots around the table. When the last core was added, the slowly growing light flared then subsided, before a blurry but quickly resolving image showed at the top of the table. 
 
    To Wu Ying’s surprise, he recognized that image. After all, he looked at it every time he sent his senses into his ring. It was his small garden plot, the contents of his ring with its tiny pond, the fast-growing transplanted trees, his compost pile, the formation flags, and the carefully tended rows of plants. 
 
    Elder Li made comments. “Your pond is going to grow stagnant. You need fish and other amphibious animals within if you wish to use it. The Sun Lotus is not enough, you need to add a water hyacinth of the—” She paused, walking over to manipulate the table. Colors changed as the chi flow within the pond appeared “Wood and earth kind. You will have to experiment to find the right variety and combination.” 
 
    Wu Ying bowed, making mental notes as she spoke. 
 
    “Your formations are sub-par. Your ring draws upon the external environment and your own chi to balance itself out. You should focus on aiding that growth and only focus on containing the chi as a secondary stage.” She manipulated the image and table again, zooming in to the edges and frowning before pulling back. “Yes. As I suspected. This is a prize you should not have.” 
 
    “Pardon?” Wu Ying said, surprised. 
 
    “Will you give it to me?” Elder Li said, turning her gaze to Wu Ying. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Honored Elder. I do not understand,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Of course not. I have not explained why. Will you trust me and give me this ring?” 
 
    Wu Ying hesitated. He recalled how much he had paid for it, the trouble he had in acquiring plants and herbs before. Since his return, he had not been able to go on assignments, leaving him as poor as ever. 
 
    “Pity,” Elder Li said, not letting Wu Ying continue his internal debate. “Very well. Understand that what you have, any true Gatherer would kill for. It is only luck that we are so few that you managed to acquire this without bloodshed.” 
 
    “What is it?” Wu Ying said, his voice growing in alarm now. 
 
    “A true World Spirit Ring. Not a poor copy whose size is fixed but one that can grow as you do so yourself,” Elder Li said.  
 
    “But it was—is so small!” Wu Ying had heard of such rings before, rumored to contain such mass that they truly suited their name.  
 
    “This one has been starved of its owner’s chi for many years. Centuries even.” Elder Li frowned, leaning forward. “What do you know of its origins?” 
 
    “Nothing. The auctioneer did not speak of it,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    She frowned. “Were you allowed to inspect the ring beforehand?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good, good. Then it might not be as dangerous.” 
 
    “You fear others might know its true worth.” Now that he knew what to look for, he could see how the edges of the garden blurred, how the five elements gathered there in a thick mist of energy. He could not see what they did, but he could only assume it was growing the world. 
 
    “Yes. Focus on drawing in more energy with your formations. Your ring itself will contain it, if you balance the development of your garden,” Elder Li said.  
 
    “I will, Elder.” He hesitated. 
 
    “Speak. I can see you have thoughts on your mind.” 
 
    “How valuable is this truly?” Wu Ying blurted. “Surely there is a limit?” 
 
    Elder Li peered at the ring, manipulating the flow of energy on the table a few times more before she leaned away from the table. “I cannot tell how strong your ring is. This is the first I have ever seen. But if legends are to be believed, the limit is that of your very cultivation. An entire world would be yours, if you reached immortality.” 
 
    Wu Ying’s jaw dropped before Elder Li cackled. 
 
    “Though I doubt this one is that powerful. The material is adequate, but not sufficient for a true immortal artifact. It is likely you will find its limits well before that. Even so, it should grow larger than this current size, given adequate care.” 
 
    Wu Ying breathed out in relief. A true immortal artifact would have been too much for him to handle. Too much, perhaps, for the Sect to handle. Even so, he realized, as a poor Energy Gathering cultivator, this ring might be too much for him. If anyone learnt the true nature of what he carried… 
 
    “Elder Li…” He trailed off, reluctance warring with caution as he ineffectually gestured at the ring. “Did you…” 
 
    “No.” The next moment, she gestured, killing the visualization. “We will not speak of your ring again. What is to become of it, and your dealings with it, are yours now to deal with.” She paused and added, “I recommend you no longer speak of it with Ru Ping either.” 
 
    Wu Ying’s brows snapped tight at her words. Still, he took the ring, slipping it back on his finger. He had more questions, but it was obvious Elder Li would not elaborate further. His refusal to give it to her, to trust her without cause, had damaged their relationship. Fairly or not, what they had would not go back to what it was. And the ring was his problem now. 
 
    “Thank you, Elder Li.” Wu Ying bowed. 
 
    “Your next reading assignment is in the usual place.” 
 
    He sketched another bow then walked to the exit, idly turning the ring over on his finger, lips pursing a little. As always, every boon seemed to come with a bane. Every weed he plucked, another grew. Every plant he saved, he had to let another die. 
 
    As Wu Ying crossed the threshold to the next room, Elder Li spoke up one last time. “You should have trusted me.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    His afternoon session cut short, Wu Ying found himself leaving Elder Li’s compound earlier than normal. He looked into the sky, judging the time he had left before dinner and the setting sun that would force him to meet with Sister Yang once more. 
 
    Books in his spirit ring, Wu Ying trekked down the mountain, paved roads brushing against his feet. He still cultivated, but mostly, he considered his most recent interaction with Elder Li. His hesitation had hurt and angered her. Perhaps he should have given her the ring. He was her student, but neither of them had taken steps to formalize the process to the same extent as he and Master Cheng had.  
 
    As much as honor and face, obligation and loyalty played its part, there were things that you asked and offered via an unspoken balance of social contracts that tied them all. It was not so simple as a student always having to listen to a teacher, nor did all teachers offer unconditional lessons.  
 
    In the end, keeping the ring had been a risk and a selfish decision. On the other hand, cultivation without risk was a recipe for failure.  
 
    At some point, he found his steps had taken him to a familiar building, one that rose high above and by its lonesome in its surroundings. His gaze tracked over the words on the entrance plaque, the detailed carvings on the pillars in the front and the wood that adorned it. He even stared at the pair of foo dogs that guarded the building, before nodding to himself. 
 
    If there was a place to learn more about his unexpected boon, to progress his understanding of the Spirit Ring and its growth, this building was it. 
 
    Within, Wu Ying nodded to the librarians who moved from one desk to another, carefully sorting books and acquiring them for the inner sect members who desired it. A simple query—about spirit rings in general—had him sent to the correct section. While he might have received more detailed and faster help if he was more specific in his query, he decided to heed Elder Li’s warning. 
 
    Best be cautious and control how much people knew of his ring. 
 
    Among the stacks of bound books, scrolls, and accordion notes, Wu Ying browsed. He flipped through works on spirit rings and spirit worlds, on extradimensional space that the influx of too much chi and the regulated use of talismans and enchantments created—or in rare cases, the flow of chi through natural formations and the influence of the Dao. 
 
    He ignored anything to do with spirit worlds, those rare extradimensional spaces that contained entire lands. Some were natural, places separated from this reality by immortals or ancient, powerful Sects or just distant lands joined to this world or this continent via formations. Others were created by accident, when a powerful formation or an attack had gone awry, tearing lands away from the middle kingdom. Then there were the denizens who made such lands their own, or who created them—certain powerful dragons, certain dangerous spirits. The hundred hells could be considered another spirit world.  
 
    Instead, Wu Ying focused on the artificial spaces created by humans. Spirit rings, spirit chests, even spirit buildings. Locations where the influx of chi and the control of a dao of space had warped their sizes such that they were larger than before.  
 
    He flipped through the stacks before finally he made his way to the nearest table, his hands filled with a collection of works. Wu Ying placed the books on the dark wooden table, pulled out a chair, and sat. Deep in the library as they were, the surroundings were lit not just by the sunlight from outside but spirit lamps, each powered by a low-level beast core. Such illumination was significantly better, less hurtful on the eyes and nose than the tallow candles Wu Ying had once used. 
 
    Dismissing the thoughts of illumination, beyond a quick consideration for the time left before his meal was to begin, Wu Ying threw himself into reading. Of course, rather than reading in detail, he skimmed the works, searching for mention of World Spirit Rings.  
 
    All too often, the works had little or nothing to say on the topic. Even a book on enchantments buried the details of the creation of such rings deep in the back, in a single line rebuking any enchanter from attempting such a work until they were a Master. If not Grandmaster. 
 
    So deep was Wu Ying into his studies that he missed the presence of the man behind him. Missed the initial clearing of his throat. He did not miss the second, much louder one, that was backed up by a flicker of the cultivator’s aura. 
 
    “Elder Ko!” Wu Ying stood hastily and bowed deeply. Of those he wanted to dodge today, the Elder in charge of the libraries was high on that list. 
 
    “Studying again, I see.” No disapproval in Elder Ko’s voice. How could there be? He looked curious more than anything else. “Searching for a new ring? You’d be better off speaking to the auction house directly. Or a blacksmith.” 
 
    “Thank you for the advice, Elder.” Again, Wu Ying sketched another bow. He waited, still standing, while the Elder thumbed through the books. 
 
    “Interesting selection. Not purchasing one then”—his fingers were lightly on the cover of a book detailing famous spirit rings—“but looking for something else.” He pushed a few more books around, revealing their titles—A Primer for Smithing Spirit Rings, A Treatise on the Dao of Space, the Collected Volumes of Er Ku—before he regarded Wu Ying. His gaze roamed over him, landing on the hands that Wu Ying held to his sides. 
 
    The young cultivator fought the sudden urge to hide his hands behind his back, but the momentary twitch made Elder Ko smile. He gestured and Wu Ying reluctantly raised his hands, showing off the World Spirit Ring. 
 
    “Interesting. I recall there being an interesting addition in the listing of items you and your party members acquired from your recent foray.” Elder Ko’s eyes grew distant for a second before he came back to the present. “Yes. Three things of note on your side. The Sun Lotus Blossom, a World Spirit Ring of small size, and a Spirit-level jian gifted to you by your Elder Sister.” 
 
    Wu Ying shifted uncomfortably while he waited for the Elder to get to the point.  
 
    “My attendants are well trained. We could acquire further information to aid you in developing your ring,” Elder Ko said, his voice turning annoyed. “Are they not trained sufficiently for you?” 
 
    “That… that isn’t. I did not mean to imply that, Elder.” Wu Ying bowed again. He really was doing that a lot. 
 
    “Of course you did not,” Elder Ko said. “You lack the spine. And while rough, you have learnt basic courtesy.” His eyes narrowed. “You are looking for something more than how to rebuild the environment of your ring.” 
 
    Wu Ying’s lips pressed together, choosing not to answer the statement. 
 
    “Interesting.” Elder Ko eyed the ring again. He turned, taking in the various cultivators who moved through the library, intent on their own studies. Then he nodded. “Very well. Continue.” 
 
    Wu Ying blinked, watching as Elder Ko walked off, leaving him to slump back into his seat bonelessly. He watched Elder Ko surreptitiously, but the Elder walked through the library, making his rounds and eyeing the various books being read or consulted by the cultivators. When he was intercepted by a cultivator looking for his advice, the pair disappeared behind a set of shelves, leaving Wu Ying to his own thoughts. 
 
    For a time, Wu Ying mulled over the encounter. Wondering how much he had given away. How much the Elder knew. Eventually though, as the start of the hour was called out, he returned his attention to the books before him. 
 
    Only to be interrupted a half hour later when an attendant arrived, bearing a series of books, all copies.  
 
    “Your seal.” The attendant dropped the stack of books onto the table, holding out her hand.  
 
    “I did not—” 
 
    “Elder Ko says you are to read these,” the attendant said, cutting off Wu Ying. “Seal.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Wu Ying handed over his seal and watched the usual consultation and copying fee be taken out. Receiving his Sect seal back, he focused within long enough to note that he was now truly in a pathetic state. All the points he had gained for working with Elder Li had been wiped. Even the few points from the herbs he had provided after the expedition were gone. 
 
    Turning back to the books, he swept them into his spirit ring and stood, moving to return the books he had been reading to the shelves. Whatever the Elder had provided was likely to be better. And if his secret—or at least, hints of it—were now part of the library’s records, it was not his fault. Nor could he change it. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    Days quickly passed for Wu Ying. In between his packed schedule, the cultivator did his best to read the documentation that had been provided to him. Rather than skimming, he took a more studied approach, reading the various scrolls and books in detail. Even so, he realized, that detailed information about World Spirit Rings was sparse due to their general rarity, not just in their creation but also in their specialized use.  
 
    The vast majority of such World Spirit Rings were similar to Wu Ying’s ring as he had first envisioned it. A small plot of land that could sustain plants with careful care and attention taken. A toy for those who weren’t Gatherers. Even the largest non-true ring was only a hectare in size and required significant, constant care. Easier and better to just have a permanent residence where mundane servants could do much of the work you were forced to do yourself via chi manipulation. 
 
    At the same time, the creation of such a product was both difficult and extremely expensive. The material requirements were high, the cost of the failures while learning to produce such an item even higher. With so few gifted enough to forge such a piece of equipment, and even fewer individuals needing them, the lack of documentation was not surprising. 
 
    Even so, Wu Ying held a little hope that the documents would eventually provide him the guidance he required. A part of him debated if he should be digging deeper into formation mastery, the esoteric discipline that Ru Ping studied.  
 
    But mostly, he struggled. Day in and out, through cultivating, through cleansing his body, through the regular training sessions with Master Cheng and Elder Li, he struggled. 
 
    Until one morning, a few days later, as Wu Ying woke from his cultivation, he found himself facing a somewhat familiar face. The rail-thin older woman glared at Wu Ying, a small diviner’s compass in one hand, a set of acupuncture needles in the other as she stalked around the seated cultivator.  
 
    Knowing she was taking readings of his body, Wu Ying did not move, though he did call out a greeting. “Elder Xiong. A pleasure to see you this morning.”  
 
    He noted not only was Liu Tsong in her customary seat at his lone table, but so were other inner sect members. Many had small scrolls with them, ready to take notes, and were intently peering at him.  
 
    “Stop moving,” Elder Xiong said, her voice high and raspy. He knew it had been damaged in some unknown incident many years ago, impairing her health and, eventually, her cultivation. Now, she was one of the most respected members of the Sect as their lead physician. “And remove your robes.” 
 
    Wu Ying complied with her instructions, removing the top portion of his robes to reveal his hairless, well-developed, and tanned chest with its numerous scars—including the large, radiating one just beside his heart. After checking with the Elder, he left his pants on, grateful to be allowed some privacy, though he was forced to roll up his pants legs and take a horse stance. 
 
    As she walked, she muttered out loud. Imprecations and observations, noting mismatches in chi flows, blockages in his body that she sensed, and even the shape and size of his muscles. Wu Ying kept his face impassive, doing his best to not be embarrassed while being discussed with such vigorous detail to complete strangers. 
 
    Having completed her eight circuits, she began another. This time, she inserted the needles into his body, muttering about stagnation, blocked points, and idiot youngsters. When the first needle went in and Wu Ying just stood there, bearing the pain, she barked at him to begin cultivating again. 
 
    Each needle that slid into his skin was a hot poker going into his body, followed by a burning, aching pain that radiated from the point. Occasionally, the energy released radiated outward from the point of intrusion, sending its heated acknowledgment to the nerves and muscles along his extremities. His meridians jumped and twitched, and his body bled a little from the wounds. His skin itself released a dark and oily substance. 
 
    When she had completed her full circuit, the Elder walked out of Wu Ying’s line of sight, only to return with small spheres that were open on the top. She formed a small flame in one hand, which she applied to the inside of a cup, where it lit the alcohol within, before she pushed the still burning cup onto Wu Ying’s back. Almost immediately, without further oxygen available, the flame died, but not before exerting a strong suction force on the cultivator’s back, holding the cup to his skin[6]. 
 
    Again and again, Elder Xiong added the burning cups to Wu Ying’s back, covering it with the small three-quarter globes. Once she was done, she stepped back, using her sense of his chi flows and her compass to watch Wu Ying, occasionally taking hold of his wrist to check his pulse. 
 
    In the meantime, Wu Ying breathed slowly, drawing in environmental chi and cultivating. Or at least, he tried to. Both needles and cups disrupted his normal flow of energy, opening up new, previously blocked sections while releasing even more toxins and dormant chi for him to deal with. He fought the shifting flows, using his body’s natural defenses to help cleanse the chi. He sweated, filtered, and breathed out the stagnant and despoiled chi, cycled new chi through his dantian, and broke it down to make the energy his own. 
 
    Ten minutes later, Elder Xiong finally removed the needles and cups. Wu Ying’s back, under the heated, pressurized cups, had become dotted, the skin puckering as old, stagnant blood forced itself to the surface where it would be cleansed by Wu Ying’s body. In some cases, small blisters had formed around the puckered skin, the flesh literally cooking under the released yang heat. 
 
    “Too much,” Elder Xiong tutted. Once she had the various cups off Wu Ying’s back and handed over to an attendant that he only now noticed, she took hold of a smooth bamboo scraper. Running it over the raised bumps of his skin, she scraped his body to help his blood flow. “Foolish. To get injured so.” 
 
    On and on, she scolded Wu Ying while she worked. Auntie Yi scurried around, refilling tea and snacks for the students who had arrived to watch the procedure. In the meantime, the physician’s attendant followed at a short distance, happy to be able to watch in close detail, unlike the other students.  
 
    Eventually, when the scraping torture was done, Wu Ying’s back felt as if it was on fire from the rough and abrasive strokes the Elder had used. As he began to come out of the horse stance, he was pushed back down by a hand on his back even as Elder Xiong received a rattan bundle. 
 
    “Elder?” Wu Ying said hesitantly. 
 
    He watched her heft the bundle of dried sticks. The Elder might be stymied in her cultivation, but she was still a Core cultivator. And non-martial practitioner or not, it was still likely going to hurt if she struck him. 
 
    “Why are you talking? You should be cultivating!” Elder Xiong snapped.  
 
    It was an unfair chastisement, since Wu Ying had not stopped, but he pressed his lips together and forced out another breath. Not a moment too soon, for Elder Xiong struck.  
 
    The rattan blows rained upon his back, promoting blood flow, lowering the ridges on his back and helping to toughen skin and muscles. It also, unsurprisingly, hurt. Wu Ying could do nothing but embrace the pain, embrace the torture under the pretext of medicine. Forcing himself to remember that it was not much worse than being beaten black and blue and being cut again and again while training with Master Cheng. 
 
    Eventually, Elder Xiong was done, leaving Wu Ying red and bruised, tears and sweat mingling on his face. He would be embarrassed—he was embarrassed—but the attendees to his treatment were clustered around Elder Xiong, who was briefing Liu Tsong. Uncertain if he should be moving or still cultivating, Wu Ying chose to continue cultivating. Best to make full use of the energy still circulating through his body. 
 
    Once the students and Elder Xiong had left, Liu Tsong turned back to Wu Ying.  
 
    “Keep cultivating until your chi flows have normalized. Then take a bath. We will discuss her findings afterward.” 
 
    Wu Ying offered the apothecarist a short nod before turning his mind inward. What news she had to impart could only be learnt by pushing ahead. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hair still damp, Wu Ying strolled into the courtyard once more. It seemed empty now, without the presence of the young students and Elder Xiong. Only Senior Liu sat, the afternoon light highlighting and sharpening the edges of her heart-shaped face, the simple jade hairpin that she used to hold up her hair highlighting her silky dark hair. Unlike most of the young ladies in the Sect, Liu Tsong preferred to keep her hair in a bun and tidily sorted. It caused fewer issues when she was brewing. 
 
    “Thank you for waiting, Senior Liu,” Wu Ying greeted his teacher.  
 
    He stood at attention before the table, waiting as she put away her book before addressing him. Beside her, a small accordion document lay with his name neatly written upon it, next to the ubiquitous teacup and remnants of the snacks Auntie Yi had brought out. 
 
    “Your Master truly values you,” Liu Tsong said. 
 
    “I’m truly honored that he sees so much in me,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “I do not believe you do. Do you know how expensive and difficult it is to get Elder Xiong to spend her time visiting and applying her treatments?” Liu Tsong said. “Even Elders are loathe to speak with her unless they have to. More often than not, she is consulted when an Elder is facing difficulties breaking through—or has received a grave injury. Only the most privileged noble, with the benefit of their family and a sponsoring Elder, gets to see her before they become an Elder.” 
 
    Wu Ying winced as she relayed the rumors of how much the Elder charged. Core-level Spirit Beast Cores. Rare apothecarist pills. Enough taels that the entirety of his village’s production could have been bought ten times over. 
 
    “I am grateful for the lesson, Senior,” Wu Ying said when Liu Tsong finally wound down. He bowed to her again, grateful for her informing him of the details of his Master’s sacrifice.  
 
    To his surprise, Liu Tsong was not done. “Now, do you know who has paid for my presence?”  
 
    “Is it not Master Cheng?” Wu Ying said.  
 
    “Hardly. It is your Elder Sister.” 
 
    “Sister Yang?” Wu Ying repeated. 
 
    “Yes. I have given her a discount, since I can often spend my time studying”—she gestured at her book—“but still, this is time I could be spending practicing. If she were not passing me the ingredients I require for practice, I would be loathe to do this. Even if”—at this, her eyes twinkled a little—“I hold some little regard for you.” 
 
    Ingredients. Wu Ying’s mind spun, going over previous conversations. Sister Yang had mentioned that she constantly received gifts, and, of course, the events she held saw her receiving even more. Courting gifts of rare ingredients, jewelry, and other exotic materials to aid her cultivation or just to showcase the suitor’s wealth often ended up in her hands. And now, it seemed, those items were ending up in Liu Tsong’s hands. 
 
    “Thank you again, Senior.” Wu Ying hesitated but forged ahead with his question. “But, I wonder, why do you raise this matter?” 
 
    “I wanted you to understand the extent of resources your Master and Elder Sister have already deployed.” She leaned forward, pushing the document with his name on it toward Wu Ying. “And why, when Elder Xiong makes her statement and I say that I concur, it is not something we speak of lightly.” 
 
    He frowned and, at her gesture, picked up the document. He opened it, skimming through the basic information that Elder Xiong had supplied at the front to mark ownership. Skimmed to land upon the various terms, many of which he did not understand to their full extent. Still, they were foreboding enough—variant bloodline, high toxicity, chi-flow impeded in bones, meridians compromised, organs damaged, and toxic chi buildups were among the highlights. 
 
    Wu Ying gulped. 
 
    “It is not as bad as it seems,” Liu Tsong’s voice cut in, shaking Wu Ying from his stupor. “You still stand. You still breathe. The cleanses, the continued soul cultivation have ensured you still live.” 
 
    “Survive, but not progress?” he said, voicing the greatest fear of all cultivators. To find their road to immortality cut short. 
 
    “Keep reading.” 
 
    So commanded, he did so. In the end, his gaze fell upon the last section. Recommendations for changes in his cultivation practice, alterations to the concoction he was to drink. And finally, a listing of some less supported notions. 
 
    “She thinks I might have awoken an elemental body?” he said rather incredulously.  
 
    “Why are you so surprised? Many cultivators have a leaning toward elements.” 
 
    “But a body!” 
 
    “And what do you think a leaning is? It’s but a natural inclination generated from a body’s natural preferences,” Liu Tsong said. “This is but a more extreme variant.” 
 
    “Still—” 
 
    “When we cultivate with an element, the act of doing so begins the process of creating an elemental body,” she said, raising her hand. A moment later, a small rotating ball of earth formed above her hand as Wu Ying sensed the flow of chi exiting her body. A simple act, one that did not so much create the earth as pluck it from the very air, from the wind that blew across the mountain. “Those with elemental bodies have but a head start, an ability to control and make such elements more their own. It embeds the element in the physical form the way normal soul cultivation would fail at and begins the process of creating an immortal body.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded. He knew most of that, which was part of the reason why switching cultivation methods that were elementally attuned was so difficult. It was why the Yellow Emperor cultivation method he used had no issues, since it never began the process. 
 
    “Still, Yin bodies. Yang bodies. Even fire and water, I have heard of. A wood body?” 
 
    She smirked, picking up her cup of tea and sipping on it. When she gestured for Wu Ying to join her, he hesitated but eventually sat, pouring himself a cup of tea as well. He then immediately poured a second cup of tea for himself, only now realizing how parched he was. 
 
    “Natural elemental wood bodies are rare. Earth is more common by far, if not one of the other major elements. Only metal is rarer,” Liu Tsong said.  
 
    “But there are many metal cultivation manuals,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Yes, and some do succeed at progressing their cultivation far, using such manuals. What our souls, our chi, requires to progress toward immortality does not seem to be as restricted as what our bodies are naturally attuned toward. It’s possible that our bodies lack the abundance of metal chi necessary to activate such a body naturally,” she said. “At least, that is the prevailing thought.” 
 
    “But wood…” 
 
    “Is more common, for we are creatures of the land. Earth is, of course, even more, as it is what we originate from, but no elemental body is truly common as a natural phenomena.” 
 
    Another nod as Wu Ying finished his drink and topped off both their cups. He checked the water level in the teapot, catching a whiff of the fragrant leaves within, before he gestured for Auntie Yi to refill the teapot.  
 
    “What does it mean though?” Wu Ying said. “Beyond a need to change my cultivation method.” 
 
    “You’ll need to do more than that.” She shook her head, reaching out with one long finger to tap on the document. “You must find a soul and body cultivation method—one of each—that will work together.” She paused, leaning forward. “It might be that you will have to forge your own method eventually, for whatever changes in your body has occurred, it is unique. No prewritten method might be sufficient.” 
 
    Wu Ying could not help but groan. He understood what she meant. It was not impossible. In fact, many of the first immortals to ascend—those who had not lucked out by ascending due to finding a peach of immortality or gaining the favor of a god, that was—had created the very first cultivation manuals. His groan was because Wu Ying also understood the level of difficulty this would entail. Or at least, if not understood, he had an inkling of what it could mean. 
 
    Brilliance to rival the Jade Emperor. Courage to match the God of War himself. And of course, the cunning to equal the Great Sage, Equal to Heaven himself. That was what was required to create a new cultivation method. Or so it was rumored, at the very least. 
 
    As much as he would like to believe he was gifted—and being a cultivator kind of demanded that any cultivator was egoistic—there was gifted and there was become-a-god-without-help gifted. To do what Liu Tsong was suggesting, to climb that mountain, it intimidated him. 
 
    As his mind staggered with the implications, Liu Tsong stood, smiling, and placed a hand on his shoulder. She continued speaking, her voice low. “You know, you’ve come far. Very far. And now you know the dangers that your Master and Elder Sister face, dangers that will sweep the land. There is no shame in choosing to stop. Or to step away from the struggles.” 
 
    “Step away? Find a quiet mountaintop somewhere perhaps?” Wu Ying said. Find a place to live out his life without danger, without struggle or the constant chase for enlightenment and cultivation. “Would that not be a betrayal to my Master?” 
 
    “I cannot speak for them. But I do think they want what is best for you. And while they might never recommend such a thing directly, fearing it could erode your will, your determination to ascend, someone must. Reality can be truly cruel.” Her voice dropped. “And the storm that is arriving, I fear it might be greater than even they imagine. Energy Storage cultivators like us are but leaves in the wind before that storm.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Liu Tsong left soon afterward, abandoning Wu Ying to his thoughts and training. And deep thoughts they were. All through his time with Elder Li, as he completed the tasks she had set aside, he considered Liu Tsong’s words. At dinner, meeting with his friends, he mulled over the doubts and implications that had set root in his mind. Even through the never-ending poetry recitals and challenges that Sister Yang held that night, he considered the matter, his attention barely disturbed by the lofty scholars. 
 
    Only when the guests had left, when Wu Ying was helping his Elder Sister put aright the room—mostly in directing the mortal servants who worked within—were the constant, churning thoughts interrupted. By the simple strike of a metal-edged fan on the top of his head. 
 
    “Owww!”  
 
    “What has you so distracted, little brother?” Sister Yang said, tapping the fan in her palm. 
 
    “Noth—” He shied away when she paused tapping her fan mid-motion. “I’m sorry. I was just thinking about what Senior Liu told me.” 
 
    “Liu Tsong?”  
 
    “Yes. Elder Xiong visited me this morning.”  
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “And the results of her treatment and review of my body is that it’s changed. I’ve got an elemental body.” A slight hesitation before he recalled all that his Sister had done for him. “It’s wood.” 
 
    “Interesting. Uncommon. Rare even. But that is not all disturbing you, is it?” 
 
    “No, Elder Sister. I have to cultivate my body and my soul at the same time.” He frowned, lowering his voice, a touch of shame crossing into his voice. “I’ll need to find cultivation techniques that suit my new body, that help cleanse it, and that will work together. She said I might even have to make a new one.” 
 
    “A new what? Cultivation method?” 
 
    “Yes,” Wu Ying said. “One that combines both methods.” 
 
    “And you fear you will not manage to make it work?” she said. “That the challenge is too great?” 
 
    “I did, initially.” 
 
    “But no more.” A firm statement, making Wu Ying nod. 
 
    “Not right now,” Wu Ying said. “I’ll face that issue when it comes. After all, I don’t even have a proper soul or body cultivation method for my new state.” 
 
    “Have you checked the library?”  
 
    “Not yet.” He exhaled. “Tomorrow. I’ll speak with Elder Ko tomorrow.” 
 
    “A simple solution then.” Fairy Yang took a few steps away before she turned her head, looking at Wu Ying. “Unless there is more?” 
 
    Wu Ying hesitated. “Senior Liu also mentioned how much you and our Master are doing for me.” 
 
    A single arched eyebrow, half-amused. She cocked her head to the side, waiting.  
 
    “Master, I can sort of understand. But you, I can’t, the cost…” 
 
    “Is nothing between family.” 
 
    “But we’re not… I mean, we are of course, Elder Sister. But this…”  
 
    Wu Ying was unable to articulate his concerns. They were a martial family, a family by choice and training. The bonds of duty and obligation, of loyalty and family, were chosen and artificial. Yet they held as strong—if not stronger—than blood bonds. Yet because they were chosen, so many relations between teacher and student, between those who trained, were strained, weak. 
 
    All too often, the loyalty, the obligation only flowed one way. From student to teacher, where obligation transcended any weighting and grew, ever onward. All too often, what was given in return were but simple lessons—if that much—and chains of piety. 
 
    Like Elder Li had expected. 
 
    To find a true family, individuals who would honor the unspoken demands of a proper teacher and student relationship, was rare. So rare that Wu Ying knew not how to express both his gratitude and bewilderment at the state they were in. 
 
    “You offered as much, without hesitation.” Fairy Yang smiled, and for a second, Wu Ying found his heart stopping. The subtle shift in her facial features, from polite deference to genuine gratitude, from the civilized mask she used to her true face staggered him and set his heart beating faster. “And in the future, I’m sure you will do as much.” 
 
    Then she continued her exit. She did not stop speaking, even as she walked, her words drifting through the open doorway and into the room. “Anyway, we can’t have you dying when the storm finally arrives. Consider all this an investment.” 
 
    Left alone, Wu Ying could not help but shake his head. And wonder how he had managed to luck into such a pair. One who would do anything to pay off his karmic debt. The other… the other he still didn’t understand. 
 
    But he would strive to accept her benevolence.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    “A fascinating request. Elemental wood body cultivation manuals,” Elder Ko repeated, stroking his beard. He pointed at the three documents on the table in the library.  
 
    It was the very next day, Wu Ying and Master Cheng both having taken a few hours from their usual practice time to visit the library. With Master Cheng in tow, Elder Ko’s aid had been easy to acquire almost immediately. 
 
    “Only three?” Master Cheng pushed two manuals to the side, frowning at the simple slotted bamboo scroll that was the third. “And a partial description on the other?” 
 
    “The scroll is a summarized guide, taken from a fallen cultivator,” Elder Ko explained. “We could not find the original on his body.” 
 
    Wu Ying cocked his head, curious about the story involved. He picked up the scroll, opening it and scanning within. A small slip of paper had been attached between a pair of slats to note the provenance of the original document.  
 
    “The Shadow Sword Sect?” Wu Ying’s lips pursed. That wasn’t a foreboding name at all.  
 
    “Yes. They were once much larger but are now much diminished. They lost their Patriarch and, since then, have fallen in standing,” Elder Ko said. “While it is a summary, if you find that it is suitable, we should be able to trade for the actual body cultivation manual.” 
 
    Master Cheng nodded and gestured for Elder Ko to continue. 
 
    “Now, for the other two manuals, the first—A Tall Sapling Struck Twice—is not what I would recommend. It was created by a wandering cultivator who never attained more than the Energy Storage stage,” Elder Ko said, pointing at the aforementioned slim manual. “He sold his work to us for a pittance, and we only purchased it due to our paucity of such manuals.” 
 
    Both Master Cheng and Wu Ying’s faces reflected their thoughts on the matter.  
 
    Elder Ko nodded and pointed at the second manual. “This one is more promising. It was used by a Core cultivator of our Sect, with his own notes within.” 
 
    “Core only?” Master Cheng paused, pulling a small wad of mints and other herbs from a small pouch. He slipped it into his mouth, chewing on the bundle to work them in properly. When Elder Ko raised an eyebrow, he muttered, “Elder Xiong’s orders.” 
 
    “Ah.” Elder Ko nodded. “We will never know how far he could have progressed. He left the Sect for an extended experiential journey and fell to a demon beast.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded. Experiential journeys were a necessary part of cultivating life. Enlightenment could only be achieved by experience, and for many, the experience of repetition, of mundanity was insufficient. Though, Wu Ying’s lips twisted upward, it would be interesting to meet a god who had achieved deistic enlightenment from boredom. 
 
    Or perhaps that would be entirely too dull. 
 
    “These are not many choices at all,” Elder Cheng said. “What are our options if none of these are suitable? The Patriarch’s library?” 
 
    Elder Ko paused in his incessant stroking of his beard, peering at Elder Cheng, who returned his gaze unperturbed. Eventually, Elder Ko answered. “No. If you were seeking a metal elemental body… or perhaps even earth…” He shook his head. “But wood, we lack entirely.” 
 
    “Then?” 
 
    “You will have to seek outside the Sect.” A smile crossed the Elder’s face a moment later. “Your best bet would be one we already are in negotiations with, in fact.” 
 
    “Oh?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Yes, your friend. He seeks a cultivation manual for his problems. And the Double Soul, Double Body Sect are the foremost Sect for such matters.”  
 
    “Of course!” Master Cheng exclaimed. “I should have thought of that myself. Though going to them is less than ideal.” 
 
    Wu Ying frowned, looking at his Master for clarification. 
 
    “The Double Soul, Double Body Sect are a small but prestigious sect. They specialize in individuals with unique constitutions,” Master Cheng explained. “Their Founding Patriarch achieved great fame due to his body. To break through and clear his meridians, he had to open not just one or two dantians but all three. While he walked the middle kingdom, he was unrivaled in his strength. The creation of the Sect was to find other individuals with unique, difficult paths and offer them guidance.” 
 
    “And in so doing, they have acquired the most extensive and eclectic library of uncommon cultivation techniques and exercises in the kingdom. Potentially all five neighboring kingdoms. I have visited it thrice myself,” Elder Ko said, a glimmer of happiness in his eyes. “They also often trade with other sects to build upon their library.” 
 
    “While they are willing to allow others to browse their works and even acquire copies, the cost is often steep,” Master Cheng said bitterly. 
 
    Elder Ko nodded in agreement. 
 
    “And Tou He is looking to acquire his cultivation method from them?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    Elder Ko nodded and Wu Ying smiled. That was good. He was glad his friend had a way forward. As for himself… his fingers traced the books, itching to begin reading. Seeing his impatience, the Elders shared amused looks. 
 
    “You may begin, Wu Ying. Use the time you should be practicing studying these works. Though I expect you to make up for it tonight,” Elder Cheng said.  
 
    Wu Ying nodded, taking a seat and unrolling the bamboo scroll. Still, he paused as he glanced at the Elders who had begun to leave him.  
 
    “Are you free for a cup of tea?” Master Cheng asked Elder Ko as the pair strolled away, black robes trimmed with green swishing.  
 
    Wu Ying shook his head, dismissing the pair, and turned to reading. Best to get it over and done with. He would have to see which method seemed to work best for him with his current physiology. Supposedly, unlike soul cultivation methods, many body cultivation methods required you to physically test them to truly grasp their suitability. Still, there was much you could understand with a little reading. 
 
    Or so he hoped. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    First to be read was the threaded bamboo scroll. Each bamboo slip was tied together with cord, tightly bound such that it was possible to write down the length of the bamboo pieces without obstruction. Such bamboo slips had generally been used in the past and had fallen out of favor due to their weight and overall bulkiness. However, minor enchantments and the use of demon beast cores had allowed the preservation of old works, and their general durability meant that certain die-hard groups still used the format. It was, Wu Ying had been led to believe, much more common in other states that had yet to acquire papermaking technology in abundance. 
 
    Running his hand along the slips, Wu Ying scanned through the document and considered the technique. It was, as warned, only the summarized workings, with a few notations that a practitioner might take with him whilst on a quick trip. Wu Ying had much the same notations for his own cultivation manuals. They were often unique to the individual and their understanding of the manuals. 
 
    And perhaps because it had been adjusted for its practitioner—and missing key information—Wu Ying found it difficult to grasp the essence of the Shadow Sword Sect’s technique. Working on a hunch, Wu Ying discarded it as an option, though he vowed to give it a single read-over after he had finished the other manuals. 
 
    The next manual, A Tall Sapling Struck Twice, was the self-created work. It was, to his surprise, a work that Wu Ying found some level of comfort within. The way it described the flow of energy, the way it dictated the progress of strengthening muscles and bones and cleansing, it made sense to Wu Ying. One of the major aspects of the Tall Sapling was cultivation in certain environments—specifically, during the day and preferably, while raining. That was, supposedly, the best way to absorb and cleanse a wood elemental body. 
 
    That was a little unusual, but the work made sense to Wu Ying based off his understanding of plants. Understanding in theory, but suitable and usable in practice were two different things. He would have to test it, but at least he was willing to do so, unlike the first work. 
 
    The next manual—White Aspen on the Cliff –Wu Ying felt he might be able to make use of as well, if he did not mind its peculiarities. Unlike the Tall Sapling manual, he found the text more obscure, the requirements in terms of physical manipulation and strengthening less intuitive. For example, one exercise required Wu Ying to freeclimb nearby cliffs nude.  
 
    Nude! 
 
    Of course, there were also a series of chi flow exercises and various herbs he would have to consume, as well as a series of medicinal baths he would have to take, but the heart of the manual seemed to be the series of strange exercises, often on high ledges, to “absorb the flow of the universe.”  
 
    In truth, body cultivation was strange. Unlike soul cultivation, which everyone learnt from the earliest stages, body cultivation was rare at the levels and intricacies that he was studying. Oh, simple body cultivation exercises like the ones he had picked from this very library were common. Those focused upon improving and toughening the existing body and were common, ancillary exercises.  
 
    True body cultivation was different.  
 
    Soul cultivation—normal cultivation—was, in the end, the refining and formation of an immortal soul. Once one broke through energy cultivation, you created the womb—the core—that you grew your immortal soul within. Ascending to Nascent Soul stage required the breaking of the core and the survival of the newly born soul—while under heavenly tribulation. That was where too many cultivators failed. But even then, a Nascent Soul was not a true immortal yet, though they were long lived. A Nascent Soul cultivator still had to raise the soul with the understanding of a dao to ascend as an immortal. 
 
    Body cultivation, on the other hand, altered not the soul but the body, turning the body itself into a heavenly treasure. The end goal of body cultivation was to create an immortal body by replacing portions of one’s body such that the final form was as tough, as durable as Hebo’s[7] chariot. Supposedly, at the end of body cultivation, a cultivator’s body was as wondrous and ever-changing as the Ruyi Jingu Bang[8]. The very essence of the Dao flowed through a body cultivator’s body, though there were arguments whether body cultivators actually needed to grasp the Dao to progress. 
 
    Arguments. So many arguments. 
 
    That was one of the primary reasons why body cultivation was not taught more widely. Unlike the well-worn path of soul cultivation, body cultivation was less successful in general and its paths to immortality less well mapped. Even if there were five main elements, within those main elements, sub-elements of numerous forms were present and could affect the development of a cultivator. Much like how Li Yao had aligned herself with the ice element, bodies too could bend toward certain elemental types.  
 
    And though there might be arguments between orthodox and heretical sects on how to progress soul cultivation, both could list numerous success stories to point their way. Not so in the case of body cultivators.  
 
    Of course, part of the reason for that was due to the second major issue. One that Wu Ying was noting now as he read through both potential cultivation manuals again.  
 
    “Heart root of a thousand-year oak. The first bloom of a fresh-water Moon Lily. Metal-aligned Sage Grass. Spring Blossom of the Northern Highland Orchid.” Wu Ying frowned, stabbing a finger at the document. “Which one?”  
 
    In fact, multiple times he noted that the ingredients for the tonics and baths one was to take, in progressive stages, were badly enumerated. There were six different kinds of northern highland orchids that Wu Ying knew of, never mind when they were properly aligned. Which was he to get? Did it matter? And while baths and tonics were much less precise on their actual ingredients, unlike apothecary, it was because they were also, in some ways, less effective. They took longer to affect a body and made more subtle but wide-ranging changes. 
 
    Which seemed to be the theme here. 
 
    Body cultivation was a slow process, changes in the body supposedly taken over decades. With each step, a cultivator replaced a portion of the body and aligned it with the element further. Then they would take time to further cleanse the body. 
 
    Each stage saw a slow, subtle shift. The entire thing was best started as a child. 
 
    Except Wu Ying had skipped many of the initial stages. As a wood-aligned elemental body, he had already completed the equivalent Body Cleansing stage of body cultivation. Now, his goal was to cleanse his body of further impurities, then begin the process of replacing individual parts with further wood-aligned elements.  
 
    Simple enough really. 
 
    “But first, dinner. Then to attempt one of these,” Wu Ying said to himself.  
 
    He picked up the documents to find the nearest librarian, grateful his Master had offered to pay for the manuals for now. Poor as he was, and as ashamed as he was for accepting his Master’s largesse, Wu Ying still could not afford these manuals.  
 
    Better to accept help now and concern himself with repayment afterward.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Later that evening, Wu Ying was seated in his courtyard. A note to his Elder Sister had seen him excused for the night, allowing him to attempt to test out these cultivation methods. Thankfully, both cultivation texts had information in the front that allowed one to test one’s affinity for the cultivation method. 
 
    Of course, with Wu Ying’s advanced elemental body, the test might not work as well. Or at all. Because, of course, he would have to make things complicated. 
 
    Wu Ying exhaled roughly, pushing some of the hair that had fallen across his forehead out of the way. He briefly considered redoing his hair tie, pulling his hair back into a proper bun, but decided against it. If these cultivation methods worked, he would have to take another bath anyway. 
 
    And really, he was just delaying. 
 
    Picking up the first manual, the White Aspen, he read the instructions once more. He skipped past the initial section on testing for elemental alignment, since it was cruder than the method Elder Xiong had used. Also, more expensive, using a formation and five spirit cores of each element. 
 
    Instead, he focused on the next step. The process of body cultivation.  
 
    “The order is blood, stomach and digestive organs, other organs, skin, muscle, bone, and then, most difficult of all, the meridians and other nerves,” Wu Ying muttered. He shuddered, imagining the kind of damage you could do when altering one’s meridians or the nerves that drove one’s body. It made sense to leave it for last, when one had the most experience. 
 
    Of course, both manuals had a different recommended order of replacement, along with the exact chi flows and herbs required to enact such replacements.  
 
    For now, Wu Ying would ignore those details and undertake the task of testing himself. 
 
    In this case, the testing was a simple matter. He would draw in wood chi from the world around him, working to strain it through his dantian and his meridians to make it his before then having it fully enter the blood and bones of his body. He would soak his body in that wood chi, watch how his body interacted with it, and from there begin the actual body cultivation process. 
 
    Of course, first he had to adjust his Never Empty Wine Pot cultivation exercise. He had to reach into his aura, push against the boundary that kept all but unaspected chi from entering his dantian, and allow both wood and unaspected chi within. Eventually he would have to purge the wood chi or convert it, but for this cultivation period, he needed it. 
 
    Even though his aura helped filter out other forms of elemental chi, it couldn’t filter all of it. So as he breathed and cultivated, he drew in small aspects of the other elements. Small, however, was insufficient for his needs. 
 
    At first ten minutes, then another ten passed. Wu Ying gently tugged and adjusted the invisible, unconscious membrane of his aura. It was like playing with a bubble, one that could only be affected by your breath but with greater durability. Of course, that didn’t help when he was attempting to put holes within the bubble, but holes that only let in one form of… air. 
 
    Metaphor failed him at times.  
 
    Even though they were useful for envisioning cultivation practices, metaphors were no more the real thing than a grain of rice the rice plant. 
 
    Eventually, having adjusted his aura to accommodate both forms of chi—and practiced enough to be able to adjust it backward—Wu Ying began the actual testing process. Wood chi entered his body with each breath, seeping into his skin and lungs and flowing through his meridians into his dantian, where it was slowly converted and stamped. 
 
    That was when Wu Ying noticed the difference. Almost every other time when he cultivated, he would be fighting to convert the other elements, making them unaspected so that he could store and use the chi in his dantian and meridians. Now though, he sensed that not all the elemental chi entering his body was converted. 
 
    The higher volume of wood chi that he allowed into his body, that he had blocked out earlier, allowed him to note the change. His body, his elemental wood body, drank in the wood chi. It did not wait, did not stop to allow him to make it his own.  
 
    Forgetting his earlier plan, forgetting the cultivation manual’s strict series of training regimes, Wu Ying followed the flow of chi within his body. Sensed how it entered his skin, his muscles, his blood and bones. It seeped within without stop before exiting, just like water that flowed through a ditch would do so. But in moving through the ditch, it left behind its imprint. Soaked earth, minerals, and other grains of sand from farther upstream. The ditch was changed, as was his own body. 
 
    For a time, Wu Ying marveled at the change, marveled at how it altered with each step. 
 
    Then, a growing ache. It started in his left calf, then along his right shoulder. Another spot, just above his right brow. He sent his senses over to check and found the same thing in each spot—a murky darkness, a splotch of grey and black, a hard granite stone in the flow of his chi. It blocked, caught, and twisted at the wood chi that entered, growing in abundance. Forcing pain when the new obstruction increased in size. 
 
    His lungs burned, his stomach churning. Wu Ying cut the process of cultivating only to find that his body continued to draw chi into himself. 
 
    Mistake.  
 
    He knew now his mistake. Inadvertently, he had been protecting himself whilst using the Never Empty Wine Pot cultivation method. He had blocked off the majority flow of wood chi, the chi his body hungered for. Now, starved, it drank in what his aura let in, the blockages growing stronger. 
 
    Wood chi was the chi of change, of growth. His body had been missing it, protected by his cultivation method. Now, it was no longer hindered and processes that had been halted or starved by his various cleanses began anew. 
 
    Pain, in various spots through his body, in his bones and lungs, in his shoulder and calf, grew. A boulder that pressed, a poker that burnt. His breathing grew erratic while Wu Ying forced himself to focus on his aura barrier. Tried to patch the holes he had created, to revert it to its former state.  
 
    To block out the chi that was killing him. 
 
    All the time, his body sucked in the wood chi and finding the blockages, added to them. Made them worse.  
 
    Another shuddering rack ran through his body, Wu Ying’s body spasming. He turned his head to the side as he vomited blood mixed with toxins forced from his body. Toxins and elemental wood chi that had found no purchase within him. 
 
    Yet through it all, he sensed the flow lessening, his hasty reinforcement growing firmer. Pushing aside the pain, the danger, Wu Ying focused. As oily stickiness grew on his skin, seeped out from pores, his body heaved, and another mouthful of blood was spat out. 
 
    Consciousness fought to escape into the dark tides of the underworld river. Voices called, muted and foreign, asking him if he was okay, if he was to join them. Wu Ying fought them off, fought the hands that attempted to drag him down, fought to keep himself awake until he was done. 
 
    Until he had his aura repaired. 
 
    Only to find that the chi he had absorbed within himself was still rampaging. Spasms shook his body, his muscles twitching, fingers clenched into claws, grasping at immaterial enemies. Nerves fired, jerking his body to and fro, throwing his head side to side. Blood dribbled from his orifices, staining ground and clothing, leaving the air to reek of rotten wood and earthy herbs.  
 
    Yet there was nothing he could do. No knowledge to draw upon to calm the energy. No petty tricks to escape his dilemma. He could only endure the pain. 
 
    Until finally it subsided, and Wu Ying could fall unconscious. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Fool boy, you best wake up. Our Master will be vexed if you leave him with a karmic thread this entangled.” The voice was familiar, gentle and seductive. Even if it was half-bemused and half-irritated.  
 
    As he drifted awake, Wu Ying could not help but reflect how comfortable the ground had grown. It had even shed smooth, silky leaves to cover him. His eyes flickered as they tried to open while he turned his head to the side. Or attempted to. Pain shot through his neck, reawakening tired nerves and bringing with it, its extended family of uncles and aunts of agony, ache, and anguish and the cousins of soreness, suffering, and swelling. 
 
    The groan he released and his feeble attempts at movement were met by pleasant hands pulling him up, propping him against the comfortable edge of the bed he now realized he lay upon. His lips were wetted with water, then a slow dribble poured into his parched throat. Even sleep was wiped from his eyes, discarding the refuse of the night, allowing Wu Ying’s blurred vision to clear. 
 
    To see Elder Yang caring for him, her hair slightly disheveled but a relieved smile on her lips. Useless to say she looked like an immortal fairy, for that was what she always looked like. Still, she seemed even more magnificent to Wu Ying’s tired eyes now. “You’re awake.” 
 
    “Yersh…” Wu Ying slurred. Another mouthful of water, taken slower, allowed him to speak more clearly. “Yes. How did I…?” 
 
    “Get here? I found you curled up on the ground in your outer gardens when I came to see how you were doing after my evening. It took both myself and Auntie Yi to bring you in and clean you up. You were burning up, but with chi.” Elder Yang shook her head. “Liu Tsong was summoned, but she could do little for you but give you a tonic to cool your body. Perhaps Elder Xiong could help but…” 
 
    “Too expensive?” 
 
    “She refused to come.” Elder Yang’s lips curled in disgust. “Said that she had better things to do. She did send one of her apprentices.”  
 
    An inclination of her head made Wu Ying start as he noticed a man standing to the side, hands clasped together. He was a young man in his early twenties, but with the smooth features and the unlined, almost innocent nature of a child surrounding him. 
 
    “Elder, if I may?” He gestured to Wu Ying. Elder Yang withdrew and he stepped forward, taking hold of Wu Ying’s wrist. “I am Senior Hou Huai Cheng. I will be reviewing your body for additional issues and prescribing a treatment regime.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded, though he need not have bothered.  
 
    Senior Hou had fallen silent, feeling the various pulses[9] within Wu Ying’s wrists, reading the changes on both wrists at the same time. Once he was done, he checked Wu Ying’s hands and other obvious signs of the injuries—going so far as to poke them with a needle and watch black blood escape—before verifying Wu Ying’s tongue color, the change in Wu Ying’s whites, and the flow of his chi through his meridians. When he paused, Wu Ying noticed how deep Senior Hu was breathing, taking in the smell of Wu Ying’s body as he listened to him. Thankfully, either Auntie Yi or Elder Yang—and at that thought, he flushed a little—had washed him.  
 
    Finally, Senior Hou was done, only to walk toward a nearby table. A small gesture had a tiny bound book appear, on which he wrote. “You are lucky. There are not significant changes in your body, even after that failed cultivation attempt. No major new cultivation deviation.” 
 
    “New?” Wu Ying said, worried. 
 
    “Master has already listed your issues. You have a wood elemental body without cultivating it. Without fixing that issue and the blockages caused by the acquisition, further body cultivation is ill-advised,” Senior Hou said, sounding dissatisfied. 
 
    “I was trying to do that!” 
 
    “Then try better.” Wu Ying growled, but Senior Hou ignored the cultivator and focused on finishing his notes. When done, he left the document open as he stored his pen and the inkstone. “I have a list of herbs and the tonic you should consume, as well as a few pills that you should purchase. I have marked both the optimal cleansing pills and the options you may use if you are unable to afford them.” He glanced toward the quiet Elder at the side before he continued while offering her an ingratiating smile. “Of course, I mean no disrespect, Elder. Master requires us to do so for all prescriptions.” 
 
    “No offense is taken, Senior Hou. Your presence here is most welcome.” Unspoken was the fact that Elder Xiong’s non-presence might have been taken as an insult. 
 
    Senior Hou was smart enough not to engage, instead offering a clasped-hand bow to the Elder and a shorter one to Wu Ying before he left. Elder Yang perused the document, calling for Auntie Yi and sending her off to speak with Liu Tsong with a copy of the pills and herbs, before bringing the original document over to Wu Ying. 
 
    Wu Ying lay in bed half asleep, his eyes drifted mostly shut, too tired to consider the details of the prescription. Even raising his hand to take the paper was a monumental effort and letting his eyes track over the words a failure. In the end, Fairy Yang pushed him back down onto his bed to rest. 
 
    Eyes shut, Wu Ying fell into the healthy embrace of his dreams. Exhausted or not, he spent the night tossing and turning, fleeing a rolling flood of moving logs that chased him through the Sect, cackling in all too familiar voices at his misfortune. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    Recuperation was tedious and painful. The prescription provided by the doctor was combined, under Liu Tsong’s directions, with Wu Ying’s morning cleansing ritual after a few days. The first day after he woke again, the new tonic had acted much like the cleansing tonic had before—forcing Wu Ying to sweat and expel toxins before a second bowl of nutritious drinks were consumed. The days that followed proceeded in a similar fashion until Wu Ying’s body had healed enough that he could begin the true cleansing process again. 
 
    Days later, Wu Ying opened his eyes from cultivating and saw Liu Tsong reading. He voiced the doubts that had hardened within him over the last few days. “The cleanser is no longer working, is it?” 
 
    Liu Tsong closed her book carefully, after placing a bookmark within, and stored it away. Her motions were slow and graceful, buying her time before she spoke. “For the most part, yes.” 
 
    “Then why are we doing this?” Wu Ying demanded. “I can cultivate and cleanse my meridians, but it’s not my meridians that are blocked. It’s my body. And I can sense that if I try to break through—” 
 
    “You will harm yourself,” Liu Tsong said. “Have you read your body cultivation manuals again?” 
 
    “Yes.” Wu Ying’s afternoons were quieter now that he was recovering. He spent a small portion of his afternoons working with Elder Li, but the rest of the time, he read and studied. Master Cheng had refused to train him until he had recovered fully.  
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I don’t think they’ll help. They don’t focus on cleansing blockages at all.” He shook his head. “Or the blockages they describe, they aren’t the right kind.” 
 
    “And have you looked for a wood-aspected cultivation method for your soul?” Liu Tsong said. 
 
    Wu Ying paused then shook his head guiltily.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I… it…” Wu Ying paused, then continued. “I think I need to find a body cultivation method first. One that will cleanse as much as it pushes my body forward. Maybe it’d be a body cultivation exercise instead, but something to deal with these blockages. When I find that, and the body cultivation method, then I’ll look for a soul cultivation method. At least, that’s what my intuition is telling me to do.” 
 
    “And have you?” 
 
    “Have I what?” 
 
    “Looked.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded firmly. “We have nothing.” 
 
    “Then what do you plan to do?” Liu Tsong said. 
 
    This time, Wu Ying hesitated, raising his hand and turning it from side to side. Ever since his last body cultivation attempt, he had begun to see spots on his body. They were small at first, but they were appearing more and more often. Hard to notice, since they were a darker brown than the usual liver spots, harder to see against his tanned skin. But he noticed them. 
 
    Pricking the skin with a needle released the bad blood. Wu Ying had visited Senior Hou the first few times and watched him practice the pricking and study Wu Ying’s changed body, all the while paying him out of borrowed contribution points. These days, late at night, Wu Ying did it himself. 
 
    But they kept coming, and they kept growing. 
 
    Whether or not the others knew—and considering how much they had spent, how involved the others had been in his recovery, he would doubt they had missed it—he was running out of time.  
 
    “I think it’s time to go on another trip.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The clash and clatter of weapons, the grunts of tired and hurt cultivators were the first things Wu Ying sensed. Soon after, an errant wind brought the scent of sweaty bodies and the hint of spilled blood, before it turned around, caught the hard edges of the mountain, and blew the smells away. As Wu Ying’s feet brought him around the corner, he spotted the training grounds for the martial cultivators. 
 
    Memories of easier times, of pleasant hours training when his life was not on the line, returned. Martial cultivators, getting ready for the winter and having returned from the war, had streamed back onto the training grounds. The ground was bare, swept clean across the scattered fighting platforms to ensure that the duelists were offered a firm grip. The shimmer of chi barriers, erected to safeguard watchers, sparkled in the corner of Wu Ying’s gaze. 
 
    As he wandered down, Wu Ying caught hints of the various auras, the various cultivation levels of those ahead as he breathed in deeply. The wind brought the scent of an individual’s cultivation, a method taught to him by his Master and honed in the last few months. He guessed at cultivation levels, elements, and even details of amount of stored energy. Even for fighters that had left already. 
 
    His Master had begun the process of training Wu Ying’s sense of sight, the most common method to read another’s cultivation and the flow of the chi. It was going slowly, since the lessons were without structure and ad hoc. Still, when he concentrated, Wu Ying could bring up the shimmer of an individual’s aura one time in five. It also, as he had been informed by a laughing Li Yao, made him look like a constipated three-year-old when he tried. 
 
    Speaking of the laughing, good-natured female cultivator, Wu Ying spotted her in the middle of a crowd. Ever since he had broken up with her, the young cultivator had seemed to gain a more attentive audience. Some, Wu Ying knew, were new inner sect cultivators. The trials normally held at the end of autumn had been brought months earlier to integrate the new sect members faster, the concerns of war pushing the sect to alter its own deadline. Many others were old flames, driven by jealousy, seeking her hand. 
 
    Of course, the young lady continued to rebuff them. Or… did she? 
 
    Eyes narrowing, Wu Ying noticed how her hand rested on another’s a little too long. Said touchee was tall, with long, lustrous hair that was kept in a neat bun-and-hat combination, held in place by jade pins. He held a fly whisk as a weapon—an unusual weapon. Good-looking, if you liked pretty boys. 
 
    Shaking himself slightly, Wu Ying sped up his steps that had inadvertently slowed and continued to peruse the grounds for his target. Hopefully he would be here. If not… 
 
    “Wu Ying!” Li Yao called, forcing him to turn and greet her as she bounded closer.  
 
    Her admirers followed reluctantly, exchanging greetings with Wu Ying. The cultivator noticed how the tall cultivator looked a little dissatisfied when Li Yao left and took note of his greeting in particular. 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you, Cultivator Long. Hu You Rou,” the tall man said. “I have heard much of your sword work from Sister Yao.”  
 
    Wu Ying’s eyes narrowed, noting the familiarity in the greeting. And the fact that Li Yao made no move to correct him.  
 
    You Rou added, “I have long wanted to try it.” 
 
    “Oooh, you definitely should taste Wu Ying’s sword,” Li Yao said enthusiastically. “He’s very good. He could keep up with me for hours!” 
 
    You Rou glared at Li Yao but quickly banked his anger when she looked at him. Instead, he turned his ire on Wu Ying, waiting with barely restrained patience. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I really just came here to find a friend,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Oh! I know where he is,” Li Yao said. “I’ll tell you if you fight.” 
 
    “I don’t know, I’m recovering…” Wu Ying said. A part of him wanted to pick up the sword though. He hadn’t trained with anyone but his Master in ages, other than an occasional bout with his Elder Sister. Neither of whom were worthy opponents. 
 
    Being beaten black and blue while your opponent looked on, barely even breathing hard, did not make for worthy opponents in Wu Ying’s estimation. Great teachers, not great opponents. 
 
    “Ah, of course. We wouldn’t want you to strain yourself and lose,” You Rou said.  
 
    Wu Ying jerked his head up.  
 
    Beside him, Li Yao hissed. “That’s not nice, Ah Rou!” 
 
    In the background, Wu Ying heard other comments, but he was busy fighting off the anger, the part of him that wanted to take up the challenge. He made himself consider the matter dispassionately, to breathe deeply and sense You Rou’s cultivation base. Low Energy Storage, maybe only a single open meridian. A hint of crisp air, similar to Li Yao’s scent, made Wu Ying blink. Cold aspected. Both of them.  
 
    It might explain their closeness. 
 
    “Well, I guess we should fight,” You Rou said, turning to the others. “We came here to train after all. We wouldn’t want to get sloppy and get injured.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    You Rou turned around as Wu Ying finished speaking. “Pardon me?” 
 
    “Let’s practice. I’ll just need to get a practice weapon,” Wu Ying said. “Fourth stage looks empty. Will you charge it up?”  
 
    Not bothering to wait for You Rou to answer, Wu Ying stalked over to where the practice weapons sat. He inspected them, honing in on a jian and running his fingers along the hilt. As his fingers touched the blade of a practice sword made of redwood, he felt a little jolt. He blinked, his fingers returning to the weapon, sensing the weapon again. 
 
    That was strange. And new. 
 
    He took the sword, swinging it around. The edges were blunted, the weight different. The weapon itself would move differently from a metal jian. Stiffer in some ways, more flexible in others. Heavier too, though the balance was good.  
 
    But it was the way it felt in his hand, the way his chi seemed to creep up the weapon, to mix with it, that made him pause. He’d not felt this with a weapon before, except a few times when he was in tune with the weapon, with the moment. When all time and space, all individuals and pieces of the world were proper and correct, in the exact location it needed to be as dictated by the Dao. 
 
    A shift in the air, a gentle breeze pulled at his hair. He felt a few stray strands flutter. He drew a breath in, the deep loam of the earth rising to his nostrils, the sap within the redwood seeming to grow liquid and fresh once more.  
 
    “Are you coming, or have you changed your mind?” You Rou called, startling Wu Ying from his contemplation. 
 
    Hefting the wooden practice weapon again, Wu Ying turned and grinned. “Coming for sure.”  
 
    A few quick steps and he was on the stage, passing through the barrier. He felt it snap shut behind him, closing down hard around the edges of his aura. Hefting the weapon again, Wu Ying swung it around a couple of times while his opponent stared at the loaner weapon with ill-disguised contempt. Of course, not everyone had enough funds to buy practice weapons or a storage ring to carry them around all the time. But try telling that to the nobles. 
 
    Wu Ying mentally chided himself for thinking that way. Not all the nobles were like that. And in fact, many of the merchants’ sons were just as bad, if not worse. After all, they did not have the prestige of their houses to lean on for their arrogance. 
 
    “Hu You Rou. Hu-family flying whisk,” his opponent announced, shifting his stance slightly so that his left foot was back and the whisk was held before him, to the side. 
 
    “Long Wu Ying. Long family sword style.” He glanced at the whisk, surprised that it was not just for show but an actual weapon. Especially now that he could see the carvings, sense the flow of chi through the weapon. An enchanted weapon, not like his practice sword. 
 
    As for his own weapon, Wu Ying was a little distracted by it. There was a pulse to his weapon, a flow that made it feel lighter, move easier than any weapon he had held before. An aspect of his elemental body? He wasn’t certain, and the middle of a fight was not the time to consider such things. Especially not when his opponent swung his whisk, carving a glittering, chilly word in the air.  
 
    “First movement of the Hu-family style,” You Rou announced. A moment later, he jabbed forward, the character bursting apart and flying toward Wu Ying’s still form. “Cut!” 
 
    The entire air-written word flew toward Wu Ying, glittering in the sunlight. Rather than face the attack directly, not knowing what it could do, Wu Ying ducked to the side. His controlled movements turned into a desperate roll when the character exploded halfway to him, turning into streams of energy—similar to his own Dragon’s Breath attack. But higher in number. 
 
    Rising to his knees, Wu Ying cut straight at his opponent, pushing energy through the practice jian. The flow of chi was faster, smoother than ever and his attack erupted earlier than he had expected. Half of it cut into the ground, the other flying at an angle toward his opponent. 
 
    You Rou smirked, swirling his fly whisk, white strands leaving behind a trail of ice. The impromptu shield created without even the use of a chant or talisman contested against Wu Ying’s half-formed strike. To both their surprises, the attack shattered the ice shield, a small cut digging into You Rou’s body. Luckily, the quality sect robes he wore weathered the remainder attack, leaving You Rou bruised but still standing. 
 
    “You dare!” You Rou snarled. Incensed by being injured, he swirled the whisk faster than ever. Instead of a single large character, he sketched multiple smaller ones. “Sixth form—the Fortified Pass!” 
 
    Wu Ying was not sitting still, darting forward with his sword held aloft and ready. Not knowing what his opponent could unleash, he was a little cautious of committing to his own attack. His defense was soon put to the test when the multiple characters honed in on Wu Ying. Those characters, Wu Ying knew, were from an older poem, the first line so innocuous—“The bright moon lifts from the Mountains of Heaven.” 
 
    Rather than wait for the characters to explode, Wu Ying swung his sword at them. A surge of chi down the sword extended the weapon, the blade growing farther than he expected. That worked for him though, for as he kept the energy flowing, he struck at the formed words. One character after the other was broken apart, but he was unable to finish them all. 
 
    The remaining two characters split, forming ropes that spun around Wu Ying’s moving form. He saw the threads they left in the air, but rather than waste further time, he dodged through the gap formed by the two threads. As he came out from the simple jump-skip, he swung his jian at You Rou. 
 
    You Rou backed away, blocking with his whisk. The tendrils around the weapon, glistening with ice, captured Wu Ying’s sword and blocked its movements. The weapons froze for a second, with Wu Ying trying to pull his back. But each second of connection saw the ice creep farther down his weapon. 
 
    “Fool.” You Rou raised his foot, easily avoiding the foot sweep Wu Ying attempted, before he murmured, “Eleventh Form—Farewell to a Friend.” 
 
    Ice exploded, flooding up Wu Ying’s sword, encasing his hand and arm. It raced for his shoulder, intent on freezing him entirely. Wu Ying felt the ice chi invading his body, digging into his muscles, his bones and meridians. Desperately, Wu Ying reacted on instinct, flooding chi through his body. Environmental chi entered through his aura and along his sword, reacted to his commands. Along with his own chi from his dantian, it surged down his arm to combat the ice.  
 
    Wood chi, unaspected personal chi, and more swept in, battling You Rou’s ice chi. Pain erupted along Wu Ying’s nerves, burnt his bones, and forced his hand to clench tightly around the weapon. The forming ice shattered in reverse, the energy being forced down Wu Ying’s arm building quickly. Rather than let it injure himself, Wu Ying pushed the energy into the wooden sword, forcing it down the weapon. A dark brown glow suffused the green-blue ice of their locked weapons, You Rou’s eyes widening as he pumped chi in retaliation. 
 
    And still, the glow increased, their energy clashing. Wu Ying could not stop the flow now, not even if he wanted to. His eyes scrunched, his teeth gritted as he fought the pain and desperately tried for control. All he could do was ride out the explosion of energy and ensure it did not release itself into his own body in an unfortunate display of incompetence. 
 
    “Are you insane!” You Rou shouted. Rather than fight, he twitched his hand, moving the whisk off-line, intent on detaching himself. The ice binding both weapons shattered not a moment too soon. 
 
    The built-up energy of Wu Ying’s expenditure unleashed itself, a chi-blast of sword intent and energy mixing. The resulting attack was visible to the naked eye, brown-and-white light exploding through the air and shattering the built-up ice around sword and arm, just missing You Rou. The energy released conjured up storm winds, buffeting Wu Ying’s opponent even as the sword strike struck the energy barrier. 
 
    And pierced it. 
 
    Luckily, the entire attack had been pointed upward, and the energy dispersed in the atmosphere. Still, shouts of alarm and the clanging of a destroyed defensive shield echoed, even as Wu Ying’s attack continued to flood the air. Bright light, so bright that Wu Ying had to squint, danced through the air, tiny tornadoes of chi forming around the shining attack. The sword Wu Ying held glowed, energy leaking through cracks in the weapon itself. 
 
    “Control yourself!” Li Yao shouted from below, even as other martial cultivators reinforced the barrier. 
 
    You Rou, thrown to the ground by the attack, scrambled backward with whisk in hand, scooting away on his bum. Eyes wide, a long cut across one cheek bled freely and was ignored.  
 
    Then calamity struck again. 
 
    The practice sword, a simple weapon of hard redwood, was never meant to contain such energy. Its structural integrity, compromised by the flooding energy, exploded, blade edge giving way. Splinters of wood flew through the air, striking Wu Ying and You Rou, bouncing off the newly restored barrier. 
 
    Falling backward, Wu Ying clutched his bloody hand, face streaked with blood as surface wounds covered his body. Silence fell across the training grounds, broken only by the muted groans from Wu Ying and You Rou’s whimpering. The frozen stillness was broken by a shout, Li Yao urging the martial cultivators to drop the shield they had just reinforced. 
 
    Wu Ying ignored the screams, battling the pain that crested and began to subside. Lethargy took its place as his drained energy sought to pull him into unconsciousness. He fought it down, forcing his injured hand open to see a marvel. For the wounds he had suffered—wooden shards and splinters driven into his hand—were closing. Thankfully, whether it was his new constitution or his old training, the injuries were not as extensive as they had first felt. More wondrously, wooden splinters slid out as though they were greased with oil.  
 
    Each moment of healing seemed to drain Wu Ying though, his body struggling to fix the issues by borrowing energy from his dantian. As martial cultivators rushed to aid him, bearing compresses and pills, Wu Ying fought to cultivate, to fill the void that his miraculous healing was creating. 
 
    A smack on the top of his head made Wu Ying look up, only to see Li Yao’s worried face. “You idiot! What were you doing?” 
 
    Wu Ying had to wonder, as he swallowed a pill forced onto him, the answer to that question. Stupid. Dangerous. Foolhardy actions. 
 
    Why had he done it? 
 
    And more importantly. 
 
    What had he done? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    “Again,” Senior Hou said, his voice filled with disgust. “Do you think our presence cheap? Or have you fallen for me? For I must decline. I have taken a vow of celibacy until I acquire my Core.” 
 
    “No!” Wu Ying said, shocked. 
 
    Senior Hou stabbed Wu Ying harder with a needle, twisting it slightly. “Oh, am I not good enough for you?” 
 
    “No,” Wu Ying said hastily. “You’re fine. Quite fine. I just…” Then, spotting the glint of humor in Senior Hou’s eyes, he rolled his own. “There’s someone I think you should meet.” 
 
    “Oh?” An arched eyebrow.  
 
    “Cultivator Wang. He’d appreciate your… humor.” Wu Ying winced as another needle stabbed into his body.  
 
    Senior Hou was conducting acupuncture treatments as well as cupping his body to release bad blood a day later after Wu Ying’s mishap. Strangely enough, while the damage from the exploding sword had been fixed by his own body, the injuries he had sustained from the cold attack and the shards of ice had not healed. Or, at least, Wu Ying assumed the scratches that hadn’t healed were from the ice. They might have been left behind when the accelerated healing he had managed to conjure up ended prematurely as his chi ran out. 
 
    “Now, tell me again about this healing,” Senior Hou said. “I want to make sure we have the full details.” 
 
    Wu Ying happily complied, detailing everything that had happened. In the corner, Liu Tsong was listening as she mixed the tonic that had been prescribed. Both inner sect members were deeply interested in the entire episode. As Wu Ying understood it, Senior Hou’s report would even make its way to the Elder herself. Wood elemental bodies were rather rare, and what he had done was even rarer.  
 
    By the time Wu Ying wound down, Senior Hou was done with his ministrations and was packing away his implements. He finished carefully storing the sterilized needles, rolling the cloth bundle together and slipping it into his storage ring before he spoke. 
 
    “You need to find a proper cultivation manual, and soon. Look for works similar to what you encountered, or that could improve your circulation, like this incident. While you have injured yourself mildly, the actual incident has released further toxins.” Senior Hou gestured at the bundles of stained cloths, toxins and darkened blood muting their grey colors. 
 
    “Nice! So if I blow myself up a few more times, I should be fine,” Wu Ying joked.  
 
    “While enlightenment may be found by the fool easier, it is through their clear and untainted viewpoint of the Dao,” Master Cheng’s voice cut through the room, freezing the three inner sect cultivators. “Not because one is playing the fool.” 
 
    “Master!” Wu Ying got up and bowed, holding his hands in a close-fisted salute. “I was just joking with Senior Hou.” 
 
    “Mmmm… I had not realized Senior Hou had such poor taste in humor,” Master Cheng said dryly.  
 
    Senior Hou bowed to Master Cheng once more, shooting a glare at Wu Ying for staining his reputation. He then hastily beat a retreat, his pale green and blue robes swirling around him. Liu Tsong, sensing the situation, joined Senior Hou, leaving Wu Ying to deal with his annoyed teacher. 
 
    “First, you injure yourself while cultivating.” Wu Ying made to object, but Master Cheng kept talking. “Understandable. Neither one of us expected even a simple test to cause an issue. We should have considered it, knowing how little we do of body cultivation. But vaguely acceptable. 
 
    “Now, you have injured yourself sparring with another. After you have just recovered. Tell me, what prompted you to take on his challenge? Such a headstrong action is not what I would expect from you, Wu Ying. From others perhaps. But you have shown better, more mature judgment. Or did the breakup affect you that greatly?” 
 
    Wu Ying withstood the tirade. Rather than be embarrassed, he actually felt confused. For while Wu Ying had been annoyed by Senior Hou, he had also been excited. Even more so when he touched the sword. 
 
    “There’s something I need to tell you,” Wu Ying said. He quickly explained his experience with the weapon, the heady rush he’d felt. The strange symbiosis. And since he was on the subject, the accelerated healing. When he finally fell silent, Master Cheng no longer looked annoyed but contemplative. 
 
    “This entire episode, it speaks of something more than a normal elemental body,” Master Cheng said. “An effect of your bloodline?” 
 
    Wu Ying could only shrug. 
 
    “It seems we must accelerate the search. I was hoping we had more time to look into other options at other sects,” Master Cheng said. “Are you fit to travel?” 
 
    Wu Ying blinked at the sudden change of topic. “I’m mostly healed. Tired. My chi stores are low…” Drawing more energy from the world, while automatic for him now, still required time. “But I could travel.” 
 
    “Good. I will speak with Elder Yun about your friend’s journey. It would be safer for you to travel together,” Master Cheng said. “I believe he has already begun organizing a visit, so the faster schedule should be a small matter.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded, though a part of him wondered why he had not been invited to join his friend already. Then again, he had been in recovery for the past few months.  
 
    “You should cultivate and recuperate. Travel through the winter will be hard enough, even without your injuries.” His master hesitated before he lowered his voice. “Do not forget, you have made enemies as well.” 
 
    Wu Ying shivered, reminded once more that the dark sect lurked in the shadows. Even if they had pulled back during the winter months to consolidate their holdings, rumors of action abounded. There were always rumors of their actions, from bandits to wandering cultivators disappearing. 
 
    “Master, about that…” He watched his master’s face darken. “Will you… are you and Elder Sister…?” 
 
    “Do not concern yourself with such matters for now. You are of no use in the upcoming fight until you have healed. Clear your mind and focus.” Having said his piece, the Elder spun on his heels and stalked out of the room. 
 
    Eventually, Wu Ying shifted to a proper stance and began cultivation. Even spurred on by his Master’s words, it took him a while to clear his mind of his dark concerns.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Later that evening, Tou He arrived with Yu Kun, Li Yao, and an unwelcome guest, You Rou. Wu Ying watched as Auntie Yi showed them into his sitting room, and he came to speak with them once he was presentable. Thankfully, that meant retying his hair and brushing down his robes. 
 
    After the usual greetings—a little stiffer and colder with You Rou than the others—and concerned inquiries about his health, the topic of conversation turned to the upcoming trip. 
 
    “Really, Wu Ying. Inviting yourself on my trip. You could just have asked,” Tou He said teasingly. 
 
    “Maybe I had to because someone didn’t.” 
 
    “I would have, if you weren’t always injured lately,” Tou He said. 
 
    “Mmm… who was the one who damaged his foundation on our first expedition?” Wu Ying said. “For that matter, how much of your life essence have you burnt?” 
 
    You Rou frowned, turning to Tou He. “You’ve burnt your life essence? Do you not know how damaging that is?” 
 
    “Of course he does,” Yu Kun said. The ex-wandering cultivator with the single strip of unshorn hair in the center of his head snorted at You Rou. Wu Ying was not oblivious to the tension between the two, one a noble, the other a poor peasant like himself and, potentially even worse, a wandering cultivator from a distant clan. “Some of us have had to work hard to get where we are. Not everyone is gifted with guards and pills.” 
 
    “Some of us are just gifted,” You Rou replied. 
 
    Li Yao, watching the pair snipe at one another, shook her head and turned worried eyes on Wu Ying. “Are you leaving again? You know, it’s not normal to travel out of the Sect for expeditions and other long journeys like this. At least not when you’re so new!” 
 
    Wu Ying sighed. “I know. But I don’t have a lot of choices, do I? The cultivation manuals I need are not here. And if I don’t…” 
 
    “If you don’t?” Li Yao prodded.  
 
    Wu Ying stayed silent, and the other cultivators looked at him, curiosity aroused. 
 
    “There are… complications,” Wu Ying finally relented. But he refused to comment any more, shooting a distrustful glance at You Rou. 
 
    “You’re the one who caused a scene!” You Rou snapped, spotting the look. “It was meant to be a simple challenge. You had to cause a commotion and nearly damage my family heirloom. I should be the one angry with you.” 
 
    “If you hadn’t challenged me because you wanted to show off to Li Yao, none of that would have happened,” Wu Ying rebutted. Of course, a part of him was grateful for the fight. He had learnt something important about his new body and bloodline. But he wasn’t about to admit that. 
 
    “You…!” You Rou flushed, fist clenching around the teacup. He lost control after a second, the teacup shattering. The pieces that hit bounced off hardened skin, simple broken glass doing little to injure the Energy Storage cultivators.  
 
    Of course, Auntie Yi scurried, her eyes wide. A cloth seemed to magically appear from within her wide sleeves and she mopped up the mess while You Rou flushed even redder in embarrassment.  
 
    Li Yao glared at You Rou, hissing below her breath, “Calm yourself! I’m not with him anymore, remember. If you wanted to showcase your worth to me and my family, this is the least effective method.” 
 
    You Rou nodded stiffly, and Wu Ying blinked, realizing that the cultivator was likely younger than him. He and Li Yao were closing in on their twentieth year, while You Rou was, if Wu Ying did his estimates of the timing of his entrance to the sect right, either sixteen or seventeen. A child. And an adult did not argue with children. In fact… 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Wu Ying said, waving. “I’m being a poor host. You are right, our duel did get out of hand. The fight should never have happened at all.” 
 
    You Rou looked at Wu Ying distrustfully. Ignoring him, Wu Ying asked Auntie Yi to bring a new cup for You Rou and more snacks. Translated as the better snacks, to the knowledgeable servant. She nodded before pushing at Tou He, chiding him for getting down to the floor to help her.  
 
    “Your apology is accepted,” You Rou said.  
 
    Wu Ying waited a beat, and seeing that the boy did not intend to apologize himself, rolled his eyes a little at Li Yao.  
 
    She grinned before shrugging. “So when are you intending to leave?” 
 
    “We should be gone in a few days,” Tou He said. “They sent a spirit messenger to the other sect to confirm the change of plans. But there are no suitable vessels docking any time soon, so we’ll wait until the latest one arrives. After that, we will take the boat downriver before crossing a number of channels. The end of our trip will be over land again.” 
 
    “How long?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “During the spring, we expected it to take just over a month at a leisurely pace. If we hurry, maybe two weeks.” Tou He opened his hands sideways a little. “Though with winter and everything else…” 
 
    “Might be longer,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    If they were to leave in a few days, Wu Ying would need to visit his parents. He’d already missed the mid-autumn festival while convalescing, his only prize from the event being the remainder mooncakes that his friends were now consuming. The festival itself, as celebrated in the sect, was quite an opulent affair with lanterns, contests, and food provided by the majority of Elders. It was a subtle way for the Elders to compete for honor and prestige, helping them attract better students. 
 
    Of course, Master Cheng always eschewed such matters, as did Elder Yang. One because he wanted no ties to bind him, the other as she had more than enough petitioners and no desire to take on apprentices. As the youngest Elder, she was not expected to do so until she had settled her own cultivation and expanded on her resources. When she was ready for an apprentice—or the sect felt she was ready—Wu Ying expected the competition to be truly intense. 
 
    “Long expeditions,” Li Yao said, shaking her head.  
 
    “Not our choice,” Tou He said. 
 
    “Of course not,” Li Yao said, then fell silent, looking perturbed. 
 
    “What is it?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “I’m not sure I can come.”  
 
    “No one invited you,” Wu Ying teased. 
 
    “You should watch your mouth—” You Rou said, growing irate once more.  
 
    Li Yao placed a hand on his arm, quelling further comments. “Wu Ying was teasing. He does that. It’s not as if he would say no to my spear at his back.” 
 
    “Or me,” Tou He added. “Anyway, this is my expedition. He’s just a guest.” 
 
    “Bah! You didn’t invite me, so we’re just traveling together.” 
 
    “Mmm, maybe I won’t share my invitation with you then.” 
 
    “Men!” Li Yao exclaimed, sitting back on her chair and crossing her arms. A rather exaggerated pout appeared on her face. “You went on your last trip without me and looked what you got!” 
 
    “Stabbed in the chest and nearly dead?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Stabbed in the ass by a fish?” Tou He muttered. 
 
    “Burnt?” Yu Kun who had been silently consuming the snacks added. “And injured?” 
 
    “Prestige! Fame! An adventure!” Li Yao shouted, waving her hands around excitedly. “All the inner sect members are talking about it. You even fought the dark sect directly!” 
 
    Yu Kun looked glum. “Don’t remind me.”  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Li Yao said. “Are you not proud that you managed to save an Elder? I hear Elder Gao has set his eyes on you for your contributions.” 
 
    Yu Kun paled a little while Wu Ying winced. Elder Gao—the grappling specialized, snail-form Elder—was many things, but a lenient and forgiving Master was not one of them.  
 
    “Don’t forget probably being targeted by the dark sect too,” Yu Kun said. 
 
    “Let them come. I’d relish the chance to beat them down!” Li Yao said, thumping a hand on the table. A couple of teacups jumped, splashing tea on the wooden table.  
 
    Auntie Yi arrived a moment later, wiping things clean once more after she deposited the new snacks on a dry spot. 
 
    “Really, can’t take you anywhere,” Wu Ying said once the servant had retreated. “I’m sure you’ll find more than enough things to do here. If what I’m hearing is true, they’ve already begun attacks on other sects. And infiltrated others.” He shook his head. “As Sister Yang says, we must cultivate and grow stronger if we want to be of use in the upcoming fight.” 
 
    “War,” You Rou corrected. “It’s a war, not a fight. Every time the dark sects crawl out from the shadows, it’s been a war.” 
 
    You Rou’s pronouncement drew the jovial atmosphere to a close as the group found themselves contemplating the possibility of a sect war. While they had learnt of such matters—both in stories told late at night during winter evenings and in more formal classes at the Sect—living through one was a different matter entirely. 
 
    For not all who participated would survive. Unlike the stories, the heroic and the good died as often as the evil and cruel. The only true protection in a war was strength. And none in that room counted, in the greater stage of the jianghu. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next day, as the sun began its final descent, Wu Ying found himself down the mountain, taking a less used path near the end of the trail to the newly created settlement that housed his family and the village he’d helped move over. It had taken quite a significant amount of work to tear down the forest, clear the land, and set up the fields last year, but as Wu Ying turned the corner of the switchback, he was greeted by the fruits of the village’s labor. 
 
    An entire village of Body cultivators—along with minor help from the town and sect where Wu Ying could afford it—had done wonders to the formerly untamed land. Rice paddies in carefully managed tiers abutted the mountain, all fed from the streams that ran down the highland. The fields were now fallow, the third harvest taken in. Only a few were still filled with water to house the carp that fed the farms through the winter and kept mosquito and other insect populations down during the summer. 
 
    Cultivators moved between the fields, checking on the drainage and the walls, reinforcing and building them up as necessary. The greatest portion of the village was working on expanding the fields, some digging out the new lands, others pushing back the chi-engorged forest.  
 
    Unlike in his ex-village, Wu Ying noted protective talismans encircling the entire village, warding it against demon beasts. Villagers worked with spears and bows and arrows close on hand, ready in case they were attacked. No peaceful, tamed lands were these. 
 
    “Ho! Wu Ying!”  
 
    Calls of greetings arose from the villagers as they spotted him. He grinned and waved to the villagers, stopping to chat with familiar faces. He laughed and joked, though he also noted the distance. Familiar as he was, he now had a different status than them. As loathe as he was to acknowledge it, the villagers, literally residing beneath the shadow of the Sect, were unlikely to forget such matters. 
 
    Er Ru, the raven-haired beauty of the village, her face slightly flushed, hurried up to the crowd around Wu Ying, the group parting to allow her in. She brushed at her hair, tucking a stray lock behind her ear. Idly, he noted that her face was still a little damp and a streak of dirt lay missed near her ear. “Are you staying long this evening?” 
 
    “I’ll be having dinner with my parents,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    “Oh. Good. I was hoping…” Er Ru said, sounding a little disappointed. She then shook her head. “Well, it’s good. They’ve missed you.” 
 
    “And I them.” Wu Ying said. Then, tilting his head from side to side, he muttered to the old village head Tan Cheng, “Am I wrong, or has there been an increase in the cultivation base for the village?” 
 
    “You are not wrong,” Master Su called. Wu Ying’s old cultivation teacher—and teacher for the entire village—puffed up with pride. “The environment in the village and the hardships we endured has seen breakthroughs for many of the villagers. As I’ve always said, cultivation is about hardship and challenge! Being forced to move has seen us face both. The new land has forced us to reconsider much that we thought was true.” 
 
    “Congratulations then, to everyone,” Wu Ying called. He grinned, waving the group aside so that he could stalk over to the village center. A table used for a variety of tasks throughout the day was cleared before Wu Ying gestured and pulled out a whole Spirit Boar, already cooked. “And a little gift.” 
 
    Exclamations of surprise and thanks rose from the crowd. Wu Ying laughed, waving it all away, even as he added a few jars of wine to the mix. Soon, an impromptu feast and the end of the day was called, with the villagers rushing off to add to the simple meal. 
 
    Left alone at last, Chief Tan crossed his arms and stroked his chin. “You knew.” 
 
    “I’d heard of the improvements.” His brief forays to visit his parents last winter and then, when he was able to visit while recuperating, had given him hints. Simple questioning afterward had given him the answer. “I meant to do this at the mid-autumn festival, but…”  
 
    “Humanity plans, but fate chooses,” Chief Tan said, nodding. “It is good that you remembered us. But you should pay more attention to your own well-being. You are the pride of the village. Your success is ours.” 
 
    Wu Ying waved away the words. When Chief Tan looked to pursue the matter, Wu Ying pointed at a pair of approaching figures. “I must go. Thank you, Chief Tan. I hope you and the villagers enjoy the meal. Keep cultivating and maybe some of the others might join the Sect too!” 
 
    “That is the hope!”  
 
    Wu Ying hurried over to his parents, offering the pair a deep bow with his hands clasped. They stopped before him, returning the bow as well. As he rose, Wu Ying studied them closely, relieved to see that they were well. In fact… 
 
    “You broke through again, Pa Pa?” Wu Ying said, surprised. “You’re now at the Eighth-level of Body Cultivation!”  
 
    His father grinned. “Yes. Those pills you gave us really did help.”  
 
    Wu Ying smiled, clasping his father’s hand. He felt the new strength in his father’s grip, the confidence in his posture. Even the lines on his face had grown less shallow. Though his parents might be a little old to make true progress on the path to cultivation, they could still progress. And the new environment seemed to suit them. 
 
    His father had been a surprise, but when Wu Ying eyed his mother, his jaw dropped. “You’re at the Ninth-level! Why did you not say so?” That would make his mother the strongest person in the village, at least to Wu Ying’s senses. And that was surprising, considering his mother had never been one for cultivation. “What happened?” 
 
    “Oh, this and that…” his mother said, waving away the question. A finger rose—a finger more dangerous than his father’s sword—and pointed at Wu Ying. “Don’t think giving the village a feast will help you escape explaining why it took you so long to come visit again! Or how you injured yourself once more.”  
 
    “I didn’t think so at all.” He lowered his voice a little. “If we head back to your house, I’ve brought food just for us. We can speak there.” 
 
    His mother eyed him for a second, then seeing no deception, waved him to lead the way. She followed with his father, the older man’s limp so slight that it might have been missed by one not familiar with him. Wu Ying was long used to seeing it, and a wave of sadness flowed through him. Once, his father might have been a great cultivator, until his injury. Now, he was but a great father. 
 
    Though perhaps that was the greater fate. His father would probably have agreed, as would his mother.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dinner, a dinner he’d had Auntie Yi prepare with spirit meat and vegetables and he’d brought down in his Spirit Ring, had been consumed. Leftovers had been packed away, leaving the three to sip on the tea his parents had brewed. No wine, for the discussion they would have after dinner would take hours and be entirely too serious for drunken discourse. 
 
    The talk over dinner had been familial and touched only lightly on serious matters, mostly on purpose. Wu Ying was brought up to speed concerning the goings-on in the village, the village’s plans, and the actions they had taken to improve their harvest. Being close to the untamed wilderness had improved the rice harvest and being in close proximity to the town and the Sect had ensured that many questions about cultivation had been easily answered. Master Su projected that the overall level in the village would rise at least a few levels, with potentially the entire village reaching the middle stages of Body Cleansing.  
 
    On top of all that, the increased fertility from the natural chi flows of the forest and the better food stocks available—including spirit and demon boar meats—had seen a boom in pregnancies. Squalling children of all sorts were expected or had already arrived, increasing the population of the village. Of course, that added to the pressure to grow the village, but it was all expertly managed by Chief Tan. 
 
    What Wu Ying read, in between his father’s litany of funerals and accidents, was also an increased number of attacks and his father’s new, dominant role as protector and hunter. He regularly ranged outside the weak talisman field, helping to dissuade animals from approaching the growing village. 
 
    As for his mother, she obstinately refused to explain her sudden growth in cultivation, going only so far as to indicate it had more to do with a single burst of enlightenment than any replicable process. What that moment of enlightenment had been, she kept closed-lipped on. 
 
    Eventually though, the conversation turned to Wu Ying’s life, his recent troubles, and his upcoming trip. 
 
    “Aiyah!” his mother exclaimed. “Always putting yourself in danger and traveling, our son is.” She shook her head. “Always in trouble.” 
 
    “Don’t scold your son. He’s an adult now,” his father said jovially. “He’s also a cultivator. They all get into trouble all the time.” 
 
    “Not that nice Elder,” Fa Rong said, eyes glittering. “You know, the pretty one. She said she never got into trouble as an Energy Storage cultivator.” 
 
    “Pretty one?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Yes. The one your father couldn’t keep his eyes off when she came to visit. The one that all the men and some of the young boys all clustered around,” Fa Rong said. 
 
    “Was she pretty? I never noticed,” Yu Ri said. 
 
    “Really?” Fa Rong said. “Then how is it that you don’t offer to walk back that Ru Ping too?” 
 
    “She was a woman!” 
 
    “And a Core cultivator. Much more able to care for herself.” 
 
    His father sniffed, turning away from his mother. Having had her fun, she dropped the topic.  
 
    Wu Ying, grateful to see them done, added, “Sister Yang was part of the last expedition, you know.” 
 
    “Against those dark sects.” Yu Ri idly stroked the hilt of the sword he had still belted on. 
 
    “Yes,” Wu Ying’s tone turned dark. 
 
    “I don’t mind you risking your life to grow your cultivation. That is expected,” Yu Ri said. “But must you involve yourself in this?” 
 
    “I’m already involved. I don’t think I can stop,” Wu Ying said. He looked around the new home they had built, the simple packed earth walls that separated the various portions of the residence empty of nearly everything but the bare necessities. No small family memorabilia, almost the barest of kitchen necessities or housing furniture. “It’s possible that you all will be affected too.” 
 
    “Only if the Sect falls. And even then, we are rice farmers. And even dark cultivators must eat,” Yu Ri said. 
 
    Wu Ying nodded a little doubtfully. While action against the peasants of the land happened, more often than not, the sects left them alone. Outside of the truly dark, dark sects and a few demon sects that worshipped demons requiring massacres, most villages would face but demands for gold and food. The most important thing—their lives—would be spared. 
 
    In truth, the peasants were more in danger of the army of Shen than any dark sect. Armies needed to eat too, but in quantities that could drive villages to starvation. Rampaging and ill-disciplined soldiers could destroy villages or kill with few consequences. And more than one general had seen the strategic need to remove his enemy’s ability to resupply in future years. 
 
    Still… 
 
    “You’re also right under the Sect now,” Wu Ying said. “I’m not sure how safe you all are. Not anymore.” 
 
    “Danger is a fact of life,” Fa Rong said, placing a hand on Wu Ying’s arm as she continued on in her motherly voice. “Trying to flee from it will only result in the quick end of all that makes it worth living.” 
 
    “I worry about you.” 
 
    “I believe that is our job,” Yu Ri said. 
 
    His mother laughed, making Wu Ying flush a little.  
 
    “So serious. But this wood elemental body of yours. You say they believe it’s from our bloodline?” Yu Ri said, a small line creasing the center of his eyebrows. At Wu Ying’s nod, he sighed. “I cannot remember any stories at all about such things. If it is true, it would have been long in the past.” 
 
    “It could be from mine,” Fa Rong said teasingly. She shared a quick smile. They both knew how unlikely that would be. 
 
    “Maybe, Ma Ma. But we think it’s more likely to be an old trace from the Long family,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Though…” Wu Ying perked up a little as Yu Ri said, consideringly, “Perhaps your Sixth Uncle might know more.” 
 
    “Sixth Uncle?” Wu Ying said, trying to place him. 
 
    “The one in the capital,” his mother supplied. 
 
    “The one who gave only a single tael for your wedding!” Wu Ying said, remembering the often-told story. He had not even bothered to come, instead sending the wedding gift via mail. 
 
    “Yes.” Fa Rong’s lips pressed tight, old-remembered hurts flaring to life. 
 
    “He might know more. Those in the capital always kept better records,” Yu Ri said. “I will write to him. If he knows anything, I’ll be sure to send it on.” 
 
    Wu Ying smiled, then thinking about it, pulled out a token. He infused some of his will into it, marking it with his chi signature. “Give this to the gate guard. They might not let you in, but at least you’ll be able to pass on a message this way.” 
 
    Taking the token from Wu Ying, Yu Ri promised to send any news he received. He looked happier, knowing that he could help his son. Being able to help him, who had long flown high above their station, brought them a little joy and a little relief.  
 
    As for Wu Ying, he could not help but think of how he too could procure additional methods to safeguard his parents. Neither of them would consider becoming servants, being entirely too independent—and being entirely too old. Until he became an Elder, he could not bring them to live with him in the Sect either. That left him with purchased enchantments, single-use items that could protect and attack in his stead. 
 
    But for now, he was too poor to do that. 
 
    Still, whatever dangers they might face, it would not be this night. Or in the near term. The Sect was strong, its walls high, its enchantments robust. The Patriarch and the Sect Protectors would see off any dangers. And Wu Ying had a night to spend with his parents, being the filial son he was. 
 
    Tomorrow, he would be the hard-hearted, ambitious cultivator. Tonight, he would listen to his parents tease one another, speak of everyday farming problems and joys. And remember where he came from. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Preparations for the day of departure consumed Wu Ying, making the days before his leaving a hectic rush, one that left him collapsed in bed at the end of the day, exhausted.  
 
    Rather than continue to train Wu Ying’s tired and healing body, Master Cheng had allowed him to rest and recuperate. Master Cheng’s only request for the trip was that Wu Ying train with such wooden swords that he might acquire, to test the variances. And test, Wu Ying intended to. But he had long boat rides to undertake, and an even longer trip. All of which required funds. 
 
    To compensate for his current lack of contribution points and coins, Wu Ying took to the lands behind the Sect, the untamed wilderness that so few traversed for gathering purposes. Under direction from an annoyed Elder Li and with a list of herbs required by the apothecarist guild, he searched and gathered. Wu Ying found himself accompanied by Li Yao and, more often than not, a distrustful You Rou.  
 
    Conversations that were at first a little stiff and formal relaxed in time. Wu Ying and Li Yao’s relationship had been brought about by attraction and proximity, but its initial impetus had been friendship. And that friendship allowed the pair to grow comfortable with one another once more, with but hints of regret of a future forsaken. 
 
    Gathered herbs and the occasional demon beast pelt and carcass garnered Wu Ying a small surplus of contribution points. All of which were used to pay for the supplies he needed, including taels and additional materials for his burgeoning World Spirit Ring. Soil rich with minerals and chi, fertilizer from the spirit beast animals, discarded roots, leaves, and other materials from the apothecarist. All were needed, all were added to his ring. All of it expensive. 
 
    And of course, a half-dozen new swords, all of them made from the finest wood available, carved and shaped and weighted properly. Most of them were practice weapons, but the pair of peach wood swords he already owned he had sharpened. Each sword was of a different wood to offer Wu Ying further areas of exploration.  
 
    Preparations, one after the other. Books acquired, notes and requests made to ensure he was allowed to leave on time. Meetings with Master Cheng and with Elder Yang to discuss potential problems and what they knew of the sect he traveled toward. Seals of providence that allowed him to draw upon their own—limited—wealth as needed for his healing. Meetings with Liu Tsong and Senior Hou to discuss his health and his regime to keep the ongoing decline of his body at bay. 
 
    Finally, the day of departure arrived. 
 
    And he was done.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The day dawned cloudy, morning sunlight seeping through the mist, a light rain falling on the group as they gathered under the Sect’s entrance paifang. Master Cheng was absent, as were most of Wu Ying’s friends. Li Yao’s request to join had been declined by her Master. Instead, she had been directed toward another event, one led by the newly emerged Elder Dong, to a nearby sect. A contest was to be held, the participants to gain access to a sealed mystic realm. Those who managed to acquire one of the few publicly available spaces could expect to gain much from the realm, for the aura of the immortal who had once resided in the mansion still pervaded the location. 
 
    Standing under the red paifang, staring up at the twin columns and the sign announcing the formal entry into the Verdant Green Waters Sect grounds, Wu Ying could not help but reflect on his previous trips. So many now, both momentous expeditions and mundane assignments. Desperate searches. Gathering trips. Bandit suppressions. Demon beast hunts and deliveries of goods.  
 
    Sometimes, it seemed that Wu Ying spent more time outside the Sect than within it. Other times, he was certain he did. 
 
    And now, there he was with Tou He, his steadfast companion and friend, and a few others, ready to travel again. This time to visit another sect to find a solution for Wu Ying’s deteriorating body and a solution for Tou He’s predicament. 
 
    “So why are you here?” Wu Ying said, turning to an unexpected addition to the expedition. “I thought the point of joining the Sect was for stability.” 
 
    “Har! Resources, not stability,” Yu Kun said. “And I’m rather missing out on contribution points.” At Wu Ying’s inquiring eyebrow, he leaned in and whispered, “I might have gambled away some inadvisably.” 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head while his friend grinned unrepentantly. Rather than chide him, Wu Ying turned to regard the other two unknown cultivators, muttering, “Do you know them?” 
 
    Tou He shook his head, joining the conversation. “Only in passing. Er Gu will be traveling with us most of the way for protection but has another errand.”  
 
    Tou He gestured to the inner sect member in his late forties, who had his nose stuck in a book and was ignoring the others. A quick sense of the others’ cultivation base indicated Er Gu was in the peak of Energy Storage, making him the strongest of their small group.  
 
    “Hao Wan Yan is traveling to the sect for her own reasons,” Tou He said.  
 
    “Oh?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    Tou He nodded. Even a raised eyebrow did not prompt Tou He to divulge further information, making Wu Ying wonder if he even knew. Or was just being circumspect.  
 
    “Small group,” Wu Ying muttered.  
 
    Very small, considering they had no Elder joining them. Still, a group of Energy Storage cultivators was a significant force, even without a Core cultivator. And it was not as though they were headed into the wildlands where Core and stronger Spirit Beasts resided. 
 
    “Big enough,” Tou He said. He gestured to the side, where friends streamed over, saying goodbye to the group.  
 
    Interestingly enough, Er Gu had no one to see him off, while Wan Yan had a large crowd of mostly women. They tittered and gossiped in the corner while a tired-looking Elder watched over the group, looking entirely resigned to his life. 
 
    As for Tou He, his Master beckoned him over, leaving Wu Ying to say goodbye to Sister Yang himself.  
 
    “Master…?” Wu Ying said hesitantly. 
 
    “Busy. As you’re going, there are matters that are moving ahead that we have put off for a while,” Fa Yuan said. When Wu Ying raised an eyebrow, she shook her head. “Here.”  
 
    A small, wrapped package was thrust at Wu Ying. He frowned, feeling the box within. “Sister…?” 
 
    “Nothing like you think,” Fa Yuan said. “You already have the tokens to draw upon us. This is just meat and drink for the trip. A going away present.” 
 
    Wu Ying bowed in gratitude. “You are too kind.” 
 
    “I am. But it is good to have a brother again, one who understands honor and loyalty.”  
 
    Wu Ying smiled, but he caught the darker tinge in her voice. The way she inflected the again and loyalty, as if there was a story there. He wanted to ask, but this was neither the time nor place.  
 
    “You best say goodbye to the others,” Fa Yuan said, gesturing to the group of friends waiting behind.  
 
    Wu Ying made his way to the small group of those he knew. Li Yao, Liu Tsong, even Lei Hui and Wang Min were there. When they were done, Wu Ying paused by Elder Lu, curious if the gatekeeper had anything to say. The old man and Sect Protector just smiled and took Wu Ying’s sect token, imparting a trace of will and acknowledgement into it before doing the same with the rest of the group. A wave of his long pipe sent the group down the mountain to meet their boat and begin their journey. 
 
    If all went well, they would be at the new sect in a few weeks. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The first part of the journey was quiet, the trip down the river uneventful. Wu Ying spent the majority of the time on the boat by himself. As the cleansing brews had decreased in effect, his morning purging ritual had been put on hold. Instead, Wu Ying spent the time cultivating, doing his best to use his cultivation manual to cleanse his body. 
 
    Unfortunately, soul cultivation focused upon cleansing the meridians first, then using those meridians and the dantian that grew with each level to form the core. The focus, in the end, was the transformation and storage of chi into one’s own chi to progress in cultivation. Cleansing the body of impurities and thus lengthening life and strengthening the physical form was but a byproduct. While cultivating helped to restore his body somewhat, the blockages he left, the decay in his body’s processes required body cultivation, methods that would focus on the body itself. 
 
    When he was not cultivating, Wu Ying spent his time training and puzzling over the copies of the body cultivation manuals he had taken with him. While neither suited him, the lack of a suitable cleansing method being particularly concerning, they had principles Wu Ying could study. There were also minor exercises that he could practice, testing his body and the exercises gradually for suitability. These tests helped a cultivator further sense the wood element, not only within themselves but the world around. Wu Ying found the test around sensing ambient wood chi particularly useful, allowing him to expand upon his own sensing cultivation practice and combine the two. 
 
    From smelling to hearing to seeing, Wu Ying’s sensitivity to wood chi grew with each round of practice. And while it was called “wood,” in truth, the chi was a life aspected energy, sensed as easy in moving bodies and his wooden sword as it was in the flowing river filled with algae and the plants that drifted by. Each moment, each gust of wind or creak of the oar helped improve his feel of the chi around, the shift in the chi and the changing position of the world about him. 
 
    Yet as he practiced, Wu Ying could not help but notice a strange disconnect. One that he had noticed earlier, from the very first time he had attempted to cultivate with the body cultivation manual. There was a dissonance in the way the manual required him to cultivate and what his body wanted to do. Instinct warred with knowledge, and even with the gentle test of expanding his senses within his body, he felt the differences. Blockages where they should not be, chi that flowed too easily through certain portions of the body when he had expected diversions or impediments. 
 
    Dissonance. 
 
    Rather than force the issue, Wu Ying let his senses and the gentle flow of chi continue without impediment. Without guidance. Instead, he spent his time studying, letting his body accustom itself to the chi flow in veins and muscles, to manipulating the gentle flow of energy where it had never done so before. 
 
    He took that sense of study to his practice, to the weapons he held in hand. He sat in stillness late at night or during the day, when Yin and Yang aspected chi was most powerful, tainting the natural elements with their own shade of energy. He sat with a wooden sword on his lap, hands on the blade and hilt, allowing it to become part of him as his Sense of the Sword dictated. 
 
    Sat, letting energy flow through him and the weapon itself, focusing on the way his aura wrapped around the blade. Hungered to become part of the weapon, and the weapon a part of himself. He swapped to his spirit-level sword often to test the difference, understand the changes, before he would sit, meditating on the weapons and the chi flows. 
 
    Hard and soft, growth and death. The flow of air across the blade, along their sharp edges as the ship cut through the water. The way his aura wrapped around the blade and his hand, extended it and gained an aspect of the weapon itself. A cutting edge for the sword, an extension of intent and sharpness.  
 
    Eventually, Wu Ying moved to forms. Where change and new senses warred with age-old steps, long ingrained in his body through countless repetition. The wooden swords felt lighter, though they were not. They were longer—because his aura extended the blade, even when he had not chosen to do it. The intent within his aura reacted to the blade, extending the range of the energy that erupted from the weapon, creating a swirling mass of energy that Wu Ying could just barely see with the naked eye but could smell and sense with his extended senses.  
 
    Wood chi, mixed with a little metal and water and air, all of it flowing through his aura and the blade, extending with each surge of intent and will. It was alive and flexible in a way that Wu Ying had never felt before, and the constant change disrupted his forms. 
 
    At least, at first. In time, Wu Ying found himself finding control in both his aura and the forms. He found himself altering his movements ever so slightly. Adjusting for increased possibilities in length and sharpness, the ability to extend attacks or surge chi down into a sudden thrust of sword intent. The aura that he extended grew more solid, a swirling mass of energy that picked at the very environment itself. 
 
    Days on the boat, as Wu Ying grew to understand his new elemental body and its changes on himself and his weapons. He even tested Tou He’s staff, finding his aura wrapping around it just like with his sword, though with less alacrity. That, he could easily ascribe to a lack of familiarity—after all, he’d spent many more hours with a jian in hand than he ever did with a staff. 
 
    By the time they departed the boat and moved on to the horses they would ride for the last leg of the trip, Wu Ying was confident in his ability to wield his new wood weapons if necessary. His attacks were sharper, the amount of energy he could expand greater. In the new weapons, he found a new, greater strength. 
 
    And yet, Wu Ying kept his metal jian belted to his side rather than a wooden weapon. For while he could send chi flowing within the wooden weapon, even using the released sword intent to strike, his body rebelled. Blockages and tainted blood spots grew on his skin, creating unsightly splotches. He sweated and bled during his morning cultivations, the corruption seeping out, his arms throbbing and inflamed. It would take days for the damage to subside, and perhaps, for a short while, the marks on his body would be lessened. The ache in his muscles, the throb in his head would lessen.  
 
    For a time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Midday, a day and a half after they had left the ships, the group was crossing overland on the way to the next city to make their way to the Double Soul, Double Body Sect. Astride horses, they rode slowly, conversations long ago bled out. Yu Kun, Tou He, and Wu Ying rode in a companionable group together while Er Gu and Wan Yan rode separately. One read a seemingly endless stream of books pulled from his ring. The other sat aloof and silent, apparently thinking deep thoughts. 
 
    Attempts at drawing Er Gu into conversation had been met with bemused and indifferent politeness. In a short series of conversations, the younger group of teens learnt that the gap between the older and stymied Energy Storage cultivator and themselves was wider than any goodwill could breach. They were still at the start of their cultivation journey, filled with energy and desire, facing the first of what would likely be many obstacles.  
 
    Er Gu was on the opposite end, having come across an obstacle he could not beat. Or did not desire to breach. With such a gap in outlook and age—not to mention the scholar’s focus upon the written word and his focus on scholarly works, unlike the martial-oriented trio—conversation gambits had died pitiful deaths, whimpering in the dirt, pierced by the shards of indifference and shame. 
 
    As for Wan Yan, the lady’s studied arrogance and disinterest had cut apart any attempt at conversation. In fact, outside of the most minimal interactions, she avoided speaking with the trio at all. Even Tou He’s naïve goodwill and charm had failed. 
 
    Now, as the sun rose high above and they rode down the quiet, trod-earth pathway, Wu Ying frowned. When others spoke of the silence of the forest, they spoke of a silence of manmade noises. The creak of wagon wheels, the shouts of merchants, the clang of metal on metal. For no forest was truly silent. The buzzing and singing of insects, the chirp of birds, the rustle of leaves brought with it its own melody. 
 
    If you knew what to listen for. 
 
    Yet now, the world had grown silent. More, to Wu Ying’s extended and sensitive sense of smell, a cloying and rotten earth tang had filled the surroundings, brought forward by a gentle breeze. Cloying, rotten earth with a hint of heat, spice of dark peppers. 
 
    “Trouble,” Wu Ying called, reaching for his sword and loosening it in his sheath. He considered stringing the crossbow he had brought along, then discarded the idea. Whatever was coming, whatever had quieted the wilderness was near. Too near to be fumbling with his ranged weapon. 
 
    Not so for Yu Kun, who moved with the smoothness of long practice. The ex-wandering cultivator had one leg unhooked from his stirrup, bracing his weapon with one hand while his bow was strung in a smooth motion. A moment later, an arrow was slipped into its resting spot and the entire thing lifted to the left where Wu Ying watched. 
 
    “What is it?” Er Gu asked, kicking his horse away from that side and angling his mare to fall behind the other cultivators. 
 
    Wu Ying kept his hand on his sword, though he debated getting off his steed. While he had gotten better at fighting from a horse, he was still many li from being actually competent. Then again, stopping might make whatever was coming catch up to them. 
 
    On the other hand…  
 
    “Are the horses a little too calm?” Tou He said, stroking the neck of the animal that trotted along without a care.  
 
    “You want agitated animals?” Yu Kun muttered. 
 
    “No. The monk is right. They should have noticed the trouble ahead of the peasant. This is not normal.” Wan Yan twitched her hand and a spear appeared in it, held easily. “Well-trained or not, they should be more wary.” 
 
    “A spell? A skill?” Wu Ying said, frowning. Something else? He pushed his senses further, trying to tease something from the environment. 
 
    “Innate talent for chi manipulation. Certain wild creatures have learnt to calm other creatures down using their scent and the flow of chi.” Er Gu stared into the sky then at the animals as he continued. “You can see the traces of its chi in the air, if you look.” 
 
    “Why aren’t we affected?” Yu Kun asked. 
 
    “A cultivator’s aura naturally rejects such manipulation. Of course, a large enough difference in cultivation makes such defenses moot, but we are all Energy Storage cultivators. Also, many such creatures are ambush predators. They are unlikely to attack cultivators who are aware of its manipulation.” Er Gu shivered, then kicked his horse to speed it up a little. “We should still move faster.”  
 
    The group nodded, goading their horses to speed up. The animals moved faster at first, then slowly returned to their languid pace. Another kick had them speeding up once more, before slowing down again. 
 
    “Wake up, you lazy, two-faced, broken bag of spare meat,” Wan Yan cursed. 
 
    Tuning out the cultivator, Wu Ying focused on his breathing, drawing more air into his nostrils to further trigger his chi-sensing skills. He teased apart the chi manipulation, the way the creature’s scent worked, but more importantly, he sensed the increasing concentration as the monster approached. 
 
    “It’s not leaving us,” Wu Ying said. “I don’t think it’s intending to let us go.” 
 
    “I don’t think running is working,” Tou He said, gesturing at their horses. “Our horses don’t seem to want to move.” 
 
    “We could get off and run on foot. It might eat the horses and leave us alone,” Er Gu offered. 
 
    “No,” Yu Kun and Wu Ying said at the same time. When Wu Ying raised an eyebrow at his friend, Yu Kun flashed a quick grin. “I can’t afford to pay for a horse.” 
 
    “Fine. Then we fight,” Tou He said, leading his over to a tall tree. He clambered off the horse, tied it off, then walked to stand in the middle of the pathway, extracting his staff from his storage ring at the same time. “This is better. I would be concerned if we left these monsters for others to deal with.” 
 
    Wu Ying copied his friend’s actions, standing near him. He didn’t bother to draw his sword yet, though he kept his hand on the weapon. Yu Kun copied their actions, though he kept hold of his bow while stabbing his hooked swords into the ground. Only Er Gu and Wan Yan stayed on their horses, staring down at the trio. 
 
    “Joining us?” Wu Ying asked the pair. 
 
    “I’m not a fighter,” Er Gu said. “I have a few protective talismans, but I don’t… do that.” He gestured at them. 
 
    Wu Ying frowned, but turned his attention on Wan Yan.  
 
    She sniffed and hefted her spear. “I prefer to fight astride.” 
 
    Wu Ying eyed her position behind the trio, wondering how she intended to get around them, how she’d make the lackadaisical and doped horse actually charge. Unlike their rented horses, hers had been brought all the way from the Sect and was obviously better trained. Before his musings could continue, a sharp spike in the stench made him pivot. 
 
    His gaze locked on the other side of the simple dirt road they stood upon, one that was barely large enough to drive a pair of wagons astride. It was big enough for such occurrences because it was a trafficked merchant road, and as such, the road itself had been well kept. Only a few potholes could be seen.  
 
    The first visible sign of the problem was movement along the forest edge. Shrubbery and fallen leaves shifted, leaves swayed, and branches creaked all along one side. In a space nearly twenty feet long and reaching up to nearly the height of a man, the foliage moved.  
 
    Next came the sight of the creature itself, an arm-sized lizard with dark green frills of skin that glittered with sparkling dust. The creature was soon followed by another, and another, the entirety of the rustling forest soon filled with the monsters. 
 
    “Hun dan!” Wu Ying swore. 
 
    “Also, sometimes they might grow more aggressive and work in packs,” Er Gu said, his voice quavering. “Like the Dust Lizards.” 
 
    “Now you tell us.” Wu Ying’s eyes narrowed as he spotted one of the creatures with a still-twitching tail in its mouth, masticating the animal as it watched the waiting group.  
 
    As if on cue, the creatures all flared their frills wider, the sparkling dust within exploding outward, sweeping toward the group as they channeled chi. The sheer volume of chi being used made the unnatural flow of energy easy to spot, as it even manifested as a strong breeze that pushed the dust forward.  
 
    Tou He whirled his staff, igniting the weapon with his own fire chi. It burned, combating the dust and leaving the ex-monk untouched. Yu Kun, on the other hand, just growled, firing his bow and pinning one of the Dust Lizards to the ground while ignoring the attack. He immediately nocked another arrow. Metal-aspected as he was, the dust would be unlikely to affect him anyway. Behind, Wu Ying sensed the flaring of power as a talisman was invoked to protect Er Gu. 
 
    As for himself, Wu Ying clamped down on his aura barrier, ensuring it kept out the air-influenced chi and blocked the intrusive dust. At the same time, seeing that there was a visible physical component to the entire thing, he raised one hand and its long sleeve to cover his face.  
 
    The dust swept through the group, leaving their vision mildly blocked and Wu Ying a little dizzy. Yet other than the mild pressure, he felt nothing from the attack. Still, he kept his sword in its sheath, content to wait to see if the creatures would attack. Other than a pair of nearby lizards tearing into the arrow-pinned and dead friend, the monsters stared at them without movement. 
 
    A series of chirps suddenly erupted, the Dust Lizards speaking to one another. As the dust cloud disappeared behind the group, Tou He stopped spinning his weapon, the flames banking. Again, the undergrowth rustled as the lizard swarm talked. 
 
    Then a last, urgent cheep and the lizards rushed the group, sprinting across the bare ground, jumping on branches, or launching themselves into the air in long, gliding jumps. The shift from stillness and inaction to attack was sudden, but the team was ready. 
 
    When the first lizards were close enough, Wu Ying dropped to a knee and drew. Dragon unsheathes its Claws combined with Dragon’s Breath, a simple and favored opening, launched blade energy at the monsters. He caught three in its wake, a couple managing to jump aside with minimal damage before his attack ground to a stop in bone and flesh.  
 
    Yu Kun fired one last arrow before he stored the bow, sweeping up his swords as the monsters reached their first line of defense—Tou He’s flaming staff. Each motion of the swirling staff caught monsters as they attacked, battering and crisping them. But it was so large a group that many just ran around the monk, launching themselves at those behind.  
 
    Wu Ying found himself spinning, using the scabbard in one hand and his sword in the other to cut, bat, and block attacks. Footwork from the various styles allowed him to keep his balance and combine elbow strikes and kicks, giving up a fixed position to help keep monsters off him. Not that he entirely succeeded. Still, the majority of those that launched themselves at him were cut apart. The few that crawled upon him, digging their claws and teeth into his skin, left him bleeding but standing. 
 
    As he spun and fought, Wu Ying spotted the rest of his team. Tou He did well, keeping to a fixed position but spinning in circles within that, both ends of his weapon swooping down and up, striking and brushing aside monsters. Few managed to make their way past his defense, and those that did fell away soon after, crisped by the surging flames that shrouded his body. 
 
    In contrast, Yu Kun was completely encased by the creatures. His swords plunged and rose, tearing and chopping in sharp, short strikes but doing nothing to stop the monsters from clambering over his skin. Yet in the few gaps that Wu Ying spotted beneath the crawling green carpet, a bronze sheen covered Yu Kun’s body as he activated a cultivation defense. 
 
    Much like Yu Kun, Er Gu’s position was covered with monsters, all attempting to clamber over and on top of the defensive position he had created with his talisman. Words scrolled up, disappearing into the sky before reappearing again at the bottom in a continual series of lines, shrouding Er Gu and the horses from the swarm. Each line was written in dark light, the color of good soil and burnt earth, mimicking the chi that gave it strength. Behind, Wu Ying glimpsed the sweating and pale face of the cultivator who clutched another pair of talismans, ready for use. 
 
    But worried or not, Er Gu was not the most in danger. Instead, that position was left to Wan Yan on her horse. The horse bucked and twitched, irritated but unnaturally calm. Even under the encouragement of the woman, it barely defended itself, stomping its feet, shifting in position out of irritation as its drugged state was overridden by commands and self-preservation instinct. The Dust Lizards clambered on its body, leaving long lines of blood, attempting to reach its rider, who struck out with her spear. The long weapon dipped and stabbed, batting aside monsters but failing to pick them all off as they clambered ever upward. 
 
    “Die! Die! Die!” she kept screaming as she struck, Dust Lizards clinging to her body. 
 
    Yu Kun and Tou He could handle themselves. Yu Kun was killing with calm efficiency and Tou He was fighting the kind of fight he excelled in. Given enough time, they might run out of chi, but that would be a while away. Er Gu had his talismans. None of them could help Wan Yan. 
 
    Quickly, Wu Ying parsed the information and made his decision. Chi gathered around his sword as he finished the last motion of Dragon paints the Sunset. Stepping clear of the splashing blood, Wu Ying bent his knees and lunged forward, the Sword’s Truth sending him across the bare ground in a flicker as he used a modified passing lunge with the motion. Energy gathered around his weapon and body, his entire form a single blade that cut and sent small leaping lizards aside. 
 
    Then he was by the woman, his sword flashing. Wu Ying danced, sword tip cutting small necks, lopping off tails and legs as he used his scabbard to defend himself. A thrust upward, piercing a Dust Lizard that hung off a head, missed Wan Yan’s eye by inches. As he retracted, Clouds parted by Claws drew the false edge of the blade along the back of another pair of monsters, peeling off skin and muscle with a single stroke. Then a hilt strike to a monster that attempted to clamber up a leg, one that jerked leg and horse beneath it before Wu Ying tucked in her supporting foot, dropping into an elongated lunge and kick. Slide under the angry, rearing horse, missing the feet by inches as Wu Ying rose on the other side. 
 
    Strike again.  
 
    Move.  
 
    Strike.  
 
    Move. 
 
    A flare of heat as Tou He released the built-up energy of his attacks, burning the lizards around him. The shattering urn noise of a talisman giving way. Only for a series of wind blades to erupt behind it, catching monsters and throwing them aside.  
 
    Dust Lizards fought and died. They scrambled to pull down their larger prey with their sheer numbers as their greatest resource. They fought, maddened by losses or hunger, until a shrill chirp and hiss was sounded. It cut through the noise, the stench of spilled blood and guts. The next moment, the monsters were fleeing, the majority leaving their aggressive prey. Only a few too stubborn or rage-induced stayed behind to be struck down swiftly by the cultivators.  
 
    Leaving them the winners of a blood-and-body-part strewn road, victorious but bleeding.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Clean up was a simple, if tedious and painful, matter. Wounds were washed and dressed, in some cases stitched close. The stitches would have to be taken out in a few days, as accelerated healing from being cultivators would otherwise cause damage.  
 
    Wan Yan glared at Tou He, who was stitching her shoulder, lips pressed tight. “Make sure to use the cream I provided you. And I’ll need you to rub it in every morning and evening until it heals.” 
 
    “Of course,” Tou He said, smiling happily. Of them all, he was the least injured, though a single cut ran right above an ear where a Dust Lizard had managed to snag him.  
 
    Surprisingly, even Yu Kun had been injured, the cultivator muttering something about variant elementals. 
 
    Wu Ying glared at the woman as he finished rewrapping the bindings on his feet. He rather preferred it when she had kept herself away from the group. At least then she hadn’t insulted them with every other breath. 
 
    “That was a large group,” Yu Kun remarked as he walked the road, pulling apart lizards in search of demon stones. He only found them occasionally, the majority of the monsters too young to grow proper stones. Still, considering the sheer number of monsters they had slain, he was gathering a decent handful. 
 
    “We’ll be sharing that equally, yes?” Wan Yan said, eyeing the handful Yu Kun had gathered. 
 
    “Equally? I don’t think we all helped equally,” Yu Kun said. But he was not looking at Wan Yan when he spoke but eyeing Er Gu. The scholar had been found cowering, hands over his head, at the end, a trio of Dust Lizards savaging him. 
 
    Now, the cultivator walked out from the bushes, straightening new, cleanly pressed robes. “I’ll let you know those talismans were expensive!” 
 
    “Which you used to hide behind,” Yu Kun said, “while the rest of us were injured.” 
 
    Wan Yan nodded, happy to cut out Er Gu. The scholar frowned, turning his gaze to Tou He for support. 
 
    “I find an equal share acceptable,” Tou He said as he finished tying the bandage on Wan Yan’s shoulder and stepping aside. “We all travel together.” 
 
    Next, Er Gu and Yu Kun stared at Wu Ying.  
 
    Wu Ying returned the pair’s stares before he shook his head. “I don’t care either way. If you are going to collect the stones for a while more though, I will meet with you all in an hour.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Yu Kun asked. 
 
    “Gathering,” Wu Ying said as he walked over to his horse. 
 
    Er Gu’s eyes narrowed as he glanced at the backpack Wu Ying pulled down from his horse, then straightened. “Good, good. We’ll keep an eye on your horse for you. If you want to range a little more, we can wait too.” 
 
    Wan Yan’s smiled at Er Gu’s words then nodded at Wu Ying. “Yes, it’s good for you to gather more.” 
 
    Wu Ying snorted, already understanding the angle they were going for. He slipped the pack on his shoulders, strode toward the vegetation in the corner of the road, and called out as he left, “We’re not sharing what I gather.” 
 
    He chuckled as he wandered the woods, searching out the hint of a particular scent he had caught, leaving the outraged squawking behind. They might object, but he certainly would not share his work with the others. 
 
    Well, maybe Tou He. 
 
    Smiling, Wu Ying walked quickly, keeping an ear out for further trouble, and got to work. This was a long trip, and he was sure they’d have even more encounters before they were done. In the meantime, he could add to his supplies, his funds, and his World Spirit Ring. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    As Wu Ying expected, they continued to encounter additional demon and spirit beasts as they traveled. In fact, outside of his own solo journey, he met more monsters with the team—and more beasts with stronger cultivation bases—than he ever had before. Then again, the group did not shelter under the aura of an Elder this time. It was only halfway through the journey overland that Wu Ying realized that part of the issue was Yu Kun and Er Gu. 
 
    By the time Wu Ying had returned from his first gathering expedition, an agreement had been reached by the remaining cultivators. In return for Er Gu’s more active participation and safeguarding of their animals, he would receive an equal share of whatever spirit stones or materials they acquired when attacked. Wu Ying’s gathering would be excluded, as he declined the offer of an hour’s delay to allow him to work with ease. Among other things, he had no desire to let his body continue to degrade. 
 
    Unknown to the others, a wave of weariness and deep aching pain had struck him after the lizard battle, one that had left him slumped against a tree out of sight of the group. He had been forced to meditate and swallow a healing pill, to patch himself together slowly. Thankfully, he had been left alone by any predators during his period of incapacitation, though Wu Ying made note about the increased danger of gathering alone, especially after battle. 
 
    A note that Wu Ying had found himself deploying all too regularly. After one of the numerous attacks, the team realized the issue. Er Gu had baited the attacks using a simple talisman, restructured and amended, as a lure. It drew demon beasts to them from a wider radius, pulling them from the deep forest and encouraging their aggressive behavior. A minor act of betrayal that had been encouraged by the ex-wandering cultivator. 
 
    “We are not doing that anymore,” Wu Ying snarled, pointing at Er Gu and Yu Kun as he stood, swaying ever so slightly in the aftermath of the battle. Corpses of the half-snake, half-horse spirit beasts that had crept out of the deep forest lay around them, the small family slaughtered by the cultivators. “And if I catch either of you trying it, we’re parting ways immediately.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, look at how much we’ve earned!” Yu Kun said, waving the pouch of spirit stones he’d extracted. After each battle, they had divided the stones with the undivided portions being kept by Tou He by common agreement. “Tell me you don’t need the stones and I’ll stop.” 
 
    “You’ll stop now or we’re breaking up,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    By Wu Ying’s side, Tou He nodded.  
 
    “But why?” Er Gu said. “I’m only using a minor variant talisman, so it isn’t reaching deep into the wilderness. It would be truly unlucky to draw anything like a Core-level demon beast. And if there is one out there, it would have sensed us long ago.” 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head then stopped, the growing headache as his body desperately drew in chi—in whatever form it could get—making him wince a little. The constant attacks, the need to push energy through his body in defiance of the rest he needed had increased the buildup of bad chi. And while the others knew that he was going to the Double Soul, Double Body Sect to solve a problem, he was unwilling to reveal the level of weakness he was inflicted with. Not yet at least. “You do realize that we’re traveling to the sect for a reason?”  
 
    Yu Kun hesitated while Er Gu shrugged blithely. “A better cultivation manual or exercise. Of course.” 
 
    “Yes. And why do you think we need it? Because what we’re doing right now is good enough?” Wu Ying snapped. “You’re putting our lives in danger, forcing us to make use of cultivation methods that aren’t an exact fit. You’re basically harming our cultivation bases!” 
 
    Er Gu had been nodding along at the start but slowly grew paler. At the end, when Wu Ying was nearly shouting at him, Er Gu’s face had grown as white as any ghost. Yu Kun had a stricken look on his face as well.  
 
    “I didn’t… we were just trying to earn a little more…” Er Gu croaked out. 
 
    “I thought you’d want it too. I mean, you’re as poor as we are,” Yu Kun said hastily. 
 
    “And that’s why you hid it from us?” Wan Yan said, her voice dripping with scorn. The noblewoman was still seated on her horse, not deigning to get down even after the battle. Still, it was useful as a scouting position, so the others had not commented. “You knew we’d say no.” 
 
    Wu Ying was a little surprised she was backing him up. But then again, perhaps she too faced a difficulty like him. Tou He at least was not being injured, just stymied in his progress. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Yu Kun hung his head. 
 
    “Yes. I extend my deepest apologies. We will stop immediately.” Er Gu hesitated, hands clutched in front of him such that his fingernails had turned white. “There is no vendetta?” 
 
    Wu Ying glared at Er Gu, watching him pale further, before he eventually shook his head. “Just keep it off.” 
 
    With the group in agreement, Wu Ying stalked away to find a quiet place to calm down. Standing under the eaves of a tree a short distance away, he forced himself to breathe, to accept the pain that throbbed in his head, to forget his anger. It was what it was and getting upset over someone else being greedy was like being upset at a child for stealing sweets. It might make Wu Ying feel better, but raging would not change the others’ behavior. Better to put the sweets high above where the child could not access them. 
 
    Long minutes passed while Yu Kun and Er Gu picked at the cores, butchering a few of the animals for sustenance as well. Wu Ying breathed, settling the pain. Eventually he felt a presence near him and opened his eyes. 
 
    “I didn’t know it was that bad.” Tou He stood beside Wu Ying, a water bottle in hand. He took a sip before offering the bottle to Wu Ying. 
 
    Taking it, Wu Ying drank a mouthful, wetting his lips before he raised his hand and rolled up his sleeve. On his forearm, crossing over the front and back, was a palm-sized discoloration. It looked like an old birthmark, a three-day old bruise that had risen from the bone itself. 
 
    “Ugly.” Tou He cocked his head. “Is there anything…” 
 
    “No. We just need to find a proper manual to help cleanse my body. To stop the growing damage,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    His friend smiled tightly then clapped Wu Ying on the shoulder. “Then what are we waiting for?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Er Gu left them in the city of Pingwu, staying only long enough to ensure that they had traded in the spirit stones that could not be easily divisible and that his share was recorded by the branch office Sect administrator. After that, he bade them goodbye with unseemly haste.  
 
    During the half day before the rest were to depart, Wu Ying stayed in the branch office’s cultivation room, resting. When the group returned and they all traipsed to the boat, they regaled Wu Ying with the sights they had seen. 
 
    A boat would take them to the headquarters of the Double Soul, Double Body Sect in the shortest possible time. In fact, the team had traveled in a slight curve to end up in Pingwu so that they could take the boat downriver, rather than traveling by horse across multiple watery obstructions. As with most travel in the State of Shen, with its many rivers and canals, the quickest route was not always the most direct. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, the short distance between the sect and its main trading city was completed in an entirely uneventful fashion. The ship was even stopped twice by mixed patrols of city guards and cultivators, all of whom waved the group on after a quick inspection of their travel permits and sect tokens. 
 
    It was a rainy, late afternoon when the group caught sight of the Double Soul, Double Body Sect for the first time. Unlike the Verdant Green Waters Sect, the Double Soul, Double Body Sect had established their headquarters upon an island located in the middle of a small lake. The entire city was spaced on the sloping hill that comprised the island.  
 
    The sect itself consisted of a half-dozen large buildings that started a few streets away from the harbor, each of them four or five stories tall, and a single dominating pagoda-like tower in the center with multiple smaller buildings between each of the major sect buildings. On the northernmost portion of the island, the cultivation residences of the sect’s Elders lay in almost entirely untouched wilderness. 
 
    For all its smaller size, the sect was impressive in its elegant beauty and security. Two different curtain walls surrounded the sect buildings, one blocking the outer portion of the sect from the mundane city that spanned the entirety of the harbor. The second wall blocked off a few more elaborate buildings, including the tall tower that dominated the cityscape. The tall, columned building, with its multiple roofs and balconies, was sheathed in gold and red paint, with a carved dragon ascending the tower on the outside.  
 
    As they grew closer, Wu Ying realized that the pagoda and island itself had seemed deceptively small in the rain. The tower was at least fifteen floors tall, while the other large buildings were each five or six at least. Wu Ying raised a thumb to gauge the tower’s relative size, rain dripping from the woven bamboo hat he wore and wetting his sleeves.  
 
    “That’s the library,” Tou He said. “And elemental guide.” 
 
    “Elemental guide?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    Tou He opened his mouth to answer, rain dripping down his bald and bare face, only to be interrupted by Wan Yan. The young cultivator held a simple umbrella above her head, the stained red and white, oiled paper keeping the water off her cold, elegant form. 
 
    “Do you know nothing?” Wan Yan said, shaking her head. “Even a fool should pay more attention to what his Master arranges for him.” Her lips curled up in a sneer, she continued. “To help guide their members—and guests—the Double Soul, Double Body Sect built the Four Cardinal Directions, Five Element Soul formation. When a cultivator steps within the formation, it will show the cultivator his true elemental and cultivation leanings.” 
 
    Wu Ying rolled his eyes a little. He knew that, though his Master had used another term when they had discussed that matter. Instead, he asked a question he had never asked of his Master. “Why don’t all sects have such a formation?” 
 
    Wan Yan sniffed in disdain, not bothering to answer.  
 
    Yu Kun, seated a short distance away from the group under an awning with a straw hat like Wu Ying’s, called out, “That entire tower is the formation. Just its construction could beggar the majority of sects. And while the Verdant Green Waters could do it, the cost of powering the formation is a single demon spirit stone of Core strength. For each use.” 
 
    Wu Ying’s eyes widened. Considering it took either a whole team of Energy Storage cultivators or a single Core Formation Elder to kill a demon beast at the Core stage, those spirit stones were uncommon in quantity.  
 
    “Fool,” Wan Yan muttered. 
 
    A shake of Wu Ying’s head woke his headache again, making it throb. A reminder of his aching body as the boat rocked in unsettled waves sent sharp shards of pain through his feet. He breathed, watching as they neared their destination at last.  
 
    Under the creak of sails and the gentle splash of falling rain, their boat drifted closer under the guidance of the sailors. They moved around the cultivators with ease, carrying them to their destination, along with the cargo, which consisted of the general sundry items a sect needed. Rice, oil, paper, fresh vegetables, cloth, and other mundane things that made life comfortable. 
 
    As much as the sects, the jianghu tried to separate itself from the mundane world around it by drawing a line between martial politics and the mundane world, though they failed consistently. Cultivators were little use in creating the luxuries and necessities of life and were forced by simple demand to interact with the mortal world. This created an uneasy mix of politics and power as governments strove to contain the power of the sects, while needing their very strength and knowledge. 
 
    In other kingdoms, like the State of Cai, the sects ran the kingdom, not even deigning to bother with a king. Such actions were rare, however, due to the inherent contradiction with the path of cultivation. Temporal power—no matter how great—was often in direct conflict with the daos cultivators undertook to study.  
 
    Balance, that was at the heart of the Dao. Learning to be part of nature and not just stand within it, functioning within the rules of society, yet not being bound by them, destroying when attacked, nurturing in repose. 
 
    Watching the rain-soaked city slide closer, Wu Ying breathed in and exhaled, striving to find balance within his own soul and body. Striving to find healing where there was only destruction. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The team was quick to disembark, bidding the captain farewell as the crew scrambled to tie off the boat properly and begin unloading their cargo. Wu Ying waved before descending the gangplank to spot a waiting Elder and his pair of apprentices. One of the apprentices stood with a small folio in hand, while the other held a large parasol to cover the Elder from the light rain. 
 
    On solid ground once more, Wu Ying approached the middle-aged gentleman, in his light orange outer robes with purple edging, and bowed low. Beneath, the man wore a cream-colored inner robe that set off his outer robes well. The Elder’s eyes flicked over Wu Ying, a slight crease between his brows appearing as it stopped on Wu Ying’s hat and large backpack. 
 
    The Elder greeted them all, inclining his head as he took in their respectful bows. “I am the Hall of Visitors Elder, Huang De Ze.”  
 
    “We are honored that the esteemed Elder has come to greet us himself,” Wan Yan spoke for the group. She then proceeded to introduce the group by name and rank. 
 
    “Welcome to the Double Soul, Double Body Sect. Your arrival has been expected. We can begin with a short tour of the sect itself or, if you desire, you may set your belongings aside first.” He looked at Wu Ying who, of them all, carried the largest amount of luggage. Between his gathering and the limits of his small storage ring, he had quite the backpack. 
 
    Well, theoretically he could have stored the backpack in his World Spirit Ring but remembering the cautionary words that Elder Li had passed on, Wu Ying felt better not showcasing that particular piece of equipment. 
 
    Wan Yan glared at Wu Ying, then turned back to Elder Huang. “We would be grateful to store our contents first.” 
 
    The Elder gestured to one of his apprentices, the young lady dressed in form-fitting robes that had the reversed coloration of the Elder’s robes, purple with orange trimming. It was a bad series of colors on her, making her pale skin look sickly rather than untouched. “Cultivator Hou will show you the way and inform me when you are ready.” 
 
    Having said his piece, Elder Huang walked off with the other apprentice, leaving the group to regard Cultivator Hou. The moment she left the protection of Elder Huang’s umbrella, she gestured to retrieve her own. Once it was properly deployed, she bowed and gestured for them to follow as she led them deeper into the city. They walked along the rain-slicked cobblestone main street, past the numerous buildings that made up the harbor section of the city, their heads swiveling to take in the new sights. 
 
    “Why were you hiding beneath the awning if you can do that?” Wu Ying inquired of Yu Kun, whose aura was shedding the rain, keeping it from touching his clothing and hat.  
 
    “I don’t like exerting myself when I don’t need to, and my control isn’t perfect.” Yu Kun wiped a finger along his robes, showcasing the occasional drop that had fallen upon it. 
 
    Wu Ying bit his lip, forcing himself not to comment that Yu Kun would only get better with practice. After all, his friend was older and more experienced. He knew that as much as Wu Ying did. Instead, Wu Ying turned his attention to the city. 
 
    The harbor section of the sect was an interesting mixture of restaurants, numerous merchant houses selling sundry goods—wine, tea, clothing, ink and paper and even books—as well as apothecarist and blacksmith stores. The last two were run, to Wu Ying’s surprise, by outer sect cultivators, with the occasional inner sect cultivator lounging or working further within. Or at least, Wu Ying assumed they were sect cultivators, considering the coloration of their robes and the auras he sensed.  
 
    Their guide called back, her voice startlingly deep for a female, “Our sect feels it better benefits our members to conduct commerce themselves directly with our numerous guests. In fact, it is often recommended that guests browse the shops. I understand they have found numerous… deals… before.” 
 
    Curious that, since merchants were often considered even lower than peasants in social standing. Asking cultivators to act as merchants was unusual at best, eccentric at worst. Then again, this entire sect was unusual. 
 
    Tou He, his robes damp and grinning at the rain, nodded. “So I’ve heard. But I have little use for weapons.” 
 
    “And pills?”  
 
    Tou He inclined his head toward the tower. “We will see, won’t we?” 
 
    Cultivator Hou smiled thinly, going on to point out various sections of the sect as they walked past. It was an abortive tour, since she only gestured at the largest buildings, many of them familiar to Wu Ying in function, if not design. The sect had all the familiar functional buildings like the assignment hall, the apothecarist guild where herbs were being purchased and sold, and communal food halls.  
 
    The architectural designs of each building were subtly different, though most showcased the pillar and packed earthen wall architecture that made up the majority of the buildings in the state. However, the choices in paint, in carved designs on wooden posts were different, featuring a wide variety of animals and spirit beasts, unlike the Verdant Green Waters’ more nature-based edging. 
 
    Due to the weather that day, there were few enough pedestrians on the streets and almost no roadside stalls. Those sect members Wu Ying spotted were starkly varied in their strengths. Outer sect cultivators were often in the lower stages of Body Cultivation, but almost all the Energy Storage cultivators exuded the aura of powerful, high-level Energy Storage cultivators. Those in between were rare. 
 
    In short order, they were led to a multi-story guest house where waiting outer sect cultivators led the group to their respective rooms. Alone at last, Wu Ying set his bag in a corner and verified that the contents were well before he changed out of his current robes. It would not do to keep wearing the same damp robes, especially as the weather was finally clearing. 
 
    Cleaned and dressed, Wu Ying hesitated at putting on his hat but finally ignored it. He was certain he could acquire an umbrella, a much more refined way of keeping off the rain. One day, he promised himself again, he’d get back to working on his aura umbrella to shroud himself from the rain. One day when he was not busy.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The guided tour through the Double Soul, Double Body Sect was—in essence—familiar to Wu Ying. There was the practical aspect of the tour—showing the group where specific buildings they would need could be located, like the kitchens, places to trade in acquired goods and materials—and there was the propaganda aspect, where the Elder impressed upon the visiting cultivators the greatness of the sect. 
 
    “And this is the fountain dedicated to our sixth Patriarch, Patriarch Han Le Xin of the Seven Winds Body, who achieved a Nascent Soul at the age of forty-three.” Elder Huang gestured at the fountain. “The carvings—made by Master Xe—depict the various stages of Patriarch Han’s journey to immortality.” 
 
    The group muttered their quiet wonder. As Elder Huang paused to allow them to peruse the fountain, Wu Ying walked around it, raising an eyebrow as he spotted the fanciful carvings, ones that depicted the Patriarch’s martial exploits, his training on high mountain passes, and finally, his ascent to Nascent Soul stage by dancing through the lightning that came for him. 
 
    “Seven Winds?” Wu Ying said, frowning. There were only four major winds he knew of, one for each cardinal point. 
 
    “Yes,” Elder Huang said, answering Wu Ying’s question. “The Patriarch had the rare elemental body of wind. He was well-known for his ability to slip through the most numerous of attacks, once even facing off against a dozen enemy Elders. He could not be hit when he fought, so subtle were his movements, so graceful was his control of his body.”  
 
    Wu Ying stared at the carvings that depicted the mighty battle. It would be a wonder, it really would, to be able to dodge attacks rather than absorb them with his body. Certainly, he’d be less injured if he learnt to do that. Perhaps an inspiration that he should take. 
 
    “Now, this way…” Elder Huang gestured, leading them up the street.  
 
    They had to pass through the second curtain wall, pausing only long enough to receive a visitor token before they continued their journey with the Elder nattering on. As they traveled up the damp streets, little rivulets of water flowed down small roadside channels to bring the rainwater to the harbor. 
 
    As they stepped into the square surrounding the tower, the last of the clouds parted. Just in time for them to catch full sight of the tower that dominated its surroundings. On closer inspection, the dragon that climbed the tower was plated in gold scales that seemed almost to move in the newly revealed sunlight. The sunlight, shifting in the light wind that blew constantly, made the scales ripple, creating the illusion that the dragon carving was a living creature.  
 
    This close, Wu Ying’s senses thrummed. He felt the energy the tower contained, the way chi flowed toward it. He smelled the natural and altered chi being drawn toward the building, flowing in a subtle fashion along the dragon carving to rise to the top before plunging deep within the tower itself. 
 
    Wu Ying squinted, applying the chi sight exercise. Elder Huang had stopped at the edge of the square, allowing the group to marvel at the sect’s greatest achievement. That gave Wu Ying more than enough time to apply his technique, to see the swirl of the many-colored chi that surrounded the building. More than that, he noticed the gleaming enchanted marks on the scales of the dragon, a single enchanted word on each tiny scale.  
 
    Even if the entire tower was not active, it drew and warped the environment it sat upon. To Wu Ying’s senses and added to his understanding of formations, he knew that its presence disrupted the natural flow of chi. Anywhere close to the tower and throughout the island would make cultivation of herbs difficult. Care would need to be taken to create natural blocking formations to offset this tower, while herbs would have to be grown to replace the lost chi.  
 
    Spirit Grass to the north, aligned for fire.  
 
    Maybe a stand of Seven Leaf Ash in the east. No… better to use Metal-Leafed Maple. That was hardier, and its sap could be used in the ground to the south, where they would need to add a water feature. A swamp plant there…  
 
    “Wu Ying.” Yu Kun’s voice and gentle nudge of an elbow broke the ex-farmer from his thoughts.  
 
    Together, the pair hurried forward, catching up with the Elder and his attendants. By the time they caught up, the Elder was half done with his monologue about the tower. 
 
    “Now, I understand there are some who need the use of the Tower immediately?” Elder Huang said, lips pursed slightly. 
 
    “Yes, Elder,” Wu Ying said, bowing low. “If it pleases you, I would seek to ascertain my elemental body’s details to make full use of your library.” 
 
    The Elder blinked, having been focused on Wan Yan, expecting her to speak. Turning to Wu Ying, his gaze swept over him once more. As Wu Ying breathed, a touch of metal and rust filled his nose, just a hint of it, as the Elder reached out and touched Wu Ying’s aura.  
 
    “You?” the Elder said, slightly incredulously.  
 
    “Yes, Elder.”  
 
    “Fascinating. Elder Cheng is certainly eccentric,” Elder Huang said, smirking. Even as Wu Ying bristled, he gestured toward the tall double doors before the tower. “In either case, arrangements have been made. You will find them ready.” Dismissing Wu Ying, he turned to the others. “Now, due to the cost and requirements, it is optimal for us to wait a day between activations.” 
 
    “Of course, Elder. There is no rush,” Wan Yan said.  
 
    Tou He echoed the sentiment, while Yu Kun smiled and bowed. His job was done, and this part had nothing to do with him. He would find his own entertainment in the sect. 
 
    Turning to Wu Ying, who was still standing beside them, the Elder snorted. “Well? I thought you were in a hurry?” 
 
    “My apologies, Elder.” Wu Ying sketched a bow then hurried in without a backward glance.  
 
    His heart sped up a little as the solution for his problems finally stood before him. Anticipation dried his mouth, and a smile tugged at his lip. 
 
    A solution. At last. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    Within the building, a single empty column rose to the ceiling with a staircase that branched off to the various rooms and floors within. Wu Ying frowned, realizing he was uncertain of which floor he was to journey toward, only to be interrupted by a waiting attendant. 
 
    “Long Wu Ying, inner sect cultivator of the Verdant Green Waters Sect?” the thin inner sect member asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Wu Ying said, turning to the man. He noted the other was holding out his hand, as if waiting for something. “I’m sorry, what do you need?” 
 
    “Your sect token or a letter acknowledging your identity from your master or a recognized Elder from your sect.”  
 
    Wu Ying extracted his sect token and offered it to the other. The man took it, turning it over and over, sending a pulse of energy through the token to make it wake up and showcase its authenticity. After reviewing the information in detail, the man handed Wu Ying his token back and led the cultivator not up but down. 
 
    They traveled three floors down before Wu Ying entered a chamber that dominated the floor with doors leading outwards into other locations in the basement. Looking up, Wu Ying could barely spot the top of the tower. To his surprise, Wu Ying saw hints of blue, showing that the building was open to the elements at the top.  
 
    The chamber itself was layered in black jade of the highest quality, its walls carved with inscriptions. The floor was inlaid with gold of intricate complexity. Though Wu Ying could understand the occasional word, the combined intent and chi embedded within the inscriptions made his senses ache just from being in the same vicinity, forcing him to withdraw his aura and reinforce it. 
 
    The shock of the overpowering layers of enchantments kept Wu Ying’s attention until he had reinforced his defenses, such that he only then noticed the others within the room. A trio of Elders stood to one side, chatting with one another. Behind them, another half dozen inner sect cultivators waited upon the Elders. Wu Ying hurriedly made his belated greetings, only to be directed brusquely to the center of the room, inside an inscribed pentagon. 
 
    “Now, stand still. Let the chi that strikes you flow. Do not try to channel it, or you will injure yourself. We do not accept any responsibility for anything untoward that might occur,” the cultivator who had guided Wu Ying down instructed him. 
 
    “Untoward?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Injuries, loss of cultivation, madness.” His guide sounded bored. “If you refuse to go ahead, know that we do not refund either.” 
 
    Wu Ying glared at him, though his guide seemed unperturbed. Eventually Wu Ying gave his reluctant assent, knowing he had little other choice. His guide nodded, hurrying out of the ritual circle.  
 
    Really, this couldn’t be that dangerous, could it? After all, hundreds of others had used it. Reassuring himself, Wu Ying breathed deeply, wondering when this would begin. 
 
    Then, without warning, the chi surged within the room, surrounding him. Demon stone lights, offering the majority of the illumination in the room, surged then died. Even the filtered sunlight from above guttered out.  
 
    Plunging Wu Ying into darkness. 
 
    Seconds before the chi surge struck. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was like plunging into the glacial waters of their Sect’s mountain. It was the tingle in the extremities after one stepped out of the rice fields in autumn, as feeling returned after hours submerged within cold water. Body grown so numb, you could barely feel it at all. It was the look a qilin gave you just before it made its displeasure known. 
 
    All that and more was what Wu Ying felt as the chi surge struck him. His muscles clenched, then released as he forced them to relax as the energy flowed. His meager instinctual defenses were battered aside, his aura cracked apart so quickly that he smarted from its erasure. 
 
    Pain, energy, cold.  
 
    And then warmth. 
 
    He stopped shivering, his body relaxing as though the cold water had become the warmest bath. It reminded him of the cauldron he had spent so many days floating within, constantly heated, constantly cooked. Energy erupted from his pores, forced out with each breath, leaking from his meridians. 
 
    His own energy, the formations. It all escaped. It did not matter for it gushed through him and was replaced.  
 
    Around Wu Ying, the once dark chamber lit up. Inscribed gold glowed, tracing the pentagon he stood within and the major lines that made up the pentagon itself. Words formed at the top of each point of the pentagon. One word for each of the major elements, the forms that matter and energy passed through. 
 
    Fire caught his eye, glowing as it did like the heat of a furnace. Fire always climbed, always searched for greater heights. Ambitious, dangerous, aggressive. Yet necessary for the everyday elements of life, giving warmth, passion, and life. Unable to exist on its own, it eventually burned away, creating… 
 
    Earth. Located at the top, its words dull but solid. The central direction and the precursor to each change of seasons. Without the stability of this element, the elements would fall apart. Earth’s roots held everything together, forming the basis of the middle kingdom. The stabilizing agent of the elements. 
 
    Metal next, because metal was contained by earth. Hard, unyielding, only giving way under the greatest of pressures. Necessary for all life, yet too much and it would grow too rigid, becoming too controlling. 
 
    Metal was what you used to carry water, that contained the fluid element in useable form. Wisdom came from water, from understanding that even the calmest lake could have hidden depths. Movement without movement, peaceful but unrelenting. Able to wear away all things, given enough time. 
 
    Water was needed, carried by metal to feed the last element—wood. Not just trees, but plant life itself. Wood was the element that dug into the earth, splitting it apart with the inexorable nature of life, changing it. Strong, flexible, adaptive as life had to be. Wood was growth and change. 
 
    But it would give way to fire. And then the cycle would continue, ever onward. 
 
    Wu Ying’s gaze locked on the wood element, noting how it glowed. He sensed it now as more and more of his chi leaked into the surroundings, how his chi stained the very elements about it. Some water, some metal and earth, as was necessary for any living being. But more fire and wood.  
 
    Another surge of chi, and he felt his legs buckle. He found himself on his knees, a hand against the dark jade floor, blood leaking from his nose. He coughed, feeling sweat and blood run down his arm and stain his shirt. His body shuddered, energy leaking not just from his meridians but from his muscles and bones, the blocked channels within his body. 
 
    The energy pooled as it rushed away, drawn by the formation to the various words, filtered apart. The symbols for wood chi and fire glowed ever greater. 
 
    There were other lights too, words appearing farther away from the main elements and the borders of the pentagon. Energy that gushed out from him, flowing to new characters farther from the initial words. Now that they were lit up, Wu Ying found himself able to understand them. In particular, the character that seemed to be pulling his chi from the wood and fire runes, robbing the two base elements as it sat between the two. 
 
    A simple character that said… 
 
    Wind. 
 
    Wu Ying’s eyes widened, staring as his chi continued to pool there. Other characters lit up, those farther away from the elemental runes to mark other aspects that his body had gained. One made him blink, one that he knew the character of rather intimately.  
 
    Blood. 
 
    And then pain returned, his head pounding, his vision fading. Hurried shouts erupted, muttered exclamations, and the energy rushing through him petered out. Wu Ying let out another groan, spitting blood from a tongue he had bitten, trying to clear his throat to breathe easier.  
 
    Energy flickered then faded as Wu Ying struggled to keep his consciousness. Light from the spirit lamps and above filtered in even as the glowing words disappeared. Fading, just like the pain in his body. 
 
    Slowly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Wu Ying cleaned himself in an adjacent bathing room, grateful that he kept an extra set of clothing—peasant robes for use when he was gardening—in his storage ring at all times. They were still better than the stained and bloodied sect robes he had worn before. It would take an almost mythical level of cleaning to have those be presentable once more. Not after bleeding and spitting up on them as he had. 
 
    A part of him could not help but wonder if cultivation always had to be so messy. Then again, life was messy. Those few who never found their lives messy generally ignored the mess they created or had someone else to clean up after them. A luxury for the rich, or coddled, or fortunate. 
 
    Not a life for a peasant. Not for Wu Ying. 
 
    And really, he would have it no other way, if you pressed him.  
 
    Life shouldn’t be simple and easy. If it was, he would likely find it suspicious. After all, plants in the wild grew up fighting for nutrients, for sunlight, for their very existence. And if you could find rice stalks in the wild, they were never as plentiful as the ones his village grew. But they did taste ever so sweeter. 
 
    As for the stalks that he farmed, that he cultivated? Whose lives were carefully tended, whose soil was raked and filled with water to ensure nothing else grew, who were watered and shaded and transplanted carefully? Well, they were all rice grains that were eventually taken and threshed and consumed.  
 
    A life without challenges, without some level of mess, was just a carefully cultivated rice plant waiting for another to harvest it. Challenges were what made humans grow stronger. Or at least, so Wu Ying believed. 
 
    And maybe he was wrong.  
 
    Yet as he straightened his peasant robes one last time before exiting back into the chamber, he could not help but glance at where he had lay, now cleansed in flame and water. And think that perhaps he might have learnt something through all that pain. 
 
    Maybe some lives could grow without struggle, tread life’s roads without boulders in the way. But not his. 
 
    “Cultivator Long.” His former guide’s voice interrupted Wu Ying’s thoughts, the ones that were trying to remind him that he did not mind being dirty, throwing up, and in pain all the time. That it was part of his journey and if he just accepted it, it would be better. “If you’d follow us, the analysis of your results await.” 
 
    Wu Ying smiled, offering a slight bow to the guide. He followed as he was shown to a small, attached room, one that he noted had a significant number of wards attached to it. Nearly as many as the chamber they had just left. 
 
    “Everything is warded for privacy’s sake, of course,” the guide said, confirming Wu Ying’s thoughts. “It would take a true immortal to break through our wards. And even then, we’d know.” 
 
    “I would never presume that your honored sect would have done anything but safeguard my privacy,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    The guide smirked, gesturing at the seat at the table that Wu Ying should take before he exited. The moment the door closed, Wu Ying felt the enchantments flare, settling into place more fully. He bowed to the three other occupants of the room before he took his cross-legged seat at the low table. He smiled in thanks as one of the occupants filled a teacup for him, the scent of brewed jasmine tickling his nostrils. Reminded of his thirst, Wu Ying sipped on the brew while regarding the other occupants. 
 
    At the head of the table sat an old man, his white beard wispy, the lines across his face deep and wrinkled. His movements, as he looked over the documents on the table, were jerky on occasion, as if his control had given way as his body betrayed him. Yet as old and feeble as he might have been physically, Wu Ying could feel the stored energy of a Core cultivator emanating from him. Though the energy felt strange. Smelled strange. Old, slightly sour. As if a wine had gone slightly bad. 
 
    By his side was a middle-aged woman. If the lead Elder was an old man, tottering on the edge of succumbing to the final journey to the underworld, she was a healthy and hearty middle-aged woman. Past the point of having children but still strong and vigorous. Short, curly hair, broad cheeks, and big, meaty hands and hips fleshed out the woman who stared at Wu Ying fearlessly. She too was a Core cultivator, though a newer one. Not as new as Fairy Yang, but not a peak power either. 
 
    And lastly was the attendant who had shrunk backward, brewing the tea and prepping the ink. Wu Ying glanced at the attendant briefly, assessed his strength, then dismissed him from his mind. An Energy Storage cultivator like him. 
 
    “Elders,” Wu Ying said finally. 
 
    “Fascinating results. Rare too,” the old man said, jabbing a finger at the paper. “Wind-attuned elemental body, with minor attunement in fire and blood.” His eyes narrowed. “Though the blood might just be the bloodline.” He huffed. “If you had held out longer, we could have gotten better results.” 
 
    “My apologies, Elder.”  
 
    “Weak. All you youngsters. Don’t understand how to truly grit your teeth and hold.” He fell silent, the silence stretching for a long time until the woman gently elbowed him. Blinking, the old man focused on Wu Ying again. “Wind, fire, and blood. You understand, yes?” 
 
    “I…” Wu Ying considered then continued. “I don’t. I was told I had a wood affinity.” 
 
    “By who?” The old man snorted. “Some hack probably. Easy to miss, without a proper understanding. Wind is borne of fire and wood, a sub-element of both. You cannot have wind without either. You are stronger in your wood affinity than fire, meaning your wind is much stronger and less prone to sudden conflagrations.” He stabbed at the document before him, pointing. “See?” 
 
    Wu Ying stared at the document more closely, a replica of sorts of the elements that had glowed in the chamber behind him. However, there were other words, long sentences that made little sense to him. After all, what did Seven strips, alder, oak and willow, sap burnt golden mean? It was probably code of some sort, which allowed them to keep the workings of their enchantment hidden even when they rented it out. 
 
    “Not really,” Wu Ying admitted. 
 
    Or it could be as obtuse to them, with only experience giving them an idea. After all, peering into the plans of the Heavens was always a troubling thing. And the details of one’s body, the true details, was the purview of the heavens. 
 
    “Father, you know he can’t,” the woman said, snorting. “Also, you haven’t introduced yourself.” She turned to Wu Ying and gestured to her father. “This is Elder Hsu Er. I am Elder Hsu Yin.” 
 
    “It is an honor to meet you, Elders,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Garbage. You just want to know what we can do for you.” Elder Hsu’s voice quavered as he spoke, coughing a little at the end. He took the proffered cup from his daughter, sipping at his drink—a medicinal one, unlike Wu Ying’s simple jasmine tea—before he continued. “I’ve written out the few options we have in the library. A wind body… it is rare. Even for us.” 
 
    Wu Ying felt himself pale a little, concern washing over him.  
 
    “Don’t let my father discourage you,” Elder Hsu Yin said. “What he calls few is still a few dozen manuals. More than anything you’d find anywhere else.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded in thanks. “About my bloodline and body—” 
 
    “I’ve taken it into account.” A wrinkled hand pointed at the paper he had been writing on. “Don’t you worry.” 
 
    “Do you have any details…” Wu Ying said, hesitant to push but needing to know more. 
 
    “If you’d lasted longer, we might have.” 
 
    “Father…” 
 
    “Oh, very well.” He growled and pointed. “It’s old. Very old. And faint. You forcibly awakened it and in an improper manner. It stained your body, corrupted it. If you want to make use of it at all, you will need to cleanse your body first.” 
 
    Wu Ying winced. “Do we know more? How?” 
 
    “Dragon.” A finger pointed at the outer layer, where the familiar signs for the various zodiac animals and more lay. “You have some of their chi.” A snort before the old man continued. “Not that uncommon among cultivators. Their strength breeds true, and they are…” 
 
    “Carnal and profligate with their seed,” the woman finished, laughing uproariously as Wu Ying and the attendant blushed.  
 
    The old man snorted, obviously used to her antics. “Quite a few children out there. More than a few of them cultivators. Though most find themselves stymied in the upper ranks.” Elder Hsu sighed. “Interactions with bloodlines can affect cultivation, derailing once prestigious prodigies. Then, of course, are the subtle effects a bloodline has on mindset and chi flow. A minor variation in chi points, in meridian points that one must move through and clear and in what order can make all the difference.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded. None of that was particularly new. The heart of the difference in most cultivation methods—at least in the Body and Energy Storage stages—was the cleansing of meridians and the order in which they were cleansed. In cleansing them, one opened up the meridian points within a body. Opening them in specific orders allowed a body to lean toward one element or another, creating the elemental aspects that cultivators gained.  
 
    The Yellow Emperor balanced the opening of each meridian such that the body never gained too much of any specific element. Since each meridian was aligned to a specific element, balancing the flow of each element created the neutral aspect of the Yellow Emperor method. Of course, that was not the entirety of the method, since the body would be imbalanced with specific meridians fully open and others not.  
 
    To ensure the full balancing, one focused upon the flow of chi through the meridian points—areas along the meridians which were particularly sensitive and often clogged with stagnant chi—that you could clear to help balance the body. The exact formula for clearing those acupuncture points—of which there were over two thousand through the body—was what defined the differences between cultivation manuals.  
 
    Add the complexity that not all points were as clogged as others from individual to individual and the need to balance such flows and not face a chi deviation and one saw the need for teachers and guidance through the cultivation process. A good teacher not only drew upon their own experience but the experience of others. 
 
    If one added strange acupuncture points and a mildly different body due to a bloodline, it was clear why individuals could find themselves stymied. At the lower levels, Wu Ying knew, cultivation was quite forgiving in the flow and breaking open of meridian points, of the correct channels to use. However, when one was in the Core stage, all channels were open and the need to flow chi correctly to develop and refine one’s chi to layer a Core was much more arduous. Mistakes at that level could create cultivation Cores that were less than optimal and weaker than they should be. In so doing, it could cause a collapse of the cultivation core or for them to be too porous, damaging the growing immortal soul within. 
 
    In the end, the manual process of cultivation was nearly as important as enlightenment at the higher stages. Actual enlightenment, the flow of heavenly chi, at the Core stage could patch numerous mistakes, which was why meditation and seclusion were often recommended for those in the Core stage. Even if one was certain of their cultivation method, it did not hurt to gain the aid of the heavens. 
 
    “A wind dragon?” Wu Ying asked as he stared at the document, jumping to the obvious conclusion.  
 
    “Maybe. Though as you know, dragons are not that simple,” Elder Hsu replied. 
 
    Wu Ying frowned.  
 
    “Really? Do they not teach you children anything anymore?” Elder Hsu threw his hands in the air, flopping backward. “Go study on your own time. I am not your teacher.” 
 
    “Yes, Elder.” 
 
    “Dragons are—” 
 
    Wu Ying and Elder Hsu Yin had both spoken at the same time, interrupting one another. Wu Ying bowed, gesturing for her to go on, while the old man harumphed, returning to writing on the document he had begun for Wu Ying. 
 
    “As I was saying, before I was interrupted”—she stared at Wu Ying, who ducked his head—“dragons are creatures of the heavens. They are beings of cloud, wind and water, heavenly beings drawn down to the earth and given charge of our lakes and rivers and oceans. Because of that, wind and water chi are the most common kinds for their children, but because they are heavenly creatures, they often pass on other aspects to their children.” She gestured at Wu Ying’s exposed chart of chi flow. “Fire, earth, wood—all common. Metal—much more uncommon. Those are more likely from other heavenly creatures. But occasionally, it happens.” 
 
    “You’re saying it doesn’t matter what kind of dragon—because what it imparted can differ anyway,” Wu Ying said. “Especially because of how faint the bloodline was?” He said the last as a question, searching for confirmation and receiving it. Once more he reiterated his question. “How do I cleanse it?” 
 
    The pair of Elders looked at one another then shrugged.  
 
    Elder Hsu Yin offered Wu Ying a half-smile. “Browse the library, find cultivation techniques that work together and that fit the nature of your altered body. You’ll need to cleanse it of the toxins first before you worry about making your bloodline work. There is no clear path anymore, not for you. You have left the worn pathways of your predecessors and can only use their works as guideposts.”  
 
    Wu Ying blanched at the brutal words. 
 
    Elder Hsu, finished with his writing, put down his brush and glared at Wu Ying. “Bah! You are no different than the majority of our sect members. That is the point of our sect! To find those with different paths and see them on their journey.” Leaning forward, his grin widened, growing almost predatory. “You wouldn’t want to join us, would you?” 
 
    “Join you?” Wu Ying’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Yes. You’ll gain access to the deepest parts of the library as a true sect member. And even the Verdant Green Waters will give one as broken as you up with little issue.”  
 
    “I’m not broken.” 
 
    “And all our testees throw up and bleed over our floors.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m maybe a little broken.” 
 
    “Exactly! We like the broken here. Fixing them is what we do,” Elder Hsu said.  
 
    “I can’t just leave my Master. He’s sacrificed so much for me,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “After you saved his life. I would think Master Cheng would be happy to clear his karmic debt this way.” 
 
    Wu Ying had no argument for that. Master Cheng just might. He was a little surprised that they knew his Master by reputation to this level, but then, his Master was rather eccentric. And the jianghu existed on blood and gossip. 
 
    Still… “My martial sister, I can’t…” 
 
    “Oooh, he’s in love with her,” Elder Hsu Yin said, laughing a little as she peered at Wu Ying’s face.  
 
    He glared right back, lifting his chin a little. “I am not!” 
 
    She continued peering at him, then sat back, obviously surprised. “You really aren’t. That must be new, for the Fairy.” 
 
    “She doesn’t like that title,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Interesting,” Elder Hsu Yin said. 
 
    “Bah! I’ve seen prettier. Now, will you change sects?” the old man said, pointing at Wu Ying. “You won’t find a better sect for one like you.” 
 
    “I… I can’t. It would be a betrayal to my Master and Elder Sister.” Wu Ying bowed. “But thank you for the offer.” 
 
    “I was not offering. You would still have to pass our tests.” He sniffed. “You should consider it anyway. At the rate of deterioration, you won’t survive a year.”  
 
    Wu Ying blinked. That was not what he had been told.  
 
    “Don’t believe me? That’s fine. But it’s accelerating.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded. He knew that bit, had sensed it. How things were growing harder for him. Cultivating and just existing hurting more. But he hadn’t thought he had so little time. 
 
    “Enough.” Elder Hsu rolled up the scroll he had been writing on, then the cultivation chart, pushing both papers at Wu Ying. “Everything you need to know is in there. If you won’t join us, then there’s nothing more to say. Go.” 
 
    Wu Ying stood, collecting the documents, and bowed to the Elders one last time. He muttered his thanks but was hurried out by the attendant before being taken the rest of the way out of the tower. A part of him wanted to enter the library immediately, to look for the works in the manual. But he was exhausted from the formation and his reaction to it. 
 
    Better to go back, rest, and read the document. Time enough to visit the library later. Time enough to learn about what his next step would be.  
 
    Later. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    Once Wu Ying was shown back to his room, he promised himself he would only rest for a few minutes before reading the documents provided to him in more detail. But the moment he lay on the bed, he fell asleep and slept through the night. It was only in the early hours of the morning that he awoke, his body ravenous and his muscles aching. 
 
    The first problem was easily handled by ordering food from the proprietor of the inn. Though Wu Ying’s request had led to some grumbling, the constant hubbub of the sect ensured there were always places to find food. The second problem was more difficult. Even after stretching and doing some light cultivating, the aches and pains in his body refused to go away entirely, though they did recede. 
 
    Knowing there was little else to do, Wu Ying sat down to read over the document provided to him while he waited for his meal to arrive. Perhaps today, in the library, he could find some solution to his predicament. 
 
    The first portion of the scroll was the detailed overview of the results of the formation activation. Unlike what was written on the chart, Elder Hsu had gone into clearer detail in the document, explaining the results. Fascinatingly enough, the results were actually broken down into four sections—current soul and body alignment, and ideal soul and body alignment. 
 
    His current soul alignment was, unsurprisingly, minimal, with his elements generally perfectly aligned. There was more wood and wind chi in his current alignment than his cultivation method called for, but it was not so far out of line that it was an issue. 
 
    Current body alignment was much more mixed. Wind alignment, of course, with a mixture of wood and blood within. But also metal and earth in large amounts, with a scattering of other types including fire, death, corruption, poison, and lead. Some were normal, but others were dangerous, like the poison or death chi. Neither should be present in the amounts that his body had and would need to be removed. 
 
    To Wu Ying’s surprise, the more he read, the more detailed the work grew. This section by itself was multiple lines long, listing the kinds of blockages in various acupuncture points. If he brought this document to Elder Xiong, he was certain she would be able to provide him better medicine, even fix some of his symptoms. 
 
    But she could not heal him. The damage, the problem, was much deeper. He would need a cultivation manual, one that worked in conjunction with any medicine he took, to truly find a solution. 
 
    “Sir?” came a tentative voice at the door.  
 
    Wu Ying turned, spotting the waiter holding the tray. Obviously, Wu Ying must have missed the earlier knocks. He gestured the man in, letting him set up his breakfast as he turned back to his reading. A quick tip of a few coins, then Wu Ying sat at the table, scroll on one side table, food in his left hand. A simple meal, just a platterful of buns with steamed meat. Hearty and tasty, for late night workers coming home or early morning workers getting ready to start their day. 
 
    “Now, next…” Wu Ying mumbled around his food. He knew where he was, and it was more dire than he had believed. Where did he have to go? 
 
    The ideal soul cultivation. Details within the scroll were sparser and less detailed, offering indicators of what might work for his body and his soul, with a significant amount of prevarication. Obviously Elder Hsu did not feel like sticking his neck out too much as the formation could only see what was, not what should be. That was a guess based off experience and learning. And the soul, the soul was so much harder to understand.  
 
    The majority recommendation was that Wu Ying acquire a wind cultivation method for his soul so that it matched with his body. There were further recommendations, indications that any cultivation method he chose should have threads of wood and earth. There was also a discussion that he might have some inclination toward water, but a surprising amount of fire in his soul, but banked.  
 
    “Banked?” Wu Ying muttered after swallowing his latest mouthful. 
 
    Banked fire. Ambition, but constrained. Passion, but controlled. The fire grew the wind, controlled it, but too much and he would burn up. Too much and the wind would rage uncontrolled. Whatever cultivation method he would have, it needed to be rooted in the world, controlled by the other elements. Not much metal at all. He could change and alter, like water, but he could not contain or cut through like metal. That… made sense. 
 
    Wu Ying read on, lips pursed, seeing the wide array and the specific meridian points that would have to be cleared, the ones that coincided for both soul and body cultivation. Difficult, especially being so specific, to find a pair of cultivation methods that suited this recommendation.  
 
    Thankfully, Elder Hsu had helped by providing a list of potential soul cultivation methods that specialized in the wind element. Still, there was some indication Wu Ying might do fine with a wood cultivation method for his soul, rather than pure wind. Maybe even fire or earth. 
 
    “And the ideal body…”  
 
    Was shorter. Less detailed by far than the other sections. There were a number of question marks, much more than the ideal soul cultivation method. The details were broken, incomplete due to his failure by breaking down too soon. The added issue of his bloodline complicated matters, such that Elder Hsu was unable to provide a clear indicator there either.  
 
    The obvious conclusion was that he needed a wind-oriented body cultivation method. Opposing body and soul cultivation methods were extremely rare and prone to failure, so Wu Ying certainly could not have a metal cultivation method. Generating interactions—for example, a water body that fed into a wood soul—was less uncommon. But dangerous, since the body and soul had to balance in such cases. 
 
    If he had a wind body…  
 
    Wu Ying frowned. “What kind of soul cultivation method fits a wind body?”  
 
    Another wind cultivation method made sense. Wind to wood—or wind to life. Maybe wind to water? Was water allowed? He frowned, flipping back to the soul cultivation section. It was marked as a potential, but not recommended.  
 
    “Wind to earth?” He snorted. That made sense. Being the center element, the stabilizer, the earth element was both suitable and yet, not a perfect fit.  
 
    Potentially. 
 
    So much of soul cultivation was not just about what suited the body, but what kind of epiphanies one gained and the individual’s karmic balance. Their state of mind. 
 
    He reached sideways again, only to find that there was no more food left, all of it consumed. He blinked in surprise, his stomach still rumbling a little. As he turned his head, he realized that light had appeared, filtering in through the closed wooden shutters. He stood, leaving the document, walked over to his windows, and threw open the shutters. Morning fog rolled into his room as he stared at the clouded landscape below, spotting cultivators running around. 
 
    As he watched, Wu Ying turned over what he knew now. He had gained a wind elemental body, one mixed with blood and fire, drawn from the bloodlines of a dragon ancestor so long ago, it would never have awakened but for a mistake. 
 
    Now, he had to make use of it, cleanse his body, and improve it further. A wind elemental body—a container for his immortal soul—had to fit with the soul cultivation method he chose. But his body, his soul tended toward wind now, though who knew if that was because the body now influenced the soul or it was his natural inclination.  
 
    If he had a natural inclination. 
 
    “Wu Ying?” A knock on the door, and he turned, seeing Tou He standing at the threshold. His friend smiled. “Did it go well?” 
 
    Wu Ying chuckled, waving his friend in. Perhaps talking it over might help. 
 
    It couldn’t hurt. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “One year!?!” Tou He shouted, waving his hands. Between the pair was more food, newly delivered by the harried attendant.  
 
    Yu Kun had popped in, but seeing the pair talking animatedly, he had slipped away again. Wu Ying was grateful for that. While he liked Yu Kun, this level of discussion about his cultivation was not something he felt comfortable sharing. Not yet. Perhaps not ever. With Tou He though, having known him for so long, it felt normal, natural even, to discuss such things. 
 
    “That’s what you’re concerned about, after all that?” Wu Ying said, exasperated. 
 
    “You’re going to die. How is that not the most important thing?” 
 
    “Because if I find a solution, I won’t.” 
 
    At that statement, the ex-monk sat back, crossing his arms. Eventually, he let out a little laugh. “I thought I was the one with the composed mind, but here you are, focused.” 
 
    “I’ve had a day to calm myself.” And months to realize he was dying. No need to mention that. Wu Ying might not be reconciled to it yet, but it was something that would happen, whatever he chose. “Anyway, why aren’t you at the tower?” 
 
    “Wan Yan insisted on going first.” Tou He shrugged. “A day’s difference will not matter for me. It might for her.” 
 
    “You’re always such a pushover,” Wu Ying said, shaking his head. Of course, he was teasing his friend. When it came to important matters, his friend was like his staff style. Immovable, no matter the onslaught. 
 
    “And you’re always charging in without thought,” Tou He said. “And flightless too. No wonder you’re wind-aspected.” 
 
    “Oh, and what does your fire aspect say of you?” Wu Ying sniffed. “Ambitious? Passionate?” He waggled his eyebrows. “Have you not been telling me something?” 
 
    Tou He shook his head. “I do not partake of that. I might not be a monk anymore, but I still follow the middle path. As best as I can.” 
 
    “So serious.” Wu Ying grinned. “But never mind. Any thoughts about my predicament?” 
 
    Tou He looked at the document again, then sighed. “What do I know? I’m barely more advanced than you. And body cultivation is not something I have studied at all. I would say, focus on fixing yourself first. At the least, you won’t die then.” 
 
    “Fair.” Wu Ying rolled up the scroll, putting it and the document inside his ring before glancing at the clothing he wore. He had yet to change since yesterday, and if he was to visit the library, he should probably do so in better clothing. 
 
    Seeing his friend’s gaze and understanding his thoughts, Tou He stood. “Be quick. I’ll accompany you to the library, though I won’t enter. There’s much to see still.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded, clapping his friend’s shoulder in thanks before hurrying him out.  
 
    Time to see what the library had to say. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Long Wu Ying, visiting cultivator for the Verdant Green Waters Sect.” The librarian looked over the sect talisman and the pass he held in stubby fingers. After a moment, he handed them back and took the sheet of paper from Wu Ying. “And this is?” 
 
     “The list of cultivation manuals I would like to peruse.” Wu Ying watched as the attendant read over the list before looking around the room once more.  
 
    The second-floor room they were in was the largest, though Wu Ying spotted additional rooms through open doorways, connecting the entire floor. Much of the library was similar to the one in the Verdant Green Waters Sect, with towering shelves containing scrolls, manuals, and other documents. A few signs hung around, indicating the purpose of each section, but for the most part, the shelves were left unlabeled. Without a guide, Wu Ying knew, he would spend many hours trying to find the correct documents. 
 
    Amongst the stacks of books were numerous pillars, coated in simple red and gold paint, where spirit stone lamps burned. While candles and lanterns were generally used in other locations, libraries used the spirit stone lamps due to fear of fire. It also cast a much steadier light, allowing the library to be illuminated with fewer such lamps than candles. 
 
    The most fascinating aspect for Wu Ying was the rather sparse number of cultivators moving through the library. Compared to the Verdant Green Waters, whose libraries were filled with cultivators even during the quiet times of the evening, the Double Soul, Double Body Sect library was empty, only a handful of cultivators in sight.  
 
    “As a guest, we can allow you to peruse some of these,” the attendant said slowly. “However, many of these manuals are restricted items.” 
 
    “I believe my Master made arrangements to pay for additional access?” Wu Ying said, wincing internally. Each moment, he dug himself deeper into debt with his Master. And yet, Elder Hsu expected him to change sects. How preposterous! 
 
    “I will verify.” The attendant turned away, disappearing around the corner and leaving Wu Ying to wait.  
 
    Wu Ying found a seat nearby and sat down. While waiting, he turned back to his soul cultivation, letting the flow of chi run through his body, his aura strengthening. Soon enough, the attendant returned, followed by an Elder. Wu Ying popped up to his feet and bowed, greeting the Elder. 
 
    “Thank you for visiting our humble library. I am the Elder in charge, Zheng Mei Li.” Elder Zheng was a petite woman who had that ageless grace that afflicted Core cultivators in the middle stages of their cultivation life. It was only when a cultivator approached the end of her extended lifespan that age caught up. To Wu Ying’s amusement, unlike the long hair that most women kept, hers was pinned up with a quartet of long chopsticks, giving her a severe appearance.  
 
    “Is there a problem with my request, Elder?” There obviously had to be, for her to be here. 
 
    “Mmmm… not a problem as much a matter of regulation. While some of the manuals you have requested are available for the public, and others are available upon payment—which your Master has arranged—there are some that are not available without additional contribution to the sect.” 
 
    Wu Ying frowned. “Contribution? Like assignments that you require?” 
 
    “Yes.” She nodded. “We are a small sect. To provide for the sect, we’ve found having our guests aid us most beneficial.” 
 
    “Oh.” He took the small token she offered him, looking it over. Unlike the sect tokens he’d noticed the Double Body, Double Sect members held, this one was made of white jade. “This is…?” 
 
    “A temporary guest token to record your contributions. So long as you are able to contribute to our sect sufficiently, I can allow you to view the additional manuals.”  
 
    “Can I look over the ones that are available to me now though?” Wu Ying said. Even if he could not peruse the more illustrious manuals, he could at least read the ones they had available. Maybe he could find some information on how to cleanse his body.  
 
    “Of course.” Elder Zheng turned and nodded to the attendant, who scurried off. Having dealt with the matter, she bade Wu Ying farewell before disappearing among the shelves. Her petite frame was so small that the moment she stepped behind a shelf, she disappeared. 
 
    As he was beginning to fall into a standing meditation again to pass the time, Wu Ying heard voices approaching from the doorway—one of which he recognized. Frowning, he turned and spotted Wan Yan. 
 
    She walked in with a guide, the same one who had met Wu Ying earlier and who he had yet to gain the name of. Yet unlike his cold attitude toward Wu Ying, the guide seemed almost obsequious in his regard for Wan Yan, speaking to her carefully, gesturing for her to go ahead of him, personally leading her into the stacks. 
 
    Wu Ying raised a hand in greeting, only for the pair to walk right past him, never once turning their heads. He frowned but stayed silent as the pair ignored him, but they spoke to one of the attendants to request the Elder’s presence. Once they received their directions, the pair walked deeper into the library, intent on finding her. 
 
    Wu Ying snorted, then seeing nothing better to do, he fell back into meditation. Hopefully, it would not take his attendant too long to find the manuals. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hours later, Wu Ying closed the latest manual summary with a heavy sigh. It was the third such manual summary he had read, each of which only contained the barest highlights, of course. But the manuals on body cultivation were dense—even when summarized—in a way that soul cultivation manuals were not. Wu Ying was uncertain if it was a matter of unfamiliarity or just the nature of body cultivation. 
 
    The basic aspect of chi flows through specific meridians was simple enough. That you had to push it through specific meridian points was more complicated, but it was viable. The extra complications were when you had to diffuse the energy through your body, strengthening it with the chi you generated, and eventually replaced specific portions of your body with the strengthened parts.  
 
    Making sure it was the right mixture of chi—formed by the flow of chi through specific meridians and meridian points in particular sequences—and the specific series of parts replaced made up the first of the differences in cultivation methods. 
 
    However, on top of that, you also had the physical strengthening exercises that were important to the development of the cultivator’s body and the various herbal baths that were required. You had to layer all three kinds of cultivation techniques to get the most out of any body cultivation method. 
 
    Still, most important to Wu Ying was that any potential method would cleanse his body of the impurities it had acquired. In these three documents, all focused on aiding a cultivator in gaining a wind elemental body, he found little enough references. Most discussed the steps needed to slowly build one’s body, to adjust it to become closer to a wind elemental body. The breakdown of parts that were replaced was a natural consequence of cultivation. It was not a step by itself. 
 
    In other words, the information was useless for Wu Ying, who already had such a body. 
 
    On the other hand, understanding the process to achieve what he had gained by accident had clarified his own understanding of it. Sitting back, he recalled a particular line that had struck him. 
 
    “An elemental body is not a body made up of the element, but one that embodies the truth of these elements. A metal body is not made of steel, nor does a fire body burn. In the same way, a wind body does not blow or dance like the air itself. While the use of exercises and body baths help infuse a body with said elements, it is only to teach the body of the dao of the elements.”  
 
    He raised his hand, staring at the all too fleshy appendage, and chuckled. It really would be strange if his hand was made of air. What would it be like? Of course, at the higher levels, it could be said that a body could become one with the dao of the element, becoming the element itself. But that was not where he was yet. 
 
    He had an elemental body, but all that signified was that he was aligned with the element. He could channel the aspected chi well. He even—to his surprise—generated it within his body naturally. And that, perhaps, was the first real clue of what the ongoing problem was. He generated chi now, naturally forming the chi types his body was aligned to. 
 
    Unfortunately, being tainted… 
 
    “I’m generating corruption, poison, lead, and even death chi as well,” Wu Ying said to himself softly. It would explain the ongoing damage, the way it kept progressing. Even when he cleansed himself, it kept coming back.  
 
    What he needed to do was remove those elements from his body, purify his body cultivation such that it only generated the right kind of chi. He had a clue now. But to really understand it… 
 
    Wu Ying looked sideways at the small stack of summarized manuals. He would need to read them all, perhaps even test a few. It would damage him, he was certain. As he flowed chi through his body, he would produce the corrupted chi. But in so doing, he might also gain further clues. 
 
    At some point, he would need to make a decision and purchase the actual manuals to further his tests. 
 
    “Which is going to cost me.”  
 
    Because the other document that had been given to him by the librarian was a new list of manuals that might suit Wu Ying’s purpose. A list, and the cost for each. To Wu Ying’s surprise, at the bottom of the list was a single line.  
 
      
 
    The Seven Winds Body Cultivation Manual with detailed annotations by the Patriarch Han Le Xin. 
 
      
 
    The initial manual had not been on the list given to him by Elder Hsu. Nor was there a cost indicated for that manual. He was not certain what it meant that the manual of the Double Soul, Double Body Sect’s famed patriarch was available to him, as a guest, at all. But he was intrigued. 
 
    Even though he doubted he could afford the manual, no matter what he did. The work by a Patriarch was expensive, even if one was part of a sect. In the Verdant Green Waters, he had not even seen the names of the cultivation manuals used by the Patriarchs of his Sect. Such things were reserved for the prodigies, the ones who were truly in favor. 
 
    To hand such a document to an outsider? 
 
    Preposterous. 
 
    And yet, Wu Ying was curious. He could see the hand of the Elders in play, the way they were luring him to join. And the bait was certainly tasty. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was late evening when Wu Ying finally left the library, his head swimming with esoteric sentences and directions for body cultivation. He was certain he would dream of chi flows through his body. He had read so many different diagrams, mentally practiced so many different methods and tested what they meant, over and over until his head ached and he was not even certain it was the corruption’s fault. 
 
    His earlier conclusions had firmed up, though he was still far from understanding which body cultivation method he should pick. Especially since he had yet to read even a portion of the “better” manuals. And on top of that, he had yet to look at soul cultivation manuals.  
 
    Still, hunger had driven him out of the library. As Wu Ying walked along the lit streets, lamplight sending flickering shadows across the edges of his vision, he plotted out the remainder of his days. Drawn by the smell of a roadside vendor, Wu Ying stopped to order a couple bowls of the fragrant lamb soup, the mixture of strong stock and mint floating through the air. 
 
    Wu Ying lowered himself slowly onto the low chair that bordered the road with a muffled groan. His back hurt, his sides ached, his stomach rumbled with an acidic queasiness. Even the backs of his eyes throbbed, such that he squeezed them shut and placed his palms on them, squeezing them back into his skull. 
 
    Eyes closed, he listened to the restaurant owner prepare his meal and the muffled conversations around him. He heard the scrape of the metal spoon on the soup pot and the swishing of noodles as they were prepared. He listened and breathed, trying to pull some chi from the environment to continue his cultivation, to help cleanse himself a little. 
 
    A failure that he had let it lapse at some point. He was better than that. Cursing himself internally for his weakness, he drew in another deep breath and forced himself to begin again. He was no genius, and he could not afford to just stop. Every second was important. 
 
    Inhale, draw in chi. Exhale, send it flowing through his body. 
 
    There was a hint of something rank and corrupt, earthy in that breath. Familiar in a way that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. He straightened a little, only to crouch back down, his breathing shutting down as an arc of pain erupted from his stomach at the sudden movement.  
 
    His breathing halted, Wu Ying was forced to ride out the agony at the chi deviation. As his attention finally returned to reality, he heard the trample of feet, the creak and sway of a palanquin moving along the road. His eyes narrowed, he stared at the back of the dark-clothed palanquin, recognizing the scent that emanated from it. 
 
    “Dark sect,” Wu Ying tried to whisper the words, only to fail as pain tugged at him again. 
 
    “Sir?” The proprietor stood beside him, a bowl of lamb noodle soup in hand.  
 
    “Nothing,” Wu Ying said, shaking his head. He pushed himself to his feet, then let out a strangled groan as his tired body rejected his movement.  
 
    The proprietor grabbed hold of his arm, helping Wu Ying sit. Wu Ying shuddered, his cultivation going haywire, his brief moment of inattention costing him. Blood leaked from his nose, pain racked his chest. He coughed and twitched, muscles clenching and releasing. 
 
    Slowly, ever so slowly, his body relaxed. The pain, the damage, receded into the background. 
 
    By the time he was able to focus on his surroundings, the palanquin was gone. Yet a hint, a trace of the familiar corruption lingered in the air, staining it. 
 
    “Honored cultivator. Are you well now or should I send for a physician?” The proprietor interrupted Wu Ying’s sniffing, his eyes grave with concern. 
 
    “I’m fine. I’ll be fine.” Wu Ying waved his hand down the road. “The palanquin that came by. Did you know it? Was there a flag saying whose it was?” 
 
    “The palanquin? It was just one of the ones that are rented.” 
 
    “No way to know who was in it?” 
 
    The owner shrugged, leaving Wu Ying to sigh. He waved the man away after thanking him once more, turning back to his now-cold meal. He turned down the proprietor’s offer of a new bowl, instead slurping down the meal as quickly as he could. Maybe it was a fool’s errand, but he would walk, scenting the air. Searching. 
 
    Because the dark sect was here. And injured and ill or not, Wu Ying would not let them exist without at least trying to stop whatever they had planned.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    Breakfast the next morning had Tou He joining Wu Ying in his room. The pair had decided against regularly going down to the dining room. It was too large and impersonal for the pair, especially since Wan Yan had no desire to deal with his friends. Instead, they took their breakfast together with Wu Ying relating his experience last night. 
 
    “And you’re sure of what you sensed?” Tou He asked once again. 
 
    Wu Ying nodded, hiding a yawn behind his hand. He had only made it back to his room in the early hours of the morning, barely having time to wash and change his clothing before he was joined for breakfast. A full night without rest was not unusual for him, and if he was healthy, it would be a minor nuisance at best. Now, with his body breaking down from the accumulated toxic chi, he struggled with the pounding headache and ache behind his eyes. 
 
    “You should rest.” 
 
    “I will. Later,” Wu Ying said. “We need to deal with this first.” 
 
    “Agreed. If the dark sect is here…” Tou He shook his head. “But what do you plan to do?” 
 
    Wu Ying had no easy answer. The obvious solution—inform the sect elders—was wrong. Their own Masters or Elders were not there. This was not their sect. Leveling an accusation that the Double Soul, Double Body Sect was filled with members of the dark sect would be dangerous. The most likely outcome was their warnings would be ignored. Even if they were not ignored, with so little information, their warning would be minimized. The damage to their reputation and their own sect’s reputation would be significant, especially if no sign of the enemy was found. 
 
    “We can’t just not tell anyone. It would be dangerous.” Wu Ying muttered, thinking out loud. Dereliction of duty would be the least of the crimes they would be charged with in that case. Charges of allying with the dark sect might even be brought up. “But they won’t believe us if we just say it.” 
 
    “I might know someone who could help.”  
 
    “Would they be able to support us too?” It was not sufficient just to tell people. The person would have to have sufficient standing in the Double Soul, Double Body Sect to offset accusations of not doing enough.  
 
    “Maybe. He is not a true Elder, but an Honorary Elder.” Tou He gestured out the door. “Better for you to meet him. And if we hurry, we should be able to do so today.” 
 
    Wu Ying watched his friend stuff his mouth with the remainder of the porridge they had been served. A moment later, he was copying his friend. In short order, the pair were hurrying out of the inn, Tou He in the lead.  
 
    “It’s a good thing the sect is so small or else we would never make it,” the ex-monk muttered. He was moving fast, going so far as to engage a movement technique so that the pair were nearly skipping along, barely dodging other pedestrians. 
 
    The building they arrived at was not a residence as Wu Ying had expected but an open courtyard temple with red gates, pagodas in the corners rising to the sky and wide-open gates leading to the main building. Once the pair entered, the tolling of the drums indicating the start of the hour rose from the nearby towers. Tou He gestured Wu Ying to hurry, the pair taking off their shoes just before they entered the temple itself to take a seat, cross-legged with the other worshippers. 
 
    There was a bare half dozen other worshippers, all facing the single monk who sat to the side of the room, perpendicular to the statues of the buddhas at the front of the temple. The monk was on a raised platform, seated on a yellow cushion and holding a small whisk, which he dipped into the bronze bowl of holy water before him. Following his friend’s actions, Wu Ying bowed his head, feeling the splash of water on his body as the monk chanted the morning prayers. 
 
    The morning prayers were in a language Wu Ying did not understand. Instead of joining in, he allowed the chanting to wash over him, letting the drone of words become part of the background as he joined the group in meditation. For those who believed, this would be the time to meditate on the failings of humanity and themselves, to find solace and peace in the words and to approach the middle path further. For Wu Ying, he focused within, finding a moment of peace, allowing the wash of energy that gathered around the temple to pass through him without attempting to take it for himself. 
 
    Not cultivating, just meditating. At times, finding moments of peace and consideration, of tranquility was just as important. He cleared his mind with each breath, allowing his accumulated worries and the ongoing aches to just exist, neither pondering them nor focusing on them, but allowing them to be. 
 
    At first, it was difficult. The pain intruded on his focus, pulled at it and demanded he pay attention. His concerns over his failing health, the dark sect, finding a proper body cultivation manual, all of it demanded his attention. But the chant, the subtle twist of chi present in the air and guided by the monk helped to put Wu Ying in the right frame of mind, helped calm him. 
 
    Each time he pushed his focus back to acceptance, it was easier. Each time he came back to just existing, it was faster. Eventually, he floated, existing rather than worrying. Each breath cleared a little more of the tension from his body.  
 
    When the prayer session was over, Wu Ying found himself slowly coming back, his body a little less painful, his muscles less corded, his mind clearer. He breathed, centering himself in his body and the present once more. As he did so, he realized that concepts that had earlier evaded him in the body cultivation manuals had clarified themselves in his mind. He sat still, picking at the thoughts, running them through his mind and even sensing the flow of chi within his body as it reacted to his new understanding. 
 
    Eventually, the moment of semi-enlightenment faded and he opened his eyes. Around him, another cultivator sat, his eyes still closed as chi swirled around him. The priest was gone from his spot, having migrated a distance away with Tou He. 
 
    Wu Ying walked over to the pair, finding himself able to move easier. His muscles ached less, his mind a little clearer. He bowed to the Elder, offering his thanks. 
 
    “No thanks are required. It is part of why I am here,” the Elder said. Like Tou He once before, the man wore the orange robes of a Buddhist monk and had a completely bald head. Around his neck were prayer beads and deep laugh lines were around his eyes. 
 
    “Wu Ying, this is Elder Lai Ge Ming,” Tou He introduced the pair. “He is a monk from my previous temple who achieved some enlightenment in our path—” 
 
    “Only a minor understanding.” 
 
    “And was sent to the Double Soul, Double Body Sect at their request to aid their members in finding the middle path cultivation.” The ex-monk ignored the interruption with aplomb. “He is an Honorary Elder of the Double Soul, Double Body Sect. I have also informed him of our findings.” 
 
    Wu Ying smiled at Tou He, grateful that he was willing to take ownership of the issue as well. It was obvious that Tou He had been informed of his ex-temple’s Elder for cases like this. Even if the monk had left, he was still an adherent and his Master in the temple was still looking out for him. 
 
    In comparison, Wu Ying’s Master was lacking in such friends and contacts. What contacts he had were formal and transient. Fairy Yang had even informed Wu Ying that his Master would refuse to do business with the same individuals for too long for fear of creating strong karmic ties.  
 
    It made both Wu Ying and Elder Yang’s acquisitions as students all the more puzzling. But threads of past lives and potential consequences were one of the things his Master was able to discern, and the few times Wu Ying had asked, it was this excuse he had been given. Whether it was true or not, Wu Ying had neither the ability nor inclination to probe. 
 
    “Elder Lai, have you noticed anything?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “No.” The Elder offered a half-smile. “But I spend much of my time in this temple. I do not mix with the other sect Elders much.” As Wu Ying worked on how to ask him to do so, the Elder offered a smile. “I will, of course, attempt to rectify that.” 
 
    “If you change your behavior, they might be alerted,” Tou He said worriedly. 
 
    “True. But I do, on occasion, visit the other Elders and attempt to encourage them toward moderation in their actions.”  
 
    Preaching, Wu Ying translated in his head.  
 
    “It has been a while since I have done that. I’m sure they’ll be grateful to see me again.” Again, that smile, this time in good humor at what he probably knew was a lie. Elder Lai looked at Tou He and smiled. “I could say that your presence has reminded me of my own failings, if asked.” 
 
    “It seems that the Elder has thought things through,” Wu Ying said, bowing to the monk. 
 
    Elder Lai laughed. “Not at all. Such conspiracies are not at all what I am used to. But the dark sects are a danger to everyone, a stain upon the skein of dharma. It is best to cut them off when one can.” He tapped his chin. “I shall also inform a few others that I trust to watch. It is possible that what we seek might be in areas that even I am not allowed to enter.” 
 
    The pair of young cultivators nodded, and the three of them fell into a deeper discussion of what they should do. Tou He had his own reading to complete, and Wu Ying had to spend time not only gathering contribution points but working out his best cultivation method. As outsiders, they would be watched and limited in how much they could do.  
 
    The last thing they agreed upon was a method to communicate with one another. A simple series of talismans was handed to them, yellow marks that would allow them to communicate a desire to meet or for urgent help. 
 
    Once that was over, the pair were sent away to finish their tasks. Tou He had his visit to the tower to attend and Wu Ying a belated trip to the apothecarist guild. As they left, Wu Ying caught sight of the Elder walking over to the last cultivator, who slowly woke from his moment of enlightenment. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “And you gathered these items all yourself?” the senior attendant at the apothecarist hall said, looking over the array of herbs and plants Wu Ying had dropped off.  
 
    The cultivator had gathered much of it over the course of his trip, with some having been secreted in his World Spirit Ring. Still, for the most part, the herbs in his ring needed time to grow, leaving him forced to search for wild herbs. For now, at least. He looked forward to the day when he could provide directly from his World Spirit Ring. 
 
    Wu Ying nodded to the lady who picked up another herb, turning the cut branch over in her hand, disregarding the liquid that dripped down her fingers.  
 
    “Why did you put them all in different bottles?” she asked then pointed at another opened bottle vase, a mixture of plants in it. “And not that one?” 
 
    “The requirements for optimal care varies. Some will last, and are even better, stored as cuttings like this. But they require different amounts of chi and ratios of water and sustenance, so multiple bottles are the best method.” Wu Ying gestured toward the paired plants. “The autumn sprig and the climbing northern ivy, on the other hand, complement one another. It’s better to store them together, since they will improve in potency in this way. Though they should be separated in a day or so.” 
 
    The attendant’s eyes narrowed as Wu Ying spoke, continuing to relay the care he had taken with each cutting. She perused each of the herbs and plants, muttering to herself occasionally before she finished her circuit of the table. 
 
    “These are all well cared for. Some could be fresher.”  
 
    Wu Ying shrugged, for it had been a long journey.  
 
    “And some were dried out when we would have preferred them fresh”—a very long journey—“but overall, good quality. If lacking in rarity.” 
 
    “Then you will be purchasing them all?” Wu Ying asked, his tone of voice a mixture between a query and a statement. 
 
    “Of course. I was summoned here because it has been many years since we had a true Spiritual Herb Gatherer in the sect. While we have a few who dabble in the cultivation of spiritual herbs, none of them have significant skills. It has led to a marked scarcity in supplies.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded, curious as to where she was going with this conversation. Normally when one negotiated, you did not display your weaknesses. Not having spiritual gardeners and gatherers in the sect was definitely a weakness. 
 
    “Are you able to care for rarer spiritual herbs?” the attendant asked.  
 
    “Certainly, if they are available. I generally can care for herbs up to the equivalent Core level without an issue. Obviously the truly rare herbs and spiritual plants might be out of my reach or require deeper consultation of other works. If you provide me a list of what is required, I could look into the matter. The area around this city is a bit civilized, but there might still be herbs that can be found.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’ll make sure to have that list compiled and sent to your residence. In addition, will you be willing to provide training?” 
 
    Wu Ying frowned. “I am not certain that my Master would be accepting of that.”  
 
    As a student of Elder Li, he had obligations to the information that she had imparted to him in confidence. Without her permission, he could not take on students of his own. 
 
    “Nothing like that. As I said, the spiritual gardeners we have are less than competent. Even the most basic instruction would likely aid them.” The attendant smiled, leaning forward and inadvertently pressing her breasts together. She drew Wu Ying’s gaze down with the motion before he pulled his attention back to her pretty face. Only the slightest hint of a smile indicated she knew what she had done. “We will be quite willing to provide the contribution points.” 
 
    “We?”  
 
    “The apothecarist hall.” She gestured around herself. “It is difficult to improve even our basic skills when we lack even the most fundamental of ingredients on a daily basis. Without good quality ingredients, it is impossible to make good quality pills and potions.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded, though he decided not to mention it might not be the other gardeners’ fault. The tower made a mockery of farming near it. At least for those without a better grounding in the intricacies of spiritual herb gathering arrays. If not for his friendship with Ru Ping, Wu Ying doubted he would be as advanced in that field of study as he was.  
 
    Still, as a budding apothecarist himself, he understood her frustration. Even if his own skills had atrophied over the last year or so, he still understood the key points of the profession.  
 
    “So are you saying that the apothecarist hall will double the contribution points that a Spirit Herb Gatherer might gain from such an assignment?” Wu Ying said, smiling.  
 
    If he was being paid twice and only teaching the most basic information while upgrading their formations to guard against the tower, even his Master would find it hard to object. It was really the core teachings—that about wild gathering and higher-level plants—that were unique to her. 
 
    Of course, Wu Ying knew that he was stretching the boundaries of propriety. Elder Li would probably not be entirely happy with what he was going to do, especially since he would not be able to ask permission beforehand. But considering his desperate need for contribution points, so long as he limited himself, it should be fine. And if not… well, if he was dead, he would pay her back in the next life. 
 
    “Yes. But I expect to see improvement in the herbs we receive.” 
 
    Wu Ying grinned. “I will speak with the assignment hall as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Make sure you do.” 
 
    Wu Ying watched as she walked away. A thought belatedly struck him as she reached the door. “I do need a written confirmation of what we discussed. And an accounting of all these terms.” 
 
    Now, the attendant frowned. Gone was the coquettish nature she had displayed earlier as she coldly offered him a nod before she stepped out. 
 
    For a moment, he wondered if she had intended to cheat him. If he hadn’t asked for a written confirmation, would he have ever seen the contribution points so blithely promised to him? He’d probably never know. 
 
    Turning to the other attendant, who had been standing quietly by the wall, Wu Ying gestured at the herbs displayed on the table. “You need help putting them away?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Wu Ying strolled out of the apothecarist hall, clutching the wooden slat he had been given. It was imbued with chi to prevent potential cheating, along with witness signatures to indicate its authenticity, including the mark from the Apothecarist Hall Elder. That was what had taken the longest part, though it did mean he would double his contribution points if he completed the assignments. Along with that, he held the sect token that recorded the contribution points he had gained by selling his plants. He would need to register it at the assignment hall, but that was a simple enough matter. 
 
    The Double Soul, Double Body Sect Assignment Hall was similar in intention and layout to the Verdant Green Waters Assignment Hall. The assignment hall was much smaller and less busy, but it had the same functions. There was but a single bored attendant seated in the corner, perusing a cultivation manual, while boards of available assignments were displayed along the edges of the hall. 
 
    Wu Ying walked over to the assignment boards to review the details. The title and brief description of each assignment was written on the bamboo slats, the slats themselves hung on metal hooks that allowed cultivators to easily choose among them. 
 
    The assignments were varied, ranging from mundane, outer sect assignments—like Wu Ying’s favorite porter jobs—to cooking and cleaning tasks. The board of such mundane assignments was the most crowded, an obvious issue with the sect so lacking in outer sect disciples but a large amount of space. Wu Ying had already noticed the sect’s reliance on mortal cultivators to tackle jobs that would have been done by outer sect disciples in the Verdant Green Waters. 
 
    The more specialized work—assignments for blacksmiths and apothecarists—were sparser in quantity, but more varied. Assignments could be as simple as the smelting of copper and iron to the production of a metal sphere with earth affinity meant to be wielded by a Core-leveled individual. Minimum quality requirements were indicated, as the entire object would likely be enchanted further afterward. 
 
    Even the work for the apothecarists was fascinatingly different. There seemed to be no splitting of assignments between inner and outer sects, with the only differentiation being the cultivation level of the cultivators who could take an assignment. 
 
    Wu Ying walked along the boards, eyeing the differences, searching for assignments that might be useful for him. Since the surroundings were relatively civilized, there weren’t many martial assignments. Those that were available often required significant travel. There were even a few that Wu Ying was certain were duplicates of the assignments he had spotted in his own Sect. That was not particularly surprising.  
 
    After all, bandits a lord could not handle or spirit beasts and demons that plagued villages did not care who killed them. Nor did the villagers or lords pay particular attention to who completed the job, so long as their troubles were dispatched. 
 
    Perhaps most importantly, what Wu Ying was studying was the rate each assignment paid. He knew how much he had earned in contribution points at the Apothecarist Hall and had enough confidence to negotiate directly with them. But for regular assignments, Wu Ying assumed the rates of payment would be different.  
 
    In addition, he was trying to gauge the worth of each contribution point. After all, he knew the cost in points for each cultivation manual he wished to peruse and buy, but he had no understanding of how much that related to the “regular” earnings a sect member might have undertaking these assignments. 
 
    A factor that he was putting right, right now. Most importantly, once he understood all that, he could gauge how long it would take for him to acquire sufficient contribution points to peruse the more detailed manuals. Luckily, Wu Ying was not paying for them entirely in contribution points. He was just buying partial access, while the full payment would be borne by his Master. 
 
    Once he was done, Wu Ying paused at the final board, arranging his thoughts. There were a few quick conclusions to be drawn, the first among them that the Double Soul, Double Body Sect was stingy in what they paid out. Where the Verdant Green Waters might pay a few hundred points for dealing with a bandit team, or tens of points for cleaning the Sect in a day, the Double Soul, Double Body Sect would only give single-digit numbers of contribution points for the same tasks. 
 
    The next fascinating aspect was the way the sect weighed certain actions. Kill quests, assignments to deal with bandits or demon beasts, were less valued than in his own sect. Wu Ying assumed that was a matter of prestige, rather than an indication of martial prowess. As the premier sect, the Verdant Green Waters had to meet its obligations to the kingdom in helping safeguard its borders and villages. The Double Soul, Double Body Sect had no such obligation, and as such, they probably felt less inclined to promote such dangerous activity. 
 
    It was also possible the Double Soul, Double Body Sect cultivators were just not as martial. Perhaps they were afraid of losing the few sect members they had. After all, with each member being unique, the cost to train and improve each individual was likely higher. 
 
    That thought made Wu Ying pause. He almost envied the cultivators of the Double Soul, Double Body Sect. They, at least, were valued. By the sect as a whole, that was. Obviously his Master and Fairy Yang valued him. But in terms of the Sect, he was but another faceless body.  
 
    Pushing aside the thought, Wu Ying turned back to the assignment boards in his mind. One advantage of being here was the increased price he received for his plants. With both Elder Li and the other Gatherers in play, his contributions, while useful, were not as valued at the Verdant Green Waters. Here, good spiritual herbs in decent quantity were rarer. That would play a large part, he expected, in him making the necessary points. 
 
    Eventually though, Wu Ying walked away from the boards holding a series of bamboo slips. Among them, three different ones for individuals looking to receive education on tending spiritual herbs and two, from Elders, to help restore failing herb gardens. Truth be told, he’d have preferred more of the last, but he took what they had. 
 
    The lone attendant looked up, pushing at the sleeves on his arms and arranging himself primly. Wu Ying placed the bamboo slips and the small token he had been given on the counter, extracting his guest token as well. Briskly, Wu Ying explained the token and his needs, the attendant nodding along until he was done. 
 
    “The contribution points are no issue. As for these assignments…” The attendant eyed them before he nodded. “These, I will be happy to see gone.” 
 
    “But…?” 
 
    “But I must warn you, as a guest, there are many assignments I cannot allow you to take.”  
 
    Wu Ying frowned, turning his head to look at the empty assignment hall and the boards that were filled with bamboo slips.  
 
    “It is not just what needs to be done, but what is appropriate.” The attendant shrugged. “There are some Elders who would prefer we bring more individuals into the sect. Having such a vast array of options and payments is one of the benefits of joining us, they say.” 
 
    “You don’t sound like you agree.” 
 
    “Well, I would be more supportive of the idea if those same Elders didn’t arrive every week, asking me why their assignments have not been filled.” The attendant rolled his eyes. “Because it’s obviously my fault that it hasn’t been taken.” 
 
    Wu Ying chuckled at the attendant’s obvious disdain. It was a little surprising to see the man speak about issues with their sect so openly though. Of course, Wu Ying wouldn’t mention that. Let the man complain. He would accept any information he could acquire. 
 
    “But I take it you’re a Spirit Herb Gatherer and gardener?” the attendant said as his hands moved over the slips and token, marking them as taken and infusing Wu Ying’s token with the information. When Wu Ying agreed, he continued. “Good, good. If you don’t mind, I’ll make it known then. It’s been so long since we’ve had one here, many have removed their assignments or stopped coming by to make offers, preferring the auction and merchant houses.”  
 
    “Merchant houses?”  
 
    “Yes. We have a few in the city who have connections to other sects and cities. They often bring in herbs for our practitioners.” He leaned in, dropping his voice a little. “Though they cheat our sect members like crazy. Tael-greedy merchants.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded in complete and sympathetic understanding. Greedy merchants were a universal problem, one that no individual had not experienced. Then again… “Auction houses?” 
 
    “We have two in the city. Minor ones, but they host semi-monthly auctions with the rarer goods they bring in.” The attendant sighed, sweeping his gaze around the empty hall. “It’s partly why we’re so quiet. Not enough sect members to finish assignments means that the assignments we get are either hard to complete or are underpaid.”  
 
    Wu Ying nodded, recalling what he saw. Though he had to wonder what the attendant considered underpaid, since some seemed worth more than his own experience. Then again, if the merchants were overcharging by a large amount, it was possible that everyone in the sect had warped perspectives too.  
 
    “Or worse, they just never bother putting anything in,” the attendant added. “Which means others don’t use us. If the sect didn’t require contribution points, we’d be truly empty.” 
 
    “I’d be grateful if you could inform me of any assignments I might take that are worth more. Obviously any Gathering work, but I have some minor accomplishments as a martial artist. I also have a decent understanding of the wilderness, having to journey through it. Maybe assignments that work well together…?” 
 
    The attendant nodded along until he mentioned being a martial artist. Then he looked over Wu Ying, the way he leaned to the side, probably recalled the slight hitch in his steps. And while his face was yet to be marred, Wu Ying followed the attendant’s gaze to his arm, where his sleeve had fallen down to display the mark of growing corruption. 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “I’m not at my best, of course,” Wu Ying cut him off, smiling. “But I am not that injured. And my friends who arrived with me are quite well-rehearsed at working with me.” 
 
    “Ah. The wandering cultivator. He was with you?” 
 
    “Yu Kun?” Wu Ying said and got a nod in confirmation. “Yes, a good friend of mine. Though he’s no longer a wandering cultivator but a member of the Verdant Green Waters.” 
 
    “For now.” The attendant sniffed. “But if he’s with you… well, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    Wu Ying smiled, taking back his guest token. He slipped it into his storage ring before offering the other a bow. “I’d be grateful, honored attendant.” 
 
    The other man snorted but waved him off and Wu Ying walked away, smiling a little. Now, best to get to the library. He still had a lot to read. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    To Wu Ying’s surprise, he found Tou He standing outside the library-cum-formation-tower looking annoyed. His friend was staring at the tower which pulsed with power, the ambient flow of chi directed up and into the building with each pulse.  
 
    “Tou He?” Wu Ying called when he was close enough. He was amused to watch his friend start, a hand rising automatically to protect himself before he spotted Wu Ying. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve been bumped back. Again.” Tou He crossed his arms, gesturing with his chin at the active tower. 
 
    “What happened?” Wu Ying growled, irritated on his behalf. He drew a breath to calm himself then cocked his head to the side. 
 
    “There was a new… what is it?” Tou He broke off, spotting Wu Ying sniffing at the air again. 
 
    “The smell. The corrupted chi smell. It’s back.” 
 
    Tou He frowned and shifted stances to one more appropriate for a fight. “Where?” 
 
    “All around here…” Wu Ying walked a few steps, turning his head from side to side. “It’s faded. Very faded. If there was no wind…” He shook his head, turning to stare at the double-doored entrance. “But I think it leads inside.” 
 
    “Inside?” Tou He frowned. “I was just pushed back because they needed the tower for an important personage. Someone who arrived last night.” 
 
    “That’s a little… coincidental.” Wu Ying stared at the tower that glowed with power, drawing in chi from around the city to help power it. He stretched his senses to the maximum, feeling at the kinds of energy that ran into the tower, hoping to discern a clue of some sort. He failed as he realized that it was just pulling in environmental chi without care or differentiation. 
 
    His friend did the same, though he occasionally glanced at Wu Ying. Still, the pulse of energy continued. Finally, Tou He prodded his unmoving friend. 
 
    “What?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “You should go study.”  
 
    “But…” He gestured into the sky. “The corruption…” 
 
    “I can watch for who comes in and out. And now that I know to look for it, I’m sure I will spot it. If nothing else, we can always visit the suspects later.” Tou He gestured around the small city-sect. “It’s not as though we cannot find them.” 
 
    Wu Ying remembered the long, long night he had spent searching. He even had to hold back a yawn as his body reminded him of its exhaustion. But with Tou He on watch and with knowledge of who—or at least, where—they were… 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I’d point out you are also rather well-known,” Tou He said. 
 
    “And you’re not?”  
 
    “I have a reason to question them.” 
 
    Wu Ying bit his lip in uncertainty before he nodded. “Fine. Just be careful.” 
 
    Tou He chuckled, waving his hand around the square. While it was not crowded, the library and its surroundings, including a few restaurants, were always occupied. Add the fact that it was broad daylight and Wu Ying had to flash a sheepish grin at his friend. If something was to happen, it would be truly unlikely to be here. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll see you tonight then,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    In minutes, Wu Ying was in the library once more, speaking with an attendant and acquiring a new set of body cultivation manual summaries to review. Even so, he made sure to take a seat near one of the open windows where he could see his friend standing at ease before the doors of the tower, waiting. 
 
    After the manuals arrived, it took Wu Ying a long while to focus. Occasionally he would look out, checking on Tou He, on the flow of energy through the room. Inside the library itself, the flow of environmental chi was muted, harder to discern. It was obvious they were shielded from the effects of the formation. Either that or being in the center, they were just unable to sense the storm that swirled around and down the tower. 
 
    Once Wu Ying was able to focus properly though, he forgot about his friend and the potential problems—until hours later, when he glanced outside to find the square empty. Without any indication of a violent altercation outside, Wu Ying consoled himself that Tou He was probably okay and already on another task. 
 
    At least, Wu Ying hoped so. He would learn otherwise tonight. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “So?” Wu Ying asked Tou He the moment he entered his friend’s room.  
 
    The ex-monk’s room layout was identical to Wu Ying’s, consisting of a large living room with an adjacent, open-plan bedroom and a similarly designed dining room. Both were blocked off with hanging bamboo drapes, offering a touch of privacy and delineation in what was an otherwise open layout, broken only by the slightly raised platforms each of the other rooms were built upon. Tou He was seated in the living room, lounging with a cup of tea in one hand and a book in the other. 
 
    “Four individuals. All who arrived at the end of last night. Two servants—Body Cleansers at the marginal levels—and two true cultivators from the Whistling Iron Monkey sect.” Wu Ying frowned, and Tou He waved the book he was holding. On its back was the name of the aforementioned sect. “Might be more, but those were the ones who exited the tower.” 
 
    “You’re reading about them?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Obviously. Of the two cultivators, one was stained—compromised—by the cultivation exercise and boost we had faced before. The other was their Senior, I presume. Neither were past the Energy Storage stage, though they both carried talismans blocking any further investigation.” 
 
    “Did they suspect you?” 
 
    “Possibly. I waited until the guide had bid them goodbye before I spoke with the guide, but they did linger a little to listen to me,” Tou He said contemplatively. “I believe they might have accepted my curiosity and irritation at face value though.” 
 
    “And their names? Where they’re staying?” Wu Ying said, already considering how he could bump into them. Tou He’s method of sensing chi cultivation was cruder than his, reliant on sight rather than smell—a sense that was commonly blocked.  
 
    “I learnt both later,” Tou He said. “I also have been guaranteed my spot for tomorrow. Unless another major emergency occurs.” 
 
    Wu Ying flashed him a smile, happy about the last bit. Still, he would not be distracted. “And the emergency…?” 
 
    “Was the corruption in their cultivation base. The cultivation exercise creates significant problems for those who stop using it. The guide did not, of course, speak directly about what they had learned, but it seems that those who try to wean themselves off the dark sect’s cultivation exercises and aids are facing great difficulties now.” 
 
    “Now, who could have foreseen that as a problem,” Wu Ying said sarcastically. 
 
    “I wonder though…” 
 
    “Wonder what?” 
 
    “If we are being a little paranoid. They are looking for a solution to their problems. If the dark sect had given them this cultivation exercise and the tainted cores as a way to control them, I do not see how those who are actively trying to shake off the shackles could be working for them.” 
 
    Wu Ying’s lips pursed. “Unless they are expecting everyone to think about that. If the dark sect realized that they have made it easy to locate their pawns, they might be trying to recover some of them.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Tou He stared at Wu Ying, who was still standing. The ex-monk gestured. “Might as well sit.” 
 
    Wu Ying smiled in gratitude before taking the seat. As he squatted, a wave of exhaustion swept through him, making his knees buckle. He almost fell off the chair as he landed a little off, his face growing pale before he steadied himself. As he forced himself straight, he realized that Tou He had placed down the book and teacup . 
 
    “You’re getting sicker,” Tou He stated. 
 
    “It’s fine. I might soon find something to help cleanse myself. Or at least, slow down the progression.” Anyway, I didn’t sleep much last night. It’s probably just that.” 
 
    Tou He shook his head, dismissing Wu Ying’s blatant attempt at underplaying his problems. “I don’t think you should be focusing so much on the dark sect. You need to find a body cultivation manual. The damage to your body, it seems to be speeding up.” 
 
    “It is,” Wu Ying admitted. There was little point in hiding that fact from his friend. As more poison and corruption chi collected in his body, it grew and replicated itself, creating an endlessly growing spiral. Even his efforts to cleanse it were doing little to slow the growth “But as I said, I think I’m close.” 
 
    “Then I’d say you should focus on studying for now. Don’t worry about the dark sect. I’ll keep an eye on them. I got the feeling from the guide that we are not the only ones watching them.”  
 
    Wu Ying blinked in surprise. He inadvertently turned toward the tower, barely in sight out of the room’s window. 
 
    “When they left, I noticed a couple of followers. Sect members of the Double Soul, Double Body Sect,” Tou He said. 
 
    That made sense, now that Wu Ying thought about it. If he knew about the corruption and its origins, the Double Soul, Double Body Sect probably did too. Especially considering the fact that the new guests were here to solve the issue. Knowing that, it would be foolish for the sect to not watch them. Still… 
 
    “Why would they even agree to help?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    His friend could only shrug. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    Later that evening, at Wu Ying’s insistence, the pair found themselves at one of the many Body Cleansing training rooms that the Double Soul, Double Body Sect hosted. They did not even have to pay to use the facilities—that was how sparsely used the facilities were. Obviously, whoever had planned the development of the sect had expected a more normal ratio of Body Cleansing to Energy Storage cultivators than reality had borne out. 
 
    Seated in the basic chi gathering array, Wu Ying slowed his breathing as he focused deeper within. He had acquired one of the cheapest Wind body cultivation manuals—one that had cost a quarter of his accumulated contribution points in the sect—to test a theory of his.  
 
    Of course, it was a potentially dangerous theory to test, which was why Tou He was watching. Still, if Wu Ying was correct, he would succeed in dealing with the ever-increasing damage his body was facing. Or at the least, slowing it down. 
 
    Wu Ying drew a deeper breath, trying to calm his racing heart, trying to ignore the throbbing pain that had crept up his left buttocks as he sat cross-legged. Meditating in this position had never really bothered him. Pain from overwork, from training with his father, was just another thing he had learnt to tune out. A night’s sleep, a few hours of rest, and most of it faded. 
 
    Unfortunately, his situation now was different. Sleep was difficult due to the constant aches. Just because he could ignore and work through the pain, when it never left, when it walked beside him companionably every second of the day, it wore at his control. It rubbed the edges of his personality like a whetstone, grinding his actions and his emotions into sharp edges.  
 
    He had snapped at Tou He, snapped at the attendant, even growled at a cultivator who had not gotten out of his way in time. The pain was getting to him, the slow grind down as weeks passed. The past few months made him marvel at his father’s self-control. How much worse was it for him, who limped day in and day out?  
 
    Wu Ying would need to speak to his father, maybe explain the new view on life he had gained, when he returned. 
 
    Distracted.  
 
    He was distracted again. Pushing against his wandering mind, Wu Ying focused on his breathing again, trying to center himself and push past the pain. 
 
    Fear came next—fear of the pain, of the damage he might cause himself. That fear caught at his breathing, made his fingers tremble and his mind quail. He felt the fear and forced himself to accept it. Accept that he was scared. 
 
    Why wouldn’t he be? He was reaching into the fire again, knowing he had been burnt once. Yet Wu Ying had no choice. If he was to pull himself from the edge, to save his harvest and survive until a real cure was found, he would have to risk it. 
 
    And he was procrastinating.  
 
    Again. 
 
    Another breath, and Wu Ying threw himself down his mind. Ignoring the lamentations of his body and the grip of fear, he turned deep within and sent his chi coursing through his body. First, through the third and eighth meridian, across forty-seven meridian points. Shifting the type and kind of chi he held, transforming it from his unaspected chi into wood, then wind chi. 
 
    Even finding traces of wind chi was hard. At least, finding it among the chi flowing through his meridians. In his body, that was not an issue. He felt that chi all the time, now that he knew what to look for. It was similar to wood chi in its liveliness, though it sometimes felt like burning, passionate fire chi. Wind chi was flighty, fast-moving, refusing to be contained and yet always expanding to fill whatever container it was put within.  
 
    Finding it in his meridians was hard and forming it even harder. He had to pass his unaspected chi through his meridian points to create wood chi first, then over fire-chi-oriented points to burn it and create air chi. Not too fast, or nothing would catch fire. Not too slow, or the chi would become fire chi.  
 
    The process was difficult, but eventually he got the hang of it.  
 
    That was the easy part. Soul cultivation was something he had done for years, decades even. Even if controlling the exact aspect ratio and speed of flow of his chi within his body to create wind chi was new, he had experience in the actual techniques. 
 
    Now, came the real test. 
 
    Now, he had to diffuse his newly acquired wind chi throughout his body.  
 
    Wind chi was slippery, prone to escaping. If he did not contain the chi with his will, it would slip through his grasp, just as water chi did. Moving it was harder too, for too great a force made the wind chi compress, making it more difficult to move. That was unlike water chi, which could be shoved around with impunity, so long as one’s will was strong and impervious. At the same time, wind chi was also willful, intent on expanding to fill any location with even the smallest of nudges, much like fire chi. And like wood chi, it seemed to constantly be absorbed by the very walls of his meridian, intent on escaping and joining every part of his body. 
 
    That was the good part. He didn’t have to work very hard to make his wind chi part of him. It wanted to do that, wanted to be subsumed. Yet at the same time, it also refused to displace other chi, refused to shove aside other aspects. At least, not without some force. More force than Wu Ying was comfortable using. 
 
    Thankfully, enough of his body still needed to become wind-aligned that it didn’t matter. Theoretically.  
 
    Wu Ying began the process of cultivating the basic wind body manual, intent on imbuing his body with wind chi to test his theory.  
 
    Long minutes passed as he churned his chi, felt it disperse through his meridians into veins and arteries, into individual capillaries. He felt a shift a half hour later as energy expanded, as old blood and flesh warped as it took on the aspect of the chi he pushed in. A slow, dull ache originated from the portions that changed, radiating from his chest outward as it added to the symphony of agony that already existed in his body. 
 
    Wu Ying cultivated, his body straining, his energy thrashing. Five circulations, completed with painstaking care as he worked his way through the manual. Only an hour of work. 
 
    Then he was done. He collapsed sideways, toppling over as exhaustion caught up.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Drink!” Tou He pushed the cup at Wu Ying.  
 
    It was a simple brew, a recipe given to Wu Ying by Senior Hou and tweaked to better suit Wu Ying’s body as per the body cultivation manual they had perused. Senior Hou had been remarkably prescient on what was needed, with only a few standout items that they had swapped out that would work better for a wind body than a wood body. 
 
    Of course, adjusting an apothecarist brew was dangerous. Wu Ying would never have tried it if not for his own knowledge of apothecary and the fact that Senior Hou’s original brew had already lost its efficacy. It was still not advisable, but he was willing to risk it. After all, when one was dying, minor risk of further injury was… minor. 
 
    Or at least, Wu Ying had told himself that when he had passed Tou He the recipe before he began cultivating. Now, sipping on the warm, blossom-scented drink, he was grateful for his risk-taking. If nothing else, this smelled and tasted much better than the original recipe. 
 
    “Yes, yes.” Wu Ying pushed aside the bowl, half-finished, as he waited for his stomach to settle. “I’m not meant to be chugging it.” 
 
    “Are you meant to be collapsing?” Tou He said caustically. 
 
    “I was just tired. It’s been a long day,” Wu Ying said, waving the matter away. When Tou He made a noise of disagreement, he continued. “Seriously, I was just tired. I might have pushed things a bit much, but I didn’t hurt myself.” 
 
    Tou He grunted, watching his friend sip at the drink a little longer before asking the question he had clearly been burning to ask. “Did it work?” 
 
    “Hmmm…” Wu Ying sent his senses into his body again, trying to judge the changes. Only five revolutions, when any substantial change required hundreds, if not thousands, meant that changes—if any—were hard to notice. At least he hadn’t had a cultivation deviation this time. “Maybe? I think I’m a little sturdier?” 
 
    “Are you supposed to get sturdier with a wind elemental body?” 
 
    “Not that way,” Wu Ying said, irritated. 
 
    “Then?” 
 
    “It’s… it’s like the wind chi is more solid within me. It feels like I’m improving, even if it is only marginally.” Wu Ying frowned, rolling up his sleeves. The stain on his arm, the blackened skin that looked so much like a bruise or liver spots one would see on the elderly, had not changed. His clothing was clean as well, other than some minor staining and the rank smell of dried sweat. “I didn’t exude anything this time.” 
 
    “Yes. Which your laundress is grateful for.” Tou He frowned. Obviously, considering all that Wu Ying had gone through, a flood of exuded corruption chi might have been better. 
 
    “I don’t know if this”—Wu Ying raised the bowl—“or the body cultivation is helping, but it doesn’t seem to be harming me at least. If I can reinforce my body, maybe it’ll slow down the poison.” 
 
    “Maybe?”  
 
    “Yes. I’ll need to try this a few more times, and the other methods.” 
 
    “Won’t what you are doing clash with other cultivation methods?” Tou He asked. 
 
    “It’s why I chose this one.” Wu Ying pulled the manual from his storage ring and waved it at his friend. “It’s a little like the Yellow Emperor method in that it seems to be a foundation builder. It won’t take me very far, but hopefully it also won’t create major problems if I find something better.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of uncertainty in your words, my friend.” 
 
    Wu Ying could only laugh ruefully. It was not as if he did not know the murky swamp of uncertainty he wandered in. 
 
    “Well, might as well finish your drink. Then I expect you to sleep.” Tou He ran a hand across his bald scalp, flashing a wry grin. “So shall I, as I finally get a chance at the formation tomorrow.” 
 
    After a moment, Wu Ying asked, “Do you want me to be with you?”  
 
    “No. Sleep in. I doubt I’ll have anything as dramatic as you.” 
 
    Wu Ying tried to glare at his friend, but eventually broke out laughing. He hated to admit it, but he did make the simplest tasks complicated. Perhaps in a previous life, he had caused trouble for the gods themselves, so they picked on him now. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying woke late the next morning—at least late for him. The sun was well on its way to reaching its zenith, unlike his normal dawn risings. Even so, he felt exhausted, his body racked with pain. His sleep had been mostly restful, though he still woke a couple of times. 
 
    After completing his morning routine of washing and cultivation, Wu Ying strolled down the stairs, only to find that the inn had closed its kitchen for the morning. Caught in the awkward time between breakfast and lunch, Wu Ying chose to leave the residence in search of sustenance. 
 
    The city buzzed with commerce. It did not take him long to find a roadside cook with skewers of meat and small white buns, kept warm by the steam rising from the cart. A handful of coins was enough to procure his breakfast, which he ate while walking. 
 
    Wu Ying knew he should be headed straight for the library. He had a lot more research to do. However, curiosity drove him not to the library directly, but to the inn where the corrupted cultivators were supposedly staying. He wasn’t entirely certain what he expected to learn, especially considering he had woken so late, but Wu Ying still felt driven to at least look. 
 
    The district—if you could call that a location a half dozen streets over from where he stayed—that the corrupted individuals stayed in was made up of tall, walled-off residences and quiet streets. Wu Ying heard the thrum of voices behind the walls as individuals cooked, played, and lived their lives sheltered behind the walls. Occasionally he encountered residences without such noise, replaced instead by the glint and hum of talismans and enchantment formations. The paved streets and generally silent surroundings made Wu Ying stand out as he searched for the building. 
 
    It did not take him long to reach it, only for his investigation to be stymied by the closed doors. There were no sounds originating from within, and active enchantments kept both noise and his own senses from penetrating directly. Yet, perhaps due to the nature of his sensing techniques, Wu Ying could smell the stain that those within had created. 
 
    It was strong. Much stronger than what he had sensed on the palanquin a couple of nights earlier. Wu Ying frowned, uncertain of the difference. There were many potential reasons for this disparity—a longer stay within, a larger number of individuals, maybe even the use of rituals to utilize those tainted beast cores were among the few that came to mind.  
 
    Frustration bubbled within him as he stared at the impenetrable walls and closed gates. He stalked forward for a second, about to knock and demand answers before he pulled himself away. He shuddered at his actions, pushing down his impatience, and forced his feet to walk away. 
 
    He forced himself to breathe, to find a center. The pain, the recollection of the damage they had done, unresolved anger at his injuries… it boiled over, threatening to make him take action when patience was required. And perhaps this new bloodline was making him more impetuous, more impatient. 
 
    Tou He was right. Wu Ying needed to wait, needed to study and heal himself. Pushing matters now, before he was ready, was a fool’s action. He let his feet take him back toward the library, only casting a single glance back at the imposing residence.  
 
    He was halfway to his destination when Wu Ying remembered that they had not even told Yu Kun of the issue. He blinked, smacking himself on the head. It took him only a few minutes to find a local messenger boy that he directed to leave a note for his friend at the inn. Perhaps they could meet tonight or tomorrow morning. 
 
    There was much to tell. Both to Yu Kun and his Master.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Cultivator Long.” The voice pulled Wu Ying from his reading, yanking brown eyes up from yellowed parchment.  
 
    He turned to the speaker, meeting the gaze of the petite library elder, Elder Zheng. She was so short that even when he was seated, Wu Ying had to look down a little to see her face.  
 
    Of course, the moment he realized who had greeted him, Wu Ying stood, bowing. “Elder Zheng.” 
 
    “I have the answer to your question about the manuals,” Elder Zheng said. “Including the request to review and purchase some of these others. I have agreed to the request for these documents.” She held out three different manuals, a light smile on her lips. “I hope they meet your needs.” 
 
    Wu Ying took the manual summaries she offered, turning them over to see the titles. Northern Gale Freezes All Body. Eastern Gust and Western Breezes Body. The Five Winds Body. He mouthed the names silently before looking at the waiting Elder. “Thank you, Elder Zheng. I have a question, if I may.” 
 
    She had a slight smirk, as if she knew what he was about to ask. “Speak.” 
 
    “The Five Winds—it sounds similar to your former Patriarch’s Seven Winds.” 
 
    “It is a bastardization,” Elder Zheng replied blithely. “The work was created by his second disciple using an incomplete understanding of the Patriarch’s methods. It simplified much of the Patriarch’s enlightenment, making it easier to apply but less powerful.” She inclined her head toward the manual. “Still, the second disciple ascended to the Core cultivation stage with his body cultivation before falling when he attempted to breakthrough in his Soul Cultivation to the same stage.” 
 
    “That…” Wu Ying paused, uncertain of what he wanted to say.  
 
    The manual could be both great and horrible. That the disciple reached the Core cultivation stage with it was good news. That he fell mattered little, since it was in pushing his Soul Cultivation. Though there might have been issues that manifested from body to soul. The interactions could be minimal or significant, depending on the individual. In the end, all three manuals were good, if not great. Better than what he was reading now.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    After Elder Zheng had marked off the cost of the manual summaries in his token, she offered an enigmatic half-smile before leaving. Wu Ying checked the token again, wincing at the tiny sum he had left. If he wanted to acquire the complete form of the manuals, he needed to start working on his assignments. 
 
    Another thing to add to the long list of things he needed to do. Standing, Wu Ying walked over to the attendants, handing them notes to pass on to messengers. Hopefully arranging times to call upon his assignees would not be difficult. Sometimes he missed being able to just walk over to his neighbor’s farmland and greet them, without the need for elaborate rituals and notes beforehand. 
 
    Why was it that the richer or more powerful one was, the more barriers one created between oneself and others? If isolating yourself was the price of power, did strength then make you weak and alone? If you were alone due to fear of those around you, did you not turn away from another form of enlightenment?  
 
    Wu Ying mused on the matter as he walked back to his seat. Even he had begun to isolate himself, without thought. Where he had once worked with the sailors on the boat, now he hid away, cultivating and training. Even his recent few months of recuperation had been done in isolation, in his home and Master Cheng’s. 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head, troubled by the thought. His life before the Sect had been a communal one, one built out of friends and family, of social gatherings and working together to harvest fields and patch canals. Even as a cultivator, his greatest wins had been with his groups of friends. He was only this successful because of his companions. 
 
    Yet those who climbed higher and higher had fewer and fewer contemporaries. How much damage did isolation, did breaking the bonds of companionship and socializing, have on a cultivator? He had seen the effects on his Master, in how he lacked friends and support in his endeavors. How Fairy Yang used her popularity for her own gain—and others’—but also shied away from deeper connections.  
 
    Where was the balance between openness and privacy? Between familiarity and isolation? If a king was isolated by his position, how much more isolated were Nascent Soul Elders and Patriarchs? Was that the only path forward—to stand alone at the peak? 
 
    Or was there another way? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A few hours of reading gave Wu Ying the barest of understandings of the books. He had finally set aside the works for deeper consideration later, as he returned to the Body Cleansing training rooms. As much as he desired to read more, he knew what he searched for—the understanding, the knowledge—would not come in a few extra hours of cramped reading. 
 
    No. He was better off practicing, working through the basics of the physical routine that came with the manual he had purchased. Among other things, the manual had come with a series of forms—closer to static and moving stretches than martial forms—as part of its cultivation method. It was this that Wu Ying intended to practice, all the while attempting to cultivate and let the wind chi in his body flow. Done correctly, it should not only expand and imbue his body with the wind chi he was desperate to access with less pain, but also progress his wind elemental body. 
 
    His need to understand the body he had been given was what drove Wu Ying to train tonight. A part of him knew he needed to grasp this difference, this change in himself before he could truly understand which manual he needed.  
 
    As he set himself in the room, starting with a simple elongated horse stance before moving toward the first stretching pose, one requiring him to lift his rear leg and extend it while keeping his body straight, he considered his body and the fallow fields he had been gifted. 
 
    For that was how he had begun to envision what he had been provided. The medicinal bath had moved Wu Ying into a new series of uncultured fields. Larger, more expansive than the ones before. Its soil well cared for, its drainage canals well dug. And while he could survey the fields with a glance from his home, he did not know the fields. Not really. 
 
    He moved from stance to stance, forming wind chi that dispersed through his body and sent flutters of stored chi thrumming in acknowledgement. He learnt which canals needed repair. Noticed the weeds that had overgrown one field. Saw the rot setting in in another. Realized that the compost pile was placed too close to the inflow from the river. 
 
    Places to repair. Places to plant. He dug his hands into the earth of his body, tasted the soil and smelled its properties, turning it over with every step. Good soil, well-kept and fertilized. But filled with rocks and weeds, the waters within befouled.  
 
    As disgusting as each moment was, a visceral shudder breaching Wu Ying’s body with each step, each moment, he kept at it. Stretching, pushing his body to the limits, he cultivated as he drew in the chi from the world, churned it through his meridians to make it his own, exuded chi from his skin and muscles. And learnt, ever so slowly, what body he had. 
 
    And if the pain of cultivating, of moving, threatened his concentration, tossed and turned his consideration and racked his mind with pain, it was but a natural tradeoff. Because there was no easy path for Wu Ying, no simple method to progress. He had made his choice to fight, to be injured, to cultivate. And now, he chose again to accept the pain and the exhaustion, the aching weariness in his bones and the shortness of breath, the moments when he collapsed to his knees and threw up from the agony. 
 
    To take a step further. 
 
    To move forward. 
 
    To a solution. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hours later, Wu Ying lay in a medicinal bath, one put together from the exact formula in the manual he had read. It was meant for Body Cleansers rather than Energy Storage cultivators and for individuals with a lesser wind alignment, but it was cheap enough for Wu Ying to test after he had provided the attendants the majority of the herbs from his World Spirit Ring. 
 
    Of course, after the numerous herbal remedies, brews, and medicinal baths he had taken, Wu Ying expected little from such a basic bath. The only reason he was testing it now was to see if the specific variations in the manual would provide any aid to his worsening condition. 
 
    Leaning back against the circular tub, its smooth wooden slats allowing him to prop his arms across the back, he luxuriated in the heat and warmth that seeped into his muscles and bones. If nothing else, the warmth would provide some degree of relaxation, hopefully helping his natural body processes to cleanse some of the built-up toxins. 
 
    Today’s training had progressed him a little, he could feel it. More, he began to see a way through his body, an understanding that he had missed even after hours working with Master Cheng. They had worked to hone his sword skills, his martial skills, to purify his soul and let him adjust to his body. But not until now, as he ran through the stretching exercises, through the movement forms, did Wu Ying begin to understand the changes his body had undergone. And the changes it would slowly undergo. 
 
    Not hard like iron, not immutable like water, not raging and hot like fire or centered and solid like earth. Not even the living, changing form of wood that twisted and adapted, but the breezy, amorphous nature of wind. Able to bend and turn, to shift and adjust at the barest hint. You could not cut wind. You could contain it, shrink it, but you could not destroy it. 
 
    Wind… was different. It was light as a feather, as invisible as a lover’s caress. And as necessary, as longed for as a breath after a long swim underwater, as a missing parent’s love. Yet as gentle and inconspicuous as it could be at times, it could also rage. Hurricane winds that tore apart trees and threw oxen into the sky. Stinging gales that could sweep a sky clear and scour the flesh from bone.  
 
    Wu Ying knew he was just beginning to understand, to grasp what wind chi did for him, but part of him was truly looking forward to learning. After just the first round of training, he felt himself growing faster, more able to use his new body. 
 
    His eyes drifted closed, good thoughts muddling together as the heat and herbs seeped into his muscles. He slept, floating in the bath water. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    Cinnamon and stagnant water seeped into his dreams, invading his peaceful thoughts. He shuddered, the smell waking up nightmares, turning his brightly colored moments of peace darker. Before it could invade his dreams fully, Wu Ying woke to tepid water and an acrid smell. 
 
    The bath had grown cold, his skin wrinkled after so long floating within. Herbs, no longer boiled, had spoiled, polluted and fetid oils and chemicals drawn from his body by the bath. His nose wrinkled and his body felt heavy, tired as he pulled himself out. A set of now-cold buckets of water washed the residual grime from his body even as Wu Ying fully woke to his surroundings. 
 
    The wooden bathhouse was empty, the spirit lights turned low and deepening the shadows within. He shivered a little as the evening cold pervaded the building even as he slid on his clothing. But there was something else, something that had woken him. 
 
    He drew another deep breath and smelled it again. Corruption. Filth. The dark sect…  
 
    Head turning, Wu Ying followed the smell along the hallway. It did not take him long to find where the scent seemed to be concentrated. Late at night as it was, he did not spot any other cultivators, which was a blessing for his dignity. After all, Wu Ying was rotating his head from side to side, sniffing and acting like an animal. 
 
    He stopped in front of a door to another bathing room. He tilted his head, noting the small wooden slat indicating it was occupied. Remembering the layout of his own room, he knew there was a simple changing area before the actual bathing room. The bathing tub and room would be blocked off by a curtain, so if the corrupted individual was inside… 
 
    Wu Ying stayed still and focused on listening. At first, he heard nothing unusual, but eventually, the background noise of the inn faded away, allowing him to pick out the noise from within the room. The gentle splashing of water, the drip of droplets falling from the bathtub to the floor. The crackle of a fire as the entire bath was heated. 
 
    Nodding, Wu Ying gently edged the door open, drawing a breath as a blast of steam was released. He smelled the edge of corruption, stronger than ever now. It seemed almost concentrated, as though it was being released by the bath. Or being concentrated and cultivated. 
 
    Brows drawn down, Wu Ying slid the door farther open and slipped in, shutting it immediately. The noises from the other room uninterrupted. He held his breath for long moments, waiting to see if he was caught, before he exhaled gently. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Tiptoeing forward, Wu Ying eyed the surroundings. In the simple open shelving was the usual array of towels and robes provided by the bathing center. Extra wooden skin scrapers, buckets of water, and soap beads were all lined up. The entire floor was gently sloped, an open grate of bamboo allowing water to run off.  
 
    But the corrupted cultivator’s robes were missing, as were his private belongings. 
 
    Biting his lip, Wu Ying debated going further. Then the memory of being struck, of being impaled and nearly dying flashed through his mind. The attack on him, on Fairy Yang. His Master, wasting away. No, a dark sect cultivator deserved no privacy, no propriety. They were poison users and traitors, individuals corrupted by their desire for power. 
 
    Again, Wu Ying tiptoed toward the curtain that blocked the view into the bathtub. At the least, he intended to understand what medicinal bath they were using, maybe catch a glimpse of who it was. Understand why the smell, the corruption, kept growing, intensifying. Was it an attack? Or were they cultivating their infernal method? 
 
    He raised his hand to push aside the curtain. It was a small movement, enough to let him see partway within. The first thing he spotted was the wooden staircase leading up to the raised tub and next to it, a pedestal to place robes and other precious items upon. To little surprise, Wu Ying spotted a spirit ring, a jade necklace, and pair of hairpins laid on top of the robes. Expensive jewelry, a little feminine but nothing spectacular. He frowned, shifting the curtain further to spot the cultivator lounging in the tub. 
 
    Long hair, black and lustrous, spilled over the edge of the tub, a shapely head, and thin, pale shoulders. They were muscular, but in the noble sense—shapely, without the large protrusions someone who worked all day long in the farms or blacksmiths gained. An apothecarist then, perhaps. Or a dissolute scholar. 
 
    As he watched, the head bobbed up and down in regular time as the cultivator breathed. From here, Wu Ying could see, smell, and sense the strength of the cultivator. High Energy Storage, and there was the lingering smell of cinnamon and salt water mixed with that corrupted scent. 
 
    Cultivating? Wu Ying frowned, stepping forward. A light tinkle as the curtain hooks shifted, striking one another. He froze, eyes widening in surprise. His hesitation nearly cost him his life.  
 
    A sweep of a hand scooped up water with preternatural speed before it was flung out of the tub. Chi surged through the hand into the water, imbuing it with energy and weapon intent. 
 
    Wu Ying threw himself aside, weaponized droplets tearing the curtain and his robes. A few struck him, leaving long cuts across his skin as he rolled. A burning pain in his right calf as an attack punched through the skin. 
 
    As Wu Ying came to his feet, the cultivator within the tub continued their movement. A surge of energy threw the cultivator out of the tub, a hand on the edge before they landed on the opposite end from Wu Ying. A free hand had caught the robe, and the cultivator spun, sliding on the clothing as Wu Ying drew a sword from his ring. 
 
    “Assassin!” the cultivator snarled.  
 
    Shapely eyebrows drew down, one hand clasped low against her body to keep the robe closed. Another reached for the spirit ring as droplets splashed to the floor and her wet skin made the pale cream silk gown transparent. He could not help but notice the shapely curve of her lips, the small, upturned nose, the shape of her…  
 
    “Despicable beast!” A flash of light as she drew her weapon from the spirit ring. The tip of the blade dipped and thrust, water caught on the edge before it was pushed forward, sending a stream of water and sword intent at Wu Ying.  
 
    Wu Ying blocked the attack with his jian—a wooden jian, he realized, having drawn it to his hand without thought—by using a defensive pattern to shed the attack aside. Chi pumped into the weapon, the weapon shimmering in his hand as the coating of wind chi sprang around the weapon and interacted with the wood.  
 
    A part of him absently noted that it was not that wood weapons worked better because that was his aspect but because it better drew the wind chi—wood to fire, forming wind—from his body.  
 
    A bigger part was mortified as he stared at the stunning woman throwing strikes of mixed sword intent and water chi at him. He spun and cut, blocking the attacks and sending dispersed energy in desperate defense. It took him a few precious seconds before he could speak. 
 
    “Wait, it isn’t like that!” Wu Ying cried. 
 
    “Oh! You’re just a normal pervert then.” She snarled, her face flushed. It highlighted her high cheekbones, the sharp eyes, and the dark hair that flowed around her as she continued her attacks. A hand pulled back above her head, then she thrust forward, energy pushing outward in a wave. 
 
    “I’m no pervert!” Wu Ying said desperately.  
 
    The energy of her attack struck the bathtub, shattering the wooden boards even as the water smashed open the tub on Wu Ying’s side. The entire thing flew off its raised stilts, the fire beneath exposed to the air and flaring high even as the entire bathing implement came at him. 
 
    Without time to think, Wu Ying reacted.  
 
    The Sword’s Truth with the formation of Dragon’s Breath had energy collect around his body as he lunged forward. He idly noted that, reacting by instinct, he tapped into his new wind body, forming slight gusts of wind around his body even as the energy around his aura hardened. Water and wooden boards parted before his weapon and body, exploding outward.  
 
    The energy of his thrust took him across the room in a single motion, over the open flames and straight into the young lady. 
 
    Wood met metal jian as the female cultivator blocked his attack. She stumbled back a little, slipping on the wet floor before she exerted her chi, fixing her position. Wu Ying’s momentum would not be arrested that easily though, and he let his hand collapse as he grabbed her weapon, twisting his own body as they collided. She spun, taking in his energy, the pair held together by Wu Ying’s grip. 
 
    Bodies hugged together, hand grasping hers so that she could not attack him again, Wu Ying idly acknowledged the splattering of blood from his own wounds. Shattering the bathtub had not come without cost, the energized water within cutting through his aura. His breath and hers were mixing as they breathed hard, locked together and staring at one another over their weapons.  
 
    “Hold your attacks. Please,” Wu Ying said. “It’s a misunderstanding!” 
 
    The woman opened her mouth, making Wu Ying relax a little. Hope flared that they could talk about this. He was no perv—  
 
    The headbutt she delivered sent him reeling, though old martial instincts took over. As he fell, he yanked her back with him, pulling the pair of them into a roll over the wet floor and away from the contained fire. His back hit the floor first, then as he kept the momentum moving, hers. In the end, he ended up on top of her, straddling her figure, weapons pressed against her neck. Blood dripped from his injured nose as she glared at him. 
 
    “I said, stop!” He shoved the weapons down near her neck when she moved to buck him, her chest pressing into his as she began arcing it.  
 
    The woman relaxed as she continued to glare. “I would rather die than let you defile me, pervert!”  
 
    Slight movement at her shoulders and Wu Ying looked to the side. He spotted her fingers dancing, beckoning the water on the floor. He flicked his gaze back to her, about to say something else, when the doors to the bathroom burst open. 
 
    He caught a glimpse of a fast-moving blur, something entering the room, before it struck him, throwing him off the female cultivator. Wu Ying smashed into the bathroom wall and slid down the edge as the senior cultivator stood over him, glaring. 
 
    Coughing, ribs aching, Wu Ying let go of his weapon in defeat. Water soaked into his back, making him shiver, as the light reflected off the flames around the senior cultivator’s fists.  
 
    This was going to be hard to explain. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Long Wu Ying, cultivator of the Verdant Green Waters Sect,” Elder Huang intoned, his voice loud and commanding. And disapproving. Very disapproving. “You snuck in and spied upon Cultivator Sun Xiang Wen while she was bathing, an honorless and perverted action. What do you have to say for yourself?”  
 
     Wu Ying flushed, hands clenching on the table. They were seated around a table in a meeting room inside the bathhouse, Cultivator Sun on the opposite of the table. The cultivator was now fully dressed and dried off, her hairpin inserted and jade necklace hidden between the swell of her shapely breasts. Behind Wu Ying, the senior cultivator who was in charge of the bathhouse stood, arms crossed over muscular chest. Wu Ying could almost feel the glare the man sent him, the way he seemed to ache to hit Wu Ying again. 
 
    “I didn’t spy on her to be perverted!” Wu Ying said, dragging his attention back to the Elder and the accusation. 
 
    “But you did spy on her.” 
 
    “I did, but I didn’t know it was her.” He crossed his arms, drawing a deeper breath and fixing the smell in his mind and senses. It was still there, for certain. “I was following a scent of corrupted chi. One that I had come across before when dealing with the dark sect.” Unconsciously, he touched his chest where the scar lay. “I was trying to ascertain who it was and what was happening.” 
 
    “Dark sect.” Elder Huang scoffed. “That old story.” 
 
    “They’re real!” Wu Ying insisted. 
 
    “So your excuse is that you snuck into a private bathing area to check on a fairy tale. Instead of, say, informing the attendant on duty,” Elder Huang said. 
 
    “I…” Wu Ying paused. Well, yes, he could have. He probably should have. But they already knew that the corrupted had been taken in by the Double Soul, Double Body Sect. Telling the sect might not have done much.  
 
    “You took matters on by yourself.” Elder Huang’s voice dropped.  
 
    “I did, Honored Elder,” Wu Ying agreed. “But the dark sect are insidious and dangerous!”  
 
    To his surprise, he caught Xiang Wen nodding a little. Less to his surprise was the snort from behind him as the muscular cultivator spoke up. 
 
    “They are nothing more than children’s tales. No dark sect has been seen in decades in the State of Shen. No matter what stories you might make up, they do not exist.” 
 
    Before Wu Ying could object, Xiang Wen spoke up. “They are not children’s tales. They are very much present. And at work.” Wu Ying’s eyes narrowed as she turned to Elder Huang. “Elder, I begin to understand matters. And…” 
 
    The Elder raised an eyebrow at her hesitation. “And?” 
 
    A hand clenched, then she met the Elder’s eyes with conviction. “And I ask that you let me deal with Cultivator Long myself. It is my honor, my modesty”—she turned redder but did not drop her eyes—“that has been impaired.” 
 
    Elder Huang’s eyes narrowed, then he shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “Elder—” she spoke up, only to be cut off as he raised his hand. 
 
    “I will not let him off for breaking our rules. He will pay recompense”—an eye fixed on Wu Ying—“you will, not your Master”—before he turned to Xiang Wen—“for breaking our rules and for the damage done. The rest, I will leave to you.”  
 
    She raised her hands, clasping them as she bowed. “Thank you for your wisdom and generosity, Honored Elder.” Beneath her bowed head, she shot Wu Ying a glare. 
 
    Quickly, Wu Ying echoed her.  
 
    “Very well. I shall return to my rest,” Elder Huang said, lips curling a little in a sneer as he stared at Wu Ying. “I do not expect to be forced to deal with anything like this from you during your stay. Yes?” 
 
    Wu Ying bowed. “Yes! Of course, Elder.” 
 
    The Elder snorted and stalked out of the room, followed by the other senior cultivator. Leaving Wu Ying to stare at the young woman who glared at him. The beautiful, enraged cultivator who reeked of the dark sect’s corruption. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After the Elder had left, the silence stretched long. Wu Ying shifted, stubbornly refusing to break the silence as Xiang Wen stared at him, her dark eyes glinting with consideration. He waited, forcing himself to stop fidgeting, focusing instead on the ache in his calf and the other injuries she had caused. He managed to distract himself with the pain well enough that when she spoke, he was surprised. 
 
    “You thought I was a dark sect cultivator then?”  
 
    Wu Ying nodded, and her lips curled up in a sneer.  
 
    “And what were you going to do if I was one? Kill me?” 
 
    “That’s the second time you’ve accused me of being an assassin,” Wu Ying said. “I am no honorless killer.”  
 
    “Then?” 
 
    “I needed to verify what you were and what you were doing. If you were cultivating, if you were attempting to sabotage the sect, I would have informed the Elders.” His eyes narrowed as he continued. “You still reek of their corruption.” 
 
    Her fist clenched for a second. She breathed harshly, forcing a measure of calm over herself, her voice trembling a little with rage. “You know nothing, Cultivator Long, and would be wise to keep that in mind.” 
 
    “But you’re not attempting to refute my words.” 
 
    She glared before offering a jerky nod. “I have taken their… cultivation aids.” She shook her head. “It is the reason why I am here. Once we learnt about the issues they caused, I stopped. However, fixing the damage to my cultivation base required specialized knowledge.” She gestured around her. “Thus my presence.” 
 
    “Why did you start taking it in the first place?” 
 
    Xiang Wen’s lips pursed. “No. If we are to trade information, we’ll do it in turns. How did you learn about the dark sect?” 
 
    “I was one of those who first publicly exposed them. With Elder Yang.” 
 
    “You were on the expedition. And in the fight against the Heavenly Lake Sect?”  
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “That explains much.”  
 
    “Why did you take it?” 
 
    Xiang Wen hesitated. “It was presented as a new elixir by a well-known apothecarist family. The Shen of Northern Green Lake.”  
 
    Wu Ying nodded, having heard a little of that from Master Cheng.  
 
    “They provided the first sample free. My Master recommended I take it due to…” She hesitated then shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. I took it, and it improved my cultivation. We only learnt about the tainted cores that were used to make it later.” 
 
    “Why did you not notice anything before that?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “It’s my turn.” But before Wu Ying could protest, she continued. “But I’ll answer this first. The elixirs actually affect your ability to perceive the dependence it creates internally. As for the external changes, we were assured it was just impurities being burnt off.” 
 
    “No, just the lifeblood of others,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    Xiang Wen flinched before she soldiered on. “My turn. Why are you here?” 
 
    “I took an injury fighting the Heavenly Lake Sect.” Wu Ying unconsciously touched his chest, his sleeve falling to expose the bruising on his arm at the same time. “I’m here to be treated as well.” 
 
    “Interesting.” Xiang Wen leaned back in her chair, staring at Wu Ying. She tilted her head, examining the door before going on. “Do you intend to continue to fight the dark sect then?” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded. 
 
    “You’re either foolish or courageous beyond reason.” 
 
    “Can’t I be both?” Wu Ying said, smiling. 
 
    She snorted, standing. “Very well. I accept that you meant no harm, though your actions have impaired my modesty and my honor. I will extract recompense from you at a later date. In turn, I will have the Elder squash the matter.” 
 
    “I…” He paused, considering her position. Being spied upon, even if it was in error, was embarrassing for her. If rumors spread, it could affect her reputation. His too obviously, but hers more. More than that, he was in the wrong. He had acted impetuously, playing hero rather than considering his actions. Tou He had already told him to wait, but Wu Ying had refused to do so. In truth, she could start a full vendetta against him for his actions—one that could encompass himself and his Master—and she would be right to do so. “I’m grateful for your generosity.” 
 
    She inclined her head, breezing past him to the door. As she placed a hand on it, she paused then turned her head to look at him from the corners of her eyes. “You are not the only one who has been harmed by their machinations. It would be best for you to consider that.” 
 
    Wu Ying watched her leave, turning over her words. Her words and the look in her eyes. Anger, not just at himself but those who had harmed her. And, he had to admit, he was lucky that she had forgiven him so easily. Even if he did owe her.  
 
    Something. 
 
    Perhaps it truly was time to focus on his own cultivation and leave the heroics for a later date. Not everything in his life had to revolve around the dark sect and their actions. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    “Let me get this right. The big thing you had to tell me turned out to be a not-so-big thing after you walked in on a beautiful young lady in the bath,” Yu Kun said, waving his chopsticks.  
 
    The trio were seated in Wu Ying’s room, having breakfast together. Wu Ying had just finished relating what they knew.  
 
    “But you still think maybe the dark sect could be an issue?” Yu Kun asked. 
 
    “Well, yes.” Wu Ying waved a hand. “And no. I didn’t mean to walk in on her!” 
 
    “What would Li Yao say,” Yu Kun said, making his face look morose. “So soon too.” 
 
    “It’s not soon!”  
 
    “Ah hah!” Yu Kun pointed his chopsticks. “So you did mean to walk in on the lady.” 
 
    Wu Ying growled. “I told you it wasn’t planned.” 
 
    Yu Kun nodded knowingly, making Wu Ying steam even further. 
 
    Tou He, quiet until now, spoke up. “Can we focus on what is important?”  
 
    “Yes! Like the dark sect still being a potential problem. If the Double Soul, Double Body Sect is the best way to fix the issues caused by their cultivation practices, the dark sect will likely try to attack them,” Wu Ying said heatedly. 
 
    “I meant finding a solution for our own cultivation issues,” Tou He said. 
 
    Wu Ying’s eyes widened as he realized he had never asked his friend how his time spent in the tower had gone. He turned a stricken face toward Tou He, who shook his head in mock disappointment. 
 
    “It was good. We did not learn anything particularly new. Just more detailed. I have a list of cultivation manuals to review that should allow me to break through with minimal issues.” The monk grew serious for a second, his usual serene nature breaking. “We need to work on contributing to the sect though.” 
 
    “Expensive?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Very.” Tou He rubbed his nose. “My usual methods are…” 
 
    “Less than useful?” Yu Kun said, one of his cheeks stuffed to the brim as he talked around his full mouth. “They don’t really have a lot of spiritual beasts or other violent assignments. And those they do are often quite far away.” 
 
    Tou He nodded. “I did notice one for the nearby mountain range though…”  
 
    “I saw it,” Yu Kun said. When Wu Ying made an inquiring noise, he explained to the eating cultivator. “It’s for a flock of Spotted Hill Cranes. At least a half dozen of them in the high Energy Storage stage, the rest weaker.”  
 
    “Most Hill Cranes are born in the Body Cleansing cultivation level, but these seem to be a mutated variant,” Tou He said, shaking his head. “They’re dangerous, but not a threat.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Wu Ying said, having placed down his now-empty rice bowl, traded for a cup of tea. 
 
    “The hills they live in are far enough from nearby villages that they aren’t particularly considered a threat. It’s only occasionally that they come out to harass the farmers. And even then, it’s mostly to steal sheep.”  
 
    “Exactly. I was thinking if we went as a group, we could potentially beat them. And with someone’s expertise…” Yu Kun stared directly at Wu Ying. “We could potentially pick up more points on the trip.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’re enough,” Wu Ying said. “A half dozen high Energy Storage beasts would overwhelm the three of us, never mind the rest of the flock.” 
 
    Tou He nodded while Yu Kun grinned.  
 
    “Leave that to me. I’ll find some others to help.” Yu Kun thumped a hand on his chest. “I’ve been busy meeting people while you all have been reading.” 
 
    The other pair exchanged glances. “All right then.”  
 
    As Yu Kun was about to continue, he was interrupted by a knock on the door. Wu Ying came back from the door with a pair of invitations offered to him by the attendant. 
 
    “What is it?” Yu Kun asked. 
 
    Wu Ying opened the documents and read through them. “Appointments to help with a few herb gardens, and one of them is in an hour.” 
 
    “Not much time,” Tou He said. 
 
    “Not at all. But it’s an Elder so…” Wu Ying shrugged. “But we still need to discuss the issue with the dark sect.” 
 
    “Nothing to discuss,” Tou He said, shaking his head. “We keep an eye out, but do you think our hosts have not considered this matter? You have to trust that others will do what is best for them.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded reluctantly, trying to calm the tremble of fear in him. He knew who the danger was, as did their hosts. They would watch Xiang Wen for any other problems. And if Wu Ying was researching in the tower, he could smell out trouble too. 
 
    Even if his instincts said that there was more to this, he was still a relatively new cultivator. Perhaps he truly was jumping at nothing.  
 
    Or perhaps everyone else was still taking the dark sect too lightly.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dirt was piled high around Wu Ying as he dug into the ground, muttering curses under his breath. On one side, to his right where he tossed the soil he was excavating, the dirt was yellow and pale, bone dry in the area he was clearing. On the other side was fresh dirt, dark and loamy, slightly damp and already watered. It would need a little more water when he was done. 
 
    “Is this necessary for you to do yourself, Cultivator Long?” The Elder who stood almost diagonally in front of Wu Ying was casually floating in the air, his control of the wind ensuring his robe did not get dirty, even from the occasional stray shovelful of earth. He was no wind cultivator but just a strong Core cultivator who manipulated environmental chi with a powerful qinggong method. 
 
    “It’s faster this way,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    Wu Ying turned, looking at the pair of servants packing away the extracted earth into hemp-woven shoulder bags with shovels of their own. They had been ordered to dump the soil on the riverbank, to let it wash away and return to the earth.  
 
    Of course, if it was up to Wu Ying, he would have kept the earth and reworked it with carefully treated compost compounds to be useable again. But considering the amount of damage the various spiritual herbs that had been grown in the herb garden had done to it, it would be the work of months before the old soil was viable. Better to extract and toss it away, allowing nature to deal with the damaged earth.  
 
    “Really?” Doubt tinged the Elder’s voice as he stroked his beard. It was an impressively long piece of follicle marking, reaching nearly his belly button and full in its glory.  
 
    “I need to check on the chi as I work…” Wu Ying bent, pressing his fingers to the earth, then nodded. A pulse of energy confirmed his initial misgivings. Damaged still, but much less. Of course, he was now nearly eight feet deep.  
 
    “Of course, of course. It just seems so…” The Elder turned his gaze over his ravaged herb garden.  
 
    Wu Ying had arrived expecting to trim a few plants, remove a few others, and optimize the layout. Instead, he had found a garden in the terminal stages of growth, half of its plants growing without check across previous boundaries and choking out the other half, yet failing to provide any quality cuttings. Large sections of the garden were completely bereft of plants, the soil drained of essential chi and nutrients, with only scraggly weeds growing in their expanse. 
 
    Wu Ying had taken to cleaning with a vengeance, ordering around the servants, tearing up plants, and verifying the soil contents below. He harvested what few herbs were viable and left the few surviving plants in their places. In doing so, the garden had taken the look of a spent battlefield of greenery, with flowing sap and weeping drainage ditches.  
 
    “Only a temporary situation,” Wu Ying said, hopping out of the hole easily using his light movement skills. He brushed off his hands, looking around at the damage then ordering a slacking attendant to work before turning to the Elder in full. “But we first need to finish readying your garden again.” 
 
    The Elder reluctantly nodded, watching as his attendants trudged around the courtyard with sacks of earth. “I place myself in your hands.” 
 
    “Good. Now…” Wu Ying stretched, smiling as he felt a knot in his back release. The exercise and work in the dirt, contrary to his expectations, actually made him feel better. The throb in his head lingered, as did the ache in his bones, but it was faded as he stood among the dirt and wood, in the fresh air of the hillside mansion. “Let’s discuss what you want from your garden.” 
 
    “Is that not simple? Spiritual herbs suitable for my cultivation. You were provided a list, were you not?” the Elder said. 
 
    “It’s not that simple. Many of the spiritual herbs you requested are in direct conflict with one another. Others need special care—for example, the moonlight blossom can only be watered at night, between the third and fourth hours.” Wu Ying flicked his hand, extracting the document he had been given. “We will need to trim down your list, verify what you need when, and work out a rotation plan. In many cases, you will not be able to grow them without more skilled workers. You’ll also have a lot of extra space, so adding other spiritual herbs will help the entire garden flourish and maybe even provide additional contribution points.” 
 
    The Elder frowned. In the end, he let out a grumpy sigh and gestured up to the mansion. “Shall we continue the discussion in my residence?” 
 
    “Yes. Just give me a moment to finish giving orders and we’ll go in,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    He turned to the attendants, watching as the head gardener hurried over. Wu Ying laid out his plans, including the extraction of soil to the same level across much of the marked areas, the replacement of other kinds of soil, and the necessary development of compost bushes, before leaving the attendants to work. The rest, he would deal with when he came back. 
 
    Finally done, Wu Ying thanked the impatient Elder for his patience and followed, smiling a little to himself. This kind of work was much more satisfying than sitting in a stuffy library, reading manuals over and over and trying to tease esoteric secrets from professionally obtuse scholars. 
 
    Best of all? He was going to be paid in contribution points. 
 
    Twice. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stupid, stuffy libraries. Idiotic cultivators who felt the need to be poetic in their descriptions rather than being straightforward. How hard was it to ask someone to push their chi through the jianzhen, yamen, then dazhui meridian points rather than speaking of the flow of one’s natural essence where the heart and liver chi met north of the conception meridian before a swallow’s breath of energy should be added to the kidney meridian, where the branch of energy formed from the wood asp began. 
 
    Of course, Wu Ying knew part of the issue was the different methods of designating various meridians. Depending on when a document had been initially written—the second, sixth, or two hundred eighteenth calendar year for example—the way meridians and meridian points were named changed. It was only in the last century that the use of specific names had taken hold and a common naming system adopted. 
 
    On top of that, of course, was the fact that many cultivation manuals had been written obtusely to protect the cultivation manuals from being exploited by others if they were to fall in the wrong hands. Part of the documentation provided when one purchased a full cultivation manual from a sect library was the interpretation of said obtuse passages. Wu Ying had even heard of some particularly paranoid manuals having shifted entire passages by a few meridian points, ensuring that anyone using the method without knowing this information would break their own cultivation base. 
 
    Even so, the new manuals that had been provided to him were much better in quality than the others. Never mind the potential application in making him a stronger cultivator, the writing in itself was clearer, sparking inspiration while simplifying some of the chi flows. He could tell, with the little that he had studied, that these were likely to provide better results. 
 
    Most importantly though… 
 
    “There’s a cleansing method,” Wu Ying said with wonder, tracing his fingers down the diagram with meridian points outlined. This was in one of the other documents, not the Five Winds cultivation manual like Wu Ying had expected, and was focused on chi deviations. But it looked to work even with his own issues, if what the writer had said could be trusted. “If…”  
 
    That, of course, was up to interpretation. And research. He sighed and stood, looking for an attendant. Research in stories of other cultivators who had used this manual would tell him how efficient this process truly was. Which meant… more reading. 
 
    Even if this manual did not work out, it was clear there were ways to deal with his issue. Already, the body cultivation he had done had had some effects, at least in slowing down the damage. He had hope of finding a cure. 
 
    He just had to find it. 
 
    And then pay for it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It took some bargaining, a lot of wheedling, and all of the contribution points he had—including the ones he had received for his work earlier in the day and the promise of the rest for his next few gardening jobs—but Wu Ying had managed to receive a portion of the cultivation manual. Specifically, the part that spoke about how to cleanse his body. 
 
    Practical pragmatism had won out when Wu Ying pointed out to Elder Zheng that if he sickened to the point that he could not acquire additional contribution points, none of them won. Even so, Wu Ying burned with shame at being put in the position of having to beg for such consideration. But his failing body offered him little recourse. 
 
    Once he acquired the document, Wu Ying spent the rest of the evening reading it, only to journey back to the same Body Cleansing cultivation room with Tou He tagging along to watch over him. His friend had acquired a few documents to read while watching Wu Ying as the injured cultivator readied himself to test the new cleansing exercise. 
 
    Legs crossed, Wu Ying stared at the foul-smelling brew before him. One of the requirements of the cleansing exercise was the consumption of the brew, similar to the months of cleansing he had undergone. In this case, he would not be expected to throw up the resulting mess, though sweating it out was a potential issue. Which was why he was in the Body Cleansing cultivation room with its open-grated seating area, ready for such an occurrence. 
 
    Waiting made it all the harder, pushing up the dread of the taste of the drink. Yet he knew he had little choice. If he wanted to test this, he would have to drink it. Still, his hand stilled every time he moved to pick up the drink. Perhaps he was a little scared after months of drinking such herbal potions. 
 
    “You know, the light in here isn’t the best for reading,” Tou He called, drawing Wu Ying’s attention to where he was seated with his back against the wall right next to one of the few glowing spirit lamps. It provided decent illumination for reading, though obviously not as bright as daylight.  
 
    “Fine…” Wu Ying said tiredly.  
 
    He raised the drink to his lips but hesitated as it touched his lips. Already, the rank stench made his nose curl. He was certain he could see the octopi’s legs and the black soil from a seven-year-old grave floating in the concoction. Not to mention other even more unmentionable items. 
 
    “This year?” 
 
    Goaded, Wu Ying tilted his head backward and let the gloopy herbal brew slide down his throat. Root vegetables, bark, and soil, all of it flooded down his throat. Bitter and sour in equal measures, there were other tastes that Wu Ying could not—would not—describe. It dribbled down his throat, warming his body as it did so, before ending in his stomach which, thankfully, did not rebel. 
 
    “Every single one of these taste worse than the last,” Wu Ying complained. A cup of tea helped to clear his mouth a little before he stuck a mouthful of mint under his tongue before getting to work. 
 
    The manual’s method of cleansing was simple, in theory. It would work better the further along the cultivator’s body had progressed, which was part of why Wu Ying was so excited by it. It basically required Wu Ying to alter his innate chi into both unaspected and wind chi in proportions that varied depending on which meridian, extremity, and organ it would be directed toward. Once in the appropriate location, the wind chi would be directed to subsume itself in the body, displacing the other forms of chi and any pollutions or corrupted portions of the body. In turn, the unaspected chi would sweep up the newly revealed polluted chi to deposit within his kidney and stomach, where the brew would absorb the waste. After which, he would exude and otherwise dispose of the tainted residue. 
 
    Simple. 
 
    Of course, that was all in theory. As Wu Ying flowed chi through his body, he had to grumble at the fact that he had to constantly alter his chi first to wind chi, then separate it within his dantian, then, when he was ready, send it to the appropriate location with his unaspected chi. 
 
    If he had a soul cultivation method that allowed him to produce wind chi, or even keep it within his body, it would have been much simpler. And technically, he could draw wind chi from his wind-aspected body, but considering the entire point was to flood his body with new wind chi, basically pushing out the tainted aspects of his body, doing so would actually be counterproductive. 
 
    After all, using chi in any way generally ended up with a net loss. The energy would escape, be used up, and otherwise be lost as he processed it. It was why cultivators constantly cultivated, because if they did not, they would see a net loss through the simple act of living. 
 
    The process of acquiring more chi than they lost was also part of the answer of why cultivators lived longer than the average mortal. The higher the cultivation level, the more chi flowed through the body, the more it reinforced the body and soul, which resulted in a slowdown in aging. Obviously old age eventually reduced the amounts of chi an individual had and the body broke down, but it helped. 
 
    As Wu Ying gathered enough chi to begin the cleansing process, he sent the entire block of chi swirling through his chest. It was the first location suggested for cleansing since it had a significant number of capillaries and was most closely tied to the wind aspect. He had to be careful not to impact his own heart, but the meridians that flowed through that region were generally separated enough that he could do so with minimal exertion. 
 
    Each breath he took, he drew in more wind chi, and each exhalation sent out the tainted unaspected chi. During the cleansing process, Wu Ying breathed a small modicum of tainted chi from his lungs, but the majority reentered his meridians to be pulled down to his stomach. 
 
    Hours passed as Wu Ying slowly extended the cleansing process to other aspects of his body. Eventually, exhaustion took its toll on him and he released his cultivation, settling his flow before he opened his eyes. 
 
    To wake to an all-too-familiar stench. 
 
    “It looks like it’s working. Smells like it too,” Tou He called, sensing when Wu Ying stopped his cultivation and opened his eyes. 
 
    “We shall see. Give me a few minutes. And you don’t have to stay here while I clean up.” 
 
    Tou He did not need to be told twice, scrambling out of the room for fresh air while his friend stripped down and began the long process of cleaning himself and the room. 
 
    When Wu Ying came out, wringing his hair and clad in new robes, he found his friend in the waiting room, quietly cultivating. Wu Ying sat down, pouring himself a cup of tea while he waited for his friend to finish his latest cycle. While he did so, Wu Ying ran a mental and physical check on his body, searching for changes. 
 
    It did not take him long to ascertain that the cleansing process had worked. To a limited degree, obviously, since it was his first attempt. Still, compared to the body cultivation method that he had undergone before, which only reinforced his existing strengths, the cleansing process had cleared out some of the corrupted chi and lessened the area that was being damaged. 
 
    Of course, the amount lessened was to a degree that if Wu Ying had not been intimately familiar with his own body, he would never have noticed. Still, it had been his first cleansing session. The next question, obviously, would be to ascertain what happened when both the body cultivation method he had purchased and the cleansing process were done, and how fast his body continued to degrade. 
 
    In the best-case scenario, his cleansing and reinforcement would overtake the degradation in his body. However, to truly tell, it would require a few weeks of careful training, research, and practice. 
 
    Before Wu Ying could continue plotting out his training for the next few weeks, Tou He released a long breath and opened his eyes.  
 
    “It went well then.” 
 
    “Why do you think that?” Wu Ying asked.  
 
    “You’re not the most subtle of individuals. And I know you well enough.” 
 
    Wu Ying snorted. “And you? How’s your research going?”  
 
    “Well enough. We’ve narrowed it down to three potential options. I need to do more research into the backgrounds of the practitioners. Hopefully that way I can narrow it down further.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded. “And then we need to go and actually get our contribution points.”  
 
    Tou He nodded amiably. The monk was, sometimes infuriatingly, serenely agreeable and accepting about the future. A part of Wu Ying knew he should be like that, learn to accept the future when it arrived and only then. But he was still too young, too eager to let himself become so old and… boring. 
 
    At least for now. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    The next few weeks for Wu Ying were filled with cultivation practice, cleansing practice, time in the library, and even more time spent teaching the various Double Soul, Double Body Sect members about spiritual herb gardening. 
 
    Wu Ying, to his surprise, found that he enjoyed passing on his knowledge. Especially since, he soon realized, much of what he had to teach was not regulated but basic theory. Some of it, he drew from his experience as a farmer. Crop rotations, proper weeding and trimming, gauging soil density, dampness, and nutrition. 
 
    Other aspects were slightly more complex and leaned on the information Senior Goh had imparted to him. Judging the chi flow in a particular field and the external environment, then adjusting the locations of herbs so they could benefit from the natural contours of the garden. Elucidating on the kinds of herbs that would need to be planted around a garden to benefit the spiritual worlds as well as planning physical features like running streams or the location of the compost pile. 
 
    All that was general knowledge, available in numerous manuals. In fact, Wu Ying spent an afternoon in the library, working with the attendants to ascertain the contents of the library, before he created his final reading list for his assignments. The fact that they had not taken the initiative to research within the library spoke of the lack of true interest among the group, rather than a lack of resources. It was so much easier to receive a training guide than do the research oneself. 
 
    Still, it all benefited him, as Wu Ying was brought back again and again to answer questions and verify the ongoing development of the gardens. 
 
    Even in the winter, there were spiritual herbs that could be grown, lands that could be prepped, and in the Elders’ cases, formations that could be set up to provide artificial levels of elemental chi. Of course, it would have been simpler to build a proper greenhouse, but that was the difference between a simple Energy Storage cultivator and the knowledge of a true master of her craft. Developing a multi-layered chi greenhouse was just out of his skill set. 
 
    Thankfully, for Wu Ying, all of this continued to increase his store of contribution points. It was sufficient for him to consider picking up the next body cultivation method, knowing that the ones he had right now were but stop-gap measures. On the other hand, Wu Ying was looking into complementary soul cultivation methods, which was when he ran into his next issue. 
 
    While the cultivation cleansing method for the Eastern Gust and Western Breezes Body was allowing Wu Ying to improve himself, the minor variations between the body cultivation method he used and the cleansing method had begun to create issues within his body.  
 
    Furthermore, the full Eastern Gust and Western Breezes cultivation method was flawed for his specific body type, in conflict with the soul cultivation methods that were recommended. While Wu Ying could continue using the Yellow Emperor method, it was obviously not ideal. Switching to a flawed soul cultivation method would just end up causing chi deviations between the two, leading to further problems down the road. 
 
    Even worse, as Wu Ying researched other soul cultivation methods that had been recommended, he found many of those either missing important portions or just wrong for his body. It was here that the deviation from his bloodline surfaced. 
 
    If Wu Ying wanted to continue pursuing the current body cleansing exercise, he would either have to find a Core cultivation manual for the Yellow Emperor and then, somehow, locate the long-rumored and lost Nascent Soul manual. Or he would have to end his cultivation journey as an Energy Storage cultivator. 
 
    Neither of those options were particularly attractive to him. 
 
    Which was why he was staring at the Five Winds Body cultivation manual, or specifically, the summary that had been provided. With the summary of it and the soul cultivation technique the Patriarch and the originator of the Five Winds technique had used, he could compare the two and verify if they were likely to work for him. 
 
    But that left one small problem… 
 
    There were no indications of a cleansing technique being part of the Five Winds technique at all. 
 
    “Then how did he survive the poisoning?” Wu Ying grumbled, turning toward another document. It was one of the many accounts of the Patriarch’s life—provided to him free of charge as a way to promote the strength of the Double Soul, Double Body Sect—and it revolved around a fight between the Patriarch as one of the Sect Guardians before his ascension and a visiting demon cultivator who used poison.  
 
    There were numerous passages involving the damage and destruction their fight had caused and the poisoning of the Patriarch. And yet the very next day, the Patriarch had turned up for an Elder meeting, unhurt and showing no effects from the poison. Which should be impossible without a thorough cleansing technique. 
 
    By his side, the attendant Wu Ying had called over to question just shrugged. “He was the Patriarch.” 
 
    “He wasn’t at that time though,” Wu Ying rebutted. “Are you certain this is a true account of what happened? Was maybe a visitation to a physician left out?” 
 
    “It is an account by Elder Hiu. It is an authentic and unvarnished work, as it is drawn from his personal diaries. He never expected his personal work to be used in such a manner.” The attendant lifted his head, staring down at Wu Ying as he struggled to contain his sneer. “Nor would we lie about such things.” 
 
    “Fine. It still doesn’t explain how he handled the poison.” 
 
    “That is not something I can answer.” The attendant shrugged. “Now, if that was all…”  
 
    Wu Ying reluctantly nodded, watching the attendant walk off. He turned back to the documents, grumbling under his breath at the lack of help. Over the past day, he had perused documents on the life of both the Patriarch and his second disciple in a bid to tease apart the secrets of their cultivation methods and their lives.  
 
    Sadly, none of the documents had led him any closer to an answer. 
 
    How had he managed to handle being poisoned? How had they survived fights with dark sects, demon sects, and even the ingestion of a bad batch of apothecarist pills? Too many questions, no answers within. In the end, there was something within the manual itself that would help him that was not listed in the summary. 
 
    Or he would have to choose another way forward. 
 
    Unfortunately, after so many weeks, the different parts, the different options he might have, kept reducing. Put out and exhausted, Wu Ying returned to reading, hoping to find a clue. 
 
    Somewhere. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Evening again, this time the group was having dinner in a restaurant. While the repast in the inn was more than acceptable, the innkeeper had a limited repertoire of meals. As such, Wu Ying and the group had taken to eating out on occasion. 
 
    In this case, the restaurant they were dining in was one of the more popular establishments. Mostly to do with the simple, hearty, and abundant nature of the meals served, rather than any particularly astonishing gastronomic delights. All around them, outer sect disciples and a scattering of inner sect cultivators sat, consuming the platters of deep-fried meat, stir-fried vegetables, and bowls of rice. Unlike more expensive restaurants, there was barely a trace of chi embedded in the food, but none of that took away from its simple, fresh, and hearty palate. 
 
    “So you’ve broken through again?” Wu Ying said to Tou He as he eyed his friend. The ex-monk had arrived late to the dinner table, his clothing in slight disarray. 
 
    “Congratulations. That’s your seventh meridian opened?” Yu Kun said. 
 
    “Thank you. And yes, just now. Cleaning up was the reason why I am tardy.” 
 
    “Understandable. But isn’t it…” Wu Ying gestured at his friend’s torso, choosing not to give voice to his friend’s issues directly. After all, they were in public. 
 
    “The solution we have settled upon actually requires me to be at the peak of the Energy Storage stage before we attempt it,” Tou He explained. He did not seem particularly worried about discussing his issues, at least in general. Which, Wu Ying figured, made sense. Outside of the escorts like Yu Kun, almost every outsider in the city was there due to some problem with their cultivation. 
 
    “Oh, well, that’s good,” Wu Ying said. It was a little off-putting, since he had not progressed his own cultivation since arriving and his friend was already multiple meridians ahead of him.  
 
    Beside them, Yu Kun sighed. Wu Ying looked over, then seeing that Yu Kun was not doing anything in particular, turned back to Tou He again. 
 
    “So how long do you think it will take?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “To reach peak Energy Storage?”  
 
    Wu Ying nodded.  
 
    “Maybe another three to four months,” Tou He said.  
 
    Yu Kun let out another, deeper sigh. 
 
    “Demon-spawned genius,” Wu Ying accused his friend gently. 
 
    Tou He shrugged, having finished spooning rice into his bowl. He then picked up pieces of meat marinated in a sugar sauce then fried, before chewing on the whole thing. 
 
    Again, Yu Kun sighed. 
 
    “Enough already. What did you want to say?” Wu Ying said to Yu Kun. 
 
    “Nothing. Beyond that you both are horrible friends.” 
 
    Tou He raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “What?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    Yu Kun threw up his hands. “Can you not sense the change in my cultivation base?” 
 
    Wu Ying frowned. He stretched out his senses, touching upon Yu Kun’s aura, drawing a breath to taste it. The ex-wandering cultivator always had good control over his aura, unlike so many of the other sect cultivators. As it had been explained to Wu Ying, aura control was quite important when one was traveling through the woods. Though having met other wandering cultivators in the Verdant Green Waters Sect, Wu Ying held certain doubts about Yu Kun’s explanation. In either case, Yu Kun’s control seemed to have grown even stronger. 
 
    “Not really. You’re not leaking much at all,” Wu Ying praised. 
 
    Yu Kun froze, his face betraying both pride and chagrin as he realized why his friends had not congratulated him.  
 
    “When did you break through?” Tou He asked. 
 
    “About a week ago,” Yu Kun said. “Some of us aren’t geniuses. It takes us a bit.”  
 
    Wu Ying snorted, completely understanding Yu Kun’s feelings. Though considering the ex-wandering cultivator was also older than Wu Ying, perhaps his friend had even more reason to be jealous. 
 
    “Congratulations, belatedly.” Wu Ying glanced around the table. “Both of you. Since you both have progressed, I’ll pay for today’s dinner.” 
 
    Tou He smiled, while Yu Kun narrowed his eyes. “Wait. You’re doing this so that you don’t have to pay for a more expensive congratulatory gift, right?” 
 
    Wu Ying smiled innocently. “Would I do that?” 
 
    As Yu Kun glared, Tou He and Wu Ying broke into laughter. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dinner finished, the evening moon well on the way to crossing the middle of its path at night, the group was walking back to their temporary residences when Yu Kun brought up the expedition. 
 
    “I think we are ready,” Yu Kun said. “It won’t take us very long to get there, and I have arranged for horses for everyone. We will be joined by another four, all in various stages of Energy Storage. We should be able to deal with the flock without an issue, if we work together.” 
 
    “When do we leave?” Tou He asked. 
 
    “Realistically, whenever it is convenient for the both of you,” Yu Kun said. “Most of the others joining us are in similar situations. Some of them, like Wu Ying, have skills that are in demand in the sect. But not to the same level. It’s only our friend here who could stay in the sect and not risk himself.” 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head. “I think you’re overestimating how much they really need my skills.” He added under his breath, “And how much they are charging me for my manuals.” 
 
    In truth, for nearly any other manual, he probably would have been fine. But if he was to choose the Five Winds manual, it was nearly five times as expensive as the next most expensive body cultivation manual. On top of that, he also needed to purchase the soul cultivation manual that worked alongside it.  
 
    And while that particular soul cultivation manual was not exclusive to the Double Soul, Double Body Sect, having been taken from a competing sect over six centuries earlier, the number of manuals for that particular soul cultivation exercise was likely to be in the low single digits. After all, the competing sect had been destroyed, leaving its legacy to be scattered to the winds. 
 
    “Maybe. But you’re still coming, right?” You Kun said. “We do need to discuss how we are distributing the herbs you will be gathering too.”  
 
    Wu Ying raised an eyebrow. “What is there to discuss?” 
 
    “Well, among other things, one of the reasons why some of the others are joining us is because I promised that we would distribute some of the contribution points from the herbs you gathered.” 
 
    “Why?” Tou He asked. 
 
    “Well, because we will be going slower, and just killing the cranes won’t be worth our trip by itself.” 
 
    Wu Ying sighed. “I’m amenable to my usual split with other martial groups, but they’ll have to guard me and carry what I tell them to, if necessary.” It was not the first time he’d had to share his herbs, especially when he joined other martial teams. 
 
    “I thought so. And the usual ratio was what I suggested and most accepted.” 
 
    “Most?” Wu Ying said doubtfully.  
 
    “There was one lady who had issues with it. She did say that she’d speak with you directly though and has confirmed she’s coming,” Yu Kun said. 
 
    Wu Ying stared at his friend, noticing the slight smile on his lips. A nagging suspicion blossomed as he asked, “It wouldn’t happen to be Cultivator Xiang Wei, would it?”  
 
    Yu Kun’s grin was answer enough. 
 
    “Have I told you how I hate you sometimes?” Wu Ying asked.  
 
    “I figured it would be good for us to keep an eye on her, since we’re leaving. Especially since you still think she might have something to do with the dark sect, no?” 
 
    Wu Ying considered the question. He had kept an eye and nose out for her and any additional issues. Unfortunately, he had not seen, or smelled, anything. Xiang Wen continued to cultivate, browse the library, visit the apothecarist hall, and generally act like a normal visiting cultivator. There was nothing suspicious about her or her actions, other than the lingering taint of corruption. 
 
    As for any other hints of malicious dealings, Wu Ying had not seen a single sign. Occasionally he caught glimpses of Xiang Wen in the library, and even rarer, he spotted Wan Yan wandering about. She was almost always with one of the inner sect cultivators of the Double Soul, Double Body Sect, sometimes speaking with other visiting cultivators. From their demeanor and clothing, Wu Ying guessed they were nobles like her. Probably individuals she had known before her ascension to the Verdant Green Waters. 
 
    That was something that he had learnt from Li Yao—most nobles knew one another long before they entered a sect. It both solidified their standing among the government—having members in various sects—and provided them an advantage over peasants like him. After all, having friends who were all connections from childhood provide some secret or restricted cultivation exercise manual was easier than if they were all strangers. 
 
    At one point, Wu Ying would have been angry about that. But by now, he was just done. There was no point in being angry about individuals making the most use of their resources. Even if he himself had no access to it, it just meant he had to work harder. And hard work was at least one thing he was not afraid of. 
 
    “No, I don’t think she is. At least, she hasn’t done anything new,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “And you have been keeping an eye out, right?” Yu Kun said. 
 
    Wu Ying just rolled his eyes as they continued their walk. As they turned the corner, the trio was surprised by the sudden interruption of violence and chi. The group halted, hands falling toward weapons or taking stances. 
 
    A moment later, the walls of the inn ahead of them exploded, a body in orange and blue robes following the shattered wood to enter the empty street. The cultivator flipped in midair, landing with grace on his feet, one hand on his curved sword. Amusingly, Wu Ying spotted a finger-sized piece of wood hanging from the man’s bushy beard, having been caught in the explosion and movement. 
 
    Walking from the shattered wood wall, dust and smoke from the damage swirling around her, was a young lady. She wore the Double Soul, Double Body inner sect robes and, to Wu Ying’s surprise, carried a pair of short spears. The points of the spears crisscrossed behind her back as she stalked the other man. 
 
    “Say that again!” she snarled, motes of metal dust glinting and swirling in her unleashed aura. It pushed at the smoke, clearing it, even as the air around her glittered in the moonlit night. Outlines of a creature, some animal, formed as her chi pulsed. 
 
    “You’re damaged. Just like the rest of your sect,” the sword cultivator said as the earth beneath his feet cracked, mud flowing to cover his lower extremities.  
 
    Wu Ying raised an eyebrow as he watched the pair of fighters. Around the woman, the outline of a metal bear formed, its arms elongated and twisted to follow the pair of spears. Wu Ying cocked his head, squinting as her aura took on the shape of the bear in greater detail in his extended senses. She even smelled like the animal, all woodland fur, wood and earth chi mixed with the metal of her soul cultivation. 
 
    “An animal soul,” Yu Kun muttered.  
 
    “What?” Tou He said, watching the pair trade insults.  
 
    Surprisingly, no guards had arrived, even with the amount of energy the pair were spilling into the air. 
 
    “Sometimes, a cultivator’s soul is distorted or mixed with an animal’s. Perhaps they were one before, in their previous life, and never changed enough. Perhaps they had a severe karmic imbalance.” Yu Kun shrugged. “Whatever the reason, their soul is imprinted with the animal. They generally can’t cultivate normally but…” 
 
    “The Double Soul, Double Body Sect focuses on the different,” Wu Ying finished.  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    As the earth cultivator continued to speak, the mud crawled all the way up his body to his neck. He still kept talking, delaying the fight while coming up with creative insults about her taste in food and her sexual preferences.  
 
    The group fell back without a word, choosing not to get involved as they spied on the free entertainment. They were not the only ones—farther down the street and out of the inn’s higher floors, heads appeared. 
 
    “Not a very practical fighting technique,” Tou He muttered, eyeing the earth cultivator. 
 
    “What? You don’t leave the people you challenge enough time to ready themselves?” Wu Ying shook his head morosely. “For shame, my friend. For shame.” 
 
    “Useful if you were the ambushee,” Yu Kun pointed out. 
 
    “Except his control is slipshod.” As Tou He spoke, a clump of mud fell to the ground around the earth cultivator. At the same time, a flare of earth chi broke from his aura, splashing the surroundings with its energy. 
 
    “Well, yes,” Wu Ying said. His eyes narrowed, he extended his aura sense to touch the other cultivator’s aura, gauging it for a second before pulling his senses back when the aura almost snapped at him. “I don’t think that technique is meant to be used at the Energy Storage stage.” 
 
    There were nods from the other two. It was a difference in progression philosophy. One group felt that learning and pushing forward with the most powerful, most complex cultivation techniques an individual could handle was the best method. It meant that when the cultivator reached the next stage, they had a ready-made technique they could use immediately, one that was powerful and suitable for the cultivation level.  
 
    The other teaching philosophy focused more on current usefulness. Students were taught stage-appropriate techniques, ones that could be used at the present level, and ignored techniques at the next stage until the cultivator broke through. It meant that at the start, they were often lacking in appropriately strengthened techniques, but it also meant they were often well-versed and stronger at the later stages than those who were looking forward. 
 
    Due to the speed Tou He and Wu Ying had progressed, they both were focused on catching up within their own levels of progress. Neither had significant fighting techniques, though Tou He at least had a few that tapped into his fire aspect. Wu Ying, without an elemental aspect to his cultivation, was bereft of even that advantage. 
 
    Though at least Wu Ying had his sword skills. And his toys like the Brilliant Woo Petal Bracer. And his Spirit-level sword that he had yet to really use. 
 
    Wu Ying’s meandering thoughts were interrupted by a sudden surge of chi from both combatants. They launched themselves at one another, the bear-lady leading her charge with one extended spear while keeping the second close to her body. Her opponent actually ignored his sword, now that he was covered in mud, and charged forward bare-handed. 
 
    The incongruity of the attacks—bear-woman using weapons, sword-wielder ignoring his—made Wu Ying’s jaw drop a little, even as the pair traded blows that were nearly too fast to watch. The two were close to peak Energy Storage, the energy from their attacks sending gusts of wind blowing back from their location and leaving the walls and ground scarred by lethal intent. 
 
    Even as Wu Ying watched, the bear’s paw—the spearhead—was thrust at a chest only for it to be blocked, consumed by the mud, then freed by the strike of the other shaft against solidified mud. Rather than stay on the defensive, the mud man stomped on the ground, sending a wave of earth to flood up the woman’s feet, only for her to jump and break free. 
 
    Both fighters were gifted, using their respective weapons and abilities with skill, but Wu Ying saw that the earth cultivator was fading. On the other hand, the spear-wielder’s aura intensified with each second, the aura solidifying and the spearhead gaining additional tearing heads.  
 
    “Should we intervene?” Tou He said, sounding concerned. 
 
    He had reason to be, for the ground was being scoured by the bear cultivator’s metal aura, the sweeping forms of her spears leaving scars on the ground and grinding away mud. A splash of blood, a flicker of control lost, and the mud-covered cultivator staggered away, hands gripping together to send a wave of mud outward. It struck, only to break against an invisible but audible barrier as the floating Elder above them blocked the attack with a clap of his hands. 
 
    A moment later, the two combatants, the focus of the sound, were pushed aside, each staggering a few feet away. Before they could continue, the Elder had floated down to chest height. The Double Soul, Double Body Elder studied the pair silently, almost daring them to continue their duel. Neither were sufficiently caught up in their rage and offered him a bow in greeting.  
 
    By that point, Yu Kun grabbed his friends’ arms and dragged them away before they were implicated in the fight or, more likely, the cleanup. As they hurried away, portions of the epic scolding that the pair of cultivators were receiving drifted to them. 
 
    “Took them long enough to stop it,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    Fights like that in the middle of the Verdant Green Waters Sect, or even the town beneath the mountain the sect resided upon, would be stopped much, much faster. There was no way their Sect would allow such an unsanctioned duel. That was what the dueling rings were for. 
 
    “Different philosophies. They feel that some minor scuffles are acceptable over here,” Yu Kun said. 
 
    “And how do you know that?” Tou He asked. 
 
    “I might have had to defend my honor a few times,” he replied with a grin. “Anyway, it’s not as if I have a lot to do other than gamble while waiting for you guys.” 
 
    Wu Ying rolled his eyes but held off on vocal judgment. After all, his friend was there as much for Wu Ying’s good as anything. Still, as they hurried off, Wu Ying could not help but recall how long it took for the Elder to arrive. It seemed that security in the Double Soul, Double Body Sect was less vigorous than in his own. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Xiang Wen stared at Wu Ying, arms crossed, while the group stood a short distance away at the docks, waiting for the pair to finish their discussion. Due to Wu Ying’s and her own busy schedules, neither had had time to meet and finish the discussion that Yu Kun had begun, leaving them to complete the negotiation on the day of their departure. 
 
    Wu Ying had to admit, as he stared at the young lady, that she was pretty. Not beautiful like Fairy Yang. Where the Fairy might receive the devotion of multiple poets for decades of their lives, each competing with the other and driving themselves to greater and greater heights of creativity, Xiang Wen might receive the occasional verse to her looks. A stanza to her elegance. A quartet to her lustrous smile. 
 
    Unfortunately, all of that was marred by the smell of corruption that surrounded her. That, and the unhappy glare she directed at him. 
 
    “I want half of what you will receive,” Xiang Wen said again. 
 
    “Not a chance.” Wu Ying crossed his arms. 
 
    “You owe me.” 
 
    “I do. But I’m already giving the team twenty percent of what I will be bringing back. If I give you half, I won’t even have half of what I gather.” Wu Ying shook his head. “I need those contribution points.” 
 
    “You. Owe. Me.” 
 
    Moving his lip, he considered his options. Finally, he spoke up. “I’ll give you three-tenths of what I gather.”  
 
    Before he even finished speaking, Xiang Wen had agreed.  
 
    The next thing Wu Ying knew, she had hurried away to join the rest of the team waiting at the boats, ready to be taken to the nearest village, where they would be riding off. As he watched her scurry away, he could not help but wonder if he had been taken advantage of. 
 
    As he walked over to the group, a small smile crossed his lips as he remembered her dripping wet body.  
 
    Well, maybe both of them had taken advantage of each other. 
 
    When Xiang Wen turned around and caught him smiling, she glared at him almost as if she could read his mind. Wu Ying wiped the smile off his face before he proceeded to be introduced to the rest of the group by Yu Kun. 
 
    To Wu Ying’s surprise, two of the others joining them were members of the Double Soul, Double Body Sect. The pair were brothers, though they could not have been any more different in physical appearance. Other than a slight similarity in their eyes and chin, the pair were opposites.  
 
    The older brother was short and pudgy, defying the norms of most cultivators by keeping his padding. His brother, on the other hand, was stick-thin, gaunt in a way that one would almost accuse his brother of stealing all his food. His hollow cheeks and deep-set eyes stared at Wu Ying and Yu Kun until the pair moved on. 
 
    The last addition was Wan Yan—an addition that prompted Yu Kun to offer an apologetic shrug. While none of them enjoyed her company, she was a fellow Sect member. The female cultivator just stared at Wu Ying when he greeted her, not even deigning to offer him a greeting in return.  
 
    Rather than take offense, Wu Ying ignored her and followed the group onto the waiting boat. Soon enough, they pushed off from the dock and entered the river, heading downriver to the fishing village closest to their destination.  
 
    As they departed the sect, Wu Ying could not help but look forward to their little adventure. As much as he enjoyed studying and practice, getting out of the city was important. The constant presence of humanity, the overpowering smells, the lack of lush greenery, it took its toll on him. Now, as they headed out into bountiful nature, he felt a small portion of his growing tension loosen. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    The entire trip only took a few days before they were at the foothills of the mountain range the flock of birds inhabited. Along the way, they traipsed along village paths formed by the infrequent travel of other wandering cultivators and the occasional brave forester or intrepid merchant.  
 
    It had been nearly a day since they had seen the last of the small hamlets nearby, the surrounding lands fertile but infrequently cultivated. The centuries-old bamboo forest they traveled through sprawled across the land, the ground only sparsely lit by scattered beams of light. The chirp of crickets, the flutter of fleeing birds surrounded the group, even as the constant sway of the tall bamboo rippled through their senses. 
 
    The trip had been relatively uneventful. A number of demon beasts had accosted them. Long, jade-green snakes that lay in wait while they rode past, striking from ambush. A herd of angry sows that threw themselves at the group’s animals, their skin and muscles made of hardened metal that they had consumed from the remnants of the red soil that lay in the surroundings. Even a couple of screaming monkeys had thrown their fragrant attacks before scampering away, overwhelmed by the disgusted and aggressive response of the cultivators. 
 
    None of those events were particularly onerous to the experienced group, the beasts struck down in rapid order. The group could have made better time if it was not for frequent breaks they took as Wu Ying pulled aside and scurried deeper into the woods in search of a distinctive scent. However, none complained, especially when he extracted a handful of crystallized demon beast cores from a bush. 
 
    “These plants only grow when there is a particular combination of spirit stones, adjacent plants, and chi in the environment. It’s likely these cores were buried in the past by another animal, and it never returned for them,” Wu Ying explained as they rode off, purposely staying vague.  
 
    It wasn’t because he was jealously guarding his knowledge for fear of being discarded. It was more a general concern for his friends in the future. There were at least a half dozen other plants of similar nature and appearance which could lead his friends and the others astray. At least two of those plants were highly poisonous, and another was an active threat to cultivators with its climbing ivies and sharp thorns. 
 
    Of course, it was hard to explain all of that to non-gatherers and have them take the danger seriously. Most would discount the danger. Those who didn’t generally overestimated their ability to discern the differences between plants. And in truth, the plants themselves were often extremely similar in appearance. It was just that when you added the five major elements and the related geography and chi flows of surrounding vegetation into the equation, gathering became an art form. 
 
    It was also why, more than once, Wu Ying did not choose to follow up on potential gains. No matter what his nose indicated, when he was uncertain about the providence of what he was looking at, he chose to walk away.  
 
    Thankfully, with the lack of Gatherers in the sect itself, this area was relatively untouched. He did notice some evidence of human picking—most likely from the nearest village or an adventurous forester—but for the most part, this was virgin territory. 
 
    By the time they reached the foothills, his pack was mostly filled, and even his World Spirit ring had begun to feel the strain. While there was a significant amount of physical space in the ring, Wu Ying had to be careful about balancing the chi flow within. Even short-term storage of items could cause long-term damage, a trade-off Wu Ying was unwilling to take. 
 
    It was under his recommendation then that they set aside any additional gathering as they entered the territory of the cranes. Wu Ying chose to arm himself with his crossbow, while others extracted various ranged weaponry. Their heads turned toward the sky, searching between the gaps of the foliage for signs of their prey as they rode on. 
 
    For all the supposed aggressiveness of their targets, the group spent the first day entirely unmolested. Entirely, including from other beasts. The flock had driven away most other creatures, leaving their ride peaceful if tense. It was probably this very act that had forced the cranes farther and farther afield, resulting in their addition to the assignment board. 
 
    It was early morning the next day, as they rode up the foothills, crisscrossing a small sloping cliff and breaking out from the towering bamboo, that they caught sight of their targets. Or perhaps it could be said that their targets caught sight of them. Almost immediately, the birds turned as a group and targeted them. 
 
    As they winged closer, the cultivators shifted position. Most got off their horses, with the gaunt cultivator clapping his hands and twisting them into arcane shapes before releasing a talisman that grew in size as chi was pushed into it. The paper servant took hold of the reins from the cultivators, pulling away the unridden animals. Only Yu Kun, Wan Yan, and Xiang Wen chose to stay on their steeds, the others not trusting their ability to handle the animals during the fight. 
 
    “Orders?” Tou He called. 
 
    Silence greeted his words before Yu Kun started. He looked around at the group of cultivators staring at him. “Me?” 
 
    “Of course you. You organized this!” Xiang Wen said. 
 
    “Idiot wandering cultivator. Useless piece of spoilt meat.” Wan Yan raised her voice, gesturing with her free hand, “Liu Bu and Liu Yu. You are the front line with the peasant. Use your weapons and skills to hold them off if they land. Tou He, you guard those of us firing on them. The rest of us with our bows will take them down.” 
 
    Given orders and a sense of direction, the group scrambled to follow the instructions of the lordly cultivator. Wu Ying stored his crossbow, instead placing his hand on his spirit ring. He debated between using his new gift from his Elder Sister or a wooden weapon, but upon spotting the flying creatures, he chose the unaspected weapon. Wood did not do well against metal, and those birds had partaken of the enriched iron sand, just like the herd of boars they had met. 
 
    The only real difference being that the birds had done a better job at cultivating the chi-enriched metal. 
 
    “Here they come. Steady!” Wan Yan ordered the group of archers, while Wu Ying and the brothers stood, waiting.  
 
    Rather than use a draw attack, Wu Ying drew his weapon in consideration of how fast the creatures moved. He invested a little of his chi into the Spirit-level jian, feeling his energy move through the weapon. His energy balked a little at the metal, but a little nudging around by Wu Ying, along with his understanding of the blade, had it encompassed fully with only minimal effort. It helped, Wu Ying realized, that he had begun to truly understand both the wind and unaspected aspects of his chi. Wind did not care for metal—it might not be able to bend it without great force, but it could easily encompass it. 
 
    And that was what he was doing. Wrapping his sword with his chi. A part of him rebuked himself for not testing this out earlier. The way the blade reacted to him, the eddies of air that swirled around the blade with each moment, it was perfect.  
 
    Natural. 
 
    The first attacks did not come from the cultivators but the birds themselves. Feathers, fast-moving and picking up speed as they fell, rained down upon the group in curving arcs. Liu Bu and Liu Yu acted simultaneously, the pair of cultivators using their long spears to send blasts of chi into the sky. Both were water cultivators, their attacks flowing with the grace so reminiscent of the liquid they cultivated as phantom spears, tens of feet tall, batted the attack away. 
 
    Feathers clinked and flew away, cast aside. Wu Ying held still, forming his attack in his mind until the cranes were closer. Then he thrust his sword, sending his chi spiraling outward in a mini-cyclone. It was so similar to his usual Dragon’s Breath attack. But different too. It leaned upon his wind chi further, it spiraled rather than cut, and it drew upon his battered body and the energy trapped within it.  
 
    The tornado that danced through the air caught many of the remaining metal feathers, flinging them back at the birds. They let out surprised and outraged shrieks, though the vast majority of the feathers missed. It was not as though Wu Ying was controlling the retaliation, just redirecting the initial attack. 
 
    “Nicely done!” Liu Bu called, retracting his energy to a more stable size as the haft of the spear rested on his ample flesh.  
 
    His brother followed suit a moment later, even as the diving birds neared them. Around Liu Yu’s feet, small paper talismans floated, rising as the monsters neared, to protect him. 
 
    That was when the archers behind the group opened fire. Their horses neighed, shifting a little, but it did nothing to throw off the cultivators’ attacks. Arrow after arrow flew from their bows, the archers nocking, releasing, then nocking arrows held between fingers into the strings with smooth skill. 
 
    In the air, Wu Ying saw the flickers of the moving arrows as they were released. Fire, metal, and wood chi bundled into the attacks, giving the attacks more strength than a normal arrow. The first arrow impacted, exploding into flames and catching the bird it impaled on fire. It winged away, cawing in anger, metal feathers burning. Another arrow punched through a wing, causing another crane to spiral away. Other attacks were dodged, the birds tilting their bodies and wings to avoid the flying implements of doom. 
 
    Then there were upon the team of cultivators. Wu Ying struck with his jian, launching pure sword intent and chi in glistening arcs of energy. He no longer charged his attacks, going for simplicity and speed. Like the brothers, his job was to distract and drive the creatures away. 
 
    Most of the birds ran, fear driving them to alter their angles of attack. A few, too foolhardy, too brave, refused to be swayed from their line of attack. They flew into the trio’s defensive attacks and many of those fell crippled and injured to the ground. Others—the lucky or the brave few behind the original groups—came on unmolested. 
 
    A flurry of feathers and claws, of screeching caws and gasped breath erupted as the flock reached them all. Silk shredded, feathers shed and parted as the cranes struck with their long beaks. Everything was chaos for a few long seconds before the birds pulled away, their attack thwarted.  
 
    The birds left the wounded and dead. Some hopped on injured feet, flapped on broken wings, bled to death on the ground, or struck out with metal feathers, released in a dying flurry. Yet without the impetus of flight, the feathers were less deadly. 
 
    A horse kicked, catching a bird in its face, throwing it aside. Another weapon dipped, Tou He caught another. The battle raged for a few desperate seconds as the remainder were slain. 
 
    And then silence from the ground. 
 
    Above them, the surviving birds wheeled, cawing as they regained height, getting ready to repeat their attacks. Wu Ying pressed a hand against his shoulder, a part of him wondering how and when he had been injured. Mostly, he was paying attention to a quartet of birds high above, outside of bow range.  
 
    A quartet that hummed with power, that had chosen not to divebomb them along with the rest of the flock. Maybe, as Wu Ying listened to the constant screeches and caws, they had even directed the attack.  
 
    Behind him, cultivators readied themselves for the next attacks. More arrows were drawn from quivers, placed between fingers on one hand or gripped alongside the bow itself. Liu Bo took out two additional paper talismans, throwing them to grow around the team. 
 
    “You should have used those earlier,” Wan Yan scolded him. 
 
    “They’re expensive!” Liu Bo snapped. “And the big ones aren’t here yet.” 
 
    “I think that’s about to change,” Wu Ying called, removing his hand from his shoulder. The bleeding had stopped, but his headache had returned in full force. It seemed that using his newfound ability with wind chi came at a price. And even as he had cleansed his body a little, the balance between his chi had been thrown off. 
 
    Too bad he didn’t have time to worry about it right now. 
 
    The birds swooped in and Wu Ying raised his sword once more to do battle. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying impacted against the hard-feathered body again, his hand reflexively gripping tighter against his buried sword. Even with his entire frame and sword dug into the Core stage crane, it winged its way higher into the sky without issue. Wind rushed past his face, the fresh air tugging at his lungs, burning his struggling chest as the earth fled beneath their bodies. 
 
    Memories rushed into Wu Ying’s mind, flashbacks of the last few desperate moments. At first, dealing with the larger, stronger metal-infused cranes had gone well. Both cultivators and birds had acquired additional injuries and more birds had fallen to their weapons.  
 
    Paper talismans had shredded the air, defending the cultivators against metal-tipped feathers that cut through silk robes and skin with equal ease. Chi-filled attacks flew through the air, arrows bursting on metal bodies and littering the ground with blood. 
 
    Then on the last pass, the creatures had thrown a new wrinkle into the fight. The very ground beneath their feet, littered with discarded metal feathers and corpses, had glowed before exploding. The group had only brief seconds to scramble away, a pair of horses being left to their demise. Wu Ying had jumped high into the sky, borrowing the energy that had lashed out, barely surviving the explosion while riding it into the air, only to be buffeted by one of the swooping cranes. 
 
    Then… then he wasn’t sure. He remembered being tossed around, jumping and spinning, using his chi and sword to batter away attackers as he found himself in the midst of the flying flock. Until one of the large cranes had swung itself at him and he had plunged his Spirit-level jian into its body, cutting through metal with ease. He had sought its heart, the blade moving on its own volition it seemed. He had failed. 
 
    And now, he rode an angry, Core stage metal crane, separated from his friends while rising into the sky, attached only by a single blade. 
 
    Somehow, it seemed appropriate. 
 
    Before Wu Ying could contemplate his life choices further, the Core stage metal crane tilted. Its wings tucked in a little as it banked, and Wu Ying began to lose his grip. His hand dug into iron feathers, his fingers slicing open but giving him enough of a grip that he wasn’t entirely thrown off. It helped that the Spirit-level sword he wielded had dug deep enough that the extra pressure on its body made the bird screech in pain. 
 
    Wu Ying’s legs half-hanging off the crane’s body, it tilted to right its flight once more. A few moments of scrambling had Wu Ying lying prostrate on the spirit beast’s back, the massive creature squawking its displeasure. The entire white-and-pink creature was longer than Wu Ying was tall. As for its wingspan, that was easily twice his height. 
 
    Those wings were the simplest way for him to get down. He eyed the creature, the way it beat against the air, lifting him higher and higher. Then he looked at the ground far below, mentally whimpering a little. He was much, much higher than any mortal had a right to be.  
 
    At least so long as you could not ride the current of chi energy like a Core cultivator. And while flying itself was wondrous, the eventual fall would be a killer. 
 
    If the birds that were swooping at him, intent on plucking him off their leader, did not do the job beforehand. 
 
    Wu Ying pressed himself down as hard as he could, his motion shoving the sword deeper into the bird he rode. It, in turn, flinched reflexively, its flow of energy switching and the wind buffeting the pair. It threw off the attack of the first crane, making it miss but for a burning streak of red across one of Wu Ying’s arms before it pulled away. 
 
    The Core level metal crane righted itself, twisting into a gentler turn as it screeched at the flock. Wu Ying could not understand the screeching, though he sensed the anger the creature radiated and read the way the flock turned back to his team. It seemed that whatever they intended to do to him, it would be near his friends. 
 
    Keeping an eye on the hovering birds, Wu Ying searched for a solution to his predicament. It seemed the Core crane had ordered them off. Somehow, that was even less reassuring than constant attacks. The only good news was that his friends seemed to have survived the explosion and even managed to take down a pair of the Energy Storage level Cranes. Even if Xiang Wen was bleeding a little and wielding a pair of jian now. 
 
    As they neared the ground, the creature chose to act. It tucked in its wings, speeding up its descent and turning. Except this time, it was not a gentle rotation but a quick one, that saw his blade shift within the creature’s body. But more importantly, it turned them entirely upside down. 
 
    For four brief seconds, Wu Ying hung, still attached to the creature. Then gravity made its presence known, beckoning him to itself. He could not fight the ground’s call, and even though he gripped his sword hard, the blade tore free from the upside-down crane. The all-too-sharp blade cut through the creature’s flesh and bone with ease, only slowing down as it hit the iron feathers before it came loose. 
 
    Wu Ying fell. Open air greeted him for a brief moment. Hands flapping, Wu Ying sought some purchase, some solution. 
 
    From the corner of his eye, a pink-and-grey streak charged Wu Ying. There was a screech, a scream of anger from the Core crane, but Wu Ying’s assailant did not seem to care. Perhaps it had been holding back too long. Perhaps it was just mindlessly angry, more demon than spirit beast. 
 
    Rather than using its claws to tear at Wu Ying, the creature targeted him with its long beak. Metal glinted, chi forming around it, and Wu Ying found himself swinging his weapon to meet its charge. A resounding clang shot through the mountain range even as Wu Ying learned a new, unwanted fact about midair battles. 
 
    Without bracing, without ground or earth to hold him still, he spun. His parry sent him flying backward, pushing him into a deadly, uncontrolled spiral.  
 
    The impetuous bird screeched and flapped away, uninjured but for a line marring its cracked beak. It did not have long to regret its decision, as a wood arrow sank deep into its breast, enveloping its body and constricting its wings and body. The creature fell, just like Wu Ying. 
 
    A hundred feet, then sixty. 
 
    Wu Ying finally stabilized his fall, his sword pointed at the ground. He channeled wind chi into it, remembering his first attack of the battle. Perhaps if he sent it into the ground hard enough, he could survive this. It was a forlorn hope, but it was all that he had. 
 
    Then he spotted the two brothers running toward him. In one pair of hands, paper talismans were forming in greater and greater number. They swirled around his hands in a tight formation, growing larger before Liu Bo thrust forward. A paper tornado formed, striking Wu Ying, tearing at his clothing and his skin as the paper cut into his body. It buffeted his body, slowing his fall but not halting it entirely. 
 
    The ground closed in, second by second, Wu Ying’s view blocked by the swirling paper talismans. White and yellow paper flashed by, marred by the dark ink that had been inscribed upon the talismans. Then from the ground, rather than the green of the earth, pale blue water arose. 
 
    Again, the strike hammered into his body, disrupting his attempt at saving himself. His focus technique dispersed even as the geyser threw him about. His fall halted for a second—before the attacks ended. 
 
    Leaving Wu Ying to crash into the soaked and soggy earth. The impact drove all the breath out of his body, his cut body dispersing his blood through the muddy ground. His impact was at an angle on the sloping hill, making him slide down the slope to bounce off a gentle rise before the energy of the fall dispersed against a stand of bamboo trees. 
 
    Breath already robbed from him, Wu Ying could only struggle in pain, stinging cuts and creaking bones protesting their abuse. His ribs were certainly cracked, and he was sure his femur had dislocated from his thigh bone. Never mind the contusions and possible concussion. 
 
    But he was on the ground. 
 
    And alive. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By the time Wu Ying recovered enough to send chi through his body to heal, the fight was over. They had managed to down the single remaining Energy Storage level crane and the injured Core level crane, along with half of the remaining flock, before the survivors broke off the attack. 
 
    In turn, the monsters had killed half their horses, heavily injured both Wu Ying and Yu Kun, and left everyone else with minor injuries. None of them had come out of the attack unscathed, though only Wu Ying had managed to put himself in such a precarious position. 
 
    “Jumping on a bird! What kind of idiocy is that?” Wan Yan berated Wu Ying, who was seated, leaning against a tree.  
 
    In the distance, the group had split up, with Yu Kun the only one seated, watching the skies with his bow. Ostensibly on guard, but mostly healing. 
 
    “The kind that kept me alive,” Wu Ying said. “Or did you forget the exploding feathers?” 
 
    “I forget nothing,” Wan Yan hissed, eyes flashing. “Everyone else managed to escape without throwing themselves onto a bird.” 
 
    “Whatever. Shouldn’t you be helping?”  
 
    Behind the pair, the remainder of the team was harvesting the birds and their spirit stones. Even if the majority of the flock were not in the Energy Storage stage, their stones were still valuable. Never mind the feathers, which could be used by blacksmiths to produce cloaks and perhaps even pieces of armor. 
 
    Wan Yan gave Wu Ying a tight, humorless smile. “I volunteered to make sure you were well.”  
 
    “I live. So feel free to go help. Or is it too far beneath you?” Even if Wu Ying had gotten over his own views about the majority of nobles, it seemed that not all of them had gotten over their own self-importance. Wan Yan, sadly, seemed to place herself on a pedestal high above them all. 
 
    “If you’re well enough to blather on, you should collect some herbs. I’m sure this far in, there has to be something good.” 
 
    “You let me worry about Gathering. You just make sure we get all the spirit stones.”  
 
    It annoyed him that she was probably right. Now that he wasn’t in agony or the midst of a battle, he could pick out a few tantalizing scents. Limping to them would be difficult, but having rejoined hip and leg, he could probably make it into the woods.  
 
    Wan Yan sniffed, turned, and walked away.  
 
    She was only a few steps away before Wu Ying called, “How did you take down the Core Crane?” 
 
    She called out her answer, never bothering to turn around. “When it finally landed, Xiang Wen and I managed to cut off its wings. Then Tou He used his staff to batter it until it died.” 
 
    Eyes narrowed, Wu Ying wondered what she was leaving out. Like why the crane had landed, giving up its advantage. Still, he was grateful no one had fallen. It was always a danger on such expeditions, especially when a surprise—like a Core-level spirit beast—was all too possible. 
 
    Extracting one of his swords from his spirit ring, Wu Ying stood slowly. He used the sword as an impromptu cane, limping deeper into the stand of bamboo. The best kind of apology he could give them after failing to help out would be locating those tantalizing, fragrant herbs he could smell on the horizon. Certainly, injured as the flock was and wary as they were now, it was unlikely that there were any further dangers. At least, not until another spirit beast moved in. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    The return journey took twice as long as their initial trip. Not only were they injured, they were also missing half of their horses and burdened by the carcasses they had butchered. Even if the meat had been stored in spirit rings to preserve it, the bones and feathers still had to be carried physically. None of the cultivators had a spirit ring large enough to contain all that they had managed to acquire. As such, the remaining horses were burdened with the bones and feathers of the birds, as well as the large bags Wu Ying had packed. Among them, an entire hemp bag of soil. 
 
    Even so, they made relatively good time. As cultivators, their bodies healed faster than any mortal’s. Wu Ying, in particular, had his body cultivation techniques to rely upon, using them to help toughen his bones, repair the torn ligaments and skin, and replace his lost chi. That last issue was the one that plagued Wu Ying the most, for he found that the careful balance he had managed to acquire was thrown awry by the battle. Once more, he was plagued by the aches in his body, bloody urine, and a pounding, ever-persistent headache. The discoloration on his skin, once receding, had returned with a vengeance, liver spots growing as he failed to clear toxic chi and old blood. 
 
    It was no surprise then that Wu Ying was grateful for the sight of the island city when it rolled out from the evening mist as their boat carried them close. Lights glinted across the lapping waves, casting reflected diamonds through the air, reflected from the spirit lamps and lanterns that dotted the quayside. Their boat came in slowly, oars carefully dipping into the river before dripping water as they rose, while the creak of wood accompanied the captain’s barked orders. 
 
    As a group, they hobbled onto the dock, Wu Ying nearly falling from the swaying gangplank as a wave shifted the boat behind him. The hasty hop led to him landing on his injured, but mostly healed, leg. He flinched and stumbled, only to be steadied by Tou He. 
 
    Yu Kun followed last, passing payment to the captain as promised, one arm still in a sling. The crane that had crashed into him had shattered the bones in his hand.  
 
    “I’ll expect the contribution points by tomorrow afternoon,” Wan Yan stated firmly before striding off and leaving the deckhands to deal with her mare. She only carried a small bag of goods with her, leaving behind the accumulated trophies of the assignment. 
 
    Wu Ying opened his mouth to object, but Xiang Wen called out, “We’ll just take the porters out of your portion then.” 
 
    The group could not help but trade grins as Wan Yan hesitated a second before she kept walking. The woman’s grating personality had worn on them all, especially on the interminable track back.  
 
    “It’s good that she’s too prideful to bicker with us,” Yu Kun said. “Because I was going to hire porters anyway.” 
 
    As if conjured from the sky itself, porters appeared, a couple of them yawning and rubbing their eyes. It took only a few words before they grabbed bags, most of them only able to manage a single overstuffed piece of luggage. They were, after all, low-level Body Cleansing cultivators. Not even technically part of the sect. 
 
    “I’ll accompany them to the assignment hall and ensure everything is marked down properly. There won’t be anybody there to judge what we brought in though, not until tomorrow. So anyone who wants to accompany us for the evaluation should meet us at the tenth bell in the morning,” Yu Kun said. 
 
    The two brothers offered their thanks and declined to be there, while Tou He indicated that he was more than happy to trust Yu Kun. When the ex-wandering cultivator turned to the last two, Wu Ying chuckled ruefully. 
 
    “All things considered, I probably should be there for my portion at least.” Wu Ying inspected the bag that he had refused to give to the porters. “I’ll also need to have them evaluate this properly.” 
 
    “You never did tell us what’s in there,” Xiang Wen said. 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” Wu Ying smiled. He picked up the bag with a grunt, wincing as a lance of pain shot through his chest.  
 
    Xiang Wen raised an eyebrow while Wu Ying waved goodbye to Yu Kun. He limped off, while Yu Kun waved the group of porters on. Wu Ying managed to get another half dozen steps away before Xiang Wen caught up with him, falling into step beside the slow-moving cultivator. 
 
    They walked in silence for an entire street, Xiang Wen glancing at Wu Ying out of the corner of her eyes. He kept his mouth shut, focused on churning chi through his body to help ease the ache in his bones and the exhaustion that tugged his eyelids.  
 
    “So?” Xiang Wen finally said. 
 
    “The herb?” Wu Ying said, pulled from his thoughts and cultivation. He sighed and touched the bag strap. “It’s actually a series of plants.” He dropped his voice, glancing about as he added, “Metal-chi-infused ginseng. Close to at least a few hundred years old.” 
 
    Xiang Wen’s footsteps stuttered, surprise crossing her face before she hurried after him. “Seriously?”  
 
    “Yes.” Wu Ying nodded, patting the bag. “The soil was thoroughly soaked with metal chi. It’s why I took some of the younger ones as full plants and the bag of soil. Done right, it can be replanted and become a resource.” 
 
    She nodded quickly, her jaw working for a second. “How much?” 
 
    “Can we get for it?”  
 
    She nodded. Wu Ying hid a small smile, noting the glint of avarice in her eyes. Not that he minded, since he knew she needed the contribution points just like him. Still, the hint of corruption in her aura reminded him of the danger of caring too much for her.  
 
    “How much do you need?” he asked. 
 
    Xiang Wen stiffened for a second, before giving a purposeful, insouciant shrug. “Just enough to get the manuals I need. And some herbs.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded, noting her evasion. He considered pushing it but knew he did not have much right. Or leverage. All she had to do was wait until tomorrow to learn.  
 
    “I actually am not sure. Something like this would be worth a significant amount in my Sect. But here…” Wu Ying shrugged. “It could go either way. The lack of a proper Elder to care for the plants could be an issue.” 
 
    Xiang Wen made a face. Her footsteps halted as they came up to the next crossroad. Wu Ying stopped beside her.  
 
    She looked him up and down consideringly. “Are you able to make it back by yourself?” 
 
    “I’m mostly healed,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Is that how you look when you’re mostly healed?” she said disbelievingly. 
 
    “For now, yes.” 
 
    A flash of pity crossed her face before it was suppressed. Xiang Wen hesitated a moment more, glancing down the road to where her own inn was. Then, rather than part with him, she gestured for him to continue. 
 
    Wu Ying shrugged and walked again. He chose to stay silent, and surprisingly, so did she. In the dark of the night, the pair wove through the quiet streets of the city. And, to Wu Ying’s surprise, the silence was rather companionable. He even almost forgot that she might be the enemy. 
 
    Almost. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Morning the next day saw Wu Ying at the assignment hall, the bag over his shoulder. He had slept in, his body exhausted and unable to handle the constant travel, so he had only managed to grab a quick meal and complete a round of cultivation to help cleanse his body before he arrived at the hall. To his surprise, Yu Kun was not there as yet, though Xiang Wen was standing beside the hall, feet tapping impatiently. 
 
    Wu Ying walked over to her, offering her greetings. She greeted him back and confirmed that Yu Kun had not already been there. 
 
    “Why don’t you give them the herbs? At least they can get started on that. It’s not as if Yu Kun knows any better either,” Xiang Wen suggested. 
 
    “Good idea.” Wu Ying made his way over to the counter and dropped the bag he had brought on it. “Long Wu Ying, Verdant Green Waters Sect cultivator, visiting. I have some additional herbs and soil that were dropped off by my sect mate Yu Kun earlier. If you could call the appropriate attendant, we can go over the herbal ingredients and discuss appropriate pricing.”  
 
    The attendant narrowed his eyes, tilting his chin up. “We will dictate how much each herb is worth. We do not negotiate.” 
 
    “Okay. Then just provide me the list and I’ll let you know what we intend to sell,” Wu Ying replied. 
 
    “No. Once we estimate pricing, you are not allowed to resell the herbs to another in the city,” the attendant replied. 
 
    “Who says?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Sect rules.” 
 
    Xiang Wen, who had followed along, raised her voice as she said, “That’s ridiculous. That means you could give any price.” 
 
    “Are you saying we would cheat guest cultivators?” the attendant growled, sounding incensed. 
 
    “Well, if you are making laws like that!”  
 
    “How dare you!” The attendant stood and leaned on the table, pushing his face into Xiang Wen’s.  
 
    She refused to back down, glaring right back at him. 
 
    Wu Ying found himself rolling his eyes, sticking his arm between the pair and pushing Xiang Wen back. Once she had separated far enough, he slid a portion of his body between the pair such that he was facing the angry attendant directly. 
 
    “I understand your reluctance. And your standard sect rules. But the things I have to show you are rare. They are all specialized. Your sect may not value them to the same extent as others. Certainly you know of me by now. I have been teaching your Elders and sect members how to harvest and grow spiritual herbs properly. The other attendant, he was quite accommodating and would recognize me.” The attendant gave a reluctant nod as Wu Ying continued. “Now, can you see how you might have an issue with what I bring back? If I choose to keep what I have, your apothecarist guild might be upset. And I don’t want to lug it around if I can sell it for a fair price.” 
 
    At the last sentences, the attendant nodded a little. Still, he lifted his chin as he grated out, “Rules are rules.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded. “And I would not expect you to break them. It’s not your place. But perhaps your Elder…?”  
 
    “He hates being bothered.” 
 
    “I’m sure he does. But my other choice is not to sell it here and visit the merchants directly. Or keep what I brought. In either case, you’ll only get second choice, and wouldn’t that be a pity?” Wu Ying gave an elaborate shrug. “But if you’re sure, it’s up to you. I just won’t take blame for it.” 
 
    The attendant glared at Xiang Wen behind Wu Ying, and Wu Ying turned around, spotting her smiling broadly. He proceeded to step on her foot. She let out a yelp, hopping backward, which brought a smirk from the attendant. 
 
    “Oops,” Wu Ying said. “Now, about the Elder…” 
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    “You know, if it’s something good—and trust me, it is—the Elders might even reward you for bringing it to their attention.” 
 
    “And if it’s not, he’ll scold me!” 
 
    “As if he hasn’t done that to you before,” Wu Ying guessed. 
 
    The attendant snorted a wry acknowledgment. He bit his lip, but Xiang Wen had schooled her features while eyeing Wu Ying’s threatening foot. Eventually the attendant asked them to wait while he summoned the appropriate individuals. The pair retreated to the side of the assignment hall and idly perused the assignments. While they waited, Yu Kun finally arrived. 
 
    Wu Ying caught Yu Kun on events, making the ex-wandering cultivator sigh. “Did you not realize that there are blacksmiths desperate for good material to work on? Now you’re asking them to reassess older pricing. If they do it for our feathers, we might actually lose out.” 
 
    Wu Ying coughed but could only shrug in defeat. It was not as if they could do much about it now. Before Wu Ying could explain about the ginseng, the Elder and the attending senior apothecarist in charge of purchasing had arrived. The group exchanged formal greetings, then had to do it again as the senior blacksmith apprentice hurried in as well, along with a few other blacksmiths, still dirty from the forge. When the Assignment Hall Elder glared at the attendant, the attendant was quick to assure him that there were to be no additional interruptions. 
 
    “Now, I assume that there is no argument about the number of cranes slain or the payment for those slain,” the Assignment Hall Elder stated. 
 
    “None at all,” Yu Kun was quick to say. 
 
    Xiang Wen stayed silent, though she kept glancing at the glowering attendant and returning the same. Wu Ying mentally rolled his eyes as he turned to the Elder and added his own assurance. 
 
    “Good. Now, I was told there’s a disagreement with the pricing of the material brought back,” the Elder said coolly. 
 
    “Honored Elder, it is not that I disagree but that the herbs I brought back are still alive and their value might be difficult to ascertain,” Wu Ying said. “The provision of an ongoing supply could be of significant importance.” 
 
    The Elder sniffed. “You’re the one who’s been training Elder Liew and the others in the ways to care for their gardens, are you not?”  
 
    Wu Ying agreed to the statement.  
 
    “And are you not worried they will not be able to care for the herbs you brought back?”  
 
    Wu Ying hesitated, seeing the trap.  
 
    “I would assume that you would be able to teach them. Otherwise, what is the point of them paying for your lessons?”  
 
    Wu Ying was wincing internally. “As you say, Honored Elder.”  
 
    “And spiritual herbs are generally only useful if used appropriately,” the Elder continued, drawing a reluctant nod from Wu Ying and his friends. The Elder then gestured to the senior apothecarist before continuing. “And would it not be appropriate to say that our own sect members would know what kinds of pills are most in demand in the sect?”  
 
    Another reluctant series of nods.  
 
    “Then I see no reason why there should be any dispute about what the value of such herbs might be to us,” the Elder said. 
 
    “But the ongoing availability—” 
 
    “Will be estimated and added to it, as appropriate,” the senior apothecarist buyer said, cutting off Wu Ying. “We will assume a five-year supply in total, assuming the quantities are sufficient at high freshness grade.” 
 
    “Five years is insufficient. The herbs I brought are much rarer and slower to grow,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Rare does not necessarily mean useful.” The senior apothecarist crossed his arms. “We are not as large as the Verdant Green Waters Sect. What we produce is more varied, and in lower quantities and volume. We do not have hundreds of junior apothecarists attempting their first pills. We are more select in who we support. A rarer herb might not even be needed.” 
 
    “True. But there are some herbs that are mainstays, and some that might be useful for anyone. Some spiritual herbs can be substituted in multiple recipes due to their overall compatibility, especially if they are readily available. Such as the ingredients for a Meridian Opening pill,” Wu Ying replied, thinking about some of the other items he had brought back. 
 
    “Those pills are quite useless for many of our sect members,” the Elder said, obviously dissatisfied. “If this is what you called us for…”  
 
    Wu Ying quickly shook his head. “No, Honored Elder. That was just an example. Perhaps we should stop speaking in generalities and just review the herbs I brought back.” He paused, before continuing. “If you are willing to allow me to withdraw certain herbs your buyer has no desire for. As you said, your honored sect is selective in its demands. I would not want to create a problem for your apothecarist hall with items they do not need.” 
 
    The Elder hesitated before nodding. “Very well. If the herbs or other plants you show us are not in demand, you may remove them from sale.” 
 
     “I’m greatly honored by this consideration.” Wu Ying bowed low, only catching Yu Kun’s stiff smile as he came up. His words were a little formal and overwrought, but needs must. He had to make sure the Elder was given face for being willing to compromise. 
 
    It did not take long to lay out the various materials they had acquired. To the trio’s relief, the blacksmith and Elder were quite generous with their estimations for the crane feathers and beaks. However, the apothecarist had no use for the bones, nor did the blacksmith, resulting in them making extremely low offers for those materials. In the end, rather than hauling the items away and attempting to get a better price with the better connected merchants in town, they sold the bones to the sect for grinding down. Some, Wu Ying indicated, could be used as bone meal fertilizer. Most would just be given to the few beast masters in the sect for their animals.  
 
    Assessing the various herbs took a little longer. That was mostly due to the quality and quantity Wu Ying had brought, though the apothecarist had started separating the herbs while they had been going over the other materials. That allowed them to speed through the initial portion before they came to the areas of contention. 
 
    “Soil?” the Elder said incredulously.  
 
    “Chi-enriched soil with metal and other elements within,” Wu Ying clarified. “This will be necessary for certain types of plants to increase their growth rates.” 
 
    “Could you not make this yourself?” the purchasing attendant said. 
 
    “I could,” Wu Ying said. “However, creating the right environment requires formations and a very careful mixture of compostable items. It also takes anywhere from two to three months at the minimum. For concentrations at this level, we are looking at more like a year to two years at the minimum, with the soil constantly returned.” He shrugged. “Even my sect locates external supplies like this when we are looking at breaking new ground. It’s faster than mixing such soil with our own compost as it stretches out both items.” 
 
    The purchasing group pulled away, speaking with one another before coming back with a final price. Wu Ying chose to accept the new pricing, though it was a little lower than he had hoped for. Still, he also had been a little generous in his estimations of how long it would take to make such soil. 
 
    “I see why you said there might be some contention,” the attendant finally said, eyeing the bag of soil.  
 
    “Is that all?” the Elder said impatiently. 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head, withdrawing additional plants from the bag he had brought. Many of them were beginning to droop as they had been removed from their initial point of origin. As he drew them forth, Wu Ying took pains to explain what he was bringing, with the purchasing apothecarist interjecting regularly on the kinds of pills and recipes they were used for. Occasionally, Wu Ying and the apothecarist would argue about the apothecarist’s assessment of uses, since part of his training had been assessing such matters too. Of course, the apothecarist was more knowledgeable in detail, but Wu Ying had a broader understanding of recipes—in theory—than the other. Not that it always helped, since knowing a plant could be used in a recipe did not guarantee that the sect had access to that particular recipe. 
 
    Still, the entire discussion would eventually devolve into an assessment of value for the Sect. At that point, Xiang Wen and Yu Kun took over negotiations while Wu Ying and the senior apothecarist moved on to the next plant. That allowed the entire assessment to speed up, with the Elder standing between the two groups, listening and interjecting on occasion.  
 
    To Wu Ying’s surprise, he noted a little glimmer of amusement and pleasure in the Elder’s eyes as the arguments and negotiations continued. Whether it was the uniqueness of the situation or just the negotiations, the Elder no longer seemed as impatient. 
 
    Eventually though, Wu Ying came to his last item. He drew out a green jade box first, then placed it on the table before extracting the cutting of the ginseng he had located. Wu Ying took care to brush off the table before extracting the other half-grown and potted plants. As he did so, Wu Ying heard gasps from Yu Kun and the Elders, as they recognized the plants with ease. 
 
    “You didn’t tell us that you found that!” Yu Kun said. 
 
    Wu Ying grinned. “I know. I wanted it to be a surprise.” 
 
    “Surprise indeed.” 
 
    “This is very good quality. And old,” the Elder said. He held his hand over the ginseng, feeling the aura the plant gave off. Wu Ying felt it too, how close the entire plant was to ascending. “It is almost a pity that you harvested this so soon.” 
 
    Wu Ying shrugged. “If I had left it, there is no guarantee that another might not have eaten it. And once I withdrew it, the vital energy it had been developing disappeared.” Wu Ying sighed.  
 
    That was the problem with certain types of herbs, especially those closest to ascension. There was a certain confluence of energies and events that allowed them to progress to such an extent. Remove them from their environment, remove them from the earth they had grown within, and that confluence would end. Even the plants he had brought would be unlikely to become as strong as this cutting, not without the care of a Master Gatherer like Elder Li. And even then… 
 
    The Elder nodded. “We are certainly grateful to have it rather than not.” Then the Elder retracted his hand and placed it behind his back. “I will not name a price for these ginsengs right now. We will, however, take them into custody and discuss the matter. Once we have ascertained their uses in the sect, you will be suitably compensated.”  
 
    Wu Ying hesitated, glancing at his friends. Something in the Elder’s demeanor dared them to argue with him. Considering the disparity in their social standing and situations, the group silently declined to do so.  
 
    Realistically, this was probably the best result. A proper assessment would be made, and that was always Wu Ying’s goal. It was unlikely an orthodox sect would try to cheat Wu Ying, especially knowing he could be the source of supply for this, and rarer, items in the future. 
 
    After that reveal, the Elder and the other cultivators left, leaving the poor attendant to deal with the materials and paperwork. A few choice pieces were taken immediately by the senior apothecarist and blacksmiths, actions that made the attendant glare at their retreating backs and mutter about proper procedures. Still, he made sure to say all that under his breath and to their backs only. 
 
    Wu Ying chuckled a little, watching the attendant slave over the paperwork, before he shared relieved grins with the others. The entire matter had gone relatively well, all things considered. Even the assignment had been completed with little enough complications.  
 
    Perhaps the rest of his time in the sect would be peaceful too, without dark sect or other complications.  
 
    One could hope at least. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    Life in the sect soon returned to routine for Wu Ying. With the new contribution points, Wu Ying purchased the Five Winds Body Cultivation manual, as well as the Formless Realm soul cultivation manual. Both would work together, theoretically, though Wu Ying found it a little amusing that the Double Soul, Double Body Sect did not have a specific cultivation manual that encapsulated their sect. Even the Verdant Green Waters had one, though that manual was generally reserved for the most promising of candidates. And of course, even then, it was only offered if it was suitable. Though those who were deemed suitable then gained significant status in the sect itself. 
 
    Yet the Double Soul, Double Body Sect did not have a single cultivation manual or type that dominated their personnel. They took pride in their diversity, and that itself became the hallmark of their sect. It did mean that general lessons were held less, and more individual lessons were conducted with individual teachings by Elders being more important. 
 
    Not that it mattered to Wu Ying. Now that he had what he needed, Wu Ying spent less time in the library and tower. He devoted more time to his body cultivation practices, though he held off on switching his soul cultivation. Fixing the issue with his body took precedence. And that mostly required him spending hours going through the cleansing routines he had acquired, as well as studying the Five Winds manual for its method of cleansing. 
 
    It was there that Wu Ying found difficulty and went back to the library to make use of their reference materials. He read stories and journals, sect records and more on the Patriarch and his disciple, searching for clues to help him decipher the complex work. 
 
    Part of the issue being that the Elder who had written the Five Winds body cultivation manual was not a good writer. That was, unfortunately, a relatively common issue with cultivation manuals. Either the author was too detailed, misleading future generations by specifying things that were unique to their personal cultivation, or they were not detailed enough. This last was a particular problem with prodigies, which the second disciple seemed to be.  
 
    For those blessed members of the heavens, grasping concepts and applying them was as easy as flipping over their hand. As such, they were unable to explain the exact process to others. When they then chose to write a manual, the manuals were often sparse or lacking detail, or worse, entirely too abstract.  
 
    This particular issue with overly talented prodigies who were poor teachers was one of the major reasons so many powerful techniques and cultivation methods were eventually lost to time. Unable to teach what they knew by instinct, their works were badly interpreted, becoming less powerful with each new iteration before being, finally, discarded.  
 
    Lost, never to be found again. 
 
    Until a prodigy recreated the technique from stories alone. 
 
    And then failed to pass it on. 
 
    Wu Ying chuckled darkly as he forced his attention back to the story describing the depth of ability the former Patriarch of the Double Soul, Double Body Sect had and how he had dominated all those that he met, being stronger, faster, smarter, and yes, even more handsome than his rivals. 
 
    And offering exactly nothing on his actual techniques. 
 
    Of course, the entire text was a propaganda piece. The most it discussed his body cultivation technique was the passage of how the Patriarch had stood in horse stance on the cliffs of a mountain two provinces over in a challenge of physicality and cultivation with another half dozen prodigies. It went into great detail about the Patriarch’s body, an almost erotic attention to detail about the man’s musculature.  
 
    And though Wu Ying was not studying the Patriarch’s Seven Winds manual, he hoped to glean something from stories about the Patriarch. After all, his student and the author of the Five Winds did not even have a tenth of the stories his teacher had. And with the work itself so obtuse… 
 
    Wu Ying groaned, realizing he’d diverted again into idle, frustrated thoughts. Rather than return to reading, he stood, rubbed his neck, and stretched. As he stood, his hips throbbed, a knee popped, and a rather irritating muscle in his mid-back cramped. Pains no cultivator should face. 
 
    Wu Ying sighed and forced himself to take a walk, leaving the books strewn on the table. With so few in the library, no one would take his place. The attendants knew him well enough by now to understand his habits such that they would not inadvertently clean up his table. 
 
    As he walked, Wu Ying eyed the fading sunlight that filtered through the highest windows. Around the stacks, individuals flitted between books, and he even caught the romantic assignations of a pair of young cultivators. He did not speak to them, continuing to walk to stretch tired and sore muscles. 
 
    A familiar voice caught his attention. A voice that was a little shrill and filled with arrogance. He slowed his footsteps, cocking his head and noting the familiar figure of Wan Yan in the gaps between the shelves. She was not alone, speaking with another pair of cultivators. He could not catch sight of them at first, nor could he make out their conversation. Not that he was trying to. 
 
    Wu Ying’s steps hesitated as he wasn’t certain if he wished to speak with her. Wan Yan was not someone he cared for. On the other hand, it would be rude to brush past her, especially if she had noticed him. There were norms to social interactions, especially as she was a sect mate. 
 
    Even slowed down, his feet soon carried him close. As he neared, he overheard the ongoing conversation. 
 
    “Did you get it?” Wan Yan said. 
 
    “Yes. Everything is ready.” 
 
    “Shhhh!” 
 
    Wu Ying’s feet had taken him to the opening of the bookcase, and he turned his head to look at Wan Yan and the pair of cultivators. One was familiar to Wu Ying—a library attendant he had grown to know. At least in passing, for the individual had never been more than professionally pleasant. The other, Wu Ying vaguely recalled having seen Wan Yan with before. 
 
    She met his gaze and grimaced. Then reluctantly, she offered him a bow. Wu Ying echoed her actions, offering greetings to all three. Afterward, there was a long, tense, and uncomfortable silence as all three individuals stared at Wu Ying.  
 
    Eventually, the attendant bowed once more. “My apologies, I have duties to attend to.”  
 
    He quickly withdrew after speaking, stepping backward and around the corner. Wu Ying idly noticed that the attendant continued to limp, an injury Wu Ying would have expected to have healed. Long-term injuries were relatively uncommon among cultivators, but whenever they occurred, it often crippled the individual’s path to ascension. 
 
    It was fascinating in a way, as though the very heavens desired perfection. At least, if you didn’t cheat your way through the entire thing. There were certainly immortals who had found peaches of immortality and other methods to ascend that skipped the long, arduous journey most cultivators partook in. But otherwise, such injuries were often major hindrances to progress. 
 
    Once the attendant had stepped back, Wan Yan muttered, irritatedly, “We were talking here.” 
 
    Wu Ying sketched a bow in apology and backed off while watching the pair. There was something off about their body language, something he could not read. It wasn’t as though they were lovers or in a relationship. There was no intimacy to it. Nor were they looking as though they were arguing, for there was no anger. But they were more than simple acquaintances, even if they were not friends. 
 
    It was strange but, in the end, unimportant. 
 
    Whatever she was up to, it most likely had to do with the reason that she was in the sect. She had been extremely private about her issues, but the fact that she had gone on the expedition indicated she had a costly problem. Maybe the hostility was just her way of covering up insecurity. 
 
    Wu Ying certainly remembered what that was like. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Days later, Wu Ying exhaled a turbid breath and slowly completed the movement form he was practicing. His body was drenched with sweat, his muscles protesting the bout of exercise he had put them through. It did not help that this particular form constantly shifted, moving from steady, flowing movements to explosive motion, requiring him to leap, spin, and twist in ever-shifting patterns. It was one of the Five Gales that he was forced to mimic, the ever-changing west wind being patterned in this one.  
 
         In truth, Wu Ying preferred the more sedate east wind, the constant breeze that originated from the ocean that could shift to heavy, oppressive movements but whose buildup was steady. The southern wind was warmer, gentler with its motion, requiring Wu Ying to be very flexible in the extremes of its changes. Worst were the quick shifts that the north wind required, the quick crisp actions at extreme angles, pushing the limits of his own flexibility. 
 
    As for the fifth wind, Wu Ying wondered why it was even called that. The last central wind was but a series of stretching poses, standing and sitting ones that forced him to hold each pose for long, agonizing minutes. If the others required movement, the central wind required strength and stability.  
 
    All in all, Wu Ying found practicing the different physical forms for his body cultivation frustrating. They were not martial forms which had a specific, obvious purpose. Nor were they a body cultivation exercise that focused on building strength in the body. They might improve his flexibility, but that was not, in itself, the goal. 
 
    No, these body cultivation forms were mental and physical and, Wu Ying was sure, spiritual shorthands. They were meant to give him the necessary mindset, body, and spiritual connection to wind chi. 
 
    Even so, he still struggled to achieve any true results. He felt so close at times, enlightenment at the edges of understanding. An understanding that might make sense of the body cultivation technique and how it would integrate and deal with the poisonous and corrupt chi within his body.  
 
    Yet each time he reached for it, it faded away. The energy would dissipate, his understanding would elude him, and he would be brought back to his body, twisted in strange shapes like a contortionist or soaking in a bath filled with herbs. 
 
    Not to say that there were no results. 
 
    He exuded and dumped excess waste chi. Even better, the Five Winds method seemed to be able to contain the tainted chi within his body, not allowing it to expand and damage him further. It was not the complete purging he wished for, but at least between the mild cleansing effects of continued body cultivation and the containment, the daily pains were subsiding. He had equilibrium, one that, with time and training, might tilt toward a solution. 
 
    Laughing ruefully at his idle thoughts, Wu Ying washed and dressed himself. He had better things to consider, like the near future. He had succeeded, for the most part, in what he had come to the Double Soul, Double Body Sect for.  
 
    Mid-winter had arrived, the start of the new year not long to come. A light dusting of snow had appeared, covering the surroundings in a white brilliance and leaving the air crisp and fresh. It would soon disappear, but for now, it was a beautiful scene. It also reminded Wu Ying of how long he had been gone. 
 
    If he was to spend New Year’s Eve with his parents, he would have to leave soon. Wu Ying knew Yu Kun was eager to depart, for the ex-wandering cultivator had found fewer opportunities for brilliance and contribution points than he had expected on this trip. Martial cultivators were of little use in this rather peaceable region with its extensive farmland and well-guarded surroundings. 
 
    As for Tou He… might as well ask him. 
 
    So Wu Ying did, when he arrived at their restaurant for dinner.  
 
    “I should be ready to begin soon,” Tou He said, smiling.  
 
    Wu Ying breathed in deeply, noticing the thrum of energy his friend gave off. Another breakthrough.  
 
    Already. 
 
    “Good. Just tell me when,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “If it is convenient…” Tou He broke off, waving down Yu Kun, who trundled over and sat down, propping a foot up on the seat. 
 
    “You two look serious. Something wrong?” Yu Kun asked. 
 
    “No. We were speaking of my next breakthrough.” Tou He eyed the man then continued. “It would be good to have you both there. The ritual requires external chi to stabilize, and if something goes wrong…”  
 
    “More chi to stabilize it?” Yu Kun said.  
 
    The group chuckled as Tou He nodded. Part of the use of formations—especially when it came to cultivation—was to help stabilize and provide aspected chi for an individual to use. In this case, with Tou He breaking through to his second dantian, the formation would help isolate him from external chi as well.  
 
    Many formations were overly convoluted, not because their creators were prone to complexity but to create multiple backups when matters went awry. In that sense, having individuals willing to donate additional chi to a formation was not uncommon. 
 
    “Just tell us when,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    His friend smiled before waving for the laoban[10], making sure to order a surplus of food. Wu Ying’s eyebrows raised a little as he listened to the litany of dishes that would arrive—roast duck, a fried and a roasted pair of chickens, three different kinds of pork dishes, and a single mixed vegetable platter—before Tou He was satisfied. 
 
    Catching sight of his friend’s incredulous looks, the ex-monk smirked. “My treat. If things go badly, I want to make sure I have a good meal.” 
 
    “Bad luck to name misfortune beforehand,” Yu Kun said. 
 
    “Amitabha. If what is to happen happens, it will be so,” Tou He replied.  
 
    “Pretty sure that’s not the way it’s meant to go…” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Perhaps I have been corrupted by your ideals.” 
 
    Wu Ying rolled his eyes before serving the others more tea. The middle way[11] was similar in some ways to the pursuit of the Dao, which was why both religions existed so well together. It was just that where the pursuit of the Dao required one to understand and become one with an unknowable, all-encompassing, natural force, the middle way’s path focused on a balance between materialism and spiritualism.  
 
    In truth, the middle way seemed to require a greater degree of conformity to specific behaviors and a greater degree of empathic kindness than most could be expected to showcase. It was this rigid belief system and shirking of materialistic comforts that had led to Tou He’s initial expulsion, but which also dominated his existing morality.  
 
    For himself, Wu Ying knew, the middle way was not to be. He was but a dabbler, picking up hints of it from his friend. Tou He was more likely to find a way to integrate the path of the Dao and the middle way, though how successful he would be, or how much he desired immortality, Wu Ying still did not know. Sometimes, some conversations were just hard.  
 
    “Wu Ying?” Tou He called, making Wu Ying shake his head.  
 
    Wu Ying could question his friend another time, if he was brave enough. Now, there was food to eat.  
 
    Picking up his chopsticks, Wu Ying dove into the food. As Tou He had said, better to face what was to come with a full stomach and no regrets. Whatever happened tomorrow would happen. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Power surged through the formation runes, subsided, then surged again as Tou He sat in the middle of the cultivation room. The Energy Storage cultivation room had been rented out just for this purpose, with numerous pre-drawn chi-collecting arrays and a newly drawn stabilization array on the smooth, grey stone floor. The ex-monk was silent, cross-legged, and cultivating as energy poured into the room, bolstering his cultivation speed. 
 
    Wu Ying and Yu Kun sat on opposite sides of the array, hands placed on the stabilization array but not feeding any chi as yet. Its passive ability to draw in environmental chi was more than sufficient at the moment. 
 
    All they could do was watch their friend. Watch as his placid features twisted on occasion as the chi within his body battered at the blockage in the center of his chest. Energy, moving in pre-determined patterns, would gain elemental aspects to strike the middle dantian, drawing grimaces of pain as it wore away at the corruption and blockages. 
 
    Occasional flashes of pain crossed Tou He’s face as a particularly hard and stubborn section refused to give way. As his cultivation continued, Wu Ying sensed energy escaping his friend’s body, the amount held within him lowering with each circulation. 
 
    The loss in energy would often set back cultivation for months, sometimes even years. If Tou He was unable to break through this time, he would have to cultivate for weeks, if not months, before he attempted to break through again. 
 
    It was also why they had waited until Tou He had broken through all eight of his Energy Storage meridians. The fact that his friend was so far ahead of Wu Ying now was frustrating, even if he was unwilling to admit that thought publicly. 
 
    And truly, jealousy was foolish. For Tou He had not once, but twice burnt his lifeblood, shortening his own existence to find the energy to keep fighting. His speed at cultivation was because he had a small lower dantian that allowed him to quickly fill it. 
 
    Now, he would have twice the amount of energy, if he succeeded. Adding a new problem of having to fill too great a well.  
 
    Still, if Tou He did not succeed, he might inadvertently solidify the blockages during this attempt. If he did not succeed now, he might not at all, leading to a dead-end on his cultivation path. 
 
    Biting his lip, Wu Ying watched sweat roll down his friend’s bare head, a small and growing pool of liquid forming around his body. Wisps of steam swirled around his body as the fire aspect of Tou He’s chi interacted with the pooled sweat, boiling it off. The smell of great exertion filled the room, clinging to their every breath as the ambient temperature rose, increasingly making the room inhospitable. 
 
    A grunt. A shudder.  
 
    Tou He rocked backward a little then pitched forward, an involuntary cough erupting from his body. It twisted and disrupted the flow of his chi, and a blackish-red substance spilled from his lips. It spattered onto the ground, boiling and hardening before the cultivator managed to get his body under control once more. 
 
    Then another breath, another circulation. 
 
    Another attempt at his middle dantian. 
 
    Another gasped shudder, a twist in the formation flows. Energy that was being fed in slowly sped up, the vortex of heated air and sweat twisting and rising faster. Chi from the surroundings rushed into the formation in ever greater quantities. Runes and formation lines glowed. 
 
    Wu Ying sensed the drop in ambient chi. Meeting Yu Kun’s gaze, the pair nodded and fed chi into the formation. Their energy reinforced the glowing lines, kept the energy that Tou He was drawing to him consistent. The formation took care to twist the chi they infused, ensuring it was stripped to its barest components. 
 
    Time passed as Wu Ying and Yu Kun fed an ever-increasing amount of energy into the formation. Tou He used it to empower his body, attacking his dantian in increasing fervor and desperation. The blockages opened then closed, hardening, refusing to clear properly. On occasion, the ex-monk expelled impurities from his lips, staining the floor and his robes. The smell of the burning contaminants stung Wu Ying’s nose, almost making him retch with its foul odors. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    Thought faded as time passed, the constant demand of the formation becoming Wu Ying’s whole world. Eventually, Wu Ying found his body, already weakened and injured, unable to hold on. He pried his eyes open, only to realize his friend had stopped struggling. 
 
    Tou He sat in the center of the circle, dark blood dripping from his lips, his face serene. The energy he drew into him was steadier, no longer a wild rush but a powerful, hungry suction. Realizing that whatever tribulation his friend had faced was over, Wu Ying stopped the flow of his chi. He kept his eyes open only long enough to see Yu Kun do the same from the opposite end. 
 
    And then, Wu Ying collapsed over sideways, empty and bereft of energy. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    A hand pressed onto Wu Ying’s wrist, reading his pulse. The cultivator sat, waiting for the physician to finish his evaluation. In his other hand, the physician wrote his evaluation on a scroll, muttering to himself as he listened to Wu Ying’s body. Eventually, fingers raised and Wu Ying withdrew his hand, clenching his teeth around the shot of pain his shoulder created as he moved. 
 
    “You used nearly seven-tenths of your stored chi, emptying out your dantian. Worse, you utilized your body’s wind chi, the very same wind chi you have been cultivating and attempting to make your own,” the physician, Zhang Zhong Jing, said. “From what I understand of your other physician’s notes, your progress was hard won.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded, wondering at the point of the long-winded rebuke. 
 
    “And then you set yourself back.” The physician rolled his eyes. “Did you not think that utilizing a chi-gathering array like that could be dangerous for you?” 
 
    “I did, honored physician. But my friend needed help,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Of course. Brotherhood and loyalty. That’s what they all teach you, isn’t it?” Zhong Jing growled. “What is it with all you cultivators? More focused on loyalty and honor than good sense.” Wu Ying opened his mouth to object, only for the man to override him, his full mustache quivering as he continued, the wisps of hair from his beard trembling. “You could have asked others to join you. Added more people at the least, if not have them do it all. Just work a little harder, get more contribution points, and pay them. Or, you know, make friends! But no. You had to do it yourself. Because of honor. Yes?”  
 
    Wu Ying winced at the rather acerbic comments, knowing the physician was right. They had been a little focused, not considering that perhaps they should have gotten external help. In fact, the Double Soul, Double Body Sect probably had provisions for hiring aid.  
 
    “My apologies, senior physician.” It was funny to Wu Ying how even if the physician was not a true cultivator, he could feel rather intimidated by the man. “But my prognosis?” 
 
    “Poor.” Zhong Jing finished writing and handed Wu Ying the document. “You have maybe another year to live. Perhaps.” 
 
    Wu Ying blinked. He knew he had been feeling worse since Tou He’s breakthrough, but he hadn’t been feeling that much worse. Sure, the migraines had returned, as had the aches in his body and his piss had gained a rather pinkish color at times… but it wasn’t that bad!  
 
    “Then again, it might be said that it was good you helped him too.”  
 
    “What? Why?”  
 
    “What you were doing, walling off the impurities?” Zhong Jing said as Wu Ying nodded. “It was concentrating the impurities, making them stronger. If you had not broken down the walls, it would have eventually overridden your attempts at suppressing it and killed you. Most likely without any warning.” 
 
    Wu Ying blinked in surprise. 
 
    “Yes. Lucky. Then again, you cultivators have all the luck.” Zhong Jing stroked his beard, his lined face growing darker for a second before brightening a little. “Except when you don’t.” Wu Ying stared at the too-happy physician a little worriedly, but the man continued on blithely. “Now, I can’t fix your problems. I’m no cultivator. Whatever solution you find, it’ll have to be in your cultivation manuals…”  
 
    Wu Ying nodded.  
 
    “But I can help make your time easier. Maybe let you finish any last-minute vendettas you might have.” 
 
    “Vendettas?” 
 
    “Revenge to be taken? Enemies to be slain? Honor to be restored?”  
 
    “Uhhh…” Wu Ying considered the dark sect. While it was an enemy, it was not the kind that Zhong Jing was talking about. Not some blood-driven feud that had to be ended at all cost. He also did not even know where to look if he was so inclined.  
 
    “Really? So you risk your life for nothing?” Zhong Jing rolled his eyes. “Cultivating for the sake of cultivating?” 
 
    Wu Ying shrugged. 
 
    “Of course. Immortality is its own prize, eh?” A disdainful sniff. “Whatever. Do you want it?” 
 
    “Want what?” 
 
    “My help.” 
 
    “Doing what, honored physician?” Wu Ying said, trying not to sound too grumpy. 
 
    “Completing your goals.” 
 
    Wu Ying took a deep breath, realizing they were going in circles. “But what is the treatment?” 
 
    “No treatment. I told you already, you’re going to die and there’s nothing I can do. I can help you through the next few months by suppressing the symptoms. You’ll be able to do whatever you want without pain. At least for a few months.” 
 
    “And the cost?” Because there was always a cost. Unlike the early morning calls from tradesmen trying to acquire their first customer of the day[12], there was always a cost. 
 
    “It’ll reduce how long you live. And when the pain comes back, it’ll come back with such strength that you might not be able to manage it. If you let your body grow accustomed in time, you might be able to be functional longer,” Zhong Jing clarified. 
 
    Staring at the open window, Wu Ying pondered his options. He thought of being able to move, cultivate, and potentially research a solution without pain. Or a year of life racked with pain, his body failing every step of the way. Pain, yet with more time, more chances to understand the manual, to find a true solution. 
 
    “Do you need time to consider?” Zhong Jing asked.  
 
    Wu Ying closed his eyes, then opened them. He shook his head and informed the physician of his decision. 
 
    And sealed his fate. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You're looking better,” Tou He said to his friend later that day, over dinner. 
 
    Wu Ying offered a smile. Having spent most of the day working in the library, he had spotted Wan Yan speaking to that very same library attendant again. He guessed that she had preferences in attendants, just as he did. In the end, he had spent the day reading, trying to catch up on what he had missed after falling ill and unconscious for the last few days. Not that anything he found had brought him any closer to enlightenment or understanding his manual. 
 
    “So is that physician that much better?” Yu Kun asked.  
 
    “I wouldn’t say better. Though he does have some talent, especially for one who hasn’t progressed far in his cultivation,” Wu Ying replied, placing a duck drumstick on his plate. “I think he’s just more used to strange problems.” 
 
    “And he was able to help?” Tou He’s eyes bore into Wu Ying’s, clearly sensing something off.  
 
    Wu Ying returned his friend’s gaze, a part of him happy to note that his friend seemed stronger. The fluctuations in Tou He’s aura were more significant but stronger. Even so, the intensity was lower, as his total energy level was lower. It would be many months before his friend managed to refill his chi surplus. More than that, Tou He would have to cleanse his meridians and body properly, since there were likely traces of the blockages spread through his body. But when he was done, he would stand at the very peak of Energy Storage. 
 
    “He did. I feel a lot better,” Wu Ying assured his friends. 
 
    “Good. I would feel bad if my actions caused you harm.” 
 
    “Nothing like that. Nothing like that at all,” Wu Ying smiled, lying through his teeth. He picked up a stalk of bok choy, laying it on his friend’s plate and getting a glare back. “Now, let’s talk about something a little more interesting.” 
 
    The pair rolled their eyes but followed his lead, turning the conversation to other matters. After all, with Wu Ying having found his cultivation manuals and Tou He finally finished with his breakthrough, they only had to wait for the ex-monk to stabilize his cultivation and ensure there were no unexpected complications. Then they could return. 
 
    At least, as far as the other two knew. As for his own issues, Wu Ying kept silent on the matter. There was nothing they could do to help after all. 
 
    Later that evening, Wu Ying was seated cross-legged on the floor in his room. He sat on a mat before the low writing table, his writing implements laid out. Before him, a simple message scroll, one that he had been attempting to fill for the last half hour. 
 
    It stood empty but for the start. 
 
      
 
    Dear Father & Mother; 
 
      
 
    What could he say, what should he say, when writing a letter discussing his imminent departure from the mortal plane? They had sent him off expecting him to survive them by many years. As a cultivator, as a member of a prestigious sect, he should have been safe, cultivating. Slowly growing stronger, slowly gaining enlightenment. Not rushing from crisis to crisis, throwing himself into dangerous adventures. And now, slowly dying as his very body altered from the one they had given him. 
 
    What was he to say to them? How did he explain his failure? How did you ask someone to go on, knowing that you would injure them in a way no weapon could? No parent should witness the death of their child. No child should have to tell their parent they are about to die. 
 
    Yet, life was unjust. It ground on without care about justice or mercy, about fairness or feelings. You could accept it as it came, or you could rail against it and attempt to overthrow your destiny. In the end, it still ground on. 
 
    Wu Ying’s hand rose and fell, each sentence, each word seeming unsuitable. He even stained the paper with a drop of ink, so often did he dip his brush and bring it close before aborting. Wu Ying stood, walking in a circle around the table before sitting and trying again. He picked up his brush and hesitated. 
 
    And put it down. His clothes needed to be folded. His bag had to be put away. There was some dirt that the servants had forgotten to clean.  
 
    Procrastination worked, and as the evening dragged on, Wu Ying resolved to not sleep until he was done. Eventually his room was clean, his clothing sorted, his manuals read through and memorized, and his notes neatly organized. 
 
    Eventually, Wu Ying stopped trying to find the right words and just lay out the facts. At least to start. His brush dipped into the inkwell and he wrote, sucking on his bottom lip. 
 
      
 
    The journey to the Double Soul, Double Body Sect was relatively uneventful. None of us were injured and we have been in the sect for a few months. The search for a solution to the issues with my body has been less fruitful than desired. While I have located a couple of cultivation manuals, making full use of them to cleanse and solve the dangers in my body has been less than successful. 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying looked at the words he had written and winced. It was so cold and academic. It was so… wrong. Hand hovering over the document, he shook his head and dipped the brush into the inkwell once more.  
 
    Something personal. Something warmer. 
 
      
 
    I have not given up looking for a solution. However, it seems that the solution might already be something I have acquired but not understood. I intend to return in the next few weeks and hope to see you all soon. 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying hesitated, considering mentioning he might die if he did not find a solution. Of course, they had known that before he left. But going from a few years of slow, grinding pain to a few months was somewhat of a change.  
 
    Then again, would telling them help? 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, I am sending some more taels to you. I hope the funds will aid you and the village. 
 
      
 
    Better to keep it simple. It still needed something. Something personal to close off the letter. 
 
      
 
    I am hoping to be back for the New Year’s, but if I do not make it, I hope Mother will make sure to cook the stewed pork with the black fungus for me again. I sometimes dream of it. Even among the many meals I’ve eaten, it is still my favorite. I’ll try to bring some spirit boar meat for her to use. 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying read over the document once more. He hesitated, debating if he should mention his illness, his coming end. Eventually, he shook his head. He’d be back to see them and talk of it soon enough. Even if he did tell them in the letter, there was nothing they could do. 
 
    Better to leave them with some foreknowledge, but not the full, depressing details. 
 
      
 
    I look forward to seeing you soon. 
 
      
 
    Your loving and filial son, 
 
      
 
    Ying 
 
      
 
    Signing off, Wu Ying waited for the note to finish drying before he rolled it closed. He would send it with the messengers tomorrow, knowing it would likely arrive only a few weeks ahead of himself. Still, it was time to write the message. More than time. 
 
    Standing, the cultivator blew out the lights and made his way to his bed, turning over what had to be done in the next few days. If he was to find a solution, then he’d best stay in the library for most of the day. Somewhere in there, perhaps, would be a story that would explain things, enlighten him. Save him. 
 
    Or not. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mornings. Cultivation practice, both soul and body. As the dawn light crept up, Wu Ying began his physical practice and his soul cultivation, helping to deal with the ongoing increase in destruction of his body. Even though he knew what he was doing was insufficient, it still extended his life. And so he kept it up, even in the face of futility.  
 
    Moreover, in the very practice of body cultivation, there was still a small chance that something would make sense, that he would understand where he was going wrong and finally find a true solution to his predicament. Toward the end of the morning, he spent about half an hour working with his weapon practice, going through the forms for his sword. Sadly, he found himself increasingly dissatisfied with his weapon practice, knowing that it was insignificant to his true needs. 
 
    Afternoons. A quick lunch, taken early, before he traveled to the library. There, he studied everything he could get his hands on. He even wasted some of the contribution points he had gained by acquiring other body cultivation manuals, all in the hope of finding a solution. None of them—at least, on first viewing—provided that movement of enlightenment he needed. In the end, all he got for his troubles were more manuals that offered him nothing. 
 
    The rest of his time, he spent reading stories about the Patriarch and the Elder. When he ran out of those, Wu Ying read about other body cultivators, other individuals inflicted with broken and polluted bodies. Among those stories, he searched for a solution, options he had not explored. 
 
    He could try to pray to the gods. Occasionally, it was known that the immortals would come down for those who were particularly devoted, particularly exceptional and good, to save them. 
 
    Wu Ying could also find a demon sect and offer his services and his servitude in the underworld. After all, they could easily solve his problem of the corrupt chi by the simple act of flooding his body with even more corrupt, demonic energy. The transformation into a demonic cultivator was a known solution for the most desperate. 
 
    Almost, almost, Wu Ying was tempted. The practicality of finding a demonic sect, and one that he could reach in time, stood in the way of its use. Then, of course, was the forced servitude. While demons were not necessarily evil, what they wanted, what they needed from humans was not generally for the best of mankind. Serving them harmed one’s immortal soul, and that did not even account for the decades, potentially centuries, he would spend in the underworld as a servant. 
 
    Outside of that, those inflicted with dangerous poisons had done the obvious and seen apothecarists and physicians, even poison monsters. They had bathed in medicinal baths, alleviated their symptoms with apothecarist pills, and injected themselves with poisons. Some, like him, had found body cultivation manuals that proved effective. Certainly those at the higher stages were like that. It was hard to poison a metal elemental body.  
 
    In the end, all these solutions worked. For some. 
 
    For Wu Ying, all the stories that he read, all the solutions he came across, he had either tried or had no reasonable expectation of achieving. He did mark down attempting to beseech the gods on New Year’s Eve, but he knew that all across the middle kingdom, hundreds, if not millions, of others would be asking the gods for their favor. And most would have a better case. 
 
    After all, Wu Ying had chosen his path, and if the consequences of his actions were less than ideal, they were consequences of actions he had chosen to take. Too many others were inflicted with punishments, crushed under the wheel of petty feelings, their lives torn asunder by the callous whims of others. To them, perhaps, a god’s grace was necessary. A tipping of the scales toward equilibrium. 
 
    He might ask, but even he knew he did not deserve a god’s mercy. 
 
    As such, each afternoon, Wu Ying spent his time reading until the evening bells tolled and it was time to meet his friends for dinner. Occasionally, all too infrequently, he would visit the Elder’s gardens or give a lecture—often at the same time—on proper spiritual herb care. 
 
    Evenings. Meals with friends, idle conversation to catch up on their lives. They met more often now as they waited for Tou He to recuperate. The ex-monk was recovering fast, stabilizing the damage he had done to his body and his cultivation base. He was still significantly bereft of chi, as his newly opened dantian required filling. Even the energy levels that he had for his meridians were lower, allowing Tou He to maybe show sixty percent of his actual strength. In time though, that would change. 
 
    Dinners were companionable and sociable, Wu Ying forcing himself to enjoy his time with them. Though he always wondered how many more dinners he had left. 
 
    Then after dinner, he returned to his rooms to cultivate again. To ponder upon what he had learned, what he had read, and what he knew in the hopes of a breakthrough. Some days, he found himself frustrated, anger threatening to overtake reason as he struggled to achieve what he had managed without thought so often in his first years in the Sect.  
 
    Enlightenment. Understanding. The Dao. 
 
    And he failed. Whether it was because he desperately needed that understanding and that need clouded his judgment, or because what he sought was not something the heavens could give him, he failed. 
 
    At times, Wu Ying felt that he was teetering on the edge, understanding brushing against the edges of his consciousness. Yet somehow, it always eluded him.  
 
    Almost, Wu Ying considered throwing himself into a life-threatening situation. He had found enlightenment before in such circumstances. At the end of a blade, when his back was against the wall, as the world narrowed to slivers of time. Almost, he chose to try it. 
 
    Then good sense overcame him, and he pushed the thought aside. Any enlightenment he gained, it would not heal but kill. What he had learned in those situations was the art of war, of death. Right now, what he needed was the opposite. 
 
    Morning. Afternoon. Evening. Late Night. 
 
    Day after day, time passed. His time ran out. 
 
    And he found… 
 
    Nothing. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    A week later, Tou He was nearly ready to leave. It meant that Wu Ying’s nights in the library grew ever later as he tried to finish up. As he turned the corner of a shelf, Wu Ying’s thoughts were on the latest story he had read. It filled his mind as he tried to decide how much trust to place in it. All too often, the stories had an element of propaganda to them. Mind filled with the story, with their upcoming departure, Wu Ying never saw Wan Yan. Not until he bumped into the young lady and almost knocked her over. 
 
    Her palm strike nearly took off Wu Ying’s jaw. Only a quick twist to the side by reflex stopped it from dislocating his jaw. Even then, the blow had Wu Ying staggering backward, his neck twisted to the side as he fell into a defensive stance. 
 
    “Fool peasant!” Wan Yan snarled, retracting her hand. She wiped it on her dress, clearly disgusted. 
 
    Slowly, Wu Ying relaxed and came out of his defensive stance. He flexed his jaw, listening to it click before he rubbed the still smarting portion. He tasted blood on the side where she’d struck him and pushed at his cheek with his tongue where a slight cut bled. 
 
    Yet he couldn’t be angry. They were cultivators, trained to deal with threats every day of their lives. Martial techniques became second nature even to the most pacifist of members, as demon beasts and challenges from other cultivators were a way of life. A reactive strike that opened distance after a surprise motion? That was almost expected. 
 
    Not to say that if he had struck her, there would be no consequences. For all his progress, Wu Ying was still only beginning to climb the ranks of the inner sect members in the Verdant Green Waters Sect. And propriety mattered. Though in the Sect, such an action would likely have been dealt with via an apology and a fine of contribution points. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Senior.” Wu Ying bowed, deciding on politeness. He blinked, spotting Wan Yan’s library attendant, a scroll in hand, stepping away from the pair. Strange that he would leave, considering the commotion they’d made. Wu Ying’s eyes narrowed as he turned toward Wan Yan. 
 
    Who was flushed and angry. She stomped forward, inadvertently breaking Wu Ying’s view of the disappearing attendant. “Watch where you walk, you uncouth creature. Or has your sickness progressed so far that you cannot see?” 
 
    Her voice dripped venom, and Wu Ying regretted his bow. He might have bumped into her, but she had struck him. 
 
    “I will. But perhaps you should watch where you stand too. Or are you too busy meeting your new… friend to pay attention,” Wu Ying said, taking a shot in the dark.  
 
    From that flush in her cheeks, maybe the meetings were something more. Something a little more scandalous than a dalliance. 
 
    “We are not friends.” Wan Yan sniffed, staring down her nose at Wu Ying. But her feet shifted again, blocking Wu Ying’s gaze as it flicked down the stacks. “And whatever you think, you are wrong.” 
 
    “Of course,” Wu Ying said, sugary. 
 
    “I will see you in the ring if you dare to spread such baseless rumors!” Wan Yan said. 
 
    Goaded, Wu Ying smiled. 
 
    Her hand raised and she moved to push him out of the way. Rather than let her touch him, Wu Ying stepped back, allowing her to exit the stacks without coming near him. She stalked off, but he caught sight of her as she turned the corner of the library, looking back at him. 
 
    When he caught her looking, she glared more before stomping off, leaving the ex-farmer chuckling. 
 
    Served her right. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Not all of his encounters were bad. Another accidental meeting, this time as he was leaving the cultivation chambers the next evening. He turned when his name was called, blinking as he spotted Xiang Wen beaming at him. The effusiveness of her emotions put Wu Ying on guard a little. 
 
    “Long Wu Ying, how have you been?” Xiang Wen stepped close to him and tilted her head up.  
 
    Wu Ying blinked, surprised to note that she was significantly shorter, only reaching up to just under his nose. “I am well, Cultivator Sun.”  
 
    Before he could say anything else, a cart rumbled past, hitting a pothole that had been filled by the morning’s rain shower. Reacting by instinct, Xiang Wen stepped away from the splashing water, flaring her aura and solidifying it to send the wave of liquid bouncing off. However, her step put her even closer to Wu Ying, nearly touching him and chest to chest. 
 
    Startled, already about to speak, Wu Ying said the first thing that came to mind. “You smell good.”  
 
    He flushed, having realized what he’d said. His mind was still fuzzy from the evening’s cultivation attempt and the pain that was inching back. That she smelled good was the truth too. No longer did her scent contain the rank, oily corruption. It was clean and light, a floral mixture that could rival scented water. 
 
    Xiang Wen flushed and stepped back. She blushed even as he noted another thing. She was not much older than him, if he was any judge. Perhaps not at all.  
 
    Women—noble women in particular—always had a bearing that made their ages hard to judge. Physically, all cultivators started looking the same once they reached the upper edges of Body Cultivation, due to the extended lifespan and the cleansing of impurities. 
 
    If anything, Wu Ying realized as he ran a hand through his hair self-consciously, he was the one who looked older. Between his tanned appearance, the bronzing from the medicinal bath, and the impurities in his body, he had lines that were new and a hunch that was uncommon. 
 
    “Why, thank you.” Xiang Wen cocked her head, a smile playing across her lips. “Though that’s a rather upfront comment, is it not?” 
 
    “I… that’s…” Wu Ying paused, then plunged ahead. “It’s not anything strange. It’s your chi. It’s different.” 
 
    “Ah… that’s how you could tell,” Xiang Wen said, her voice dropping. “An unusual sensing technique. One I’d expect from a beast trainer perhaps, or their animals.” 
 
    “I am no beast,” Wu Ying said, recalling the way Wan Yan had reacted to him. He stepped back, only for Xiang Wen’s face to flicker with disappointment. 
 
    “I never said you were. Just a skill not normally seen among most cultivators.” A light smile played across her lips. “But you’re all for doing things that are not traditional, are you not, Cultivator Long?” 
 
    “What are you trying to say?” Wu Ying said suspiciously. 
 
    “Wandering Spiritual Herb Gatherer. A peasant who achieved his position via his prodigious skill in sword arts and luck. Using a family sword style that is long discarded. And now a body cultivator.” Xiang Wen counted each thing off with her fingers. “Multiple expeditions, all while just an Energy Storage cultivator. You must admit, you are quite ambitious.” 
 
    “I’m not. It just…” Wu Ying struggled to find the right words and finally went with the one that came to mind, even if it did not describe the events and his feelings properly. “Happened.” 
 
    “Of course.” Another smile. “Intriguing.” 
 
    Wu Ying breathed in the clean, clear air of her aura once more. He realized she was likely about to leave since she was now fine. “How did you end up getting involved with them?” 
 
    “The dark sect?” Xiang Wen lowered her voice. When Wu Ying nodded, she bit her lip before she gave a small shake of her head. “It’s personal. Suffice to say, I trusted the wrong person. And learnt too late.” 
 
     “Well, I am glad you have solved your issue.” If she was not an actual member of the dark sect, that was. Or even if she had been, the destruction of one’s cultivation base was a hard thing.  
 
    “I have. And I will be leaving soon.”  
 
    Wu Ying nodded, having guessed that.  
 
    “I wanted to thank you for the contribution points,” she said. “And for helping the sect locate and grow the necessary herbs for the pills I needed.” 
 
    “Oh!” Wu Ying said, remembering some of the odder requests for herbs that had come through. Thankfully, he had been able to locate most of them on short journeys out of the sect before the expedition or, in a few cases, transplant them from his World Spirit Ring. “That was you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Wu Ying smiled. “Then thank you for the contribution points!” 
 
    She laughed softly, then offered him a teasing bow. “Of course, Honored Cultivator.” 
 
    “Will others from your sect be coming then?” Wu Ying said, gesturing toward the tower that dominated the town. “Or will you just be passing on your solution to them all?” 
 
    “A little of both, I think,” Xiang Wen said. “My case was a little unique, but the majority of those effected should be able to use my solution for themselves. At least as a starting point. Those who are more complicated or have been using the corrupted cores for longer will have to come here.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear there is a solution.” 
 
    “As am I. The damage, at least for me, was minimal. A few months of consolidation and it should be wiped clean, and I can continue my cultivation journey.” 
 
    “Good, very good,” Wu Ying repeated, finding himself running out of words to say. 
 
    “And you? Did the tower help you?”  
 
    Wu Ying paused.  
 
    Seeing his hesitation, she grew serious. “Did it not help?” 
 
    “It did. I know my problems, but the solution…” Wu Ying shrugged. 
 
    “Oh!” A hand covered her mouth, and sympathy flared. “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “It’s not over yet.” 
 
    “Of course. Of course…” The pair fell into an awkward silence before Xiang Wen stepped back and bowed to Wu Ying. “Then… perhaps we shall meet again. Once more, it was a pleasure meeting you. Even if our introduction was less than routine.” 
 
    “It was. It is,” Wu Ying said, bowing to Xiang Wen too. “If fate permits, we shall meet again.” 
 
    Smiling softly and a little sadly, Xiang Wen walked off. Wu Ying watched her leave, only realizing as she was more than a few hundred feet away that he might have asked her to join them for a meal. Then he chuckled to himself, brushing the idea away. Xiang Wen probably had better things to do with her time. Like getting ready to leave. 
 
    Though he never did ask her when exactly she intended to leave. 
 
    Dismissing the thought, Wu Ying headed back to his inn, mulling over his mistake of not asking her out. And then chastising himself for thinking that. She was from another sect. And was about to leave. And of course, she would have no interest in him, a foolish cultivator on his last legs. He had no idea why he was thinking about this so much anyway. He had no time for such random musings. 
 
    Still, he could have asked. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Another day of routine, another day of failure, another day closer to leaving.  
 
     Wu Ying lay in bed, his body keeping him up as it reminded him of the pain it was in. The effects of the physician’s acupuncture blockages and the pills he provided wore off late at night, often disturbing Wu Ying’s rest. By dawn, he would be fine, the pain fading as he cultivated and helped reinforce the blockages the physician had put in place. But in the early hours of the morning, just before dawn, the aches and pains returned with a vengeance. 
 
    Wu Ying lay in bed breathing, cultivating. He gently pushed at the blocks the physician’s needles had created at his meridian points, reinforcing them. It was not a solution to his problem, just a way to let him function. A way to allow him to push forward without consideration for his body. Certainly not something that would ever be recommended.  
 
    Unless you were dying. 
 
    Wu Ying almost broke his own meditation with the wry, dark humor that threatened his peace of mind. He shoved it down, pushed at his chi, and layered it across his meridians. Reinforcing what had happened, trying to do his best to recover. To feel better so that he could at least catch a few hours of sleep. 
 
    He lay there as the cicadas chirped, drowsy insects buzzed through the room, and the gentle breeze brought the smells of the river toward him. The smells of fresh water and a little bit of human refuse. Burnt and slightly rotten, like old oil that had been left to rot. 
 
    Wu Ying sighed, forcing another breath, another moment of calm. He pushed chi through his meridians, reinforcing the blocks in his neck, his lungs and kidneys, his spine. He exhaled turbid air, allowing it to flow across his lips to stain the air. 
 
    Another breath in. That burnt, rotten smell growing. Familiar. Too familiar. 
 
    Wu Ying’s eyes flew open even as he sent his chi swirling back to his dantian. Another moment, his eyes sought out movement in the dark. A twist of his hips and Wu Ying rolled off his bed—moments before the blade sunk into his wooden slats. The bed smoked and charred immediately, the wood growing black upon contact with the blade. 
 
    Not that Wu Ying spent much time considering that. One hand was on his sheathed blade, the other finding the hilt. He drew, twisting his body as he did so to speed up the unsheathing. The awkward angle he was in, along with the fact that he was mildly trapped by his bedding, meant he could not execute Dragon unsheathes its Claws properly. He could, however, push his chi down his blade. 
 
    Dragon’s Breath struck out in an arc, sword intent and chi projection mixing together as it flew through the dark of the night, cutting apart the bedpost and scarring the ceiling and wall. From the shadows, Wu Ying spotted the dark-clad body that dodged his attack with a leap and twist, even as moving shards of light flickered toward him. 
 
    His jian moved, parrying the glints of metal. He went through the defensive form Dragon paints the Sunset, then transitioned to Dragon dances through the Raindrops, his blade blocking the attacks. As the sharp metal was beaten aside with a tinkle, he saw each piece land on the bed, his bedding, and the walls, leaving a smoldering stain behind. 
 
    A last moment jerk of his head left Wu Ying barely dodging an attack, the steel dart passing by so close that he felt the wind of its passage. Realizing he could not stay defensive, Wu Ying fell farther back and kicked. 
 
    Bedding tore as he applied the full force of his cultivator’s strength to the material. A moment later, his feet connected with the bottom of his bed, flipping it upward and forward toward his attacker. Even as the bed flew, Wu Ying flipped himself back to his feet. 
 
    A surge of energy, a swing of his jian from the floor upward. He unleashed the full force of his attack, one that tore apart bed and mattress, sending a shower of feathers and wood splinters through the dark room. Sword before him, one hand using the remains of his bedding as an impromptu shield against further poison-tipped steel darts, Wu Ying edged forward. 
 
    Moonlight glittered through the windows, the room silent and shadowed. Torn bedding, shattered wooden slats, and crumbling ceiling stained the floor and air. Footsteps brushed against the floor as Wu Ying searched for his attacker in the darkness. 
 
    A lone window, one that Wu Ying knew had been closed when he slept, was open, swinging in the midnight breeze. Wu Ying edged toward the lamps, turning them on one by one as the inn woke up around him. Residents drew weapons, the proprietor sounded the alarm. 
 
    Too late.  
 
    For even as Wu Ying—gingerly—checked out the window, he could not spot any sign of his attacker. Only the destroyed room, the leftover metal darts, and the lingering scent of burnt, spoilt oil told of the dark sect’s most recent attack. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    Yu Kun hid his yawn behind a sleeve, though it did little to cut off the chain of yawns he set off with his companions. Wu Ying glared at his friend with bloodshot eyes, even as the early light of dawn streamed in and highlighted the breakfast spread set before them in Tou He’s room. The ex-monk was happily showing everyone the depths of his mouth. 
 
    “Please, stop that,” Wu Ying grumbled.  
 
    The ruckus in his room had brought the innkeeper, which had led to the innkeeper surveying the damage and having Wu Ying pay for the destroyed room. Right after Wu Ying finished negotiating the cost of fixing the room, the guards arrived and interrogated him. They had taken all of the steel darts with their poisonous tips as evidence before Wu Ying managed to shift his belongings to Tou He’s room. By the time they were done, it was early morning and the rather grumpy innkeeper had reluctantly provided their barebones breakfast. 
 
    “What?” Yu Kun said, breaking off a yawn with effort. “You’re the one who woke us all up.” 
 
    “By having someone try to kill me!”  
 
    “Exactly. Try. At least finish them off if you are going to wake us. Or die quietly.” 
 
    Tou He shook his head, pouring the mohawk-haired cultivator more tea. Yu Kun’s hair was slightly more fluffy today, not having been combed and styled properly. 
 
    “Amitabha, Yu Kun. Peace. The morning is too early for such words,” Tou He said.  
 
    Yu Kun bobbed an apology.  
 
    Tou He added, “It is worrying that Wu Ying was attacked. Especially at night. It was lucky he woke up in time to stop it.” 
 
    “Actually, I was awake already,” Wu Ying said. Then he wondered why he bothered to correct his friend. It was not important. 
 
    “Ah, well, lucky either way.” 
 
    “Yes. Assassinations and poisons.” Wu Ying made a face. “Add the smell—” 
 
    “Which the guards decided to ignore your comments on,” Yu Kun interjected. 
 
    “It’s obvious it was the dark sect,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Which they also decided to ignore you about.” 
 
    “Which is why we need to figure out why they attacked.” Wu Ying glared at Yu Kun to see if he would add anything else. The man smiled blearily and guzzled his tea. “And why now.” 
 
    “Opportunity?” Tou He offered. 
 
    “What kind of opportunity?” Wu Ying said, eliciting a shrug. 
 
    “Did you do anything different? Anything new?” Yu Kun asked.  
 
    Wu Ying shook his head at each statement.  
 
    “Speak to anyone?” Yu Kun asked.  
 
    Again, another shake of his head. Then Wu Ying paused.  
 
    “What?” Yu Kun prodded. 
 
    “I spoke with Xiang Wen yesterday.” 
 
    “Xiang Wen?” Tou He said. 
 
    “The pretty cultivator from the Whistling Iron Monkey sect. The one who dislikes Wu Ying,” Yu Kun offered. 
 
    “Oh, right!” Tou He nodded. “You suspected her before, because of her cultivation base.” 
 
    “Except she cleared it out. So it wouldn’t be her,” Wu Ying said, protesting slightly.  
 
    “Oh, you smelled her again, did you?” Yu Kun said. 
 
    “Yes. When we met. She’s clear. There’s no reason for her to attack me…” 
 
    “I sense hesitation,” Tou He said. 
 
    “Well, I might have told her about my sense of smell. Why I thought she was… you know.” Wu Ying made a face. “But it’s not as if it’s that rare…” 
 
    “Rare enough,” Yu Kun said. “Could she have sent for someone to attack you because you might smell them out?” 
 
    “What am I? A dog?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “You’re the one who goes around sniffing people.” 
 
    Wu Ying snorted before grabbing a youtiao and splitting the fried bread sticks. He chewed on one, glaring at Yu Kun. 
 
    “Anyone else?” Tou He said, diverting the pair’s argument. “Perhaps someone or something suspicious?” 
 
    “Suspicious…” Wu Ying swallowed, thinking. He recalled one other recent encounter. But Wan Yan was a sect member. Spreading rumors, especially about an affair was… 
 
    “What?” Yu Kun said. 
 
    “It’s probably nothing.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    Biting his lip, Wu Ying bought himself some time to think by dipping his youtiao in his porridge then chewing on the soaked bread. Then he tore it into bite-sized pieces and pushed the bread into his porridge. Yu Kun, on the other side of the table, made a face at Wu Ying’s dastardly use of the fried bread.  
 
    Eventually, after Wu Ying had a few more mouthfuls, he chose to answer. “Wan Yan. I spotted her talking with a young library attendant a few times. Ran into them again a few days ago.” 
 
    “Is he cute?” Yu Kun said, grinning. 
 
    Brows pulled together as Wu Ying considered the question. His serious consideration brought a bark of laughter from Yu Kun. Tou He snorted, bringing his bowl of porridge down from his lips. 
 
    “Romance is not an issue, is it?” Tou He said.  
 
    “Well, she is a noble.” Yu Kun stroked his beard. “They might not like her making eyes with another.” 
 
    “We are cultivators first though,” Tou He said. 
 
    “Tell that to Li Yao.” Wu Ying sighed, recalling his ex. It was impossible for nobles to break free if they were not in the Core stage. It was only then that his Elder Sister had managed to have some freedom. Before that, one was just another tool. 
 
    “Perhaps, but love cannot be explained or anticipated.” Tou He had a gentle smile, making Wu Ying stare at his friend consideringly. It was… interesting, how much his ex-monk friend knew of love.  
 
    Yu Kun looked rather skeptical still. When questioned, he was quick to answer. “She’s a typical over-privileged brat. Those kinds of people don’t see the rest of us as anything but pieces. To fall for a mere library attendant?” He snorted.  
 
    “What? You think their library Elder would make more sense?” Wu Ying teased. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Fine. We have two suspects. Did either of you notice anything unusual?” Wu Ying asked.  
 
    Tou He shook his head. No surprise there, the man had been busy cultivating all hours of the day to recover. Yu Kun, on the other hand, tapped his spoon on his bowl of porridge, brows drawing down in thought. 
 
    “You are recalling something?” Tou He said. 
 
    “There are more wandering cultivators and guards for new cultivators in the dockside inns than normal,” Yu Kun said slowly.  
 
    “How do you know that?” Wu Ying asked.  
 
    “It’s where all the good gambling is.” An unrepentant grin flashed.  
 
    “Right…” Wu Ying sighed. But this was not the time to discuss his friend’s vice. “How many?” 
 
    “Nothing that would have alarmed me before. Maybe a half dozen more than normal?” 
 
    “What’s normal?” Tou He asked.  
 
    “Say a dozen, give or take.” 
 
    “So we’re looking at maybe half a dozen dark sect members?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Better to guess high,” Tou He said. “A dozen might be closer.” 
 
    Wu Ying winced. That was high. In fact, it was higher than he could envision himself or his friends handling. Even a half dozen would be too many unless they managed to find them alone. And that was not including any they had snuck in under the guise of treatment. 
 
    Like Wan Yan or Xiang Wen. Though Wu Ying found himself reluctant to blame either. One for loyalty to his sect member, the other because… well, because she was pretty. Which, thinking about it, made both his reasons rather silly. 
 
    “We’ll need help.” Wu Ying sighed. “Tou He, the Honored Elder…” 
 
    “Is still looking into matters and has alerted others. But there have been no signs. Your initial bath time encounter did not help matters.”  
 
    Wu Ying grimaced.  
 
    Tou He added, “He is watching, but he cannot act until we have proof.”  
 
    “Can we at least warn him to be on guard? More on guard?” 
 
    Tou He nodded. 
 
    Wu Ying thanked his friend, only to break off as a yawn interrupted him, forcing him to cover his mouth. That set off the other two, and Wu Ying could not help but chuckle. While he waited for the pair to recover, he reviewed their options before sighing.  
 
    “All right, so I guess we need someone to check on the two suspects. And it’d be a bad idea for it to be me,” Wu Ying said, already envisioning the kind of comments Xiang Wen would level at him if she caught him. They had patched things up, but if she caught him again… “So I guess that leaves me with the taverns and you two with the ladies.” 
 
    “Maybe do not put it that way,” Tou He said. “Anyway, it is better for you to go to the docks. You might smell something we missed.” 
 
    Wu Ying rubbed his nose. He really was feeling like a dog. “Then I guess I should get going?” He was somewhat reluctant, wishing for a few more hours in bed. “They start early on the docks. I could talk to those there. Act as though I’m planning to leave.” 
 
    “Which we are. Were?” Yu Kun said, then shook his head to dismiss the question. “Many of the captains prefer the Overflowing Teapot, as do the wandering cultivators. It’s a little more expensive than the other restaurants, which keeps the rabble away.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded thanks. That would work. Glancing down, Wu Ying was surprised to see his breakfast finished, eaten without thought while they talked. He considered asking for more, then remembered the glowering face of the innkeeper and changed his mind. 
 
    He would grab something on the way to the docks. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Morning on the water was always a busy time. A few late fishermen were on their way out, hoping to catch a bite before the fish grew too lazy to eat. Some others—mostly noblemen and cultivators or a few lazy, teenage merchant sons—arrived at this time too to take up their nets and rods. Wu Ying knew for them, it was more about the act than results.  
 
    For those who needed to make a living fishing, those were the ones returning, successful catches filling their boats as they rowed or sailed into dock. The wide river and deep shallows fed the city and sect, allowing fresh meals every day. Mixed among the fishing boats were a variety of merchant vessels, few in number but dominating the dock by their sheer size. The sect’s position in the river made it a useful stop-off, an easy place to supply while traveling to and from other cities along the watery passageway. 
 
    Wu Ying took all this in with a quick sweep of his eyes. The smell of fresh river water and the discarded refuse that flowed from the city’s sewers mixed together with the smell of packed humanity and fresh fish. A light breeze brushed against his skin as he tested the air for something new, something familiar and wrong. 
 
    And found nothing. 
 
    Not that he expected it to be so easy, but that would have been a nice change of pace. Instead, he took to walking the waterfront, speaking with the few lounging quartermasters, getting an idea of when the ships were arriving or leaving, and staying out of the way of the fishermen. There was a familiar camaraderie between fishermen and locals, one that allowed Wu Ying to easily spot strangers to the city. 
 
    Not that cultivators were hard to notice. They smelled and moved differently. Their auras were rarely controlled or hidden. The first cultivator ducked into an open restaurant and the next was seated by the dock, fishing. The first was but a Body cultivator on the precipice of breaking through to Energy Storage. The other though was an Energy Storage cultivator, one in the mid-range of strength. 
 
    Wu Ying paid a little attention to the fisherman, trying to gauge both his cultivation strengths and his demeanor. For all intents and purposes, the man seemed content to fish and contemplate the water. Not too surprising since he smelled of the sea, with touches of humid, dusty air after a sprinkle of rain on a hot day.  
 
    Wu Ying strolled the streets twice before he turned toward the restaurants. His first stop, he knew, had to be the Overflowing Teapot. Yu Kun had described it as more upscale than the other buildings, being set a single street away from the waterfront.  
 
    Even so, more upscale meant little when the competition was buildings with rotting front door beams and lacking in any paint or care taken for the carvings. Even the furniture of the dockside taverns was rough and ready, many of the pieces patched together after repeated breakings.  
 
    The Overflowing Teapot was better, but it was like saying a ten-year-old dog was better than a fifteen-year-old street mutt. One was better than the other, but neither were in the prime of their life. 
 
    “Honored guest, a table for one? Or are you meeting others?” The proprietor was quick to hurry to Wu Ying when he stepped in, the dirty towel he had been using to clean tables draped over one arm. 
 
    Wu Ying flicked his gaze around the room, taking in the crowded first floor, and frowned a little. Yu Kun had been right. The room was filled with cultivators. The smell of them, the taste of their auras overlapped to such a degree that Wu Ying found it a struggle to pick out individuals. Scattered among the cultivators were captains of the trade vessels, a few even being in the middle stages of Body Cleansing.  
 
    That his presence had drawn the attention of the cultivators within was also not lost on Wu Ying as he turned his attention back to the proprietor. “I’m here to speak with some captains of the merchant vessels. And the dockmaster, if he is here. I understand he frequents your establishment?” 
 
    It was a pity Wu Ying still wore his Sect robes. If he had worn his peasant clothing, he might have been able to sneak in. Then again, perhaps not. His aura had grown stronger, and his attempts to contain it had fallen by the wayside as his focus had turned to keeping himself alive. He was certain he leaked now, though perhaps not to the same extent as others. 
 
    “Of course, of course. Should I make the introductions? This humble proprietor has some knowledge of those worth speaking to.” 
 
    Wu Ying paused, curious at the level of obsequiousness the man was showing. It was almost comical in a way, and he might have laughed about it if he hadn’t been attacked earlier that day. As it was, the proprietor’s behavior was more suspicious than flattering. But… 
 
    “Yes. You may.” Wu Ying inclined his head, deciding to roll with it.  
 
    It was unlikely they would dare attack him in broad daylight, so whatever the man was planning—if it was anything more than abject flattery and a desire to part coins from Wu Ying’s purse—it would be better to see it out. 
 
    Still, Wu Ying idly rested a hand on his sword hilt, adjusting it a little as he followed the proprietor. Just because he expected sense from his enemies did not mean he should not plan for idiocy. After all, joining the dark sect could be considered an act of foolishness by many. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “And there won’t be another ship until three days from now after today’s vessel leaves?” Wu Ying frowned, repeating what the quartermaster had finished saying. 
 
    “Yes. So if you intend to leave, best get on the boats today. Otherwise, you’ll have to wait at least another four days, maybe a week, depending on your preferences. The next merchant vessel is headed north west, to Ershu.” 
 
    “I see,” Wu Ying said. His face was still creased as he stared at the man, a part of him idly noting how the rest of the captains had already left, having downed their drinks, to check on their ships. “Is that usual?” 
 
    “It’s not too unusual,” the quartermaster said with a shrug. “Depending on the flow of commerce from the cities and which captains are running, we sometimes have small gaps. It is more uncommon that they do not pull over, but some captains don’t like wasting time for a small city like ours.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded. That did make some sense. The entire Double Soul, Double Body Sect was much smaller than his own, thus the town that took care of their needs was smaller too. They probably needed fewer deliveries than his own sect, whose dock buzzed with daily deliveries.  
 
    In fact, come to think about it, it was possibly stranger that they had so much commerce coming through their town at all. After all, more regularly scheduled and coordinated deliveries should drop off the majority of what they needed, he would assume. It was possible that because they were so close to the other city, that the short stop and rest was just routine. A few extra tael here or there was not a bad thing. It was likely the Verdant Green Waters Sect bought spirit beast and cultivation materials at a higher rate, enough to make the inconvenience worthwhile. Or maybe he was overthinking things. It was not as if he was a merchant. 
 
    “Well, it seems the captains have left.” Wu Ying nodded toward the now empty tables, leaving the room mostly filled with cultivators. Most of which were dressed like wandering cultivators, with their mishmash of robes and weaponry. 
 
    “You’ll find them on their ships, if you want to speak with them,” the quartermaster said. “But if you’re going back to the Verdant Green Waters, you’ll want to speak to Old Xu.” 
 
    Wu Ying thanked the man. He gestured to the proprietor once he was a short distance away, handing over some coins to pay for his help and the quartermaster’s meal, before treading out of the building. 
 
    He had seen—and smelled—enough. If there were obvious signs of the dark sect, Wu Ying wasn’t spotting them. Which said little really, since he was not exactly a master of intrigue. It was quite possible the hard men who had stared at him were all part of the same conspiracy and he was too blind to see it. 
 
    Frustrated, Wu Ying walked out of the tavern, turning away from the docks to return to his residence and catch some rest. For now at least, there was little he could do but be on the lookout.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
    The next morning, Wu Ying woke on the floor in Tou He’s room, a feeling of dread clutching at his heart. He rose smoothly, the sheathed sword he had been clutching in his sleep in one hand, his other hand finding the hilt with long practice. In the early hours of the dawn, the room was littered with shadows, the sounds of a city waking up drifting through the shuttered windows. 
 
    Breathing carefully, Wu Ying extended his senses, searching for what had woken him. Long moments of tasting the stuffy air passed before he eventually relaxed and sent tendrils of chi into the spirit lamps, empowering the lamps to brighten the room. Once threatening shadows disappeared, banished by the light, he let out a little huff of personal exasperation. 
 
    “Relaxed now?” Tou He called from the bed. He waited a moment before he sat up, spinning his feet off the bed to stare at his friend. 
 
    “How long were you awake?” 
 
    “Long enough.” 
 
    “Sorry. I was a little… tense.” Wu Ying walked over to the nearest window, throwing it open to let in fresh air. The morning sun was blocked by clouds, casting the early morning in deep gloom. Much like the feeling of dread that sat in his stomach, refusing to leave. 
 
    “Not surprising, after your wake up yesterday.” Tou He padded over to the washing basin, poured out the cool water, and washed his face. 
 
    Wu Ying glanced at his friend before turning away, content to get ready in peace while he stared out the window. Slowly lightening shadows, early morning calls of hawkers, chirping birds, and the sounds of morning people all intermingled and floated up to him, while the deep thrum of moving chi, flowing ever toward the tower, ran through his body. 
 
    He stared out the window, searching for some sign, some clue for his fear and concern, and found nothing. Still, he did not leave his post, watching as the shrouded sun illuminated the day, if not his fearful soul. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Morning cultivation passed quickly; the basic body cultivation forms completed first. Wu Ying moved through the forms that helped him understand the various winds—in theory—while pushing chi through his body. Once more, he strengthened the seals that encompassed the corrupted chi within him, the portions of his body that had changed and twisted, and came out of the cultivation feeling a little better. Not that he could feel the pain much, the entire thing dulled by the physician. 
 
    Soul cultivation came next. Wu Ying sat down to meditate and contemplate the intake of chi into his body and the Dao of existence. It required stillness and serenity, neither of which he could find. Each breath was a struggle, each moment intrusive and forcing itself upon him. Clearing his mind, forcing calm and steady progression was an impossibility. 
 
    In the end, Wu Ying gave up on cultivating in an active manner, allowing the Never Empty Wine Pot technique to draw in chi for him while he regarded the thoughts that kept intruding. He watched the bubbling frustration flow into his mind, the fear that crept up from his stomach, and the anger that sought escape from the tight confines of his control. 
 
    Anger, fear, unchecked emotions in general, had no place in cultivation. Too much passion, too much anger, too much fear would see one plunge ahead without care or caution, endangering one’s life and those around. Slow, steady steps were the goal, the way of progression in the orthodox sects. 
 
    But he had chosen to take steps outside of that steady accumulation of advantage. And what if he had chosen to go on expeditions, chosen to take on challenges above his station? He had found himself here, dying, in another sect. Far away from friends and family, with no more to his name or his legacy but… 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He had nothing, having given up a chance at a mortal life, of a mortal ending and victory. A relationship, family, and loving children. The everyday successes of planting and weeding, the contentment of a good day’s work and the warmth of community. 
 
    Rather than choose to spend the last few years with his family or in his hard-won place in the sect, he had chosen to cut his time short. Chosen to attempt to find a solution. To burn away the days and nights of his life by reading books and scrolls of cultivation manuals. 
 
    None of which had a solution for him. 
 
    Wu Ying had filled his mind with books of cultivation, manuals of how to live and build his body, had practiced and studied, had read stories about the Elder and Patriarch. All in the hope of understanding, of learning what they had done to heal themselves. He could recite, word for word, the lines of all his manuals, relate stories, and had even tried to act out the very same actions some of the more detailed stories had described. 
 
    All this knowledge, all this information sat in his mind like a lump of unbroken, unrefined ore. He knew it all, understood his meridians and his meridian points better than ever, studied the very same documents physicians used to plan a body’s healing. 
 
    And what had it gotten him? 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He was no better off than before. In fact, he might even be worse. His choice to wall off the poisons had left him able to function but set him up for an end sooner than if he had left it alone. He’d chosen to let his body function, to escape pain. 
 
    All that knowledge, all that learning, and he was no better than when he started. 
 
    When he started chuckling, Wu Ying was uncertain. Yet when he found himself laughing, no longer even attempting to meditate, he went with it. For the absurdity, the sheer folly of his actions could only be laughed at. Otherwise, he might have to cry. 
 
    And if he started doing that, he might not be able to stop. 
 
    For a long time, Wu Ying laughed, a thread of bitterness through each belly-aching guffaw. Eventually he found himself sprawled on the floor of the cultivation room, too tired to laugh any longer. He stared at the ceiling, his mind relaxed for the first time in months. 
 
    Relaxed, for he chose not to worry further about his body or his death. Both would arrive and intrude upon his existence in time. For now, at this moment, he stared at the ceiling and thought about… nothing.  
 
    His breathing deepened. 
 
    His thoughts slowed to a stop. 
 
    And the world passed him by. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stillness.  
 
    Centered.  
 
    Silence. 
 
    Wu Ying exhaled, neither noticing nor feeling the motion. He no longer thought or struggled, just floated and centered in the room. A part of it. Breath joined floor with air. Then inhale, and air became floor. 
 
    Understanding. 
 
    This was the Fifth Wind. This was what it meant to be the central wind, to be still and yet moving, for the breath in his body moved with each breath, the winds outside howled even as he lay still. 
 
    But there was something wrong too. Something missing, like a burr under the saddle, a thorn in the robes that scratched at his senses. An imperfection in the world, though it was not the world that was imperfect but him. 
 
    It took Wu Ying a long time in that interminable moment of eternity to come to that conclusion. To understand it was his own imperfection that marred the faultless flow of the world. It took him even longer—if infinity had a time, and there was time, no matter what he perceived—to grasp why. 
 
    The central wind was stillness. It was a stillness and a form that came about from the concordance of all four other winds. Four winds meeting in the center made up the fifth. Perfectly balanced by the joining of them all into a perfect whole. 
 
    Yet he was not whole. He was partitioned. Broken. Compartmentalized. 
 
    For his own safety. But still apart. 
 
    He lay there in silence, holding the disparate thoughts in his mind. Wholeness, completion. Compartmentalization, survival. 
 
    He ached to lower the barriers, to be whole again. A cold, analytical consideration that doing so would mean pain. Corruption. Death.  
 
    Yet that cold, analytical, knowledgeable part of him had brought him this far, to this place. It had driven him to another sect, another cultivation method, another test that he had lost. It offered no further paths forward. All of its vaunted knowledge, all its great analysis led but to a cold grave. 
 
    The choice was simple then. 
 
    Today, Wu Ying had woken with a feeling of dread. For something was coming. Perhaps it was all the information he had gathered coming together. Perhaps it was something he had seen and heard without realizing it. Or perhaps he was just jumping at shadows, his fears taking hold of him. 
 
    If he chose to lower his barriers, he would likely die. Leaving his friends to deal with what was coming. Alone. 
 
    If he left them up, he was only half a man, half a cultivator. He had his strength, but it was compromised. He had his blade, but it was dulled with pain. He had his resolve, but it was weakened by the knowledge of his demise. 
 
    Wu Ying lay on the floor, breathing slowly.  
 
    And chose. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Instinct. Acceptance. Choice.  
 
    Wu Ying stopped thinking, stopped weighing benefits and outcomes, choosing instead to trust his instincts. Perhaps it was the wrong choice, but right or wrong was not something a man could tell until the passage of time itself had worn the choice and chooser away until they were dust. And perhaps, not even then. 
 
    If that was the case, then he would make the best choice he could for him. He took down the walls, so carefully built, so artfully put together. It was so much easier to tear down than build up. Like so much in life, destruction was the easiest option, while creation had to struggle and fight. Yet, not all life, not all creation was right or good. 
 
    Ask the tree whose life was choked off by the climbing vine. The weed that encroached upon a gardening plot. The family that had to sell their ninth mouth to feed the other eight when the harvest came in too small. Creation, unrestricted creation, could be just as devastating as uncontrolled destruction. 
 
    On his back, staring at the ceiling, Wu Ying took down the walls he had created, unblocking meridian points, clearing veins and arteries that had restricted the flow of poisoned, corrupt chi. 
 
    And grunted as the pain hit. Even with his nerves blocked, the senses of his body muted, Wu Ying felt pain as his body was ravaged by the new chi. It burned through veins and arteries, tearing open capillaries and staining skin. His muscles cramped, his body curling up and turning on its side as he heaved. Heavy metal and earth chi, poison chi and fire chi all mixed within his body, tearing it apart. 
 
    Screams tore from his throat, the foul air from his lungs expelled as he struggled to breathe between screams. Sweat and blood poured from his skin, staining his training robes as the air itself twisted and burnt, the temperature of his skin rising. 
 
    There was no cultivation practice, no careful tending of the flow of chi within his body. The pain encompassed him entirely, and as more and more of his barriers were torn down, others shattered under the pounding flow of released energy. 
 
    His body raged and clenched, twisted and released as he screamed. Reason fled as Wu Ying held on to his sense of self in the midst of his agony, battling to stay sane and himself. There was no end to this, none that he could sense, but he held on. Too stubborn to do otherwise, knowing only that what had happened was but a consequence of his earlier behavior. 
 
    Eventually, Wu Ying sensed a change. A slowdown in the flow, an alteration in the tempo of the beats of agony he experienced. Breathing came a little easier. His muscles cramped a little less—some even released entirely. The blazing agony of his nerves lessened, the blocks in place by the physician washed away long ago. Wu Ying could sense an equilibrium beginning to arrive, or at least, a lessening of the flood. 
 
    Instinct drove Wu Ying to actively circulate his chi now. Pulling at wind chi that had been pushed outward, touching upon the mixed, corrupted chi of his body. Except that was not right. It was not corrupt, just different. 
 
    His mind worked, his instincts sought a metaphor for what he did.  
 
    You rotate crops to keep the soil renewed. You allowed new water, brought down from the mountains, into your rice fields on the regular. And what could be considered contamination to eat—feces, compost, fertilizer—was added to the ground and tilled over, allowed to be broken down to provide sustenance for the plants. If you could not grow rice in the field, you chose another plant. Beans instead of rice, carrots in rocky soil, radishes when it was too hot for other plants, or ginseng when it was dry.  
 
    Wu Ying felt the chi flow through his body, the foreign—no, the different—balances of chi, and chose to use them. The north wind was cold, perfect for combating the warmth of excess fire chi, to guide it to other portions of his body that needed the increased heat. Poisonous chi, too great in amounts that it killed organs and muscles, could be spread around and collected in the stomach and intestine, in the kidneys by the southern wind, whose warmth and grounded existence contained the chi and made use of it to break down toxins the body produced naturally.  
 
    East wind, bringing with it the taste of sea water, took hold of excess metal chi, flowing it through to harden skin and muscle, fingernails and hair. The west wind with its ever-changing patterns, forced to shift and move by the mountains of the west, took hold of the wood chi that had invaded his body and contained it, using its bountiful surplus of life to bolster his body, shifted when it shifted and grew, diverted it when necessary to renew cells that were forced apart. 
 
    The four winds flowed through him, balancing his chi. And the fifth wind, the central wind that grounded them all, mixed them as his body needed. Created a balance that he never knew he could have. After all, the earth encompassed everything but the heavens and the hells, so it too could encompass his body.  
 
    As Wu Ying breathed and cultivated, as his body slowly relaxed, Wu Ying realized the truth of the body cultivation method. 
 
    The Five Winds were not meant to cleanse his body. There was nothing to cleanse. 
 
    What was, was as it should be. It was but a matter of finding the balance to make himself stronger. 
 
    Better.  
 
    And whole. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hesitant voices outside his cultivation chamber. A gentle push on the unbarred door. The familiar smell of flame and heat contained like the fires of a forge, powerful and steady but controlled. The other smell was bloody, corroded iron with a slight touch of earth, like the smell from an open mining pit. The light tread of feet brought the smells closer. Voices, familiar and recognizable, called out in concern.  
 
    Wu Ying opened his eyes and sighed at his robes that clung to his body, dried blood and sweat all over it. No refuse though, no waste exuded. No more, he guessed. Not if he learnt to apply his new body cultivation correctly. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Wu Ying said to his friends. Or tried to, his throat dry and hoarse from screaming. He had to clear it a few times and swallow the water handed to him before he got the words out. His voice was a little hoarse still, but he could tell it was healing already. 
 
    Just like the rest of his body. Imbalances fixing themselves, his body strengthening. He felt the Five Winds body cultivation method running in the background, putting him back together. He was not healed, but Wu Ying knew now that it was but a matter of time. 
 
    “More than fine.” He stood and walked over to the pair. 
 
    “What happened?” Tou He asked, assessing Wu Ying and noting the easier way his friend moved. “Something good?” 
 
    A grin burst from Wu Ying’s lips. “I figured it out.” 
 
    “Your body?” Yu Kun said, walking around him. He frowned as he sensed the shift, then went so far as to pick up his friend’s arm and pull back the sleeve of the robe to stare at the flesh beneath. The mottled nature of Wu Ying’s skin was still there but faded. “I see.” 
 
    Wu Ying continued to grin, basking in his good health. 
 
    Without warning, Yu Kun formed a blade edge of metal around his fingers and slashed Wu Ying’s arm. The sharp edge of the metal chi glanced off the skin, the blade dissipating and leaving only a minor mark.  
 
    Yu Kun raised an eyebrow, while the pair gaped at Yu Kun. “What? I had a feeling it had changed.” 
 
    “Does it feel different?” Tou He asked. 
 
    “No…” Wu Ying said, though he was a little hesitant. He did feel different, but the sensitivity in his skin was the same. There was no pain, just pressure from Yu Kun’s attack. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Fascinating.” Yu Kun rubbed his chin. “Perhaps I should look into Body Cultivating.” 
 
    “And become even slower at soul cultivation?” Tou He said teasingly.  
 
    Yu Kun made a face. He was older than the pair and still in the Energy Storage stage. While breaching the barrier between Energy Storage and Core cultivation was hard, he was fast approaching the age when doing so would be nearly impossible—at least without a lot of luck—as the impurities and blockages hardened further. 
 
    “Why did you two come?” Wu Ying said, diverting the conversation as he walked away from his friends to the pail of water nearby. Using the cloth set beside it, he began the process of wiping himself down. There was, he figured, unlikely to be enough time for a proper bath if they were there. 
 
    “Ah! It’s past midday. And when we heard from the attendants that you had been screaming…” Tou He shrugged. 
 
    “No one came to check on me?” Wu Ying said, surprised. While Tou He had gone to his own cultivation room, they normally checked on one another. Or paid for an attendant to do so. 
 
    “They did. I did, before we went to have lunch. You were lying on the floor, unmoving at the time. We assumed you were resting,” Yu Kun replied. “It was only after we were gone that you did whatever you did.”  
 
    Wu Ying frowned.  
 
    “By the time the attendants had an Elder here, you seemed to be stabilizing and getting better, so they left you alone. Or so we were told.” 
 
    That was the issue with hiring or using the general attendants to help watch for issues. Due to the dangers—and yes, pain—of cultivating, it was quite possible for individuals to suffer from the act of cultivating. Yet at the same time, it was those lessons and pain that an individual often had to push through to achieve success. Finding a balance between intervention and aid was difficult, and interrupting a cultivation session could do as much damage as letting a cultivator continue. As such, most attendants would rather not get involved.  
 
    “Afternoon already…” Wu Ying shook his head and tossed aside the cloth. Behind the room partition, he changed his robes, wincing as he found himself putting on his combat robes from the sect. He really needed to get better clothing. Or more of it. From behind the partition, he called, “And nothing has happened?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Tou He said. As Wu Ying walked out from behind the room partition, the ex-monk continued. “The ladies are not doing much either. Xiang Wen is packing to leave in her residence. And Wan Yan is—” 
 
    “In the library. Studying,” Yu Kun butted in. “I have a friend watching her for now.” 
 
    Tou He nodded in agreement. “So what now? Keep watch?” 
 
    Wu Ying considered the question, then stopped thinking about it. Instead he smiled, waving for the pair to follow him as he strode out the room. Perhaps if knowledge was a failure, it was time to trust his instincts.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
    The worn wooden door swung open, revealing the young lady standing behind it. She raised an eyebrow, even as Wu Ying brushed at the crumbs on his lips and swallowed around the baked meat bun he was chewing. He offered her a sheepish grin, his stomach having insisted on being filled the moment they had hit the streets and the delectable smell of the various roadside meals had permeated his consciousness. 
 
    “Wu Ying…” Then, realizing the familiar term she had used, Xiang Wen blushed a little. She quickly corrected herself. “Cultivator Long. I did not expect to see you again before my departure.”  
 
    “I know,” Wu Ying said. “I have a few questions for you.” 
 
    “You do?” She flicked her gaze over Wu Ying’s shoulder, taking in Tou He, who had followed him, unashamedly munching on a trio of meat sticks.  
 
    Yu Kun had hurried off to the library by himself, having been asked to keep a more direct eye on Wan Yan. 
 
    Wu Ying flicked his gaze to the insides of the residence in unspoken plea. After a moment, Xiang Wen stepped back and invited them in. As she led them through the courtyard into the inner visiting room, Wu Ying saw the other cultivators from her sect—her escorts—busy packing, explaining why she had been the one to meet them. 
 
    When the group were seated and tea and snacks poured and offered, then, finally, they got around to speaking of matters of import.  
 
    “I have to ask, but you are not affiliated with the dark sect, are you? Beyond the corruption you discarded,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Wha—” She was not the only one surprised by his blunt question, even Tou He’s eyes widening in surprise. 
 
    “Please. Can you just answer me? I’ll explain once you do.” 
 
    Her cheeks flushed, lips pursed, Xiang Wen shook her head. When Wu Ying still stayed silent, she put voice to her answer. “No. I want nothing to do with them. Unless it is at the end of my sword.” 
 
    “I thought so.” Wu Ying relaxed, sitting back in his chair. His hand, near his sword hilt, shifted another inch away. 
 
    “What is this about?” 
 
    “Simply. I was attacked a day ago in my room. By someone who smelled… well, like you did,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    It did not take long for Xiang Wen to put things together. “And you thought I was the attacker?” 
 
     “Initially. But now, no.” 
 
    “I’m flattered at the Honored Cultivator Long’s assessment. But why the change of mind?” Xiang Wen asked. 
 
    “Yes. I’d like to know too,” Tou He said. 
 
    “Call it a hunch.” 
 
    Tou He groaned and put a hand over his eyes. The ex-monk’s outlandish reaction pulled a giggle from Xiang Wen, who covered her mouth with her long sleeves. 
 
    “Really?” Tou He said, still not looking at Wu Ying. As if his embarrassment over Wu Ying’s admission was too much for him. 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    Hand lifted to rub his bald head, the ex-monk gestured for Wu Ying to continue whatever he was up to. There was a rather resigned look on Tou He’s face. 
 
    “Well, I won’t take more of your time.” Wu Ying stood and bowed to her. “We need to return to watching for trouble.” 
 
    “You’re not leaving just yet,” Xiang Wen said firmly. She rose too, glaring at Wu Ying and daring him to try to leave. 
 
    “Miss?” Wu Ying said.  
 
    Behind him, Tou He had tensed a little at her actions, but Wu Ying was entirely unperturbed. 
 
    “As I said. I want nothing to do with the dark sect. Except at the tip of my blade,” Xiang Wen said. “It seems there will be an opportunity to pay them back for the debt they owe me. I will not let that opportunity go.” 
 
    Wu Ying smiled. “Then you will help us.” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    Wu Ying jerked at her answer, eyes widening.  
 
    “You will help me.” A hand dropped to the sword she carried on her waist, clenching around the hilt. “And we will end them.” 
 
    Tou He laughed out loud, muttering something about “a type” as Wu Ying blathered on. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It did not take Wu Ying long to explain the situation, though he was a little annoyed that he had to repeat himself again when Xiang Wen brought in her sect mates. That they had arrived and the grinning, bushy-bearded man had called Wu Ying “the peeping tom” the moment he had been introduced had not improved his mood. 
 
    Still, Wu Ying was grateful for the help. Like them, Xiang Wen’s sect had not sent an Elder. In their case, their sect was located within a short distance of the Double Soul, Double Body Sect and thus had seen no reason to do so. The grounds between the two sects were relatively civilized, more than safe enough for inner sect members to travel without major issues. 
 
    “So you think they intend to attack the Double Soul, Double Body Sect because it can fix the corruption they’ve placed in others?” He Shi Rong, the bearded man, rumbled, arms crossed over his muscular chest. 
 
    Wu Ying nodded. 
 
    “I can see that. We’ll need to stop them…”  
 
    Beside the big, rumbling—and obvious—leader of the group, a shorter, plumper young lady nodded in agreement. She had a cheeky smile and a glint of mischievousness in her eyes. Duan Jia Yi, the young cultivator, was playing with a set of embroidery, her deft fingers never stopping as she spoke. “Do you think our friends here have been spotted?” 
 
    “Of course. He walked right up to Ah Weng and asked her to her face. But let’s wait for Ah Gui to get back,” Shi Rong said. 
 
    Not a moment later, a thin, whip-like man walked in, a bow in one hand and a quiver belted across his body. Unlike the others, he was not dressed in their sect robes but in the muted colors and low-quality hemp robes that were favored by wandering cultivators. All the better and easier for cleaning and repairing, after all. 
 
    “Ah Gui, what word?” Shi Rong called. 
 
    Bai Gui shook his head. “Escaped.” 
 
    “Then they were watched?” Xiang Wen said. The female cultivator had been quiet since the others had arrived, beyond introducing the group. 
 
    “Yes. The moment I spotted their watcher, they fled.” His lips curled up in disgust for a second. “Should have kept it nocked.” 
 
    “No. No violence, not yet.” Shi Rong shook his head. “We’ll deal with them tonight.” 
 
    Tou He glanced at Wu Ying, who returned the look, both of them a little surprised and put-off. It felt as if they had been caught up in the plans of the others instead of the other way around. It was, at best, disconcerting, but it was clear, as they discussed options, that Shi Rong was highly experienced at such clandestine operations.  
 
    “So they know of him,” Shi Rong said. 
 
    “They do,” Xiang Wen confirmed. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “Depthless Gully?” Shi Rong said. 
 
    “Him?” Xiang Wen’s lips pursed. “It could work.” 
 
    “It will work.” 
 
    “A bit dangerous,” Jia Yi said with an impish smile. “Think he can run fast enough?” 
 
    “He can handle himself,” Xiang Wen said. 
 
    “Better for him to run,” Bai Gui said. He hefted the bow a little. “But I can cover him.”  
 
    “His friend uses one…” Xiang Wen said, rubbing her chin. 
 
    “The one watching the library?” Shi Rong spoke up, frowning. “We need him to stop.” 
 
    “They’re already made.” Stab went the needle in Jia Yi’s hand. “Might as well leave them.” 
 
    Shi Rong sighed. “True. Later on, we could—umm…”  
 
    “If I’m correct, you are thinking of using Wu Ying as bait for tonight, are you not?” Tou He said, interrupting. He swept his gaze over the group before they reluctantly nodded. “Then I shall be with him. As will Yu Kun.” 
 
    “I don’t know… you’re changing your plans,” Shi Rong muttered. “And so many of you, they might choose to avoid you entirely. Much harder to take down three than one, quietly.” 
 
    “Then they won’t be able to attack the tower without us falling on them,” Tou He said. “It’d be stranger if we didn’t change our plans.” 
 
    Wu Ying watched as they pulled out a paper map of the tower and its surroundings. He stayed silent as they detailed where each of them should go, the other sect members arguing back and forth. Tou He even joined in the discussion once in a while.  
 
    Wu Ying stayed silent, availing himself of the snacks Xiang Wen had brought in. And when he had finished them all, he even followed her to the kitchen to help bring back more. She then located the mortal servant they had hired and sent him to purchase more food. 
 
    It was when they were walking back to the group that she spoke up, a puzzled look on her face. “You’re not taking part in the discussion?” 
 
    “Would your sect mates listen?” Wu Ying said wryly. 
 
    “Probably not,” Xiang Wen said. “Ah Rong is very bossy.” 
 
    “Exactly. In any case, it seems they agree with what I suspect.”  
 
    Xiang Wen raised an eyebrow, her footsteps barely making a sound on the wooden floors they traversed.  
 
    Wu Ying added, “That they will come for me anyway, wherever I am. I’m in their way.” 
 
    “So you don’t care because they’ll attack you and that’s good enough?” Xiang Wen frowned. “Are you that unconcerned about your life?” 
 
    “Not at all. But you all will be watching the tower too. Maybe even be in it. And we only need to hold off whatever attack there is long enough for the Sect Protectors to arrive.” 
 
    “Are you not worried they have Elders involved?” Xiang Wen whispered, her voice tinged with fear. 
 
    Wu Ying slowed a little, glancing at Xiang Wen before he shook his head. 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “How would they hide an Elder?” Wu Ying gestured with one hand to encompass the island. The tray that he’d taken his hand off wobbled briefly. “There’s only so much you can do with aura suppression. And it’s not a big island.” 
 
    “Enchantments. Talismans. Even a good aura suppression technique could make them look a level lower. And we don’t know what else the dark sect can do…” Xiang Wen said.  
 
    “Maybe,” Wu Ying said. “But if that’s the case, then they are already here. And nothing we can do would change that.” 
 
    “So you just don’t worry about it?”  
 
    “Would worrying change what needs to be done? Is there anything you could prepare for tonight that you haven’t?” 
 
    “No…”  
 
    “Then thinking about it just makes you scared now. Better to enjoy the present,” Wu Ying said, hefting the tray of food to indicate what he meant. 
 
    Xiang Wen laughed, cocking her head. “You’re a little different from before.” 
 
    “I might be reveling in not being in pain,” Wu Ying admitted. 
 
    She laughed once more as they entered the room. As she took her seat, she was more relaxed, joining in on the conversation and teasing that the group took to just as much as they did the planning.  
 
    It made Wu Ying smile, strangely enough. Before he grabbed another mandarin and peeled it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The entire planning session took a little more than an hour. With as little information as the group had, there was only so much they could plan for. More than once, a pointed conversation was answered by shrugs from Tou He and Wu Ying.  
 
    In the end, the group chose to split their forces while assuming there would be no attack during the day. Since it was unlikely the dark sect would conduct a direct assault, they would have to achieve their objectives by stealth. Just like with Wu Ying’s assassination attempt. 
 
    In the meantime, the members of Xiang Wen’s sect would see what they could gather about the wandering cultivators and prepare for the evening. Wu Ying was relegated to further consolidation of his cultivation breakthrough, while the other members of his team would continue to watch over Wan Yan. Once the tower closed in the late evening, the Verdant Green Waters Sect members would take position on a rooftop to watch over the tower in the evening. 
 
    “And you’re sure it’s better for us to be watching outside?” Wu Ying said. “And not watching Wan Yan still?” 
 
    “To stop whatever they are doing? No,” Shi Rong said. “But that’s not your job. Your job is to be bait, remember.” 
 
    Wu Ying sighed but nodded. At least Shi Rong and Xiang Wen were going to use what influence they had to alert more Elders in the Double Soul, Double Body Sect. Given enough warning, maybe the attack could be thwarted entirely. It was possible that, having failed to kill Wu Ying, the entire thing might have already been called off. With so few boats coming in though, tonight or tomorrow would be the best time for an attack. That too had been discussed briefly, but there was little they could do if that was true.  
 
    “Of course,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    Well, his role was no less important, if they were to split the dark sect’s forces. And most importantly, if the dark sect attacked him, it would most likely be before they launched the attack on the tower. That would give a small, but important, opening to rouse the Double Soul, Double Body Sect to arms.  
 
    “I do have a question,” Wu Ying said, 
 
    “Ask it then,” Shi Rong said. The group had gathered near the entrance to the courtyard mansion, about to show Wu Ying and Tou He out, and the bushy and large cultivator looked impatient. “Though you could have earlier.” 
 
    “It has nothing to do with the tasks assigned,” Wu Ying explained.  
 
    Shi Rong impatiently gestured for him to continue.  
 
    Wu Ying said, “I was just wondering why you all are so fast to join us. I understand Cultivator Sun’s motivations, but—” 
 
    “They harmed my mei mei[13]. Of course I will act against them.” Shi Rong looked incensed at Wu Ying’s question. More than that, he suddenly had a crafty expression as he leaned forward and went so far as to put a hand on Wu Ying’s shoulder. “I’d hurt anyone who hurt her. For any reason. You understand that, right?” 
 
    “Of course,” Wu Ying said. “It is good to care for one’s family.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Shi Rong’s grin widened while Jia Yi’s sewing needle stabbed in punctuation. “I’m glad you understand.” Shi Rong took his hand off Wu Ying’s shoulder after giving it a final squeeze. 
 
    “Thank you again then, for your assistance, Cultivator He.” 
 
    “Mmmm… do not be so distant. Call me Shi Rong. I expect we will soon be much closer.” Again, that big grin. 
 
    “Of course.” Wu Ying nodded. Fighting side by side created strong bonds, ones that were nearly as tight as that between members of the same lineage or familial, blood connections. 
 
    Once Wu Ying and Tou He exited the mansion, they made sure to eye the rooftops and the streets for another tail. It was a little late to be wary, but they could not change the past. 
 
    “Shi Rong was quite intense at the end, was he not? He really must care for Cultivator Sun a lot,” Wu Ying mused. 
 
    Tou He looked at his friend before he nodded. “Yes. I’m sure that was it. Now, come on. We need you to firm up your cultivation base further. Then I’ve got to see to Yu Kun.” 
 
    Wu Ying sighed but followed his friend. He wasn’t sure how much more he could in a few hours, but it was the most useful thing he could do now. The pain might have subsided, but it was not gone entirely. His body had many months of damage to fix.  
 
    If nothing else, soaking in the medicinal bath would help firm up his base and relax him. And taking a few moments to relax was important.  
 
    For tonight would be hectic.  
 
    At the very least. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
    Dinnertime arrived all too soon, with Wu Ying dragged out of the cultivation chamber by his friends. The evening meal had been booked at one of the many restaurants that overlooked the tower, the tower square being one of the more popular hangouts and locations for events.  
 
    Thankfully, since there were no celebrations this evening, their reservation for the restaurant had been easy to acquire. That left the three friends seated around an expansive meal, watching the people below while the cold evening winter air flowed into the room. Not that it made a difference for the cultivators, whose enhanced bodies barely noted the chill. 
 
    As for the young hostesses who had wanted to join them, the trio had chased them off with alacrity. Tou He had blushed a little at their presence, while Yu Kun had looked quite uninterested. Not a surprise, considering his taste. As for Wu Ying, paid companionship, even of the platonic kind, was unsatisfying, not to mention too expensive for his stingy nature to even contemplate.  
 
    Never mind the possibility of an attack and the mortal endangerment of the women involved. 
 
    The group lingered over their meal, content to order more as necessary to keep the owner happy with their presence, and watched the comings and goings to the tower. Much of it was routine and benign, leaving the group to speak on their lives. 
 
    “So you’ve stabilized enough?” Wu Ying said, glancing at Tou He. 
 
    “Well enough. I could have more, and there seem to be some additional minor blockages that have cropped up after the breakthrough,” Tou He said. “In time, I expect to be stronger than ever.” 
 
    “Good.”  
 
    Yu Kun shook his head, and when the pair looked at him, he put a hand to his chest and looked theatrically mournful. “And none of you noticed anything with me.” 
 
    “That’s because you keep your damn aura contained so we can’t,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Yes. Someone has lost his training…” 
 
    “I’ll get back to it! I have had other things to worry about.” 
 
    “I take it you’ve progressed. Again?” Tou He said, cutting the pair off before they could bicker further.  
 
    Wu Ying had to admit, he was interested too. 
 
    “I have.” Yu Kun smirked. “I’ve broken through another stage.” 
 
    “How?” Wu Ying said. Did Yu Kun not just do that a few weeks ago? 
 
    “What do you mean how? Hard work!” Yu Kun said, acting scandalized. 
 
    “Really? That works for someone so old? I thought you were too ancient for that now…” 
 
    “Come here. Let me show you ancient!” 
 
    “I’m more surprised he actually worked hard,” Tou He said. A pause. “At anything other than gambling.” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    The door slid open as they teased Yu Kun, leaving the group to turn in unison at the interruption. And freeze, since the new addition was not someone they had expected. Glaring at the tableau of Yu Kun about to smack Tou He with a free hand, the intruder sniffed. 
 
    “Cultivator Hao. I’m surprised to see you,” Wu Ying said, recovering first.  
 
    “Why? Can I not join my fellow sect members for dinner?” Wan Yan said, sweeping in and walking over to an empty space at the table. She placed a hand on the back of the chair. “Or am I not invited?” 
 
    “Well—” Yu Kun started only to be cut off by Tou He. 
 
    “You are of course welcome, Sister Hao.” The ex-monk gestured for her to pull out the chair. He then waved to the waiter, requesting a bowl of rice for the newcomer. “We haven’t seen you much.” 
 
    “Perhaps you haven’t been looking,” Wan Yan said. “Because I saw Yu Kun just today. And yesterday. And the peasant more times than I cared for.” 
 
    Wu Ying’s eyes narrowed. “I’m surprised you’re willing to sup with a peasant and a mere wandering cultivator.” 
 
    “Ex!” Yu Kun protested. 
 
    “Well, you are paying,” Wan Yan said, smirking. “I also came by to ask what you think you are doing.” 
 
    “Eating,” Tou He replied. 
 
    Wan Yan’s flat stare, which had entirely no humor in it, was all the reply he received. When the other two chose not to answer, she picked up the small bottle of wine and poured herself a cup, making a face at the cheap liquor when it hit her tongue.  
 
    Still, the trio stayed silent, the tension in the room ratcheting up. 
 
    “You are all delving into matters that do not concern you,” Wan Yan said, choosing to break the silence. “Things that some of you”—her gaze landed on Wu Ying—“should know better than to get involved in.” 
 
    Again, silence greeted her statements.  
 
    Wan Yan’s lips curled up a little into a sneer. “You should consider well if you want to continue down this path. It is not one that mere Energy Storage cultivators should indulge in.” 
 
    “I really don’t know what you’re talking about,” Wu Ying said, wanting to bait her to reveal further details. Or at least speak in such a way that revealed her true allegiances. 
 
    The small sneer on Wan Yan’s face grew more pronounced. “You think you know what you are doing, but you know nothing. Your actions will only bring harm to yourselves. It is best for you to stop. Leave, even, before matters progress further.” 
 
    Yu Kun snorted. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The man stuttered to a stop, her frank answer making him freeze. He ran a hand across the bare portion of his scalp, then paused as he felt the slight bumpiness from regrowing hair. For a moment, he was distracted before his gaze sharpened once more. 
 
    “Tell me, what do you think you are fighting for then?” Tou He said, compassionate eyes fixed on Wan Yan. 
 
    She met the ex-monk’s gaze, the sneer not faltering even as she sipped on the wine. Then again, she made a face. “Really, you could not get something better?” 
 
    “You’re welcome to order something better. And pay for it,” Wu Ying snapped. 
 
    “Never mind.” She sniffed. “And I’m not fighting for anything. I believe in doing what is best for me. Not for some distant Elders who care nothing for my progress. Nor for those who laud their progress over me, while being stuck. Failures, and still acting as though we should respect them. How many of these ‘Elders’ ever become Nascent Soul cultivators? How many immortals?” 
 
    “The path to immortality is fraught with danger and difficulty,” Tou He said gently. 
 
    “Har!” She brought the glass down so hard that it splashed wine around the room. Wu Ying was surprised that the glass itself had not cracked. “That’s what they tell you. But there are other paths to immortality. Better, more certain ones. But they won’t let you tread them.” She sneered. “Fear holds them back. It holds you back. It will not hold me.” 
 
    “Is this where you ask us to join you?” Yu Kun said derisively. 
 
    “No. You three are too enamored by their lies. We have no use for people like you.” Again, the sneer reappeared. “But that does not mean we want you getting in our way. You or any others. Step aside. Watch what your Elders really say and do. Then, perhaps, you’ll understand.” 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head and leaned forward, palms flat on the table. “No. We know the stories, and we’ve seen what you will do. I—we—will not stand aside.” 
 
    Wan Yan smiled and stood. “I told them. But they wouldn’t believe me. What comes next is on your head.”  
 
    Those were the last words she spoke before she strode out. The trio watched her leave before Tou He sighed, looking a little sad.  
 
    Wu Ying broke the glum silence that had fallen over the group by stating the obvious. “I guess we know who it is then.” 
 
    “Either that, or she really doesn’t like me gambling,” Yu Kun said. 
 
    “No one likes you gambling,” Tou He said, turning to the ex-wandering cultivator. “Or the gambling groups you set up.” 
 
    Yu Kun continued grinning unrepentantly. 
 
    “We best finish eating. I expect trouble will arrive soon enough,” Wu Ying said, gesturing to the food. Suiting words to action, he picked up a piece of gai lan[14] and placed it on his plate. Then, grinning, he grabbed a bowl of spareribs just before Tou He could. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Contrary to Wu Ying’s expectations, they were not attacked after Wan Yan left. They were not even attacked when they departed the restaurant after it closed for the evening. Even when they took their place on a nearby rooftop to watch over the tower, they were left unmolested. While they did try to hide their presence, they also took care to take precautions against an attack. Not that they expected it to help much, since their observers had already shown themselves able to watch the trio without being seen. 
 
    With the sun down, the night quickly grew cold and ice crystals formed on the rooftops as the humidity from the river cooled and froze over. Each breath sent a plume of visible vapor from their mouths as more lights were lit throughout the city.  
 
    The trio took turns changing positions, two watching the rooftops surrounding them, eyeing the shadows that shifted and formed under the cloudy, moonlit sky, while the third watched the tower. There had been a brief discussion about splitting up, which had been refused due to the danger of such an action. 
 
    Instead, they watched together as the hours passed, the drum beat of the city’s clock towers marking the change of hour. In less used and illuminated streets, they caught sight of the moving lanterns of pedestrians and the occasional wagon, while the creak of wooden signposts and the slow shift of buildings rose from all around them. Even the noise from individuals going on about their evening routines died away as midnight came and went, leaving the trio to watch. 
 
    In silence. 
 
    The night grew on, the trio using little trickles of chi from their dantians to keep themselves awake. Their attention would occasionally waver, but long days of forced meditation and contemplation, of exercise and form practice meant that they brought their attention back soon enough. 
 
    And still, nothing happened. 
 
    Until it did. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The first sign of a problem was the hiss of crossbow bolts flying toward the trio. The attack came without warning and would have ended the three of them—or at least injured them badly—if they had not taken precautions. 
 
    Protective talismans on the rooftop flared, words scrolling up in columns of yellow light. The crossbow bolts shattered against the protections, the sound sending the group searching in surprise. Weapons rose as they stared into the dark for their attackers. Tou He crushed the talisman they had brought to signal the ambush was sprung. 
 
    Silence greeted the trio, until another round of crossbow bolts flew out. Once more, they struck the protections, which flared and, in a few cases, cracked. The protections were cheap, created to deal with surprise attacks, and were meant to be combined with other protections around a camp to alarm sleepers. 
 
    “Where are they?” Wu Ying drew a deep breath, searching. He smelled nothing but the river water, the ice crystals, and the tile around him. The wind was blowing in the wrong direction, it seemed. 
 
    “I see them!” Yu Kun cried. Drawing and releasing in one smooth motion, his arrow flickered through the protection, slowed down and deflected only a little before it exited. Insufficient to push it off entirely, as the strangled cry of pain as it struck informed Wu Ying. 
 
    Another pair of bolts flew through the air. This time, the attack was staggered, the first bolt shattering the protection they hunkered behind. The second bolt, Tou He deflected with his staff. 
 
    “Go!” Yu Kun shouted as he drew and fired again. 
 
    Wu Ying had spotted the attackers by now and threw himself forward, bounding across dark clay tiles, triggering his qinggong technique as he did so. To his surprise, he flew across the tiles with greater ease and distance than ever, his newly integrated Wind Body allowing him to cross the rooftop more smoothly than ever. So much so that he almost flew off the roof. 
 
    While Wu Ying was dealing with his self-made predicament, Tou He was moving more confidently to face their attackers. The ex-monk batted aside another pair of crossbow bolts and a dagger attached to a chain before he stopped. Appearing from the shadows, masked, black-clad attackers rushed the ex-monk. Wu Ying’s lips pressed thin as he realized that three of them were facing his friend, with another three—one injured and attempting to extract the barbed arrowhead Yu Kun had fired into his shoulder—hanging back. 
 
    Landing firmly, Wu Ying made a quick decision and twisted, drawing his weapon with the same motion. The Spirit-level sword glimmered, the higher-grade weapon allowing him to push his energy through it with greater ease. The wind chi rippled through and around the weapon as he projected his sword intent. The attack flew through the air, tearing up black tiles and forcing the three melee attackers to dodge, breaking up their careful formation. 
 
    As one of the attackers landed, his paired short daos held aloft, Yu Kun’s arrow slammed into his calf. Perfectly estimating where the man would land, the attack arrived before his opponent could block it, crumpling him to the roof. Immediately after, Yu Kun had to throw himself aside, a crossbow bolt bloodying his arm as he dodged a little too late. The cultivator cursed as he scrambled to his feet, drawing another arrow from his quiver. 
 
    In the meantime, Tou He had used his momentary reprieve to pound on his assailants, shifting position constantly so that it would be difficult for the archers to attack him without hitting their friends. His staff swept around and down, catching a foot here, striking a shoulder there, always moving. The longer weapon and the wide, sweeping attacks and defenses kept Tou He’s assailants at bay.  
 
    In the meantime, the injured archer had removed the arrow and slapped a talisman on the wound, holding it closed, before grabbing his crossbow. Wu Ying surged across the rooftops, cutting at the crossbow bolts that were fired, closing the distance to the archer. When he was two-thirds of the way there, just outside of lunging distance, the remaining pair of archers drew their weapons. 
 
    In short order, Wu Ying was engaged with the three archers, his blade flicking back and forth as he blocked their attacks. His breathing came short and fast as he drew in the chi the three stained the air with. Fire, metal, and earth chi, all of it mixed together. There was some corruption in two of the three chi flows, but the third was clean, smelling of nothing but flame and heat. Nor did he smell anything from the three attackers targeting Tou He. 
 
    Dragon strokes the Painting parried a lunging blade high, the return push cut on his side delivering the tip of Wu Ying’s sword into his opponent’s eye. Only the barest edge of the jian entered before his assailant flinched, but it was sufficient. The abject horror at being blinded sent his opponent reeling away, the hidden edge of swirling chi tearing open the orb entirely. 
 
    Wu Ying’s success did not come without a price. A mace came crashing down on Wu Ying’s foot, knocking him down to the rooftop. His thigh throbbed, the bone creaking alarmingly as the powerful attack nearly shattered his femur. Only the powerful Body Cultivation and strengthening he had done saved him. 
 
    Rolling, Wu Ying came to his knees in time to deal with an overhand cut from a dao, shedding the attack off his weapon sheath to his left. He used the same motion to bring his own weapon cutting upward, an attack that his opponent attempted to dodge. And succeeded—all but for the shimmering, almost invisible field of wind chi that coated Wu Ying’s weapon. The wind chi edge tore at his opponent’s armor, slicing open robe and underarmor, sending metal scales clinking through the air. 
 
    Sounds of scuffling to the side had Wu Ying edge in a clockwise direction, catching sight of Yu Kun in the midst of a brawl against two new attackers. Wielding his hooked swords, the ex-wandering cultivator flowed between the pounding, abusive attacks of a spiked knuckle brawler and a spear attacker. Still, Yu Kun seemed to be on the backfoot, already sporting a deep bruise across one eye and a limp, along with his bleeding arm. 
 
    Tou He, with his defensive style, was much safer and less injured. Even keeping his three attackers at bay, Tou He managed to occasionally attack with a burst of flame or a staff strike. In particular, the attacker with the arrow in his calf was the target of the majority of the beating, half his clothing burnt off already. 
 
    Wu Ying took all this in with a single glance before he was back on the defensive, his opponents pushing him. His jian darted and twisted, blocking strikes as he was forced across the rooftop with each step. A part of Wu Ying was surprised by the sheer number of attackers, while another portion catalogued the strength of those around him. 
 
    Nearly half of the attackers were Body Cleansing cultivators in the late or peak stage of Body Cleansing. As they fought, more and more of their auras leaked through the simple enchantments they carried, burnt away as they used their chi. It was no wonder no one had noticed their presence. Using the talismans, so many of them had acted like plain—low Body Cleansing cultivation—mortals. 
 
    Worse. He felt it now. 
 
    Wu Ying’s eyes narrowed as he flipped backward, off the edge of the building he was on, then kicked against the nearby wall to fly right back upward. His feet left deep divots in the wall behind him, even as the attackers who had rushed forward were bowled over by his sudden return. 
 
    A quick grapple with one hand and Wu Ying twisted his body in midair, pulling his opponent with him as he landed. Wu Ying’s blade plunged once, deep into the body, before he was forced to back away and go on guard. His opponents, now reduced by one, rushed him once more.  
 
    Yet Wu Ying’s attention was not really on his attackers. For the underlying hum of chi that surrounded the tower, that powered its subtle but benign defenses, had disappeared. They had been so prevalent, Wu Ying had stopped considering them—until the energy they had drawn from the surroundings, that they emitted just by existing no longer pulsed.  
 
    The tower defenses were off. 
 
    And, as he had suspected, a score of black-clad figures rushed toward it through the streets below. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Where’s our reinforcements?” Yu Kun shouted as he retreated, his swords hooked together to give him range and drive back his attackers. They ducked low and retreated, only the spear-wielder contending with the increased attack range.  
 
    “Where’s the signal for the others!?!” Wu Ying said.  
 
    The moment Wu Ying and his friends had been attacked, they had crushed the tokens they had been given to signal for help. Yet none of the alarms that should have roused the sect had arisen. 
 
    As if the heavens themselves had been waiting for Wu Ying’s words, calamity struck. Flames rose in two corners of the town, the rumble of explosions and the wave of heat arriving soon after. One was near the docks, burning brightly around where the warehouses would be. Another was farther away, in the northernmost residential district where many of the Double Soul, Double Body Sect Elders lived. Flames flickered and caught on forest edges, before guttering and dying. 
 
    The explosion of the warehouse and the signal drums that struck were muted, as if they were many more li away than they truly were. Understanding struck at the same time as a miss-timed block, Wu Ying’s opponent’s sword digging into his shoulder and sending Wu Ying skidding backward. It was only his reinforced skin and the poor suitability of the dao for thrusting that saved him. 
 
    “There’s a formation!” Wu Ying cried.  
 
    Looking around, Wu Ying searched for the offending silencing formation, but he was unable to locate it in the dark. Rather than spend further time on it, he swung his weapon, sending out blades of wind and sword intent, indiscriminately. 
 
    His opponents reacted predictably, jumping aside at first until they realized his true intentions. Then they tried to block his attacks as the attacks cut against roof and surrounding walls, battering at the formation’s foundations. 
 
    “Yes. About time!” Yu Kun cackled.  
 
    Swinging his hooked-together swords, the ex-wandering cultivator tore up the rooftop as he retreated, bouncing across the building as he headed for the square. In turn, his attackers grew less cautious as they attempted to stop Yu Kun’s retreat. In so doing, they paid for it as the wily ex-wandering cultivator tossed out a package of sand and salt, blinding the pair. A rising cut of projected sword intent tore into the leading arm of the distracted spear-wielder, forcing the man to drop his weapon. 
 
    Tou He caught on as well, though the cultivator took little additional action other than to inch away from his attackers. Unlike the others, he maneuvered himself away from the tower. That expanded the pyramid the three were fighting from, each of them shifting farther away from the others as they sought to find the edge of the formation. 
 
    “Keep moving!” Wu Ying cried, using his newfound lightness of feet to throw himself off the roof to the one across the street. Bare air passed beneath his feet, the wide roadway crossed with a simple surge of energy and power.  
 
    For all the danger they were in, Wu Ying could not help but grin. All that training, all that cultivating had seen results, results that he had not fully appreciated until now. 
 
    A crash from below, a shout of pain. Wu Ying twisted his head, unable to see Yu Kun anymore as the cultivator fought in the square. Further screams filtered in, along with cries for help and the chaos of the rising flames from the city. Wu Ying’s eyes widened, realizing that formation had been broken. 
 
    “Good!” Wu Ying said to himself, sliding backward with one foot behind him as he absorbed another heavy blow from the dao.  
 
    Wu Ying struck with his sword sheath, bruising his opponent’s knee before he riposted. The blade sank into a forearm. Now all three of his attackers were injured. The one he had stabbed in the back looked the worse for wear. 
 
    “Death before slavery!”  
 
    At first, the shout came from the cultivator wielding the paired daos. It was soon taken up by the others. Moments later, the smell of their chi turned rancid and oily, burnt and ashen as their bodies flushed red, smoke rising from their forms in the cold night air. They were burning their lifeblood and cultivation base, eyes growing bloodshot, energy leaking from increasingly frazzled auras.  
 
    More importantly, as they attacked again, each of their blows were faster, fiercer, and heavier. Wu Ying’s arm hurt, his fingers trembling from each strike. Thankfully, his Spirit-level sword held up against the attacks with ease, his opponents’ weapons being chipped and, in one case, shattering entirely from the abuse. 
 
    Yet as Wu Ying retreated, barely able to outpace his attackers and keep them from swarming him, the sudden change of tempo was not at his location alone. Wu Ying heard the increasingly desperate shouts from where Yu Kun was. He felt the sudden surge of energy as Tou He, careful with his usage of chi until now, burned bright, flame chi swirling around him in a column that reached tens of feet high. The ex-monk’s staff exploded with flames with each block, lighting up the night sky further.  
 
    As he fought, Wu Ying tried to rejoin his friends. He regretted splitting their forces, necessary as it had been. Now that the formation was broken, he heard the sounds of battle from the tower itself. Even as Wu Ying jumped over a spear thrust and rolled to his feet, throwing a Dragon’s Breath attack behind him, he watched a corner of the tower explode outward, showering books and masonry on the square below. 
 
    As he rose to his feet once more, Wu Ying snarled, wondering where their reinforcements were. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
    A blow from a mace threw Wu Ying backward, the strength of the cultivator using it having grown to suppress Wu Ying’s own by twice. Sheath crossed against sword to back it up, Wu Ying skimmed across the edge of the roof, tiles flying out from behind him, shards striking the backs of his legs. As he reached the roof’s edge, Wu Ying pushed off with the tips of his toes, flipping through the air. 
 
    Even before he landed on the ground, a spear shot out, aimed for Wu Ying’s head. A tilt of his body and head saw the weapon miss, his attacker’s aim half-off due to his eye injury. Closely following the spear was the third attacker, throwing himself off the building in a rush to catch up, blood pouring from his chest wound. 
 
    Wu Ying growled, thrusting his sword out repeatedly. Dragon’s Needles were from the fourth form of the Long family style, a series of quick, repeated thrusts of the weapon. Combined with the Dragon’s Breath, it allowed Wu Ying to send small bursts of sword intent to attack and wound his dual-wielding opponent. That the attacks were significantly underpowered meant little, as he needed to bleed the attackers. 
 
    And bleed them, he did. His opponent ignored the multiple needle-like wounds that pierced his body as he cut at Wu Ying, sending a surge of black-and-brown-stained sword intent in return. Blade lifted, Wu Ying twisted as he shed the attack, using his aura and wind chi to send it cutting away from him. He was still pushed back, kicking up dirt against the cobblestones of the square he had landed in. 
 
    No time to worry about his bruised feet, Wu Ying charged forward as his opponent landed. If he could reach him in time, he could end this… 
 
    Instinct threw Wu Ying into a sideways roll, barely dodging the mace that swung down and shattered the paving squares, sending shards of stone scattering through the square. Even as Wu Ying threw himself aside and cut out with another burst of sword intent, the spear-wielder was on him, forcing him onto the defensive. 
 
    Around Wu Ying, the once-pristine stone square was now shattered and broken, a victim of Yu Kun and his opponents’ fight. Rubble from the tower, portions of it having been destroyed, were scattered across the ground too. Remnant bookshelves, cultivation works, and the occasional spirit lamp lay strewn around. 
 
    Most disturbing of all—bodies. Too many of them were clad in the Double Soul, Double Body Sect’s robes. More than one visage Wu Ying recognized, library attendants fallen with looks of fear and shock, pain and loss writ large. It was no surprise so many lay slain—they were not martial combatants, but librarians after all. Even if most had learnt some form of self-protection, there was a stark difference between those who fought regularly and those who did so out of necessity. 
 
    Never mind the fact that the dark sect cultivators were burning their lifeblood and cultivation bases, making them stronger than even the Energy Storage cultivators. It was madness that they were choosing to do this. 
 
    “Where are the Elders and Sect Protectors?” Wu Ying snarled, falling back to where Yu Kun was fighting, one arm hanging by his side and bleeding. “They should have heard this by now!” 
 
    “I don’t know!” Yu Kun said. “Where’s that woman or her people? Were you wrong?” 
 
    Wu Ying could not help but shake his head, having no answer either. Then there was no more time to talk. Blades flashed, spears thrust, and the clash and pant of cultivators echoed through the air. In the midst of it, Wu Ying turned over the question. 
 
    Wan Yan had told them not to get involved. She was obviously part of the dark sect. Yet, could Xiang Wen perhaps had been part of it too? Did they get taken in and the dark sect have even more conspirators than they had expected? 
 
    A cut of sword intent spun through the air, slicing open Wu Ying’s cheek. He hissed, pushing his speculations aside, and forced his opponents back with a flurry of strikes. Up and down, the Dragon searches for Fireflies spun, much-battered sword sheath and jian flowing together until Wu Ying’s opponents staggered back, clutching at bleeding arms and legs. 
 
    “Tou He?” Wu Ying asked. If they had been betrayed, then his friend was the only one they could rely upon. 
 
    “Still on the rooftop,” Yu Kun replied. 
 
    “We need to finish this.” 
 
    “What do you think I’ve been doing!”  
 
    A stamp of his feet had Yu Kun sending his own paired swords swinging up, distracting the spear-wielder who charged him. Yu Kun wrapped his injured arm around the spear’s haft, locking it still. Not to give up the chance offered by his friend, Wu Ying sent a blade strike, only for another of their opponents to block it. 
 
    With a surge of energy, Yu Kun broke the spear just before his opponent yanked it away. It cost him though, blood spurting from his already injured arm. Grabbing his friend by the back of his collar, the sheath of his sword falling by the wayside, Wu Ying threw the pair of them away from their opponents, back toward the tower. 
 
    Behind them, the tower shook again and stone sprayed out of it. Thankfully, not toward the pair. 
 
    “If we don’t stop them, the tower will fall,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “I know!” Yu Kun said exasperatedly. 
 
    Wu Ying eyed his friend, the way he was favoring his arm. Then Wu Ying turned to the five injured but still functioning opponents. Some should be dead, but they refused to fall, the berserk skill they were using keeping them on their feet. His mind made up, he pulled Yu Kun and shoved him at the tower’s entrance. 
 
    “Go! I’ve got this.” Wu Ying cried. He twisted his hand, pulling forth a wooden jian as replacement for his sheath from his spirit ring and tuned out his friend.  
 
    He could only hope Yu Kun could do something when he entered the tower. Maybe surprise the opponents. Or turn on the defenses.  
 
    Something.  
 
    As for Wu Ying, he had five opponents to finish. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Long family style—third form, dual wielding. It was not an actual series of movements, but an addition to the third form that focused on the use of a second weapon—or a sword sheath—in the off hand and the minor adjustments required between forms. Dual wielding was not, contrary to what amateurs thought, innately better than single sword. While a second weapon offered significant advantages, major issues cropped up if one studied dual wielding immediately.  
 
    Firstly, with two swords, it was all too easy to forget the basic principles of swordsmanship. Leverage, edge, positioning, distance, and timing played a larger role in the techniques of swordsmanship than having a second blade. Unless one was a heaven-defying protégé, learning all those aspects with a single weapon was a difficult enough challenge. Doing so with two hands, and judging every aspect for both weapons at the same time, often meant you missed the subtleties of the blade. 
 
    In addition, wielding two weapons, especially two long jians like Wu Ying preferred, created its own challenge. The weapons were easy to tangle with one another due to their greater length. They were also more difficult to use for blocking purposes, as the greater length brought the balance point farther forward. Especially for the weaker left hand. 
 
    Yet for all that, wielding two weapons was useful in a variety of ways. The greater reach of his off-hand jian let Wu Ying strike and threaten with greater effect. A twisting block that took a spear from the inside of his body to the outside right foot would normally leave Wu Ying wide open on the left. Yet his second weapon easily blocked a thrust; and tangling the weapon near the strength of his guard, he could thrust forward with the same hand and clip the spear-wielder’s retreating arm. 
 
    Another step, a twist low and spin let him carry the attack through with a cut toward an extended foot near the ground, even as he kept his right sword raised and pointed at an angle toward the sky. That allowed Wu Ying to intercept a falling blow and shed it away from his head. Then his legs unfurled as he exploded from his crouch into a thrust. 
 
    Dragon sprawls in his Lair became Flashing claws before Dinner. Feet twisted and wove as Wu Ying shifted position constantly and integrated the footwork of the Wind Steps and Northern Shen styles, a constant twisting, sprawling, and bobbing motion that altered the height and angle of his attacks. Strikes passed over his head or flew past his rising body. Cuts were dodged by swaying chest and hips aside while sweeps missed as he raised his feet in sharp kicks. 
 
    Wu Ying dueled, and a portion of his mind noted the increased speed, increased flexibility his new body provided him. Each moment he danced among blades and spears, among spinning chains and smashing mace heads, he won. Five against one, but they could not contain him any more than one could contain the wind.  
 
    A pair of swirling dao swords were caught in a cross-body block. A shift in chi surrounded him. A twist in a body glimpsed from the corner of the eye. A precursor to an attack. 
 
    Wu Ying charged forward, using his shoulder as he locked blades with his current opponent to push him off-balance. Even so, the attack his opponent had readied tore at Wu Ying’s robes, skipping off the underarmor he wore beneath. Wu Ying grunted in pain, but he had no time to worry about a minor issue like pain and injury. 
 
    A drop to the ground bought Wu Ying time as a spear thrust missed his head, though the dip of the spear shaft struck his shoulder, bruising it. A cut with the wooden jian, reinforced with his wind chi, skipped off an arm bracer that did little to stop the surge of wind chi Wu Ying sent after it. The almost invisible strike of compressed air and wind chi cut his opponent’s face, tearing open a cheek and ripping off an ear. His opponent reeled back, opening the encirclement. 
 
    Before Wu Ying could take advantage of it, a kick to Wu Ying’s back sent him toward a raised mace. He twisted, his right-hand jian extending as he pumped energy through it, swinging it widely and toward his back to force his opponents back. At the same time, he rode the smashing mace strike down, bending his body around the strike and yielding to the force. 
 
    He failed of course, but he managed to shed enough of the force and borrow its impetus to complete his spin and send a knee into the mace-wielder’s shoulder. Wu Ying landed, twisting both blades around his body with his shoulders and arms as he rose, warding himself. Chi flared, extending the blades briefly, forcing his opponents away. The Dragon’s Whirlpool. 
 
    After Wu Ying finished, he stumbled a little, chest aching from the crushing blow, a cut that he never even noticed receiving bleeding down one leg. Shoulder bruised at some point, numerous cuts across his arms, and the wound on his cheek still weeping blood.  
 
    He could not hold this door forever. Five against one was too much, especially when they were at least as strong as he was, if not stronger. If not for their lack of control, their mindless aggression that had grown and torn at the framework of their teamwork, he would already have fallen. 
 
    Yet he had no choice but to continue to hold on. In the distance, Wu Ying smelled the fires, heard the shouts of the roused population, and sensed the disturbance in chi as Elders and other sect members fought to control the flames. 
 
    Fought for control and sometimes just fought. 
 
    “You snuck people into the sect itself,” Wu Ying said, understanding slowly filtering in.  
 
    It was not just people outside the sect who threatened the Double Soul, Double Body Sect, but people within too. That was the only explanation for the lack of reinforcements. For the chaos. 
 
    It was why Wu Ying’s warnings had been so stymied. 
 
    There were traitors within and without. 
 
    His opponents had no answer beyond their weapons and aggression. That was all right, for Wu Ying met their attacks with his own. 
 
    To buy time. To win. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying twisted his wrist, feeling the slight resistance his opponent’s heart and ribs gave as he tore his sword from his opponent’s chest. Blood stained the edge of Wu Ying’s blade, dropping off as the swirling wind chi that surrounded his weapon flung it aside.  
 
    Eyes wide with surprise and disbelief, his opponent exclaimed, “No, it can’t end like this—” 
 
    Wu Ying had no time to listen to the rest of his opponent’s words, to his objection to the ending of his life. There was not enough time, not at all. Even as he killed his opponent, Wu Ying was spinning aside, blocking another attack by the mace-wielder, swaying aside as a spear shot past where his head would be. He barely needed to dodge the last. 
 
    “Aim better!” snarled another of Wu Ying’s opponents, having to skip aside as the spear threatened to impale him.  
 
    Forced to retreat, the threatened opponent diverted his own attack, leaving Wu Ying an open space in their encirclement to charge up a sword strike. The wind and chi attack spiraled out from the thrust, only to be blocked. 
 
    It didn’t matter. The attack was but a distraction, sufficient to let Wu Ying duck free of the encirclement he had plunged into. And all it cost him was another blow from the haft of the spear on his back, an attack that left a deep bruise. 
 
    Free, Wu Ying rolled and twisted, leading his motion with the wooden sword and allowing the built-up wind chi to release in a sword strike that forced his opponent back. As the mini-cyclone washed outward, pushing back his opponents, the heart-stabbed opponent slumped to the ground. He joined a second corpse, fallen as burning both lifeblood and cultivation base finally caught up with her. 
 
    As Wu Ying backed away to give himself a moment to breathe, his sight wobbled a little. His dantian was nearly empty, the swirling center of it dragging down as much chi as it could as the Never Empty Wine Pot sought to refill it. His aura tugged upon the unaspected chi in the environment, but there was so little of it left after their fights. Now, the environment was littered with exploded chi from their fight, all of it aspected. He could draw it down, but he needed to break the aspects, make it his own before he could use it. 
 
    As for his body… Wu Ying straightened with a bloody grin, a blow having knocked a tooth loose and torn open the inside of his cheek. His breathing hitched, multiple bruised and cracked ribs and a long cut down his front making each breath a struggle. His legs were riddled with cuts and stabs, blood staining his pants. 
 
    And still, his enemies were still standing.  
 
    Spittle-flecked mouths below bloodshot eyes and flushed cheeks, in blood-stained robes, the remaining trio threw themselves forward, and Wu Ying met them. One was maimed and half-blind, the mace-wielder limping from a deep cut in his leg, and the last jian-wielder bled from a variety of shallow stabs across his upper torso. They were all, like Wu Ying, running low on chi and on their last legs. 
 
    Their next clash would likely be their last. One way or the other. 
 
    An explosion from the side, one of flame and heat, then a figure flew from the rooftops. Clad in pale green and blue robes, now soot-and-blood-stained, the figure bounced across the ground a few times before coming to a stop. He lay silent and smoking, a much-shortened bamboo staff clutched in his hand. 
 
    “Tou He!” Wu Ying cried, fear gripping his heart.  
 
    His distraction was all his enemies needed, as they swarmed him.  
 
    The spear was the first to stab out, aimed for what would be the center of Wu Ying’s body but off just a little. Wu Ying swayed aside, deflecting the weapon with his off-hand by pure reflex. Still, he moved too slow and it scored against his tilted body, blood flying through the air. 
 
    The mace came swinging in on the same side that he had swayed toward, aiming to miss his sword. Wu Ying blocked it anyway, but the weak side of his sword just glanced off the hilt of the mace before the weapon crushed into Wu Ying’s arm and bone cracked. 
 
    Screaming, Wu Ying flew to the side, the momentum of the mace attack leaving him spinning away so that his final opponent had to chase him with his shorter weapon. Wu Ying backpedaled as quickly as he could, attempting to regain his balance and the momentum of the fight even as he blocked the thrusting attacks sent his way. 
 
    The next few seconds were a frenzied dance of bloody blades, attacks appearing before his eyes, stabbing and cutting without cease.  
 
    Block high and angled. Circle down low. Across the body in a parry. Thrust low to catch blade. Up high to push cut blade. Across body. Beat left. Parry right. Down low. 
 
    Again and again, never having time to recover, Wu Ying was pushed back. His concentration, his focus, narrowed to a band of flashing blades and the opponents before him.  
 
    Then another attack appeared from outside his focus. Wu Ying had no time to dodge it, the spear head sinking into the top of his shoulder. Luckily, it was his left shoulder, where his arm was already crippled. The pain shook Wu Ying from his stupor. He blocked another attack, pushing himself forward to lock blades with his other opponent. 
 
    Wu Ying struggled for dominance; bodies pressed together. Too close now for the spear-wielder to attack him. Lips peeled into a bloody grin, Wu Ying sensed the moment his opponent was about to pull back, the indrawn breath he took as he relaxed. 
 
    And Wu Ying lurched forward, smashing his forehead into his opponent’s face. A brief moment of surprise as his opponent stumbled backward. Wu Ying’s blade tip dipped and plunged into the small of the throat, tearing open a windpipe. 
 
    Another opponent down, but Wu Ying was swaying. His wounds were bleeding slower, his heart struggling to keep up. The spear-wielder, already angling, grinned at Wu Ying. He paused, making the cultivator stare at him before his spear shot out, aimed in ironic vengeance at Wu Ying’s eye. 
 
    Wu Ying’s jian suddenly felt too heavy to move, too slow. He tried to bring it over to block, but the spear was moving too fast. He watched his death approach, the tip of the spear growing ever larger as it sought his life. 
 
    A stick. A simple stick. The broken and shattered end of a staff saved his life. It plunged into the cultivator’s head from his blinded side, thrown through the air. The spear veered off course, barely missing Wu Ying. 
 
    And then, there were no others in the courtyard. The last cultivator, the mace-wielder, was gone. Wu Ying turned his head from side to side, searching. At some point, he had run.  
 
    Wu Ying swayed again on his feet, then found himself on the ground. He fumbled at his spirit ring, pulling out healing pills. Snake and Ox Blood Marrow pills, Bone and Flesh Restitching pills. He swallowed them in quick order, whimpering as they exploded with energy that his body drew to it hungrily.  
 
    All around, the sounds of battle filled the air. Fires burning, explosions of chi shattering walls and pavement. Hot wind brought the heat of the flames and the smell of burning chi and bodies. 
 
    Propped up on one elbow, Tou He offered a shaky grin before he slumped back down to stare at the overcast sky, lit from below. Each of his breaths plumed, water vapor rising. 
 
    They’d survived, but the battle still raged on around them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
    A head—a very pretty head with raven-black hair that was a little askew and a streak of dirt running along the chin—popped into Wu Ying’s view from where he lay on the ground, cultivating and attempting to heal his wounds. Her curious expression, slightly stressed, turned serious as she stared at him. 
 
    “What are you doing lying down on the job?” Xiang Wen said. “Come on, there’re more dark sect cultivators to deal with.” 
 
    “I’m healing. From dealing with multiple attackers when we should have been backed up,” Wu Ying said. Yet he could not help but force himself to sit up. A part of him worried that she might still be an enemy, but considering she wasn’t stabbing him with the sword in her hand, he figured he was safe. If she had, he might not even be able to stop her. 
 
    “Plans changed. Things got a little hectic on our end.” Xiang Wen offered Wu Ying a hand up, which he happily used. Her hand was warm and quite soft and smooth, though he did idly note a few familiar calluses. Considering they were cultivators, she practiced quite a bit with her sword to keep those. “But we dealt with it.” 
 
    “And left us alone,” Tou He called, still lying on the ground. He waved Bai Gui away as he tried to help him up. “I’m not going to be moving for a bit.” 
 
    Wu Ying frowned, looking over. Only then did he notice how low in chi his friend was. While Wu Ying had recovered some of his chi and his wounds had stopped bleeding, his friend still bled a little here and there. And most importantly, Tou He seemed nearly entirely empty of any chi. 
 
    “You didn’t…” Wu Ying asked as he hobbled over, a little bit of fear in his voice. 
 
    “Just at the end.” Tou He flashed Wu Ying a little smile, jerking his head back toward the tower. “When I realized the mace-wielder had run off, I tried to help but couldn’t move. Had to burn a little lifeblood for that throw.” 
 
    “Damn it, Tou He. You can’t keep doing that.” 
 
    “No, but better a little of my life than all of yours, no?” His friend’s eyes drifted shut, before he murmured, drowsily, “Now, I’m just going to… rest.” 
 
    Wu Ying wanted to shout at his friend more but was interrupted by the others saying, “Come on. The fighting inside the tower is still ongoing.” 
 
    “Where are the Elders?” Wu Ying said, looking into the distance.  
 
    He felt the thrum of power, the explosions of energy that bled all the way over to them. Whatever had started in the docks and the northern residential district, it had drifted outward over the water itself. Which was good, because he knew if the fight was around them, it was quite possible none of the Energy Storage cultivators or below could survive the impact of the clashing chi. 
 
    “It’s a full assault. A ship came in late at night under cover of the mist. Disgorged a half-dozen Core-sect cultivators along with some spirit beasts. The attack in the residential district and docks took down the defenses first, then they flooded in. The Sect Protectors are fighting them now,” Bai Gui said. “Everyone else fled to those spots to do battle, including some traitors.” 
 
    “Leaving the tower undefended?” Wu Ying said, horrified. That seemed lax, considering how important the tower was to the sect. 
 
    “No. But it doesn’t seem like the Protectors are doing well. Now, shall we?” Bai Gui said, waving them on.  
 
    Already, Xiang Wen had approached the main doors, checking for traps or an ambush, and was beckoning them impatiently. 
 
    Wu Ying nodded, following Bai Gui while he continued to ask questions. The problem with being bait meant that you often did not get a full view of what was happening. “And the rest of your people?” 
 
    “They were inside as planned. They must be what is slowing them down.” 
 
    Just before they ducked in, Wu Ying glanced upward at the tower, gazing at the damage. If the damage done to the various floors was an indicator of the dark sect’s progress, it seemed the attackers had been stymied two-thirds of the way up. An important fact since the top towers of the library kept the rarest scrolls and manuals, and the gathering arrays for the tower. 
 
    Fixing the building itself would be costly, but not important. Fixing the array though, that would be extremely difficult and potentially impossible. Its construction required Masters or Grandmasters in their area of expertise. How strong, Wu Ying knew not. After all, he was so far from the peak of expertise, he could barely spot Mount Tai from where he stood[15]. 
 
    “The way down is sealed,” Bai Gui said, waving at the shimmering formation that blocked the way to the bottom of the tower.  
 
    Waves of controlled chi rolled off the green-and-yellow barrier, so powerful that it set Wu Ying’s teeth on edge just standing there. There was no way for them to break through, so they could only hope that the formation had kept out the others. 
 
    Having said his piece, Bai Gui rushed up the main staircase in the center of the building, following Xiang Wen. Not having a better option, Wu Ying followed but was soon left behind by the pair. They flew up the staircase using qinggong practices, their feet barely touching the worn stone steps. Even if they were in a less-than-optimal state, they were nowhere as injured as Wu Ying. 
 
    Climbing the staircase was difficult for Wu Ying, his chest still aching with each breath. His broken arm, hastily splinted and strapped to his side, jostled with each movement. Scabbed-over wounds threatened to break open with each step, even as his aura drew upon the higher concentration of energy within the tower. It helped, a little, in his cultivation and refilling his dantian, but even with the pills burning a hole in his stomach, the new energy did little to allay the injuries. 
 
    If not for his stubbornness and the healing pills he had consumed, Wu Ying might even have stopped. But Yu Kun was up there, and Wu Ying had to know how much damage had been done. Perhaps he might even be able to help, though a part of him worried that they had a Core cultivator above. It was clear he had severely underestimated how many forces the dark sect had at their disposal. 
 
    The first two floors were bereft of signs of battle, but on the third floor, the way upward from the main staircase was blocked by another shimmering barrier. Wu Ying spotted some indications of a fight farther up as he peered upward: broken balustrades, a glimpse of a limp body, and the pungent smell of burnt chi. Even so, with the barrier in place, that way up was impossible.  
 
    Instead, Wu Ying entered the library. There, additional signs of battle were everywhere. The smell of spilled blood and burnt books mixed with the sight of destroyed shelves, scattered scrolls, and strewn blood. The sect library had taken the brunt of the initial battle, and moving carefully within, Wu Ying spotted a few tumbled bodies half-hidden under the rubble. A part of him wanted to check them for life, but the lack of chi auras dissuaded him. He was no healer, and if their own auras had fallen apart, they were in greater danger than his meager skills could offer. 
 
    No. He was a fighter. He would aid them later, if he could. For now, he could only wish them the best of luck. If they still lived. 
 
    Up, he climbed, using the internal staircases the library contained. It was clear this was the backup plan the dark sect had used. Formations that should have been activated had been turned off or bypassed entirely.  
 
    A part of him ached for the destruction he observed, though portions of the library were surprisingly untouched. The vagaries of battle saw parts of the library entirely unscathed, while others were pulverized, the outer walls destroyed and the cold night air filtering in through the new openings.  
 
    Each level required Wu Ying to traverse the floor, searching for the next staircase up that was unblocked. Luckily, the signs of battle were easy to follow. The long lines of released sword chi and weapon intent, the angle of destruction of pillars and shelves, the smell of waste energy expelled led him on. 
 
    Up and up, Wu Ying rose. Fifth, sixth, seventh floor. On the fifth floor, he spotted a few survivors doing their best to save the manuals from the fires that threatened to consume the precious works. Water and wind cultivators worked in tandem to put out flames while earth and metal cultivators rushed into the fires, pulling out scrolls and manuals.  
 
    A part of Wu Ying wondered why they weren’t joining the fight. Another part of him noted the way they moved, the injuries they bore. Perhaps they had already tried and failed. And now did what they could. 
 
    The thought hardened Wu Ying’s resolve and he moved faster, climbing upward.  
 
    Finally, as he ascended to the ninth floor, he heard the clash of weapons, the screams of battle. Clutching his Spirit-level sword with his only good hand, Wu Ying readied himself. For the battle ahead of him sounded fierce and desperate. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Chaos greeted Wu Ying as he ascended the floor. Smoke swirled, trapped within the still unbroken walls of the library floor. In the distance, Wu Ying caught glimpses of the formation keeping the tenth floor protected, shimmering and untouched as yet. Heat pressed upon Wu Ying’s senses, evaporating the sweat and blood on his skin, drying out his mouth. As he closed, flashes of released chi and sword intent spun through the smoke, parting them before crashing into stone pillars, bookcases, and manuals with as much care as an oxen rushing toward its feed. 
 
    Rather than charge forward heedlessly, Wu Ying sneaked closer. He clamped down on his aura, pushing it down as far as he could. He might be out of practice at keeping it contained on an unconscious basis, but his studies still allowed him to control it actively. And with the sheer amount of swirling, chaotic energy in the environment, it would be nearly impossible to pick out details about his aura anyway. Not unless one was extremely talented. 
 
    Sliding behind a stone pillar, Wu Ying peeked around it, his injured arm cradled to his body. It throbbed in time to the swirl and pulse of chi. The clash of weapons and shouted orders permeated the space, adding to the chaos of the battle. 
 
    Wu Ying spotted the three sides that made up the heat of the battle.  
 
    Closest to him were familiar faces. A pair of library attendants and Yu Kun were joined by the newly arrived Xiang Wen and Bai Gui, fighting a group of five dark sect cultivators. One of which looked quite familiar with his bloody mace. Like the opponents Wu Ying had fought, they were all burning their cultivation base and lifeblood, forcing Yu Kun and the others into a bloody stalemate. It was only because they were at the end of their burn that Yu Kun and the others were even able to withstand the attacks. Even so, strewn across the floors were multiple corpses of other library attendants and a few dark-clad, masked dark sect cultivators. 
 
    On the other side was the other battle. Pushed up against the edge of the stairs, guarding the formation itself, stood Xiang Wen’s sect members Shi Rong and Jia Yi, along with a cluster of library attendants. They moved in formation, working together to protect the cross-legged Elder seated at the bottom of the stairs, cultivating and healing.  
 
    Elder Hsu Er, the old library formation Elder, looked much the worse for wear. Blood pooled around his mouth and a chest wound that Wu Ying could see throbbed with each breath. Worse, black tendrils could be seen reaching out from the open wound, spreading through his body. Poison or a venom of some form, forcing the Elder to pay attention to that rather than the fight. It was clear from the edges of the bone sprouting from his chest that the attack had come from behind, catching the cultivator by surprise. 
 
    As for what Shi Rong and the group of librarians faced, it was only a single cultivator. Yet the sheer pressure of his aura dwarfed everyone else’s and the attack he launched with his bare hands pummeled the protective formation the group had conjured. Each time he swung, another of the group took the lead of meeting the attack, only to fall back afterward, coughing blood and shaking bloodied arms. Energy Storage cultivators had no chance against a Core cultivator, even if they were working together to combine their meager strength. 
 
    Wu Ying took that all in with a sweep of his gaze, grasping the flow of the battle. It seemed that the defenders had managed to stymie the attackers here, but at the high cost of bodies and the Elder. Even now, Wu Ying watched as another librarian collapsed when the dark sect Core cultivator swung his arm forward, the chi in his punch forming a snapping turtle that crushed the poor librarian. Before the Core cultivator could advance, Shi Rong stepped in, polearm held before him and chi swirling on its tip. 
 
    Normally, Wu Ying would rush in. Throw himself into the fray with all the courage and bluster of an overconfident teenager. Yet he was injured, one arm crippled, his breathing hitched, his legs rubbery. He stood no chance in a one-on-one fight. Not again. Even his friends like Yu Kun looked the worse for wear, having fallen back now that help was here. 
 
    No, rushing in was not the right choice. He would have to choose a time and place to attack. Resolving to do something, but carefully, Wu Ying crept along the edge of the fight.  
 
    First, he had to avoid the battle between Xiang Wen and the other dark sect cultivators.  
 
    The linchpin of this battle was the Core cultivator. He had to be taken down. Or at least injured sufficiently that the others could take him down. Wu Ying sensed the man’s aura, and while the Core cultivator might have exhausted some of his reserves, he was in no danger of running out. 
 
    No.  
 
    Dealing with the Core cultivator was an active action, not a passive wearing down of his reserves. Yet Wu Ying could sense that for all his attention spent on those ahead of him, the Core cultivator still paid attention to his surroundings. He would not be easily surprised. The Core cultivator was too wily for that. 
 
    Finding his way to another stone pillar, one that placed him at an angle to both the Core cultivator and the other cultivators, Wu Ying crouched and steadied his breathing. He held his aura close, only allowing a trickle of the unaspected chi that flowed around him into his body, refilling it passively. Sword held by his side, he waited, his breathing slow and steady, eyes narrowed. 
 
    When the time came, he would have to act with barely any warning. When—or if—the opportunity came to tip the scales of this battle, it would be in a split second. 
 
    Sadly, Wu Ying had an inkling of the when. And how. 
 
    It was time for some others to play bait. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yu Kun fired a crossbow, the bolt missing his target by inches as they swayed aside. The dodge was expected however, and a moment later, Xiang Wen removed her sword from his throat, leaving the dying dark sect cultivator to slump to the floor. She turned, eyes glowing as she stalked forward, targeting the remaining three opponents. They skittered back and then stopped, firming their lines even as Bai Gui snarled, his pair of hatchets darting forward to smash at their defenses. 
 
    On the other side of the fight, the inner sect cultivators of the Double Soul, Double Body Sect were doing significantly worse. Only Shi Rong and a handful of the cultivators were still standing, the others slumped to the floor, knocked out of the formation, some unconscious or bleeding from internal wounds, but most husbanding their energy. Elder Hsu continued to sit in silence, struggling to contain the poison that threatened his life, having made no sustainable gains in the last few minutes of battle. 
 
    The enemy Core cultivator was winning. Yet he could not handle both a front and rear assault at the same time. Once those in the rear broke through, he would have to give up on his assault and face the entire group at once.  
 
    Rather than risk being assailed on both sides, the Core dark sect cultivator swung his fists faster. Each time, power warped, the image of the snapping turtle forming around his hand before flashing forward to impact the formation. Shi Rong had taken point once more, but even the powerful peak Energy Storage cultivator could not hold back the attacks. He held on for the first trio of blows, helping to shed the attacks and disperse it through the formation of joined cultivators. 
 
    Only to fall at the fourth attack, blasted backward. Shi Rong deflected off the seated Elder’s aura, bounced off the formation, and fell bonelessly to the floor. At the same time, the other four cultivators still standing staggered or collapsed on the spot. Immediately, those resting cultivators of the Double Soul, Double Body Sect—including Jia Yi—rose to their feet to rebuild the formation.  
 
    Too late. 
 
    A swing of the enemy’s hand, first one way then the other, and sweeping arcs of energy threw the rising cultivators away with contemptuous ease. The dark sect cultivator grinned, his hair streaming behind him. Dark robes flapped in the rising winds of chi, a single footstep covering the gap between him and Elder Hsu. The Core cultivator’s hand rose, energy forming around it as he readied his strike. For a second, the Core cultivator from the dark sect had his attention fully focused on the seated Elder. Unlike with the others, the Core cultivator could not split his attention from Elder Hsu.  
 
    For a second, as he readied his attack, the dark sect cultivator’s attention was entirely focused. 
 
    And in that moment, Wu Ying struck.  
 
    His body had already begun moving the moment the formation was broken. No time to think, no time to consider or balance the risk and reward. Chi coursed down Wu Ying’s Spirit-level sword, wrapping the entire weapon in unaspected and wind chi. It shone brightly even as he launched himself forward. 
 
    The Sword’s Truth—the most fundamental attack of the Long family technique. Refined by Wu Ying through countless hours of repetition, evolved via the many styles he had learnt and even the single strike he had faced, so many moons ago. 
 
    Wu Ying’s single most deadly attack, all of it concentrated toward the tip of the weapon itself, reinforcing it. He plunged forward, crossing the tens of feet between himself and the Core cultivator’s back with barely a sound.  
 
    Flashing past the battling Xiang Wen and the other dark sect cultivators, none of whom had expected his sudden appearance, Wu Ying’s body and blade were a single line, the edges of a chi formation streaming around him as his leaked chi took upon the aspects of the world and his deeper bloodline. His aura was a rough sketch of a sinuous line. 
 
    His strike reached the dark sect Core opponent’s back, pierced the ends of his robes. Wu Ying felt the edges of the chi envelope that covered his weapon pierce skin, plunging into flesh.  
 
    Then nothing. 
 
    Moving faster than Wu Ying could see, his target had spun around. The Core-leveled enemy body twisted, dodging Wu Ying’s attack, his left hand flashing outward as it diverted chi into a defensive blow. Caught by the edges of the instinctive block, Wu Ying was thrown aside. 
 
    He had failed to kill the enemy. Or even grievously injure him. 
 
    Yet, through the flight, Wu Ying glimpsed his target’s end. The dark sect cultivator, having turned his back, never saw Elder Hsu open his eyes. Never saw the pair of pointed fingers that plunged upward, a single, focused piercing attack that tore through the dantian and shattered the dark sect enemy’s Core.  
 
    The energy of the attack never left the dark sect elder’s body, rippling through it. His body arched as the man experienced a pain beyond anything he had ever felt before. Then he slumped, a smoking mess with burnt-out eyes and crisped innards. 
 
    Wu Ying saw all this before the energy of the attack spun him around. The energy from being caught even by the edges of the Elder’s blow was too great for him. It shattered his bones, sent him flying through bookcases and bouncing off stone pillars.  
 
    Only to land against the outer wall of the library, bleeding and limp like a child’s straw doll.  
 
    Unconscious. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
    Wu Ying woke to the feel of water sloshing around him, his body suspended in liquid. He tried to move, only to find that he could not twitch a single muscle below his head. Even the act of turning was lost to him. Eyes flashing open as streams of panic rushed through him, Wu Ying opened his mouth with a gasp before cursing himself internally for making noise. Who knew where he was? 
 
    Understanding flooded in soon after, as he spotted the edge of the circular wooden bath he lay within and the sloshing, discolored medicinal water with its floating petals, herbs, and warm water. The room was familiar to Wu Ying, having spent more than one evening soaking within the medicinal baths of the sect. In fact, a slight inhalation allowed Wu Ying to smell a very familiar mixture in the bath. 
 
    “Don’t move. Well, not that you can much, but don’t move the rest of your body. We froze your body so that you wouldn’t disrupt our work during the more delicate moments of the process.” The voice came from behind Wu Ying, only mildly familiar. In short order, he spotted Zhong Jing, the physician who was working on him, the same one who had looked over his body earlier. “You’re drawing in the medicinal herbs well but healing you at the same time has complicated matters. If you can, you should cultivate that body strengthening exercise you had for your bones. You shattered more than one, so it is a good time to practice.” 
 
    “I can’t feel my body though,” Wu Ying said uncertainly. A tendril of thought reached outward, touching his dantian that pulsed and worked to draw in chi. That, at least, had not changed.  
 
    “Again, I froze your senses. Otherwise you’d be thrashing a lot more.” Apparently irritated, the physician sniffed as he turned aside. “Now, I’ve got to check on others. Cultivate!” 
 
    Receding footsteps indicated that Zhong Jing had left, leaving Wu Ying with nothing to do but float in the medicinal bath. He pondered what else might have happened, how he kept waking up in these baths, and perhaps, just perhaps, maybe taking Wan Yan’s advice. 
 
    He thought about stepping away from such incidents. If nothing else, he could do with less time being injured and spending more time cultivating and growing in strength. He still did not have the strength to change his destiny, not like he wished. 
 
    Thinking about it, what had happened to Wan Yan? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Escaped,” Tou He said when he finally came to visit Wu Ying days later.  
 
    Or maybe weeks. It was hard to tell since the lighting in the bathing room was left low on purpose and Wu Ying often fell asleep mid-cultivation. There was little to do in the bath, and beyond being fed and forced to continue cultivating, there was little to help Wu Ying gauge the passing of time. 
 
    “Really? You saw her?”  
 
    “I did. You did too,” Tou He said. Wu Ying frowned, and his friend chuckled. “She was part of the group with the Core-level cultivator you fought.” 
 
    “Wasn’t much of a fight,” Wu Ying grumbled. He still remembered thinking he had the other cultivator. He could still remember how his blade had sunk in, or the edge of his attack had at least. And then, the surprise when the man had moved out of the way and struck Wu Ying in the same motion. 
 
    “I was trying to be nice.” Tou He’s eyes twinkled. “Anyway, in the midst of all the chaos after the Core cultivator fell, she managed to escape.” 
 
    Tou He proceeded to describe the battle after Wu Ying had been knocked unconscious as it had been related to him. The last of the dark sect cultivators had launched a series of enchantments, causing flames to lick at the manuals and smoke to rise. In the midst of all that, Wan Yan had escaped. 
 
    As for the battle over the water, it had ended with the death of two more Core cultivators on the enemy side and the death of a single Protector. More would have died if the current Patriarch from the Double Soul, Double Body Sect had not joined the fight, breaking his secluded cultivation. 
 
    That, supposedly, was a greater tragedy than all the damage done to the tower. He had been, supposedly, close to ascending his next step on his cultivation journey as a Nascent Soul cultivator. Now, decades of work had been wasted.  
 
    “And Yu Kun?” Wu Ying asked. He eyed his friend idly, happy to see that he was doing better. In fact, Tou He seemed to almost glow with energy, only favoring his left side mildly. 
 
    “Doing well. His injuries have mostly healed, and he is busy helping with the reconstruction,” Tou He said. “Most of us have been, when we can. They are offering a generous amount of contribution points to those of us who help. It will still be many months, if not years, before the tower is fixed, but it can be fixed.” 
 
    “Good, very good. Just don’t strain yourself, will you?” After a second, Wu Ying murmured, “I’m sorry. Even when we’re here for your healing and cultivation, I seem to drag you into my business.” 
 
    “Drag?” Tou He stared at Wu Ying then turned away.  
 
    A moment later, Wu Ying let out a loud yelp as he splashed away from his friend, shaking off the ladleful of cold water his friend had dumped on him.  
 
    “I am an adult. I know full well what I choose to do,” Tou He said. “More importantly, do you think I would stand aside and let the dark sect act without intervening myself?” 
 
    Wu Ying winced, rubbing his damp hair. Thankfully, he was allowed to move around now that he was actively awake. In fact, he spent the evenings outside of the medicinal bath, allowing his skin to dry and allowing him to—gently—repeat the physical exercises from his body cultivation manual. Not that he had noticed a significant change in his body, but it was hard to track such changes between his injuries and his newly integrated understanding.  
 
    “No. I guess not. But…” 
 
    “Stop. I will not hear you say another thing. I have made my choice, as has Yu Kun and your Elder Sister and Master and, yes, yourself.” Tou He shook his head. “This is a dire storm, and all of us must act to mitigate its effects.” 
 
    “There are safer ways to help,” Wu Ying offered. The final toll of the attack had yet to be accounted for, as bodies were still being pulled from rubble and the missing located. There were many who were just gone, their bodies having floated off downriver. Or more darkly, having joined the dark sect in their escape. 
 
    “If I chose safe, then I would not be the cultivator I wish to be,” Tou He said. “Anyway, we all managed to make it out of this one without major injuries. Outside of you. And you don’t see me asking you to stop.” 
 
    Wu Ying chuckled, leaning back against the edge of the tub and continuing to float in the warm medicinal bath. He felt the herbs and energy soaking into his body, altering it by small degrees. He felt how it bolstered his own healing energy, helping broken bones stitch together and the open wounds across his chest close. Even so, Wu Ying had a feeling he would be bearing the scars of today’s fight for years. 
 
    “Maybe you should.” Wu Ying sighed. “I’m not sure how many more times I can dare the gates of hell before they close on me permanently.” 
 
    Tou He stayed silent, forcing Wu Ying to look at his friend who sat staring at him with a small smile.  
 
    “Not going to say anything?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “It is not my place to influence your decision,” Tou He said serenely. “But if you asked me, I do not think you are wrong. You have a gift that could be used in less… martial manners.” His gaze fell on Wu Ying’s ring, forcing the cultivator to look at it too.  
 
    “I’ll have to think about it. But I think I’d like to stop waking up injured. At least for a bit.” 
 
    “Don’t we all. On that note…” 
 
    Wu Ying smiled, wishing Tou He well as he left. Still, the discussion had taken a turn he had not expected. But one that Wu Ying found himself considering more deeply. Perhaps it was time to stop playing hero. After all, he had not chosen to join the martial cultivators of his Sect for a reason.  
 
    He was a farmer. And now, a Spirit Herb Gatherer. He had nothing against fighting, but perhaps he should consider not throwing himself at every sign of conflict.  
 
    There had to be a middle path between unceasing heroism and willful ignorance of evil.  
 
    He just had to find it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A day later, Wu Ying found himself with another visitor. He had been told to no longer use the medicinal bath and had instead been given rooms in a nearby building. Close enough for the physicians to watch over him, but large enough that Wu Ying could continue to practice the Five Winds physical forms and cultivate in peace. 
 
    His visitor was Elder Huang De Ze, the Visiting Hall Elder. Bowing low, Wu Ying greeted him, offering drinks and snacks. The Hall Elder looked tired, even his vaunted Core cultivation insufficient to deal with the increased stress and responsibilities that had befallen him. After all, as the Visiting Hall Elder, the introduction of attackers into the city was his responsibility. 
 
    “I will not take much of your time. You are recuperating and I have much to do,” Elder Huang said, cutting through the formalities.  
 
    Elder Huang turned his hand around, a flicker of chi spilling from his hand as he pulled a manual from his spirit ring. His fingers covered the words of the manual, but even from a few feet away, Wu Ying felt the energy the manual radiated. Whoever had made the manual had imparted spiritual energy into its creation. 
 
    “Before I hand this to you for you to study, we will have your word,” Elder Huang said sternly. “You will not share the contents of this manual with any other. When you are provided your own copy, you will not share that or make a copy for any other. If you lose the manual, you will not only inform us but do your utmost to reacquire it. Breaking any of these rules will make you an enemy of our sect until your death. And beyond. You will swear this on your cultivation base.” 
 
    “Elder…” Wu Ying hesitated, eyes darting between the stern-faced cultivator and the manual. 
 
    “Do you make this promise, or shall we find another gift for you?” 
 
    “I…” Wu Ying shook off the paralysis, a part of him already guessing what the man held. “I do so vow.” 
 
    Of course, it was not that easy. He had to repeat the entire vow, in more detailed form, imparting chi and cultivating at the same time, such that the vow itself and the act of making it became part of his cultivation base. In so doing, he risked a cultivation deviation if he ever willfully broke the promise. 
 
    “Good. You may study this manual until you leave. Once you do, you will be provided a copy for your own use.” Elder Huang pushed the manual forward for Wu Ying to take.  
 
    Using both hands, Wu Ying gripped the manual, pulling it toward him as he bowed, only to be surprised when Elder Huang did not release the manual. When he looked up, the Elder was glowering at him. 
 
    “Elder?” 
 
    “This is inappropriate. But the injuries you suffered in aiding us, along with your efforts to make the attack known beforehand and the belief that you seem to have some…” Elder Huang searched for the right word before he sighed. “Some minor affinity for the style has convinced the current Patriarch that you deserve a chance. If the late Patriarch had not left such an insistent note to his benefactors, we would never provide this to you.” 
 
    “I understand and am humbled by the Patriarch’s and the sect’s generosity.” Wu Ying bowed again. “I will honor the consideration shown to me.” 
 
    “Good. Do so by growing strong.” Finally, Elder Huan released the manual. 
 
    Wu Ying took the book, seeing the simple but profound brushstrokes that spoke of what he held. The Seven Winds Body Cultivation Manual. The original work by the ex-Patriarch of the Double Soul, Double Body Sect. 
 
    And it was his to read. 
 
    By the time Wu Ying found his senses again, Elder Huang had left. Wu Ying winced at the impropriety, but not for long. Hurrying over to a table, he cleaned it quickly to ensure that the manual would not be stained before laying it down. 
 
    Not that he needed to care for it that much. The entire manual was permeated with chi. The profound concepts and the energy imparted into it while being written by the Patriarch had given the manual a degree of strength and durability over and above any mere piece of paper. 
 
    Yet Wu Ying dared not treat it as any less than the precious document it was. 
 
    Opening to the first page, he delved into the mysteries within, his mind and even his cultivation shifting to echo the work itself as he read through the book. Such was the power of the manual and the author that merely reading it could impart a portion of understanding to the reader. 
 
    Wu Ying knew he had to make the most of this opportunity. He had little enough time to comprehend as much as he could, and he still had to heal. This was an opportunity he had to grasp, and in holding it, make himself stronger. 
 
    Because he truly was tired of being injured in every single battle he fought against the dark sect. And no matter his resolve to not be on the front lines, Wu Ying knew he would eventually find himself doing battle once more. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
    The End 
 
    The dark sect continues to grow in strength and boldness. Wu Ying and friends must work together to weather the Second Storm in book 6 of A Thousand Li. 
 
    Releasing late Q4 2021 or early 2022 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    Once again, Wu Ying had missed the Spring Festival[16]. Between his injury and the time he needed to study the manual, Wu Ying had found himself residing in the Double Soul, Double Body Sect for much longer than he had planned. Tou He and Yu Kun had both stayed as well—the first to reinforce his cultivation base further and aid the sect, and the latter to make full use of the sect’s generous policies for help in their time of need.  
 
    It was late into spring when they left, nearly two months after their expected departure. If Wu Ying had had a choice, he would have stayed longer, but the subtle hints that had been directed toward him had become much less subtle. His time studying the original manual was over, though Wu Ying kept a copy in his storage ring. 
 
    During those two months, his body had healed from the majority of the damage done in the battle. His bones were stronger, his joints more flexible than ever. Though there might be lingering issues, Wu Ying knew that his continued practice with the Seven Winds manual would eventually see them driven off. Certainly when he finally integrated the other two winds, he would stand unsurpassed in this world. 
 
    That, however, would have to wait for his next stage in cultivation. 
 
    His next step, he knew, was to alter his soul cultivation path. It was time to do so, but the process and danger of that was much greater now that Wu Ying had, inadvertently, broken through another meridian. Even so, it had to be done if he was to make full use of the lineage and cultivation manuals that had fallen into his clutches. 
 
    The only wrinkle was the minor deviations he had sensed between what was spoken of in the manual and his bloodline. That was a hidden danger, one that he could only meet by study and understanding. In time, he would need to deal with that final problem. 
 
    But not yet. 
 
    As he watched the Double Soul, Double Body Sect recede into the early morning mist from the bow of the ship, Wu Ying could not help but touch the storage ring that held his most precious possession now. The Seven Winds manual and the secrets that lay within. 
 
    He could not help but reflect on the final two winds he still had to comprehend. An action that even the direct disciple of the Patriarch had failed to understand.  
 
    The winds of heaven and the hundred hells. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Author’s Note 
 
    Wu Ying’s journey is not over as yet. The confrontation with the dark sect looms in the future, though Wu Ying’s part in direct confrontations—if he has anything to say about it—will be reduced. As he continues his journey to immortality, Wu Ying is attempting to understand his own dao. That will, at times, lead him down the wrong path. 
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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. 
 
      
 
    Body Cleansing—First cultivation stage where the cultivator must cleanse their body of the impurities that have accumulated. Has twelve stages. 
 
      
 
    Body Cultivation—Unlike ‘normal’ or soul cultivation, body cultivation is the process of making the immortal. Most soul cultivation strengthens the body, but body cultivation takes it a step further and attempts to make the body immortal itself. Can be used both as an ancillary form of cultivation and strengthening or as a method to achieve immortality itself. 
 
      
 
    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 
 
      
 
    Cì kè (or cike)—Translates as assassin. It also refers to a type of dark or heretical sect and a form of martial arts taught to assassins or those trained just to kill.  
 
      
 
    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.  
 
      
 
    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.  
 
      
 
    Dao—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. 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    Dark Sects— Unlike heretical (unorthodox) sects or demon sects, dark sects are labeled as such as they indulge in evil acts to progress their cultivation. This may include assassination, poisoning of mortals, cannibalism, human sacrifice and other, darker deeds. 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    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 outer sect library. Both a grappling and kicking style, meant for close combat. 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    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] Mystical being they met in the First Stop (book 2). A pixiu has the body of a lion with long antlered horns jutting from its head and soft, downy wings furled along its torso and is a descendant of the dragons.  
 
  
 
   
    [2] Directly translated, means “rivers and lakes” but refers to the martial world in this case. It generally refers to a “sub-society” parallel to main society, which in traditional wuxia works is often the martial world. And thus, what is being used here.  
 
  
 
   
    [3] Poem by Meng Haoran “At the mountain-lodge of the Buddhist Priest Ye, waiting in vain for my friend Ding.”  
 
  
 
   
    [4] Poem by Wang Wei “At Parting” 
 
  
 
   
    [5] Three immortals or wise men, meant to depict luck, wealth, and longevity respectively. Often used in Feng Shui in our worlds.  
 
  
 
   
    [6] This is a description of Chinese fire cupping, a traditional method for releasing chi and bad blood. These days, most people use suction cups rather than fire, though some places still use the fire method. 
 
  
 
   
    [7] God of the Yellow River. Has a chariot that is pulled by two dragons. 
 
  
 
   
    [8] The Monkey King’s staff, once used by Yu the Great, able to transform and become as small as a toothpick or grow to its full size of twenty feet while weighing approximately 8000kg.  
 
  
 
   
    [9] Traditional Chinese medicine has anywhere from twenty-four to twenty-eight different pulse “types” that are used for diagnosis.  
 
  
 
   
    [10] Term for proprietor / owner 
 
  
 
   
    [11] Another term for Buddhism 
 
  
 
   
    [12] Superstition had it that the first customer of the day was the most important. As such, merchants used to give great deals to ensure a sale.  
 
  
 
   
    [13] Little sister 
 
  
 
   
    [14] A broccoli variant. Chinese broccoli is the other name for it. Slightly less bitter than western broccoli. A quick fry in oil with garlic and oyster sauce on top is my preferred method of cooking it.  
 
  
 
   
    [15] Yes, finally a Mount Tai reference. Mount Tai is the eastern-most of the five Sacred Mountains of China and the one most often visited by Chinese Emperors. The saying “To have eyes but not be able to see Mount Tai” is a common saying to show ignorance and being blind to facts. 
 
  
 
   
    [16] Also known as the New Year Festival 
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