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What Came Before

Once banished, Long Wu Ying has returned to the Verdant Green Waters Sect. During his time away, he acquired knowledge of six of the seven winds and received grievous injuries in the kingdom of Nanyue to the south.

Upon his return to the sect, Wu Ying finds that his presence is unwelcome to some. Too strong to be ignored, he is maneuvered by Guardian Pang and the Sect Head into forming the Department of Wandering Gatherers and establishing his ties to the sect ever more firmly, much to the chagrin of the new Head of Gatherers, Elder Kim.

Setting up the department taxes Wu Ying’s resources, which forces him to rely on his friends in ever greater degrees. At the same time, he realizes the quest for immortality has taken a greater variety of victims in the sect than he expected. Many luminaries of his past have stalled, or fallen to time.

Tou He retreats into closed-door cultivation, attempting to resolve his fiery nature, his own pacifism, and the Heavens’ demands. Liu Tsong chooses to stay mortal, content as a Core Formation cultivator. And Fairy Yang, his martial sister, ambles her way higher, building organizations for the betterment of all, seeming to neglect her cultivation for the time being.

Wu Ying’s new department attracts numerous new cultivators to his orbit. Bright and brash, some are sent as spies by Elder Kim, others seek to progress in the ossified hierarchy of the sect. They force Wu Ying to reflect on his own past and shortcomings. As the year advances, he continues their training in martial and gathering matters, which eventually culminates in a test expedition where his students must take on an old enemy and acquire valuable herbs.

The cultivators’ impetuousness and the dangers placed upon them open up Wu Ying to further politicking, and in a confrontation with Guardian Pang and Elder Kim, he is forced to defend himself and his choices. More than that, he must make a decision: Blow like the wind, free of any constraints? Or tie himself down, to heal and study and provide for the sect that was once his home?

Wu Ying resolves to continue as the Head of Wandering Gatherers. In so doing, he tethers himself to the sect and to staying, a factor that drives a wedge between him and Yang Mu, the Golden Merchant. She leaves, intent on continuing her exploration of the world outside her family’s inn.

Years pass, and Wu Ying’s injuries from Nanyue slowly heal. Reforming his mortal form from the wind has driven impurities through his body, forcing him to slow down in his madcap ascent to immortality. In the meantime, the world turns and the winds of war arise.


Chapter 1

Ominous black clouds gathered high above the mountain range, lightning crackling along their edges illuminating shadows within. The deep pall cast by the shadows shrouded the city and the Verdant Green Waters Sect, the air underneath unusually dry and filled with electric promise. The clouds swirled, unnaturally and slowly, the beginnings of a funnel forming as the winds blew erratically. Wisps of moisture and leaves and dust marked the funnel’s touchdown position at the other end of Heaven Ascension Peak, the tallest and steepest mountain in the range.

A short distance away on a nearby cliff, the watchers stared with bated breath. Amongst the audience for this unnatural event were numerous famed Elders of the sect. The Fairy Yang Fa Yuan, she who commanded the feared Whispering Blossoms organization, a female-led coterie of individuals who sought to stem the abuse and corruption of the dark sect and set aright malodorous practices that had rooted within the orthodox.

The former Buddhist monk Liu Tou He, Heaven’s Flaming Staff, who offered words of wisdom and compassion and the searing punishment of the Heavens in equal measure. Where martial cultivators might decline to intervene, the Elder might take action, so the laymen whispered. No wonder the number of petitioners grew every passing day.

The Department Head of the Verdant Green Water’s apothecarists, Li Liu Tsong, the Jade Hand. The weakest in terms of cultivation among the numerous watchers, but well respected for her outstanding knowledge and skill. With the retirement from public duties by other more senior members, Elder Li was the foremost apothecarist of the sect.

Numerous other Elders of less fame were present too. Few would give up the opportunity to witness another ascension, though none stood as close as those three, powerful personages whose presence made the heads of lesser sects bend at their very attendance. None were great friends with the one who sat upon the peak, a storied figure in his own right.

And one other was there.

An honored guest, an interloper. Yet one who had returned again and again to the sect, so none gainsaid her presence at this time. Nor would they dare, for it was her return this final time, after a long absence, that had been the catalyst for the event.

Yang Mu, the Merchant Princess of Seven Kingdoms. The Golden Merchant, whose wealth and network of contacts stretched across thousands of li and multiple kingdoms, even to fabled Nanyue and the frozen north. Even so, she stood apart from the trio, the pale glitter of her robes and her unnatural stillness giving watchers the impression of a silver statue staring at the peak—and the individual who floated there.

The reason for the commotion, the cause of the cloud bank and the lightning that struck.

Long Wu Ying, the Verdant Gatherer, Head of the Department of Wandering Gatherers, Honored Elder of the Verdant Green Water Sect, Wielder of the Bloody Ren, Bearer of the Heart of the Jian, and Seven Winds Body Cultivator.

***

The crowds below were as clear as if he could see them. Sight would have given him less information, in truth. For he could sense the way the winds had to move around their bodies, the way they shifted with each breath and each impatient twitch. Inhale—and the world seeped into his body, the familiar scent of jasmine and tea, of honest sweat and soap beads, of all the basic elements of chi and more. Grass and earth below, the humid moisture of heavy clouds above. Twisting metal flame and hot air mingling and pulsing in his hands.

Exhale—and with his breath his aura stretched farther, expanding across the mountain peak and the slopes below, the skies above and the clouds that funneled energy down into him. He wove this energy through his body and his aura before directing it to what he clutched.

Golden runes floated around him and across his hands, dancing in intricate designs and coming apart as he guided the formation through sheer will alone. Formation flags and stones sunk into the land around him had long ago cracked and broken under the intense heat put out by the item he held. All the while, he tore the energies from the heavens and pulled them to him, encompassing the pulsing heart that sat between his hands. A still-beating heart, but one that no longer bled—burning but never shrinking.

Every breath, his body wavered, threatening to spill across the barrier of material and immaterial. Every moment, wounds blossomed across his skin as old injuries were revealed and burned away, only for flesh to reform from swirling air.

The winds, familiar companions, danced across the peak and brought with them knowledge of far events and nearby tragedies. From the south, the smell of old tar and rotting meat stained the very air as a civil war brewed and a corruption deep within a kingdom spilled forth. From the west drifted desert sands and hot spices, taunting Wu Ying with hints of lands he had never visited. The memory of esoteric chants and benedictions rose in the wind even as a golden light played across his skin.

Cooling winds of the north chilled the air, controlling the boundaries of heat and joining the mix of the central winds as they rose, pulling the warmth skyward to the clouds above. Most of all the mortal winds, the eastern wind whispered to Wu Ying, of marching armies and training men.

So much knowledge, so much information.

Yet it was the supernatural winds of the Heavens and the Hells that Wu Ying focused upon, feeling their pulse and beat around him. The winds of the thousand Hells scoured the wind cultivator’s body, burrowing deep within him, ripping clear burned flesh, twisted meridians, and cracked bones from his injured form. Punishment, benediction, cleansing. The winds of Hell offered it all, and then some.

Afterward, as the winds of Hell left Wu Ying bleeding and injured, the heavenly winds returned. Wrapping his wavering form in celestial light and the dao of order and synergy, passing on blessing and recrimination in equal order from the ones above. Six Heavens, six blessings, six punishments.

Lightning flashed down from the sky once again, striking at Wu Ying’s seated body. It tore through rising wind and shimmering heat waves, dancing along unseen pathways in the air to crash into him before passing through to ground itself.

On delicate winds, Yang Mu’s whispered words rose to Wu Ying’s ears, even as his burned flesh sloughed off and his blinded eyes reformed: “Three.”

He clutched the heart in his hand, enchantments and arcane glyphs and characters reforming in golden light as Wu Ying cajoled the chi of the world to do his bidding. He could feel the heartbeat slow, the energy imparted reduced by a notable degree for the first time.

Pain was a companion, a nagging and constant companion that Wu Ying had grown used to. The moment he began the process of rebuilding his body with the aid of the jiufeng1 heart, Wu Ying knew he could not stop.

How Yang Mu had managed to even acquire a single heart was a story in itself, but the powerful celestial-phoenix organ gave Wu Ying a single opportunity to fix himself. The jiufeng’s nine human heads held sufficient wisdom retained in the organ to guide the wind cultivator back to the perfected human form. At the same time, from the chest of the phoenix came its great and storied mercy and the union of yin and yang.

A powerful ingredient, along with the formations and techniques to entirely rebuild a broken cultivator, to bring his body back to the state of flawlessness required to step across the river of mortality. Though Wu Ying could have existed for centuries as a mortal cultivator, that would have been all he could ever be.

Perfection was required, for the celestial bureaucracy would allow no obvious defect. Not in its vaunted halls, not among the immortals that oversaw the Middle Kingdom. A flawless mien of order and perfection, turned to mortal and immortal alike.

And what that said of the imperfect immortals who achieved such a state through fate and fortune—well, perhaps that was something to be discovered later.

Flames sprang anew from the jiufeng heart, wreathing Wu Ying in pink and white and orange. Fire destroyed, but what it left behind in the fallow earth would renew. Wood chi, woven through the formations in his aura and floating about him, surged, entering his body and mixing with water chi funneled from the heavens above.

Cycles of destruction and renewal wove themselves through Wu Ying’s body, and through the air. Flowers and grass sprouted, burned off, and fell apart in rains of ashes, even as water soaked into the earth to catch upon deep-seated roots, causing the plants to spring aloft once again.

“Four.”

Once more, a beam of lightning struck.

Yin and yang, death and rebirth. The Dao encompassed it all, and neither was right or wrong. As the heart burned, traces of human forms crossed Wu Ying’s perceptions, and he used them to guide his own, restoring portions twisted by his own mangled transformation from immortal wind to frail human.

Like birth, like death, all was marked by pain.

There was no gain without price, no benefit without cost. As Wu Ying was rebuilt, again and again, he inched toward perfection. Guided by the souls of those long before, wreathed in the balanced Dao of the phoenix.

Lightning, formed from above, struck again, brightening the surroundings and highlighting skin and flesh and bone for a brief moment, blue-white light accompanied moments later by the roar of a thousand drums. It echoed off mountain slopes and along the valley, sending rocks tumbling and water shaking.

“Five.”

Wu Ying was uncertain if she counted for his sake or hers, even as the shuddering heart in his hand began to fail. There was not much energy left inside it, the souls captured within exhausted and returning to the wheel of reincarnation.

As for his own body, his own needs…it was not enough. Wu Ying could feel that the changes enacted upon him had burrowed deep, turning out bone and marrow and organs, but they were incomplete. Starting outward and flooding inward, the changes had come slowly.

Realization washed through him on a wave of pain as skin and flesh reformed. He could not take it slow any longer, could not wait for the heart to complete its job. On the edge of the immaterial, he would have to take one final step and risk it all.

He hesitated, knowing that doing so, he might leave behind those he cared for.

Spiritual senses wrapped tight around his friends, his family, who watched the striking heavens far below. Students clustered around the entrance of the department, staring upward in consternation, hoping the best for their teacher. Most of all, he hesitated knowing that a single mistake would see his true end, see soul and being scattered across the seven winds, never to reform.

To risk it all, or to end it now.

A selfish choice, to continue. To potentially rob so many of decades, maybe even centuries of company.

Wu Ying inhaled and once more searched for his resolve. Would he, could he, risk the harm and the grief he would cause if he failed? Was it not enough to live his life as an Honored Elder? To while away long nights with a loved one, to watch his parents pass on and join friends as they too aged?

He searched for his resolve, for his certainty. And found it once again in the whispers of the wind. Of lands far away, of old friends he had yet to meet again, and of new, unknown acquaintances. A world left of experiences untasted.

Wu Ying’s aura hardened and sharpened in finding his resolve. It multiplied through the surrounding area, layering itself across the mountain range and suffusing the air. A boy in the middle of a fight found the energy to block a thrust, stepping forward and headbutting his opponent. Moments later, his own weapon fell to the ground as enlightenment broke through him.

An outer-sect cultivator, pushing against the pain of cleansing a meridian and nearly failing, found the strength to struggle onward, forcing chi through the meridian and shattering the blockage. In doing so, he damaged his cultivation base and altered his destiny.

Apothecarist pills, in the midst of formation, delicately cared for by junior apothecarists, were ruined. Weapons in the midst of forging gained an aspect of sharpness and resolution as Wu Ying’s dao imparted itself to them. All across the sect, the actions of a single man resounded.

And there, high above on another peak, a Sect Head raised his gaze. He frowned and extended his own dao, suffusing the clouds above. The gathering heavenly lightning was held back, buying Wu Ying a moment.

That was all it took as he released his grip on his mortal form. Fire burned through him, sweeping deep within his entire immaterial body. Here, there was no barrier of flesh and bone, no way to stop the flames from finding the parts of him that had returned wrong. Here, Heavenly and Hellish chi could infiltrate to the fullest extent, healing and punishing in tandem, guided by the fading heartbeat of a celestial outcast.

Long moments passed before Wu Ying reformed his mortal body. This time around, he followed the heart, the template it offered him. This time around, the wind of the thousand Hells guided his rebirth, for in the Hells, man was reborn. This time around, when he reformed, he was whole.

Heavenly lightning crashed into its target through the dao that held it back, eliciting a scream of savage agony. Once again, the light of the Heavens returned to the Middle Kingdom and expressed its full displeasure.


Chapter 2

“Do you never get tired of soaking in those?” Tou He asked, head tilted to the side. Light glinted off the smooth, shaved top of his head, his aura suffusing the environment and further warming the bathhouse. He sat across from the circular bathtub on a raised dais that Wu Ying lounged in as the smell of soaking herbs and plants permeated the air.

“This should be the last time,” Wu Ying said, a little gleefully. The pain from the caustic substances within him were old companions, a shadow of the damage wrought on him a few hours ago. Even now, his skin, burned and blackened, peeled and flaked away into the bath itself as the impressive regeneration of his newly reformed body cleansed him.

“Until you get injured again,” Yang Mu said as she skimmed skin and muscle off the top of the bath into a bucket using a thin net, nose wrinkled a little as she caught a whiff of the herbs in the water.

“You have such a poor view of my future,” Wu Ying said.

“I am just cognizant of your past,” she replied.

“I have barely done anything in the last ten-plus years! Ask Tou He!”

“Oh? Beyond joining in the battle against the demonic sect, taking part in the fight against the Nascent Soul renyu, the wildfire battle, and helping to stem the flood just last year?” Tou He chuckled darkly. “A flood that I recall you being part of the cause.”

“The flood wasn’t my fault!” Wu Ying said, arms crossed. “Sect Head Yan asked me to help him gather the clouds to stem the drought. If not for the interference, the waters would have collected behind the dam without issue.”

Tou He grimaced a little, but inclined his head in acceptance. The last four years, the Shen kingdom had experienced a period of extreme dryness during the initial portions of each year. At first, the ongoing drought had been occasionally relieved by a sprinkling of rain, but the third year had been bone dry. If not for the stores set aside for such calamities and increased trade from the northernmost provinces and kingdoms, widespread famine would have occurred.

As it stood, the various sects and the kingdom’s guards had been stretched thin dealing with bandits and rogue cultivators. While the kingdom required nobles to store food for such events, what should have been done conflicted with reality in some cases. In those provinces, a few noble heads might roll or be sent into exile, or magistrates reprimanded and flayed; but farmers and the common folk starved in the thousands anyway.

Starved or left for better-off provinces.

Of course, with the extreme dryness came the locust swarms. Tou He had taken part in the eradication of those creatures in the east, while Wu Ying had been tasked with managing a wildfire blaze farther west. It had been a busy few years dealing with the widespread and ongoing effects of the drought before the imperial request had arrived to bring relief for the land.

It had started well, the calling of clouds from distant lands. Sometime during the multiweek procedure, an invasive dao had entered the clouds. At first, they had been stymied in their arrival. Then, when the cloud banks finally arrived, they came in great, entirely chaotic quantities, unwilling to be bent to their purpose by either Wu Ying or Sect Head Yan. The pair had to actively work against the clouds and winds, wielding their respective powers to guide them even a little.

The following deluge had flooded the rivers and the land, bringing with it further tragedy, washing away buildings, infrastructure, and people alike. For nearly a week it had rained before finally the enemy working was destroyed, leaving destruction in its wake.

Wu Ying was just grateful that Sect Head Yan had gone to the Imperial Palace himself to deal with the resulting politics and blame. He’d only recently been allowed to return.

“Ah Ying?” Yang Mu spoke softly, placing a hand on his arm to bring his attention to the present. “What is it?”

“Just memories.” Standing on a clifftop, hands held aloft. His meridians aching as chi thrummed through them, his form wavering as it threatened to join the howling winds. Struggling for control even as the ever-present smell of blood and metal filled his nostrils. “And speculation.”

“On?”

“The Sect Head has been gone for the entire fall and winter.” With it being nearly spring now, the Sect Head’s recent absence would mark his longest period away from the sect that many could recall. “I wonder why they held him so long in the capital.”

“Imperial designs,” Tou He said. “They are probably just ensuring he knows who truly rules this land.”

Wu Ying grunted. It was likely just that. Keeping the Sect Head in the capital, refusing to release him to return, was a small power play. Petty retaliation and reinforcement, but the level he would expect for their failure. After conducting a public apology, of course.

After all, the Verdant Green Waters Sect held a strange position in imperial governance. It was too powerful, too vital to be ignored. Yet it was not—could not be—chained down by mortal bureaucracy. As such, its presence and standing was always a matter of contestation.

“Anyway”—Wu Ying waved a hand, watching water trail down and drop into the bath as he spoke—“I wasn’t really injured in any of those incidents. Just strained myself, at most. Now that I’m fixed, it won’t happen again.”

“And you are? Fixed, that is?” Yang Mu asked again.

“I am.” He grabbed the scrub and wiped himself down again, reaching under the water as Yang Mu looked away, not interested in watching as further portions of broken skin tore free and floated upward. She could not help but smile and revel a little in his discomfort as she noted Tou He did the same. After all, this was supposed to be a private moment, but the man had just stepped in, uncaring and unconcerned.

“Are you done yet?” Tou He said after a time, when the splashing had fallen silent.

“Just about.” Focusing, the wind cultivator let himself come apart and flow over to the modesty screen set in the corner. He reformed on the other side, the sudden splashing and sloshing of the bath accompanying Yang Mu’s snort of derision at his casual use of power.

“Ah He. Can you…?” Yang Mu asked.

Wu Ying could not see what was happening as he dressed himself, but the sudden spike in temperature gave him some understanding. Other clues were the crackle of flames and the cloud of water that arose from the other side. Flexing his will, he cast a window open and blew the cloud bank outside as he finished belting his robe, then stepped around the screen.

Flames danced within the garbage pail and the bath, burning away all traces of his flesh and blood, cleansing the area thoroughly. The flesh and blood of a Body Cultivator could be utilized for a number of unsavory pills and practices, and leaving such things lying around, even in a secure location like the sect, was the height of foolishness. And there was no better flame out there than Tou He’s purifying one.

“Are you going to play with your new abilities from now on?” Yang Mu said, eyebrow rising.

Wu Ying grinned, stretching a little as he floated over to her. “Well, I should to get used to them, shouldn’t I?” He slowly waved his hand in front of him, turning it over and over, watching as the wind flowed around it and interacted with his aura. A slight shift and he watched as his hand shimmered out of existence, becoming part of the wind before it disappeared again. “I’ve not had access to my full strength after all.”

“If that’s the case…”—Tou He focused, pouring even more energy into his aura around the bathtub and the pail. He did so until only ash was left—“then let me. It’s been ages since we had a chance to fight together without restraint.”

Yang Mu looked at each of them and spotted the gleam in Wu Ying’s eyes. “Oh, very well. Both of you go and play.” She tightly gripped Wu Ying’s arm, which he continued to move, and squeezed it. “Find me tonight.” A beat, then she repeated more strenuously, “Tonight.”

“Yes, dear.” Wu Ying lowered his hand, smiling a little indulgently as she released his arm and exited the bathhouse. Through his extended spiritual sense, he could feel her joining his other friends and speaking with them, could feel the trio of women leaving soon afterward. He stopped following them consciously, turning his attention to Tou He as he floated over his storage rings. “So, shall we?”

Tou He snorted. “I’ll handle the bureaucracy. You…” He frowned, then shrugged. “You get ready.”

“Then I’ll see you there.” Extending himself again, Wu Ying located the arena at the top of the Verdant Green Waters’ complex. He felt the edges of his aura permeate the space, bypassing the protective formations with a gentle push and sidestep before he let himself come apart.

A flicker of energy, transporting himself like the wind through the intervening space. The ultimate form of his modified Wind Steps methodology: combining his Wind Body, his aura control, and the speed of his modified qinggong techniques allowed him to effectively transport himself over tens of li in an eyeblink.

He reformed in the arena, not a single flash of pain as he did so. For a moment, Wu Ying reveled in its lack, in the freedom of movement he exhibited. Though he was not a full Immortal yet, not having faced the ire of the Heavens and its final Tribulation, he was as close as he could get without taking that final step.

Now to test exactly what that meant.


Chapter 3

Wu Ying drew a deep breath and let it out, cycling chi through his meridians as he sat in the foremost arena of the Verdant Green Waters Sect. The wind drifted along the delicate grains of sands, plucking them from the earth and then discarding them without a care, even as gold and green formation enchantments glowed on arena walls. High above, the clouds had begun to break up, the unnatural configuration released by the heavens and his own chi.

He could sense rain falling in the distance, washing into the numerous streams and waterfalls that made up this mountain range as the Sect Head guided the clouds to best benefit the sect and their surroundings. Even here, the drought had taken its toll. The river, normally broad and deep, had shrunk to a level that forced merchants to struggle while crossing. It made acquiring provisions even harder, and the sect even more thankful for the farming village at the foot of their mountain. A village that had grown in size and strength over the intervening decade and a half.

A matter in which his own hand had some small part to play, as he was always reminded when he spoke to others about it.

Wu Ying pushed such considerations out of his mind as he felt the formation enclosing the arena flicker. Moments later, two Elders appeared. Of course, one of the cultivators was Tou He, but the second was a surprise. Elder Cui’s long white beard and wispy eyebrows flowed in the air as he landed on the ground beside the two, looking at the pair in disapproval.

“Really. Playing at your age,” he said, lips pressed together and ignoring their greetings. “You do understand how much this will cost, yes?”

“I have enough of a backlog to pay for it,” Wu Ying said with a light smile. He certainly had, what with the various cores and herbs he and his students had begun to bring back the last few years. Especially since he had been credited a significant portion of points for aiding the sect and the country in acquiring rice and foodstuff from kingdoms near and far. “And while an indulgence, it is a necessary one.”

“You could just travel away a little,” Elder Cui said, grumpily. Still, as he spoke his authority extended, weaving itself into the formations and adjusting their usage. Some flared to life and others dimmed as the protective enchantments necessary to contain a pair of Core Formation cultivators awakened.

Each time a new formation was triggered, Wu Ying could feel the shift in environmental chi and the barrier along the arena perimeter. It was a note growing louder, rising to the forefront of his attention, a lingering smell that strengthened each moment. At the point where he thought it would stop—when the normal protections necessary for such sparring were reached, a note in the upper edges of his spiritual hearing—it kept rising.

“Elder?” Tou He said, beating Wu Ying to the question.

“You wanted me to watch over you pair of fools, yes?” Elder Cui said, leaning over a gnarly wooden staff he had conjured from his own storage ring. It hummed with restrained power, the wooden whorls on the carved wood weathered over years of constant use. Considering Elder Cui was a Nascent Soul cultivator, a mundane stick would shatter under even the most casual of uses unless he paid extra attention. This staff—it was no mundane stick. “Well, I’m doing so.”

Wu Ying looked at his friend, who shrugged. In the distance, the presence of additional personages approached, flickering Elders appearing in their boxstands.

“Did you tell them?” Wu Ying muttered, eyeing their audience. Unsurprisingly, Elder Hsu was there; the hirsute martial Elder waved genially at the pair.

“Of course not.” Tou He shrugged. “But I’m sure they can sense the formation.”

“Unruly children, content to watch a pair of fools beat on each other like squabbling boys,” Elder Cui grumped before leveling his cane at Wu Ying. “How did you manage to bypass my security formations, boy?”

“You let air in,” Wu Ying said, simply.

“Annoying.” Elder Cui pursed his lips, considering, and then nodded as though he had come to a conclusion. “Elder Wang and I shall speak. Perhaps we’ll burn the air before it can slip in next time. Or shred it. A jian or dao would do it. In the meantime, you will abide by common courtesy.”

“Of course,” Wu Ying said.

“Children, always showing off…” Elder Cui muttered, then looked up. Gauged the strength of the formation around them with a flex of his will. “This should do. Try not to target it, however. Yes?”

Echoing agreement, the pair waited for the Elder to leave before they turned to face one another in the open, sandy arena. All around them on the boxstands, Elders—mostly of the martial kind, though Wu Ying noted that Elder Kim, the Head of Gatherers and Agriculture, was present as well—watched with idle interest, many already having supplied themselves with sunflower seeds, cookies, cakes, and pots of tea.

“A little busier than expected,” Wu Ying said, touching Ren by his side. He frowned, eyed his friend, and then made the weapon disappear. He belted another weapon in its place a moment later.

Tou He did not object. Neither party had the overweening pride of a child—no matter what Elder Cui might say—to object to extra caution being taken. Without understanding the full degree of Wu Ying’s transformation, using his most powerful weapon was more than dangerous. It was foolish. Better to start with a simple spirit weapon before progressing further.

On the other hand, the former monk had his latest weapon acquisition in hand, the embossed golden-and-silver staff held easily by his side. The Saint-level weapon had been forged for Tou He from the bone of a fire dragon that had fallen to earth a century ago. Utilizing enchantments that had been embedded in the staff, the weapon could elongate and thicken at Tou He’s command to thrice its size. More importantly, it could take on the Elder’s fiery aura and project it without burning up itself.

“Try not to burn me too much,” Wu Ying said. “I’ve already regrown my skin once today.”

Tou He grinned. “No promises.”

Without a signal from either party, they moved simultaneously, so used to the other by now that no further words were required.

***

Dragon unsheathes his Claws clashed with an Unexpected Landslide, the rising draw cut from Wu Ying’s sheath catching the falling staff before it could reach him. However, Wu Ying altered his technique a little on instinct, choosing to step to the left at the same time to put himself on the outside of Tou He’s weapon rather than face it directly.

He knew better. His was a simple sword, and though it might have the strength of a gusting wind, it had not the prodigious momentum and conceptual weight of the falling rocks that Tou He’s own attack contained.

Or should have contained.

To Wu Ying’s surprise, rather than having to shed the attack as he stepped, the pair of weapons clashed high above their heads, and Tou He’s own staff was repelled. A brief moment of surprise registered on both their visages, but his friend recovered first, using the momentum to bring the other end of his staff to strike at Wu Ying’s midsection.

Instinctively, Wu Ying let his form waver as the attack passed through him. Wind parted under the heavy strike, reforming a moment later. Even so, though he had dodged the physical attack, he still felt pain as his friend’s dao inspiration and aura interacted with his own.

Heavenly flames of purification and cleansing, of benediction and mercy, tore through his form, causing injury as it did so. Minor injury, it was true, but more than Wu Ying had expected. Forced onto the defensive, and unwilling to risk further damage for the moment, he wove a defensive net with his jian against the fast-moving staff.

Sword against staff, and the simple truth came to play: the other weapon was faster than his own, the martial cultivator able to employ the full extent of his weapon’s greater flexibility and reach against Wu Ying. Fast as Wu Ying was, faster than the ponderous mountain of his friend, he chose to limit himself. Better to begin the test. Rather than allow himself be struck, the wind cultivator gave ground, and the pair flowed across the open arena.

For the moment, they applied minor extensions of their auras and daos to do battle. After all, this was a friendly spar, meant for Wu Ying to study the extent of the changes in his body. In that, they were succeeding well enough. Stronger, faster than ever.

As he gained greater comfort with the alterations, the tempo of the battle changed. The first sign came when Wu Ying stopped backing up and circling, sinking his feet into the sand and holding off the spinning staff with his sword alone.

Then, with a forward brush of the jian against the staff, he sent it spinning aside. In that brief space, Wu Ying took his first step forward. Then another as he blocked the rising strike from the other end of his friend’s staff.

The clang of weapons picked up pace, growing in strength like raindrops striking a metal shield till the noise became one continuous note. Wu Ying’s weapon flickered and flashed, its end no longer visible as he continued to pick up the pace. Wind swirled, a continuous whirlwind that picked up sand and generated a dense sandstorm that clouded their forms.

Wu Ying noted in the background the pressure of additional spiritual senses, auras extended into the arena so the Elders could continue their voyeurism. The dry and dusty air grew warm as Tou He’s own aura interacted with the surroundings, causing each breath to feel as if he sucked air in a furnace. Almost unconsciously, the wind cultivator entreated aid from the winds, and colder air began to flow into the arena from outside.

“No cyclones!” roared a command, which caused Wu Ying to hesitate. He realized then what he had begun without thinking and corrected course. In the meantime, Tou He dug his feet in, the pair having returned to the center of the arena.

Feet set, the Mountain Resides form began to shine. A ghostly image of an unyielding mountain appeared behind Tou He, reinforcing his defense. No longer was his own staff struck backward as Wu Ying attacked, the chime of conflicting weapons resounding through the arena. Plates and teacups danced on the Elders’ boxstands, and only a few bothered to suppress the movement.

A couple of minutes later, with neither party managing to acquire the upper hand, they leaped backward to put space between each other. A part of the wind cultivator knew that if he wished to push it further, he could speed up; but then he would have to use his dao. And the pair of them were trying, for the most part, to keep from doing that.

Wu Ying kept his sword raised for a moment longer before he lowered it, his friend mimicking the action with his staff. A casual rotation of the staff tore a gap in the earth, even as Tou He let it come to a rest at the back of his shoulder. In the meantime, the winds slowed, depositing sand on the ground even as shimmering heatwaves carried warmth to the skies.

“That was fun,” Wu Ying said. “Going back to our roots.”

“It was. A good warm-up.”

“So, are you ready?”

Tou He’s grin and raised staff were all the acknowledgment he needed.


Chapter 4

Tou He began to stalk forward. The mountain that had appeared while he fought Wu Ying had faded, the dao formation from sand and earth disappearing as they paused. Now, at his opponent’s words, energy exploded from around him, filling the arena, as a new image overlaid the mountain, setting the entire dao visualization aflame.

“Show-off,” Wu Ying said, eyes glimmering with humor as he tipped his sword. The winds roared and surrounded him, weapon pointed at his friend, and lifted him off the sandy arena floor in a swirling tempest sphere. The winds picked up deeper within the arena itself as Tou He’s flame warmed the air.

No longer daring to pull chi and cold air from the sky, Wu Ying darted to the side and threw a tentative strike at his friend. The attack was filled with blade intent and his wind dao, backed up with his Heart of the Sword. It tore sharply through the air, the sound it made clear and concise, as was the clash when it met the flaming mountain projection around Tou He’s technique.

When the wind met stone, it did not cut, it did not crash through. That was not the wind’s way. It diverted around the mountain and wore it away. The edges of the dao projection faded, the flames guttering. At the same time, the blade struck, sharp, and fell before it came apart, scattering across the face of the defensive technique. Where the wind was deflected, other flames burned hotter, strengthened by the addition of air.

Wu Ying grunted, content that Tou He could weather his attacks. Idly sidestepping a burst of flame, he shifted a dozen feet to the left and swung his jian again. Again and again, he repeated the motion.

Each time, he sped up, flickering from spot to spot around his opponent to send blade strikes in a dazzling display of speed. He moved so fast now that he might as well have been teleporting, shifting from position to position with a minor exertion of will as he displaced his body into the winds and back again.

On the ground, Tou He spun and blocked, his staff moving with ever greater velocity. He shattered the blade strikes with minor projections of his own or allowed the attacks to crash into the dao impression of the mountain. The fire along the mountain guttered and faded or burned ever hotter, depending on the flames’ proximity to the attacks.

Weaving around his friend, Wu Ying set in motion the second part of his plan. He sped up, refusing to disperse entirely, leaving a tiny tendril of his physical form behind. In doing so, he cast his attacks to create a swirling sphere of cutting blades. The flames around the mystic mountain guttered as the wind stole precious air.

Tou He, giving up defending with his own projections, grounded his staff. Power poured out of him, enveloping the mountain, and the flames roared back into full life, bolstered by the flowing chi. Wu Ying’s winds struggled as natural by-products of movement fought his control.

Even so, the wind cultivator could see how the mountain itself was wearing away. Rocks and cliff faces were torn apart with each moment, grasses and vegetation blown away as the flames flickered and guttered under the onslaught.

At the same time, he felt the external pressure of Tou He’s dao attack. The flaming mountain was a twofold technique. The first, the mountain itself, defended his friend from any onslaught. Wu Ying would have to shatter the dao projection in its entirety to land a proper strike.

Meanwhile, the flames and the heat they exuded had permeated the entire arena. Glowing talismans and enchanted runes flickered and gleamed in his peripheral vision as the arena’s protections sought to contain it all, taxed by the ever-increasing temperature within their surroundings.

“Area control and defense,” Wu Ying muttered to himself, never stopping his attacks.

He could sense the conversations held by the other Elders, many of them marveling at the pair’s showcase of techniques. These were, of course, not the only techniques they had to use, but the wind cultivator had to admit, his friend’s choice was particularly apt against him.

Trying to strike him would have been difficult, if not near impossible. Wu Ying could move faster than his stodgy friend, his ability to fade through attacks improved now that he was no longer restraining his dao significantly. He was, for all intents and purposes in this battle, the wind.

It did not matter.

Rather than utilizing the earth aspect of his technique, Tou He leaned heavily into his own element of fire, using heat and temperature to choke Wu Ying out. Of course, fire could not really burn air—it could only alter it. If the pair were truly wind and flame, neither party could ever “win” this battle.

They were not.

Just as Wu Ying had given up the opportunity of becoming one with the wind, his friend wielded not a simple flame but the concept of fire, the cleansing and purifying properties of it. All tinged with a little of the Heavens’ own judgment.

As such, in the extended environment of the arena, a battle of daos and wills occurred as the pair contested one another. The fire burned and twisted and changed the wind, inflicting injury to the wind cultivator within. Simultaneously, the wind cultivator asserted his own beliefs—an ever-changing wind, disallowing such injury even as he pressed upon the mountain the concepts of time and deterioration, the wearing away of even the greatest of objects.

Once more, the pair were at a standstill. Wu Ying had a higher degree of control of the dao and his Wind Body than Tou He’s control of fire. On the other hand, the fire element had precedence over wind. It should, theoretically, have given the former monk the advantage, while the addition of heavenly flame should have increased its overall effectiveness.

Even so, even if the flames licked at his form, no mountain was eternal. It would become a battle of endurance and stubbornness if they continued this struggle. Understanding this, the pair broke apart by mutual consent, no further flames or chi or blade strikes emerging.

A battle for endurance might have been the smartest and least risky method of winning the duel. It was also, rather clearly, quite boring.

Wu Ying grinned at his friend, saluting him with his sword. Unlike many other Elders in the Core Formation stage, he had focused his development within, constrained both by injuries and his interest. He had not taken up additional techniques, mixing formations or alchemy or enchanted equipment into his fighting styles, nor had he explored the full variance of his dao.

In effect, he’d deepened the skillsets he’d acquired in the last decade, perfecting his existing techniques and combining them with the jian and the wind into his martial style, which allowed him to progress the Wandering Dragon further. But it also meant that, compared to many other Elders, he was limited in the variety of his attacks. He had trained on a single attack a thousand times, rather than on a thousand different attacks.

Not to say he hadn’t managed a couple of new techniques, but the majority were useless against another Elder in the Core Formation stage. Such techniques were showy, wasteful in the amount of chi they used, and most importantly, had not the dao heft required to break through a manifested dao understanding.

All those thoughts flickered through Wu Ying’s mind as he regarded his friend before he settled on his next attack. The second form of the Wandering Dragon was deceptively simple. A straight lunge that made use of the full strength of Wu Ying’s body and dao, aligned along a single axis. He pushed off with his back leg, the wind as firm as stone as he did so, muscles and dao and sword intent on a single whole.

Wind chi gathered behind Wu Ying, allowing him to cross the distance in the time it took to blink. It sharpened itself into a mighty point, combining with sword intent to a killing wind so strong it could have pounded a piece of straw through a doorpost if it had caught such an item. Never mind the sharp length of metal he wielded.

A piece of metal further reinforced and sharpened with the Heart of the Jian, an understanding of the weapon itself and borrowing the weight of history and purpose. A sword, a jian, was meant to do one thing when it thrust—pierce. To enter and burst through, fast and purposeful and precise, and this intent was imparted into the very bonds of reality itself as the world split for the wind cultivator.

The Wandering Dragon’s Second Form—the Dragon’s Truth.

A simplistic motion, but with the borrowed weight of a thousand years and a million instances of purpose and energy. It crashed into the simple open-palm projection that met its attack, Tou He raising and thrusting his hand forward in a warding gesture.

Like Wu Ying’s own attack, Tou He’s parry carried with it the depth of his enlightenment. The warding gesture came from deep within and borrowed from the same concepts of protection and sanctuary that had so deeply ingrained themselves into the ex-monk at a young age that he carried them with him to this day.

Peace and mercy, redemption from the acts and treacheries of life. The warding hand was warning and dismissal at the same time, a gesture of mercy and deflection. No farther, it said; for those that stood behind that door were to be treasured.

A hundred, a thousand, a million such movements had been made over the years. By monks, yes, protecting the worshippers within, but also by guards at walls, mothers before their children, lovers before bullies.

Behind the simple motion, a multitude of histories.

Together, the pair of attacks—as much dao inspiration and enlightenments as physical motions—clashed, projections of chi leading the way before the physical representations met. Tou He, on the defense, staggered first, hand crumpling back as the weight of his opponent’s conviction and element bore down upon him.

At the same time, the energy of the warding rebounded down the jian and into Wu Ying’s hand. Held firmly in the wind cultivator’s grip, thrust forward by gale-force winds, the weapon bent and then broke. It was a mere spirit weapon, not meant for such forces. It shattered into a thousand pieces, swept forward by the howling wind to strike Tou He’s projection.

Surprised or not, Wu Ying shifted his attack by inches at the last moment; he bypassed his friend, reappearing at and behind the other’s side. The wind stilled for a fraction of a moment as the wind cultivator turned, broken hilt in one hand, and stared at the thin trail of blood along his friend’s jaw.

A single shard of metal had punctured the mountain, drawing blood.

Tou He stood there, eyes unseeing, facing forward, the cracked defense crumbling with a sound that was not a sound but should have been—like dreams coming apart or the breaking of a heart. A slight shudder passed through the man, starting from his bald head and traveling through his body. Then, finally, a breath was drawn, a little too wet for normal.

Wu Ying breathed in too and hissed it out as the Thousand Miseries technique gave lie to his assumption.

Wait. Not a single wound.

New spots bloomed all along Tou He’s form as additional cuts showed themselves. A moment later, as his friend turned to him to speak, his eyes rolled back. Moving quickly, Wu Ying sent his broken weapon into storage before he caught the other. Dark brown eyes, normally filled with good humor, were blank now. Unconscious.

Voices rose all around him even as Wu Ying cursed in sudden understanding.

Fools.

They really were fools.


Chapter 5

“Idiot boys,” Fairy Yang Fa Yuan said, arms crossed underneath her breasts as she stared at the bandaged patient and the hovering friend in the physician’s hut. The pair had evacuated to the nearby residence, a small step away for Wu Ying, where the physician on duty had rushed over to begin mending the injured Elder. “Were you trying to kill one another?”

“We were trying to be careful!” Wu Ying protested, guilt driving him to attempt to justify what they had done. “I wasn’t even using Ren.”

“Would have been easier to treat if you had,” Physician Gu said, packing away ointments and bandages. “The steel slivers were much more numerous to locate.” He tapped the bowl where he had dumped the shards of the broken jian he’d extracted from Tou He’s body. “What do you want to do with these?”

“Do with them?” Tou He said, surprised.

“Yes. Do you want to melt them down and wear them around your neck? A mark to showcase your foolishness and ability to survive such idiocy?” the physician said, waspishly.

“Some do that?” Wu Ying said, surprised.

“Foolish children, of course.”

Tou He could not help but snort in amusement at the elaborate setup. He waved dismissively at the bowl, and the physician nodded, taking the entire thing with him to dispose of properly. The physician would wash it down before offering the metal to the blacksmiths to be melted, most likely.

“I never knew Physician Gu to have such a low sense of humor,” Wu Ying said, shaking his head in mock seriousness. He moved aside, easily dodging her casual attack as Fairy Yang tried to strike him in the arm. He caught her frown as she brought her hand back and changed what he was about to say, asking instead, “Something wrong?”

“Nothing wrong. Just different. The way you dodged just now…” She stared at his arm.

“What?”

Instead of answering, she shook her head. When he made to ask again, Tou He raised a hand to catch their attention. “You didn’t move.”

“I’m pretty certain I did. I don’t have a dao of space,” Wu Ying said, firmly. “I dodged by shifting myself, not space itself.”

“Not the only way they use space, but that’s not it,” Tou He said. “You dodged by drifting yourself to the side instead of leaning. And you don’t seem to have noticed yourself doing it.”

Wu Ying hesitated, replaying the events. He had sensed the beginning of Fairy Yang’s attack, the way her eyes had shifted, the slight tilt of the closest shoulder that preceded the movement. Even the beginning of the attack, when she first parted the air and caused a breeze. He’d felt the alteration in the air and moved, or perhaps it was better to say he willed himself away.

He no longer consciously had to extend his aura, not into the surrounding area. His unconscious sense of self seemed to encompass at least a few hundred feet in all directions, in all the places air itself existed. It was a sphere of perception that extended around him, as much a part of Wu Ying as his own hand, and as sensitive to movement and interactions as his own skin.

It was not an aura sense but a spiritual and dao connection of the basest form. When one understood that all was part of the dao, and it was only human limitation, a mortal mindset, that failed to grasp the entirety of the dao, it was only a small matter from there to comprehend that all matter was connected. A wind begun in the east over ocean waves was connected to the stirring of a leaf in the west, or a forming storm in the south.

Knowing such basic principles was simple. Understanding them, in a soul-deep manner, was another. At its base, he was the wind, the wind was him. And so, he was everything the wind touched.

Right now, he was still a neophyte. If he completely understood that principle, he would have been able to sense even the farthest change. As it stood, his minimal range of a few hundred feet around him strained his mind if he thought to consciously take in this wider range of perception.

However, if Wu Ying just allowed himself to exist, to accept those changes in the world without judgment or consideration, and to only react to the portions that were of concern—a threat, a new presence, a motion—then he could act unconsciously.

Wu wei.

Much the same way an individual might disregard the feel of clothing on their skin or the myriad scents permeating their surroundings until one became of notice, Wu Ying had instinctively shuffled his newfound perception to the background.

Just as interestingly, he had also instinctively adjusted his own reactions to such threats and presences. Whether shifting his body to create space or dodging an attack, Wu Ying utilized his wind and upgraded Wind Body to his benefit without consciously pushing it further.

“I guess I have much to train,” Wu Ying muttered. Overall, this was an improvement. However, unconscious habits could be exploited, especially by others in battle. He would have to grow conscious of his own reactions so he wouldn’t fall into another’s trap.

“Idiot.” Fa Yuan looked at Tou He, eyes ranging briefly over his muscular and bandaged body. There were no traces of blood anymore, the cultivator’s new bloodline and higher cultivation level already having begun the healing process. “You’re just lucky your friend is as tough as his dao.”

“I’m fine,” Tou He said, then amended his comment at the look she gave him. “In a few weeks.”

Wu Ying grimaced, for even now, he could feel the tattered nature of his friend’s aura. The shards of the jian had carried his dao and sword intent after all, such that their penetration had damaged his friend on the spiritual level too.

Again, she shook her head before turning to Wu Ying. When he did not immediately understand what she desired, she spoke. “Do you not have someone else waiting for you?”

“Someone else?” Wu Ying blinked as realization struck him. He gasped and looked at his friend. “I—”

“Have to go.” Tou He waved a hand languidly, leaning back against the edge of the raised wooden bedframe with a half-smile. “I’m fine. I’ll be fine,” he amended as he glanced at Fa Yuan.

Wu Ying didn’t wait, pushing with his aura and his newfound sense of the wind. He reached outward until he located his mansion and then shifted himself along the branches of wind between, reappearing outside the dining room within his own residence. A dining room that contained she who’d been waiting on him.

In the background, in the room he’d been in, Wu Ying sensed his friend and martial sister having a conversation. He could tell the conversation had turned to him as they expressed concern about the sudden change in his strength and knowledge.

And then, flexing his will again, he discarded the extended senses, drawing them back to the immediate area. Even if he’d continued to listen, he would not impose his own curiosity over the pair’s privacy.

Anyway, there were conversations—even between friends—that one was better off ignorant about. At the end of the day, some things were best left unlearned.

***

A slight twitch of his shoulders to release the tension that had gathered there, and his hand paused as it reached for the door handle. He breathed in, exhaled, and slid it open. He stepped into the room, eyes locking on Yang Mu where she paced, fan tapping against the edge of her wrist.

The moment he stepped inside, she spun. “Ah Ying. How is he?”

“Well. The injuries were minimal and none were fatal or debilitating,” Wu Ying said. “He will need to rest for a few weeks but will recover fully.”

“Good. Very good,” Yang Mu said, her voice softening with each word. She crossed over to him, a hand reaching for his. “And you?”

“Well.”

“Good.” She breathed in, then kicked him in the shin. “Idiot.”

This time around, Wu Ying forcibly suppressed his reactive dodge, allowing her to land the hit. He did note how his body yielded a little even as his feet stayed flat, muscle and bone compressing a touch as though they were sponges—or air in a bottle—before springing back.

“Do all of you get together to choose insults?” Wu Ying said.

“All of us?”

“Yes, Elder Sister cursed me out too, with the exact same term.”

“If the scales balance…”

He pulled her closer, then released her hand to slip an arm around her waist. A blush threatened her complexion, the sudden intimacy throwing her off. He bent down, hovering over her lips, as he spoke. “Well, then I should probably tilt it in my favor again.”

She gulped to clear her throat, not moving as she returned his ardent gaze. “And how…how do you intend to do that?”

Mischief appeared in his eyes, and she felt his body shift as he released his grip from around her waist. She tensed, expecting him to pull away to tease her, and was all the more surprised when he closed the rest of the distance. Hungry lips met pliant ones, breath mingling as he leaned over her, hand returning to the small of her back to press tight. She found herself melting into his embrace, her hip snug against his and upper back cradled in his arms.

The kiss lasted for an interminable time, lips and tongues embracing one another with passion before the pair broke away, Yang Mu flushed and breathing deeply while the hunger in Wu Ying’s eyes was fully revealed. When she tried to speak, she found her throat dry, and she had to swallow a few times to clear it.

Still holding her close, he drew in a breath of her unmistakable scent, a mixture of the jasmine and rose perfume water she used and something else, something deeper and muskier beneath. It connected with portions of his mind that bypassed the rational, making his fingers dig into delicate flesh beneath silken robes, the thin cloth suddenly too much of a barrier for his taste.

“Dinner is cold already,” Yang Mu said, softly.

Wu Ying finished the thought for her.

“Then, it won’t hurt at all for it to continue to be cold.”

Wrapping her in his aura, he utilized the wind to shift the pair to the bedroom for further privacy, leaving the servants who waited in the wings startled by their sudden disappearance.

He did, however, remember to put up the sound barrier around his bedroom.


Chapter 6

Later that evening, when other pleasantries were over, the pair lounged in Wu Ying’s bedroom with trays of purloined dishes, transferred through the simple application of wind and dao inspirations. They were now picking at the meal, a light sheen of sweat drying on their bodies as a breeze cleansed the room of lingering scents.

“Ying…” When Wu Ying looked over, Yang Mu continued, her voice gentle, “Why did you push things that far?”

“I didn’t…” He frowned, shaking his head. “I didn’t think it would be that easy to break Ah He’s defense. After all, that is part and parcel of his dao, the bearing of burdens and the defense of the innocent. And he did block my attack.”

“Just not when it broke,” Yang Mu said, frowning. “Why was that, do you think?”

Wu Ying considered, then added, “I think, if I had to guess, it was because he had focused his defense on his palm. He could not meet my attack without doing so, and it weakened the rest of his dao conjuration.”

Now that matters had settled, he’d had time to contemplate the battle. The way his own strength had increased. He could feel, even now, his Core, which had been layered again and again and again, and the Nascent Soul within it. He sensed how uncomfortable it was now, when his body had achieved an immortal state, that the immortal Nascent Soul was still trapped. Eventually, he would break that Core and merge that formless soul with himself. A soul fed with understanding and enlightenment of his journeys, the winds, and his experience, but stripped of direction and elements.

The Formless Soul was not like other cultivation methods. Its goal was to create an immortal receptacle for the existing mortal being. It was for those that did not want to shave away portions of who they were, devoting themselves to the dao conception that would drive them to the Heavens.

It was also considered a failed soul cultivation method. While it was possible to nurture a soul within the Core and dantian using the Formless Soul method, the resulting soul could not—generally—withstand the Heavenly Tribulation that resulted upon emergence into this world. Without a thorough dao backing behind it, these souls would crumble and, tied to the human within, send the cultivator to their death as well.

Of course, shielded in an immortal body, it made a useful technique for Body Cultivators and one of the major theorized paths toward immortality. There were a number of famous Body Cultivators who had trodden this very path, with a few known successes. It was why Wu Ying had utilized the Formless Soul method for his own soul cultivation.

There were, of course, limitations and liabilities to it and peculiarities for his own situation.

He had to compress his own dantian and Core significantly while studying the Formless Soul method to account for the Wind Body and wind chi. That had resulted in a more concentrated and layered Core than most. While it made him a stronger Core Formation cultivator, it also meant that breaking through when he was about to reach the Nascent Soul stage—and then merging it with his immortal Wind Body—would be more difficult.

Perhaps impossible?

In the end, the current result was clear—his own strength was significantly higher than any “normal” Core Formation stage cultivator. Stronger than any Nascent Soul cultivator in the beginning stages. Where he stood, Wu Ying could not fully comprehend, but…

“The backlash from my attack—it tore Tou He’s dao defense apart. That allowed the shards to break through,” Wu Ying said.

“You’re that close, then,” Yang Mu said, sadly.

Catching her tone, he frowned. “What is wrong?”

“Just…” She gave him a tired smile. “Just that I have enjoyed our time together.”

“You speak like it will be over soon.”

“Will it not?” she asked, softly.

“It’s many years yet,” Wu Ying said. “I have to reinforce my Core at least once more, then…I have to settle into this body and understand it fully. And finally, face the final Tribulation. Who knows when I’ll have the courage to do that?”

He tried for levity at the end, hoping to draw a smile from her. Instead, she ignored his attempt at humor.

“And then what?”

“Then?” Wu Ying said, surprised. “Then I wait. Or see what aid I might find in the Heavens, for you.”

“For me?” she said, half-amused. “You’d ask the Jade Emperor to aid me?”

“Well, I might perhaps not start with him…” He turned over, putting his weight against her and rolling her back onto the bed. On top of her, pinning her against the mattress with his body, he leaned close so that his gaze could meet hers. “But I’ll do whatever I can to aid you. Scour the Heavens and Hells, just like you have done me.

“And I’ll wait. No matter how long and how many lives.”

He felt her still, felt even her breathing stop. Beneath his chest, he could feel her heartbeat speed up, the firm press of solid and pliant flesh and muscle beneath him. Eyes wide, she stared into his own, frozen.

They had not spoken such brash, upfront words to one another before. To make such a declaration, when they were not even technically married—it was scandalous. Even by the mores of cultivator society, which often turned a blind eye to the proper roles and social customs of man and woman, such declarations were only made between those looking to become dual cultivators.

In other words, making such a declaration might as well be a proposal.

Heartbeats striking, joining, and finding synchronicity. Her scent, her scent, muskier and ever more prevalent after their earlier exercise, filled his nose, his senses. He could hear each slight shift of muscle, the small sigh as she finally exhaled. Muscles relaxed, the warmth of recycled breath, the smell of mint and jasmine from her lips, and that underlying smell of earth and wood and life that was just hers filling his nose.

He could have picked her out from a dozen, a hundred, beauties with his eyes closed—not just from her fierce spiritual aura, the way it sought and found connections with him and the world around her, but also from the way she smelled, the way her breathing shifted and stilled.

A soul so bright, so perfectly fitted with his own that he could not have imagined another. Funny, that wood and wind, farmer and cultivator daughter, might find themselves so suited. How easy it could have been to miss one another for another lifetime, but for a single decision.

“Why now?” she finally asked, her voice ever so soft, ever so gentle.

Because now I’m worthy. That was the first thought that came to his mind, though instinct told him not to say it. No woman wanted to hear the self-depreciating putdown of a too-humble man that she loved. After all, she had chosen him just as he had chosen her.

“The pain is gone, and with that weight released…” Wu Ying smiled a little, shaking his head. “With the weight released, I can fly now.” And that realization…it came with another.

“I do not wish to fly too far or too long alone.”

“But you do, sometimes.”

“Do you not wish your independence at times?” A rueful smile. “We are too independent to be tied down, either of us. It’s nice—it’s necessary—to wander, but roots are necessary too. And you, my family, this sect—you’re my roots.”

“You’ll have to cut them when you ascend,” Yang Mu said, flatly. “Isn’t that the way? That ascension requires sacrifice? For the Heavens are jealous and require loyalty to them and none other.”

“We already challenge the Heavens to ascend, breaking their inviolate rule of mortality. What is one more in that case?” He smiled, pulling back a little to lessen the intensity of their presence. He could feel her shift beneath him, hip pressing against his groin in disappointment. “And it’s not even one that hasn’t been broken before. The Eight Immortals walk among us on the regular, and Guan Yin dallies among us, offering comfort and mercy in equal measure where she can.”

“So you’d challenge the very Heavens for me?” A smile tugged at her lips, even if her voice was light and teasing. Her bare knee came up between his legs, pressing against the silk pajama pants he wore, putting pressure on his thighs and then higher.

“The six Heavens and the thousand Hells and all the lands between.”

“Then you’ll speak with my parents soon about this, yes?” Her knee moved upward, resting between his legs. She braced her foot against the bed, using it to elevate her groin to his, and then rolling a little once they were pressed together.

Wu Ying blinked, his attention drawn downward by the distraction. She kept moving, kept distracting him, her lower lip sucked in between her teeth and lightly nibbled upon.

“You’ll speak with them…”

“I…” He gave his head a little shake, forcing himself to focus. “I said the six Heavens and the thousand Hells, not them.”

She stopped her teasing, the lip she had been biting so distractingly released. An eyebrow arched, and then with a minor shift of her hip, she rolled him off her, one hand snaking around his hip as she did so to control the movement. She landed on top of him as he came to land on the bed, the winds laughing at his new position.

“Still afraid of my father, then? What would the world say.”

“That I am wise beyond my years, to avoid angering him. And more fortunate than any man to have acquired such a prize in you.”

“Sweet words do not rectify frightened actions.”

Their voices were light and teasing, but Wu Ying sobered a moment later. “You know I will. Once I’ve settled matters with the Sect Head.”

“I know.” There was no doubt in her voice; then she bent down and kissed him on the lips. “And for that, you deserve a prize.”

A pause, then she slid downward, trailing kisses on his bare chest.

And once again, Wu Ying noted how fortunate he was. In her, and in his residence’s numerous privacy formations.


Chapter 7

“A half-step Immortal,” the older man, Sect Head Yan Shu Ren, said—barely older, it seemed, at least by appearance. Early forties at best, if he had been a plain mortal. Of course, Wu Ying knew better; he’d been in the Nascent Soul stage for many years, gaining the concurrent extension of lifespan that occurred when the immortal soul began to merge with the mortal body.

“I have been told that is not entirely accurate, Honored Sect Head,” Wu Ying said, grimacing. “For I have an immortal body now, but I lack the immortal soul that has merged with it.”

Describing a Body Cultivator with Soul Cultivator terms was always fraught with difficulty. For a Soul Cultivator, the emergence of the immortal soul and the permeation of their immortality throughout the physical body was the final step; a half-step Immortal was one who had fully integrated their immortal soul into their physical form, creating an immortal body.

Not that Immortals were truly undying. Even an Immortal could perish; it just meant that they did not age. Death arrived, through battles with other Immortals, with devils and demons and dragons gone rogue, or through tragedy and exhaustion.

Immortality was but a cessation of aging and a vast increase in strength. It was not, ultimately, the end of the road.

In either case, Wu Ying had not that. He had but a fully empowered Wind Body, one that had taken on the shapeless infinity of the wind. Though he had rejected the process of becoming part of the wind, he could still disperse himself within it, traveling through the air, utilizing it like an extension of his body. At least, within certain bounds.

After all, the winds could be fickle and randomly possessive over their authority.

“After speaking with my martial sister and Elder Ko, I believe I would be best served by spending additional time reinforcing my Core and strengthening my immortal soul. Only when I have stabilized further will I attempt the final merging,” Wu Ying said.

“Very well.” Shu Ren picked up the delicate porcelain teacup and sipped on it, the pair of pink-and-white cranes painted upon it tilting their heads upward as he did so. It was not, as Wu Ying first thought, a trick of the light, but a minor dao impartation and technique by the creator who made the tea set, bringing the birds partly to life. “And do you have a time frame in mind?”

Wu Ying shook his head. “A decade, perhaps two.”

A slight inclination of his head at the words. Sect Head Yan leaned forward and placed a small talisman on the table, a jade plaque inscribed in minute detail, inscriptions imbued with dense chi and dao inspirations. A brief sweep of the object with his own senses was enough to force Wu Ying to pull back or be drawn into the enchantment itself.

“Sect Head?” Wu Ying asked, uncertain.

“As the equivalent of a Nascent Soul cultivator, there are now some secrets that you are entitled to learn.” A slight smile. “We will speak of these secrets later, but this too is a benefit.” A finger reached out and tapped the table near the jade talisman. “A key to a mystic realm, for your continued training.”

“A mystic realm?” Surprise echoed in Wu Ying’s voice, though if he thought about it, he should not have been. If the Pang clan could have one, why not the Verdant Green Waters?

“You will, of course, conduct any martial or skill training there.” The words were said as though Shu Ren mused out loud, but the unmistakable hint of command interlaced them. “At our stage, inappropriate use of techniques can be highly destructive.”

“Of course, Sect Head. And thank you.” Placing the plaque in a storage ring, Wu Ying winced as the ring itself flexed and creaked. He might have to acquire a separate storage ring just for this jade talisman.

“A small matter.” A slight pause. “You will, of course, ensure that there is a replacement fully trained before your ascension.” There was no give in his words; the Sect Head was clear on his expectations for his Head of Wandering Gatherers.

“Yes, Sect Head.” Wu Ying smiled a little. “There are a few who might be viable, if they ever return.” He frowned. “The trio would be my preference, for obvious reasons.”

“You’ve spoken of it before. I dislike the idea of a council for your department rather than a single individual. Not only are they not all Core Formation cultivators, it increases the complexity of administration. The traditionalists will be upset too, at the changes.” Shu Ren shook his head. “You have yet to convince me this the best way forward.”

“We have spoken of this, and I’ve noted that there were councils in our history, so the objection of being uncommon to our traditions is hypocritical.”

“Tradition is based upon what one knows from the past when one was youthful and new, not what is truly historic,” Shu Ren said. “You know that.”

“I do not.” Seeing the annoyed look on Shu Ren’s face, Wu Ying clarified, “I grasp your point, but I do not understand it. It makes little sense to me. It is like refusing to put a field to fallow, even if you no longer have the water to properly irrigate all the fields you have.”

“Hypocrisy is ever prevalent in mortal thought.” The Sect Head smiled at Wu Ying as he continued. “As in you, my Department Head. Or is your insistence on raising the three not just as much due to stubbornness and a desire to disrupt the norm? Rather than seeking what is truly best for the sect?”

“I object to that, Sect Head. My decisions are what is best for the Verdant Green Waters.” The wind cultivator plucked the cup from the table, sipping on the tea as he continued. “When they are back from their latest expedition, I expect one of your objections to have been placed aside at least.”

“You expect Cultivator Cao to finally break through?”

“I do. The demonic wood ox they are to bring the spirit core back from should be sufficient to force the final ascent for Cultivator Cao.” What neither said, but both understood, was that Ya Zhu’s cultivation journey would likely end soon after. She might layer her Core a few more times, but she would never be able to achieve Nascent Soul. Her dantian was too weak, the Core and the number of layers she would be able to build—and thus the amount of space the immortal soul she contained could grow—would be stunted.

Then again, to have raised three Core Formation Elders—four, if Ya Zhu broke through—in a decade was a great feat. That nearly a dozen such breakthroughs had happened during the last decade since the department had gained its footing could be laid at the feet of the wind cultivator and, to some lesser extent, the groundwork laid by Elder Kim. Spirit herbs of great potency and variety had flooded the sect, and in the bounty, the sect had flourished.

Of course, that degree of rapid growth had not come without cost.

The first of the three current Wandering Gatherers in the Core Formation stage, Elder Xia Hui, was a weakened Elder. Caught in a never-ending cycle of pills, purifying medicinal baths, and gathering. His constant expeditions to acquire ever greater numbers and potency of herbs to pay for his treatment was one of growing legend.

At least a half-dozen others of the Verdant Green Waters’ new Core Formation Elders would never progress further, their ascension a matter of pills and forced progression rather than true enlightenment. This change was, in fact, a major concern among more traditional Elders, with mutterings about chaff and dilution of quality often permeating the halls of power.

All these factors flitted through the Sect Head’s eyes, Wu Ying could see. The balancing of strength and prestige, ensuring tradition and the ego of traditionalists, did not impact the growth and blossoming of the organization as a whole—and didn’t dilute it either.

“I see. And what of that boy, the one from your village?” Shu Ren asked. “And that half apprentice you trained?”

“Guard Captain Tong’s nephew?” Wu Ying shook his head. “He joined the martial cultivators. A good man, a strong fighter, but he has no head for cultivation. He’s too impatient. I fear that he will never progress.” In fact, that was an understatement. With only eight energy meridians broken through and the boy in his late twenties, it would take a greater degree of discipline than he’d exhibited for that to happen.

Or a miracle.

“And the boy? A student of your father’s, was he not?” Shu Ren asked.

“Another martial cultivator, though he shows greater promise. Elder Liu would know more in detail.” After all, Tou He was a martial cultivator, much like the boy. “And yes, my father had taken him on as a student.” Wu Ying hesitated, before adding, “He was taught the Long family style and could be considered an adopted member of my family. The fevers that took his parents were unfortunate, and my parents were glad for the additional aid when he was younger.”

Never mind the fact that their home had felt extremely empty, as they had pointed out to him. Not that he had thought it appropriate for them to still be in their own hut, or working the fields. At least that fight he had won, a few years ago. Encroaching age and his father’s stiffening leg had ended his time in the fields but had sent him into a frenzy of teaching the jian.

He found quite the number of willing students among the refugees and orphans arriving from across the province due to the drought and famine. Many of those who came sought better-paying jobs as guards and merchants, some seeking to become cultivators, others looking to prey upon the village itself.

As it was, the mortal town guards and merchants were grateful for a group of well-trained, strong, and trustworthy guards. Last that Wu Ying had heard, his father was in negotiations to create a formal biaoju. Of course, the process of creating an escort company was fraught with paperwork and bureaucracy, but it kept his father busy in his old age and out of further mischief. A fact that his mother was sincerely grateful for.

“And…?”

“He would not make a good gatherer or a replacement for me,” Wu Ying said, bluntly. “It was why my father took so much interest in him in the first place. While he has no intrinsic skill in the jian, he is hardworking and has a gift for making the right decision in the chaos of a battlefield.” A slight twitch of his lips. “Ah Yen—Cultivator Yen—has a gift for chaos. A useful skill in a martial cultivator, not so much in my line of work.”

“A pity.” Pouring the two of them fresh cups, the Sect Head took a moment to savor the tea before he continued. At Wu Ying’s patient expression, he explained his words. “It would be a pity if your department fell into disarray after your ascension, after you have spent so much time and effort building it. Yet given a choice between a trio, of which none are individually strong enough or knowledgeable enough, or a foreign gatherer…some might prefer it to fall.”

“Some being the Guardian of the Gate.” Wu Ying’s lips curled. Even now, Guardian Pang found ways to make the wind cultivator’s job more difficult. While he might no longer be willing to extend his accumulated favors in another attempt at removing Wu Ying, it did not mean he could not harry and harass his people. Minor infractions in dress code, in the bureaucracy of arrival and departure, and of seniority all plagued those who might join the Department of Gatherers or allied themselves with Wu Ying.

“Oh, not just him. While your efforts are admired by many, your methods have left a lot to desire.”

Another grunt, though Wu Ying chose not to answer that one.

“In any case, you have a decade. Think of the matter. As you might have realized, the wind might blow and leave, but it is never truly gone.”

“Of course, Sect Head.” Wu Ying inclined his head again.

“Now, what have you heard of the matters to the east? Your friends—both airy and temporal—are useful contacts. As are your companion’s parents.”

Of course, Yang Mu’s parents were farther north and east than the state of Cai; but with Yang Mu’s own journeys back and forth across the kingdoms, and their own contacts, it was no surprise they had garnered a wide range of friends. And spies.

The sect and the kingdom had spies enough in the kingdom of Wei—or at least had decent coverage. Wu Ying assumed, from his conversations with Fa Yuan, that enough was never truly possible—but he knew the Sect Head was asking about locations even farther afield.

Not about the state of Wei, but that of Cai. The massive kingdom that had risen decades before his own birth and had grown only larger since. Their expansionist nature had seen them do battle with all neighboring states, driving north, south, east, and west until they had finally butted up against kingdoms that refused to break.

Unlike many others, their own ruler was a cultivator, a powerful Nascent Soul ruler. Potentially greater, if the rumors were to be believed. Unfortunately, the distance between their kingdoms and the Cai ruler’s own paranoia had guaranteed that confirmation was impossible to garner.

Few survived a direct clash with the King of Cai.

For many years, they had grown quiescent. Desperate battles and a few resounding defeats had forced them to hold back, with only border skirmishes and a pair of concurrent civil wars in recently conquered kingdoms bloodying the blades of their armies. But now, those old kingdoms had been pacified, the rulers—and the children and families—dealt with.

Once more, the kingdom of Cai’s eyes wandered, and its ruler’s rumored Dao of Expansion hungered.

Wu Ying passed on what he had heard: minor rumors, troop movements, and consolidation of armies nearby. Purchases of wood, orders of spirit stones and leather, the acquisition and shipment of metal from afar. “Most interestingly, the Green Tiger has been moved to the north.”

“The north?” Sect Head Yan said, surprised. “Then who controls the army?”

“No one, or so the rumors say.” Wu Ying sipped at the tea again, continuing after he lowered the cup. “They train, of course, under the left and right colonels; they build up stores under the logistics general. But to control the western army…no one.”

“This…” Eyes narrowed in thought, the Sect Head next spoke carefully. “It is not usual for them. But a few decades ago, Cai Meng Dai himself controlled his armies.”

“That’s how he established himself,” Wu Ying agreed. “Rising through the army, gaining ranks, and then overthrowing his own lord.”

“Disastrous,” the Sect Head said. No surprise the man saw little good to be had from an army cultivator committing regicide and setting himself upon the throne. Even the hint of such activity could see entire sects destroyed. If not for Cai Meng Dai’s own distant relationship to the ruling family and the former nation’s rulers’ desire for expansion—and thus the need for good soldiers—they would have acted upon the man’s naked greed. “You will inform me if you hear anything further.”

Wu Ying inclined his head in acknowledgment of the statement and his dismissal. Troubles to the east were a problem for the kingdom, the Sect Head, and the state of Wei to deal with.

As for himself, he had issues much closer to home to handle.


Chapter 8

The personal lessons Wu Ying conducted for his most advanced students were no longer held in the classroom. His personal students had long ago passed such hand-holding, the Department of Wandering Gatherers having grown to such a size that the oldest of them now carried out such menial chores.

The remaining lessons Wu Ying had to impart were best done in person and outdoors, amid the woods and the lands surrounding the sect. Or, in this case, in the wind cultivator’s own home, standing around a powerful formation as it drew forth images from a storied ring.

The formation itself was just one of a few active at this time and were part of the ongoing cost of running the organization, much to Wu Ying’s chagrin. The first protection was a security formation that ensured the privacy of any viewings within the room itself, a mixed water, earth, and fire formation that blocked spiritual and elemental senses. The second, a layer of wards to protect against theft and tampering of anything within the residence itself. It was the third set of formations, empowered by the largest set of five spirit stones, that drew the eye and cast images from the World Spirit Ring centered in the middle of the formation itself.

Over the years, Wu Ying’s continued sustenance of the World Spirit Ring had seen to its continued expansion. No longer was the territory within a simple set of fields that Wu Ying had to painstakingly develop. Now the ring’s contents encompassed an entire continent’s worth of space, one filled with mountains and lakes and rivers and plains, deserts and gullies and caves, and even a small ocean. Comparing the World Spirit Ring utilized by Elder Kim, the Head of the Department of Gatherers and Agriculture, to Wu Ying’s ring was like comparing a child to a Nascent Soul cultivator.

Laughable in the extreme.

Not that he ever intended to let the other man know.

“I still don’t believe you bought this ring in an auction,” Ma Jie said, arms crossed under her breasts. One of the three martial sisters who might one day lead his organization and one of his first students, she had an Earth element that echoed her broader form. She stared as Xia Hui manipulated the formation, sending the projection blurring through the world captured within the ring itself. “And slow down, you’re going to make me ill.”

“I’m looking for something,” Khang Xia Hui said. He had once been a senior to Wu Ying, though never graced with direct tutelage by the old Head of Gatherers. Now, he was Wu Ying’s student and a powerful Core Formation Elder, even if one who constantly required pills to reinforce his unstable cultivation base. “And I’m not going to waste my time just for your comfort. Close your eyes if you have a problem.”

Ma Jie sniffed, but she refused to look away. As Elders, they could process and memorize faster than any mortal cultivator, and the chance to view lands—any kind of land—with such detail and safety was not to be missed. Nor, as Xia Hui hinted, could they afford to run the formation long. The cost of pulling such images from the World Spirit Ring without damaging it was astronomical, the five Core Formation–equivalent spirit stones would only be sufficient for the beat of one bell2.

“Believe it or not, it’s the truth,” Wu Ying stated. He watched the image spin through before him, but his own aura and winds were embedded deep within the ring itself, sensing the way the formation manipulated the energies within. He was constantly verifying against the dao and enchantments used to make the ring itself for damage.

“Some people truly have the luck to pick up phoenix feathers while shitting,” Zhe Lan said, the water cultivator lounging backward. Over the years, the students had fallen into a scandalous degree of informality, at least in private. She perked up a little as the image came to a stop over the sole eastern ocean in the ring, leaning close as the image expanded swiftly and plunged into the water itself. “You still hunting for that multilimbed squid?”

“Octopus. It’s called an octopus,” Xia Hui said. “And I swear, it’s already progressed to Energy Storage the last time I spotted it.”

“That would be impressive considering how separated the ring is from the greater Dao.” Wu Ying did not, however, gainsay his student. Or colleague. The man was, after all, an Elder too.

“Did you really capture all these octopus variants yourself?” Elder Khang asked, hands deep in the formation and twitching. His dao enveloped the energies, helping him manipulate the five elements with casual ease.

“I did.” Of course, Wu Ying was not going to admit how he did it. Or why. Opening a gap in his spirit ring, pushing against the greater dao of the world, and allowing the ocean to flow into it while injured had not been his best idea. It did, however, mean that he had filled an entire portion of his ring with myriad fish and octopi.

Even if it had been entirely by accident.

“Smart, to have variety in species and types. Makes for easier study,” Xia Hui muttered to himself, continuing his search. A moment later, Zhe Lan was by his side, whispering suggestions. The pair leaned their heads together, speaking to one another with comfortable ease.

Wu Ying retreated, leaving them to their privacy, and turned to the quietest member of the quartet. The bookish cultivator had a book propped open on her lap as she sat cultivating, pulling energy from the monster core she held in her legs while reading.

“So, are they back together again?” Wu Ying muttered softly to Ya Zhu, manipulating the wind and his aura to ensure privacy.

“Not right now. Give it a week,” Ya Zhu said. “At this point in the cycle, they’re just recourting.”

Wu Ying grunted, leaning away. As their teacher, he was not one to get involved in their romances. It was, in his view, bad form in the extreme. After all, it was not as though he had a dao of romance or relationships. Or karmic balance or connections, like his martial sister or his lover. Anyway, the pair were adults, their choices their own.

He just liked to know when to make sure the original copies of his tomes needed to be packed away.

“Why are you two so interested in octopi anyway?” Ma Jie said, grumpily. “Not like we can gather them.”

“…see the ocean.” Zhe Lan stopped muttering to Xia Hui and looked up at Ma Jie. “Why not? We can learn a lot from them, and this particular species, the smaller-banded octopi, lives among the twice-living coral. They are great markers if you can sense them.”

Ma Jie rolled her eyes. “And when are we going to see an ocean?” She shook her head. “It took Elder Long nearly three months to travel here, and he’s faster than all of us.”

“Not back then,” Wu Ying pointed out. “Then, I was only faster than two of you.”

Ma Jie smiled a little proudly at that. She knew she was one of those he’d mentioned. Her own Earth Bounding step offered her a degree of mobility that made her one of the fastest cultivators in the sect, even now. At least on the ground. Wu Ying considered the style cheating though, what with it containing a trace of spatial dao.

“Either way, we should be using this time for something more useful,” Ma Jie said. “Like reviewing those mountains.”

“You can do it on your own turn,” Xia Hui countered. “And you’re the only one who likes looking at moss and dirt. Just because you like delving in caves for lichen doesn’t mean the rest of us get much from staring down caves.”

“If you all just…”

Wu Ying tuned out the old arguments, a small smile on his lips. In truth, while he named such gatherings “lessons,” his students had fast grown to rival—and in some cases, surpass—his knowledge in the areas of specialization that they had chosen. Gathering formations and symbiotic creatures for Xia Hui, aquatic plants for Zhe Lan, and so forth. Only Ya Zhu had not specialized in gathering itself, though her book knowledge and management of their library and their stores was without par. Without her and her constant purchases and deals, the library—and the necessary consolidation and refinement of such documents—would have been significantly depressed.

All in all, it meant that these gatherings were as much social time for the group as they were lessons. Utilizing his World Spirit Ring, they provided him new insights into the development of the world within, adding recommendations to further progress its growth and balancing daos and chi flows, and, of course, a study of potential environments that the quartet were unable to easily access.

After all, there was no ocean or desert within easy reach of the sect.

“You’re quiet.” Ya Zhu, not caught up in the argument, was the first to notice. Or the first to ask.

“Just…enjoying this.” Wu Ying smiled a little, gesturing at the group. “Five of us. When there was but a single other gatherer before. And not even a Wandering Gatherer.”

Ya Zhu raised one shoulder and then let it drop. He knew that argument, even if she chose not to speak it. She was a poor Wandering Gatherer, more suited for study and books and the fields than spending time in the wilderness. Without her friends, she would have been dead years before.

With them, she still had not broken through. And the other two, they were only Elders by dint of resources. None of them, not even Zhe Lan, who was by far the most talented, had Wu Ying’s breadth of knowledge individually, nor journeyed as far or as wide. In the quiet of the night, Wu Ying knew, Elder Li—his old Master—would have deigned them insufficient.

She had always been a grumpy old woman. She had sought perfection, a replacement that could encompass all that she had been, or thought she was. In the end, she had died unhappy. He would not make the same mistake, he had vowed.

Nor let his own students make it.

“You have taught us well, sifu.” A slight smile as she cut him off. “You and Honored Elder Yang. The knowledge you passed on, the chance to visit her parents…” She inclined her head to Ma Jie, the woman having returned to arguing with her friends. “She would never have broken through otherwise.”

“And yourself?” Wu Ying forced himself to ask. “Did you find all that you were searching for?”

“I don’t know about all,” Ya Zhu replied with a shrug. “But we have the ingredients for my pill. Elder Liu is forging it for me right now.”

Wu Ying cocked his head to the side, eyeing the sluggish flow of chi within her body. There were numerous reasons why individuals failed to push ahead to Core Formation, from lack of enlightenment on a dao to issues with their dantian and the meridians in their body. In Ya Zhu’s case, there was an incompatibility between her cultivation method, the chi she utilized, and the formation of a Core.

Attempts at finding a new cultivation method had failed, the quartet that she had tried to learn providing no additional benefit—and in one case, causing her to damage her own meridians and forcing a period of convalescence for a year. In the end, the current cultivation method was the best option for her, the Springtime Surge after Winter Intermission meant to make use of her naturally slower chi flows. Like its name, the goal was to strengthen the meridians during the period of quiet cultivation till it was time for explosive growth.

The point was to use that explosive energy to compress the chi in the dantian to form a Core. Already, her dantian was filled to bursting, the alchemical pill she was to take the seed that would begin the final process. Of course, forcing cultivation like this was not without danger.

“I’ll be fine,” Ya Zhu said, lips twisted wryly at Wu Ying’s gaze. “There are some dangers you can’t train us for, sifu. Or take on. And if we are to take over for you, I’ll need to be a Core Formation Elder, at the least.”

“I didn’t…”

“I’m not blind,” she replied. Conversation had fallen silent over on the other side of the room, and the projected image stopped, hovering over a blue lagoon as schools of brightly colored fish darted about bravely in the absence of numerous predators.

“What’s this about, taking over from Elder Long?” Xia Hui said, frowning.

“The Sect Head called him up to speak with him while we were gone,” Ma Jie said. “Rumors are that he was asking sifu about his replacements.”

Xia Hui turned and eyed the girls, then eventually grimaced. “And they don’t think I’m strong enough.”

“Or me,” Ya Zhu pointed out.

“Or any of us, alone,” Ma Jie said, arms crossed. “Our sifu casts a long shadow.”

“It’s not that…” Except, it was.

None of the group had the gravitas or reputation to hold the newly—in cultivator terms—Department of Wandering Gatherers together. More importantly, the Elders and the rest of the sect had quickly grown used to the volume of pills and herbs now available, never mind the connections and prestige the organization had garnered in the decade since.

Wu Ying’s ability to locate and acquire rare herbs and monster cores had become a matter of routine for many, a source of funds and leverage that the sect had employed to improve their position. A position that the sect was loath to give up.

“Once Ah Zhu becomes a Core Formation cultivator, we can take on more challenging quests,” Zhe Lan said. “Even split up a little.”

“And have you lost again?” Ma Jie said, snorting. “No thank you.”

“Well, if you walk me to the lake, I’ll be fine there!” Zhe Lan protested. Her lack of directional sense in the Deep Wilds was a constant joke and a minor tragedy. It was not, of course, entirely her fault. The Deep Wilds had energies and daos placed upon them by successive layers of spirit beasts and foliage, such that traversing certain locations could be tricky. Maps and compasses could only help so much if one were caught by dream fungi, or gradually turned around by a twisting dao of space by a moribund six-stage creeper. The others learned how to handle such matters using cultivation and boosted sensing techniques of their own, but Zhe Lan still struggled anywhere beyond the outskirts of the Deep Wilds and in bodies of water.

“And I won’t survive by myself,” Ya Zhu said. She nodded to Ma Jie as she continued. “You might, but…”

“But I don’t fare well outside of caves, and there’s not that much demand for what I do find.” Her specialization had come—partly—from her own interest and elemental skill, but also from necessity. Ma Jie struggled to locate rarer plants when she traversed the land. Whether it was a lack of perception or just outstandingly bad luck, her returns were always the smallest of the trio. It did not help that at least a quarter of the items she picked were often less artfully extracted, the specialized techniques for acquiring high-grade herbs eluding her.

“So, all three of us are worth one Xia Hui or sifu,” Ya Zhu said, simply.

Xia Hui blushed at the compliment, ducking his head. Then, bitterly, he could not help but add, “And I am but a shallow gatherer, unable to face the dangers of the true deep.”

And that too, no one contradicted. It was a sad fact that Xia Hui—like Ya Zhu, perhaps—would forever be locked in the lower edges of Core Formation. Because of that, they lacked the heft and strength to take on the common dangers of the deepest wilds where the greatest riches lay. Nor were either prodigies of a weapon, able to cross the divide of power through sheer artistry and skill.

“My apologies,” Wu Ying said, breaking the morose silence that had enveloped the three. “I was not planning to bring this matter to your attention till Cultivator Cao had completed her ascension.”

“Or failed it,” Ya Zhu said, serenely.

Of course, all of them were quick to reassure her of her guaranteed success. Even if, deep down, everyone knew it was more dangerous for Ya Zhu than ever. If she was willing to wait, willing to look around further, perhaps…But at the same time, her meridians were solidifying, the chi movements ever more sluggish with each passing day. The time for searching for solutions was over, the hope of finding something, anything, better, lost.

Now there was only risk and, perhaps, gain.


Chapter 9

Wu Ying trained, pulling at the extremes of his Wind Body, testing the bounds of his new immortal body and existence. He spun through the air and around the empty cavern, flitting between massive spires of rock as he fought imaginary opponents with ever-growing speed. In the distance, at the end of the gorge that contained the spires and himself, an open clearing lay where a single massive column of basalt rock jutted out of the ground.

More than once, Wu Ying had assaulted that rock with the full strength of his dao, his Heart of the Sword, and the condensed, blood-soaked killing intent he had acquired after myriad battles. Not once had he managed to mar the surface of the pristine rock, even utilizing the many attacks of the Wandering Dragon.

The rock, inert, unmoving, was a marvel in itself. Taken from the heart of a mountain, imbued with a solitary dao of existence and unrelenting immovability, it refused to succumb to anything less than the touch of time itself. And even then, only gradually. Wu Ying’s own attacks might as well have been the buzzings of a mayfly, minuscule and all too easy to ignore.

In this, the Thousandfold Land of Secrets and Techniques, the hidden mystic realm of the Verdant Green Waters Sect, the wind cultivator was finally able to let loose. Cut off from the greater reality, set apart in a different dimension, the greater Dao was but an echo of itself. The balancing of energies and chi within was managed by numerous enchantments to extend their presence; but all too soon, his time would be up.

The Thousandfold Land of Secrets and Techniques was a precious treasure that protected the world without from his training, but to utilize it fully, the mystic realm had to be rested often. This was Wu Ying’s third time within it in the span of six months, and he knew he was only allowed so much leeway due to his own recent ascension. Soon, the mystic land would be rested, and it would be many years before another was allowed to make use of this space. Each time he returned, Wu Ying could sense the greater echo of emptiness within as he utilized both the chi and permeated Dao within.

As he came to a rest once more, far from the monolith, Wu Ying allowed his heart and breathing to still. He could sense his time was coming to an end soon, the threads of reality—of the Dao—breaking apart. Wind howled around him and the dry, dusty, and sterile smell of the cavern made itself known as he breathed in and out, slowly. He faced the heart of stone, the greater weight of its dao almost seeming to bend the very fabric of space around it.

Funny, to think that a stone could have a Dao. But then again, if the Dao was everything, and everything was the Dao, then it stood to reason that everything contained a part of it. As such, some physical items might take a greater degree of the Dao upon themselves. Like the herbs he gathered, which not only concentrated the chi of the world, but with items and aspects, dao inspirations of their very existence.

If tales were to be believed, sometimes such items could concentrate the Dao to such an extent that they could even give birth3.

Pushing aside those thoughts for the moment, Wu Ying centered himself. He had tested his movement, his connection to the wind, in the winding gorge before. Spinning around and across the hoodoos, allowing himself to reform and then come apart in moments. He had focused upon these movements, to his connection to the wind and the sphere of dominion that he had gained. Utilizing it to move himself in a manner akin to teleportation.

It was not, of course, the instantaneous appearance and reappearance of the body. Wu Ying knew, on an instinctive level, that such techniques were only viable for immortals themselves. No, what he utilized was something like it, rapid movement across the space linked to him across his sphere.

Most interesting, at least to Wu Ying, was that it was almost impossible to stop. Unlike how one contended with his dao directly, Wu Ying could divert himself around obstructions instinctually. Just like the wind could enter any abode, any locked room if given even the tiniest of cracks, so could Wu Ying divert around individuals or obstructions.

“I could really be quite the thief.” Wu Ying’s lips twitched with amusement at the thought, though he knew better than to take such action. Not for any particular moral judgment—though he did not, of course, condone theft—but because he had little that he needed to steal.

For the majority of individuals, theft was driven by base needs. Hunger, safety, comfort. Once those needs were met, the remaining desires could not be fulfilled by theft. Ego appeasement, enlightenment, love, respect. Those could not be stolen easily, and if taken by theft, often too easily found out.

Once again, Wu Ying brought his attention to the present. To the weapon he wielded and the technique he practiced. He was close to actualizing it, the fifth form of the Wandering Dragon. The Dragon’s Furnace.

It had come to him during his battle with Tou He. When he had flashed around the arena, striking at his friend with myriad small attacks. That repetition was the start of the technique itself, as Wu Ying sprinted from one location to the next, cutting again and again, layering attacks across the surroundings. He imbued such attacks with the full strength of his cultivation base, drawing forth the wind that had begun to turn as it attempted to follow Wu Ying, sending arcs of energy inward.

The jutting heart of the mountain weathered the attacks with the calm befitting an insensate piece of rock, blade and sword strikes bouncing off it, fouling other attacks a little. Wu Ying processed such modifications and altered his own attacks as he continued to accelerate, increasing their volume and velocity.

A whirling twister of energy surrounded the gorge now, a cyclone forming as Wu Ying utilized his dao and his connection to the seven winds. Each strike grew heavier, combining with others, building upon one another, like a reverberating note that kept rising with each strike on the rock. All through the room, the cacophony began to merge into a single note as the rock vibrated from the myriad strikes.

And still, Wu Ying was not done.

He kept accelerating, forcing himself to speed up, to sense the pattern of his attacks and the pattern woven by the wind. Between them, as he dispersed himself to the wind and came back, he found it. That rhythm of motion and the dao of the winds and the attack.

Faster than ever, Wu Ying appeared and disappeared. He swung his sword once each time he appeared, his body forming a flickering blur of dark robes and green lightning in the cyclone around the stone.

So close together were his attacks, so in rhythm, they might as well have been a single attack that came from all sides. All striking the same spot, all in time to the almost imperceptible shivering of the rock. A screaming, rending sound that set teeth on edge and vibrated Wu Ying’s very bones.

And once more, the attack failed.

It failed to gain true purchase, repulsed by the Dao within the rock. Not even a scratch appeared on the stone, though echoes of the attack still resounded throughout the mystic realm, causing pillars far away to crack and topple over.

The wind cultivator came to a stop, panting. Steam rose from his body, sweat dripped from his brow, mist and residual water disappearing as he reformed and dispersed. His hand shook, as though he’d been striking the edifice of stone directly with his weapon. In a way, he had been, for Wu Ying and his sword had been connected to the very air itself.

“Not yet…not finished yet.” Wu Ying muttered, floating down to stare at the unmarred surface. He knew he could do better, he could make the attack stronger. Though it might have torn off the slope of a true mountain, it could not bisect it. Not yet.

Breathing deep, Wu Ying recentered himself and sheathed his sword. He was about to leave when he froze, feeling an unusual presence. Brows drawn in surprise, he reappeared at the entrance to the sight of Yang Mu removing an enchanted veil, cocking her head curiously.

Upon catching sight of Wu Ying, she broke into a wide smile. “Ah, so this is where you’ve been hiding. Well, where is she, then?”

“Where is who?”

“The harlot you’ve been running away with. It’s not Tou He—I know where he is. So who is it?” She glanced deeper within, taking a step only for another hand to materialize and grip her shoulder, stopping her movement.

“Enough, sister,” Fa Yuan said, shaking her head. Her eyes were narrowed a little in amusement, though her voice was still stern as she continued. “You know allowing you entrance here is already a significant concession.”

“And you know I didn’t ask for it,” Yang Mu said, though she did not make any move to delve deeper. “It’s no fun if I can’t tease my little dragon, you know.”

“Little, really?” Fa Yuan looked at Wu Ying, pityingly. Carefully not glancing down. “How…disappointing for you.”

He rolled his eyes at the pair of them. Ever since things had been formalized, the pair had gotten occasionally lewd with their teasing. Entirely inappropriate, which was probably why they indulged.

“Anyway, you’ve played that line too often. He doesn’t even look worried.” Fa Yuan flicked a hand at Wu Ying, who did not look so much worried as confused. Some of that confusion cleared up a moment later when the Right Guardian appeared from the darkness of the dimensional entrance.

“Right Guardian Chang,” Wu Ying greeted the man. “Did you authorize Honored Elder Yang’s presence here?”

“Authorized and confirmed with the Sect Head,” Chang Xue Meng said. He stepped forward, conjuring a chair to sit upon. His jade hairpiece with its dangling beads made nary a sound as he sat, so controlled were his movements. Even so, the use of a chair to rest was an indicator of the old man’s advanced age and his growing weakness. “Honored Elder Yang is important for this discussion.”

“And what discussion is that?” Wu Ying could not help but ask, a growing dread rising within him. Premonition of a fate he wished to avoid arriving like a late-spring freeze, destroying newly planted crops.

Guardian Chang smiled grimly. “Why, your presence in the upcoming diplomatic talks with the kingdoms of Wei and Cai.”


Chapter 10

Wu Ying stood stunned for a moment before he shook his head. He could have—did, in fact—guess that such talks might happen. After all, diplomacy was often attempted before the start of a war. At least by those with any sense of courtesy and belief in the sanctity of life and the laws of heaven and karma.

What he did not expect was to be included in such talks. For the kingdom of Shen even to be involved. Or be requested as a participant. In fact, “Guardian Chang must be joking. I am many things, but a diplomat is certainly not one of them.”

The Right Guardian snorted. “No, you certainly are not. It took many years for your woman to smooth out relations for you—and us—in the eastern kingdoms. Wind thief, indeed.”

“Your woman…?” Yang Mu’s voice was frigid. If she had a dao that contained the elements rather than a conceptual one, Wu Ying would have expected a change in the very environment.

“Do not get upset over a truth,” Guardian Chang said with a snort. “You are his, he is yours. You two might not be dao companions but are otherwise tied together closer than any cojoined soul I have ever seen.” He raised one bushy white eyebrow as he continued. “Or do you deny the connection that you can see, with that very dao of yours?”

Fa Yuan glided forward and faced the irritating old man. She looked down at him where he sat and said, “You know that’s not what she is taking offense to. Needling them will not get you what you want. It will only anger my martial brother and make him less likely to accept your request.”

“It would, if you didn’t interfere,” Guardian Chang said, grumpily.

“Or you could just ask.” Wu Ying crossed his arms. “Nicely.” A beat after, he added, “Also, perhaps explain why.”

“Surely even someone as dense as you understands why,” Guardian Chang said. At the look Fa Yuan gave him, he sighed and gestured toward the Heart of the Mountain. “Your martial prowess has increased once again. Your cultivation base, at first glance, is unimpressive, but because you have an immortal body and your Heart of the Sword, you are an outsized threat.”

“Isn’t this a diplomatic mission?” Yang Mu said, frowning.

“On the face of it, certainly,” Guardian Chang replied.

Fa Yuan stepped in smoothly, her voice gentle and musical as always as she added, “However, this is a matter of diplomacy of arms as much as it is words.” At the puzzled look Wu Ying gave her, she sighed. “We must show them that we have the strength to defeat them, or at least injure them sufficiently that attacking us would not be worth their while.”

“I thought he just said I’m deceptively weak.”

“Yes. But only in relation to where you are now, Ah Ying.” Fa Yuan gestured to him. “Your recent ascension and your new skills are unknown to them, we believe. However, your reputation before that is quite well-known.”

“As is your relationship to me,” Yang Mu said, looking between Fa Yuan and Guardian Chang. “That’s why you asked me to be in this meeting. You want me to join this expedition.”

Wu Ying eyed Yang Mu. She was, to be blunt, still only a Core Formation Elder. Powerful, of course, but that didn’t make her anything special, especially as Yang Mu’s dao and training were not in combat. Then again, wide-scale formations were important in battles and could influence many li, if the formation master had the time and materials to set up. In addition, her connections to other kingdoms, her ability to help supply the armies through various means that supplemented the state of Cai, could be important.

But also…

“Your parents. They want to use you to suggest that your parents and their friends”—because Wu Ying could not forget his benefactor, the Beggar Soh and his Never Empty Wine Pot—“might come take part if you, or I, am drawn in.” His lips pressed together as he considered the geography of conflict. “Adding two or even three Nascent Soul cultivators on another front could certainly cause trouble for even the state of Cai.”

“Exactly,” Guardian Chang said. “You aren’t as stupid as you look.”

“Elder Meng…” Fa Yuan said, exasperated. The conscious choice to remove his title and use his personal name added to the rebuke.

The man grinned in reply, looking Wu Ying up and down, and shrugged. “I have to see if he can hold his temper. Elemental cultivators of the wind and fire types, you never know. Especially after ascension, you never know what might change. And this one, he’s not at all like Elder Liu, with his training and temperament.”

“I’ll take it as a compliment to be mentioned in the same sentence as Tou He,” Wu Ying said. He idly tapped the hilt of his sword, adding, “But I’d ask you to stop the needling. I can master myself, if necessary. Especially if I’m only there to be paraded like a false dragon.”

Guardian Chang’s lips pursed. “You do understand how important this event is? A mistake could see the start of a war, with the loss of thousands of lives.”

“I do,” Wu Ying said. “And I’m still less than convinced I should be there. While I understand the use of my own reputation, and of Yang Mu’s, being there also presents us as a target.” Eyes narrowed, Wu Ying added, “The state of Cai has been well-known to soften their targets through the use of chike4 before.”

“We will be on guard against that,” Guardian Chang said. “But that is also why I want you. Your particular sensing techniques, both of them, are unusual and uncommon.”

Again, Wu Ying shook his head. He could understand the Guardian’s point, but the man was only considering the meeting and the negotiations. What of afterward? Yang Mu might have minor protection through her parents’ reputations, but it was scant when both of them traveled so often. Accidents happened, and tragedy offered no refunds.

“Why are we even having this meeting?” Wu Ying said instead. “Why are we getting involved in this? The state of Wei is the one in danger, and surely we are not in formal alliance with them.”

“Not yet,” Fa Yuan said. “But it is coming.”

Wu Ying jerked a little, surprise flashing in his eyes. It seemed like just yesterday they had been battling the Wei, invading their lands and killing cultivators and soldiers alike. Though Wu Ying knew many of the fights had occurred due to the manipulation of the dark sect, it was still difficult to separate out his own feelings of animosity.

“I know you haven’t been paying as much attention, but hard times create strange allies. The drought and our better positioning—and the trade deals we have formed—have allowed our kingdom to thrive even during this period. We have even, carefully, provided aid when necessary. Especially to the sects.” A cock of her head as Fa Yuan continued. “Or did you think all those herbs you gathered were just for the kingdom?”

“I knew some of it was being traded away,” Wu Ying said, carefully. “But I hadn’t known it was going to the Wei.”

“Well, now you do.” A slight smile. “In fact, your generosity has papered over some of the anger from your previous dealings.” She nodded to the Guardian, who was letting the pair talk. “Another reason for your presence. There are Elders who are only Elders because of your work.”

Still, he was uncertain. He had no desire to get involved in the politics of the kingdoms. He was a cultivator, first and foremost. He had traveled far and wide and seen the effects of such dabbling. The separation of cultivator and state was important, for the immortal should not mix with the mortal unless necessary. The jianghu had its own rules, and the mixing always led to tragedy.

Even if Wu Ying knew that he was being intellectually dishonest with that judgment, it was not always a mistake. It did not always go wrong. The Pang clan, the Sakhait, were prime examples. But he knew what he felt.

“The drought is also why the Cai are going to attack,” Yang Mu added, softly. “It is only a question of where, not when. When one has more soldiers than farmers, it will always lead to tragedy. The drought only sped up the timeline.”

Wu Ying grimaced, for he could understand that reasoning all too well. The state of Cai had been preparing for years to grow further, to break through and expand once more. There was no stopping it, not with their current leader in charge. They could only divert the coming storm to another land.

Guardian Chang now spoke, voice firm. “Alone, the state of Wei will fall. They have suffered from the previous war, from rooting out the dark sect. They no longer have the cultivators needed to guard their borders, not against an army like the Cai’s.” A slight hesitation, then Guardian Chang added, softly, “Neither do we, if matters arise. Though we have increased the number of Elders in our ranks”—he gave a slight nod to Wu Ying to indicate that he knew a portion of that was through his efforts—“many of those who have progressed are not martial cultivators. Those…those who should have taken their places were buried.”

Wu Ying understood that point. It was not in the Body Cleansing and Energy Storage stages that they faced personnel problems. There were enough martial cultivators to fill those ranks. They could provide for the army, if it came to that. But among the Elders, the Core Formation cultivators of the sect, some had fallen, others had been injured and retired. Even their current Guardian of the Gate was not a martial cultivator, technically.

While some had progressed, their numbers were thin among those who could fight and had experience at it. Too many had died, and on the timeline of cultivation, a mere couple of decades was barely enough to begin refilling the ranks.

“So we join together, expecting to showcase our joint strength.” Wu Ying sighed. “And how do we know that we won’t be betrayed?”

Fa Yuan smiled a little at that. “I could detail the trade alliances, the marriages, the hostages that are being offered and the oaths being sworn. But do you really wish for me to do so? Or will you take my word that we are taking all reasonable precautions?”

“Your word will do…” It would have to. It just led him to two other questions. And the first was the most important. Facing Yang Mu, his voice growing softer, he asked, “What do you think of all this?”

“Many things, but what you are really asking is if I think you should join the diplomatic party, are you not?” Yang Mu said, cutting to the chase. At his nod, she smiled softly. “As Ah He would say, if we have a chance to stop tragedy and save thousands, if not tens of thousands, of lives, is it not our duty to do so?”

“My Master would have said that we have no obligation to them.”

“But you are not him, are you? Nor am I.” She stepped close, taking his hands. “I know you’re tired of getting involved in politics, that you wish to ascend. This mortal world, its burdens drag us down and mire us in the mud of obligations and duty and regrets. But can you ascend? Knowing you could have stopped a war?”

Wu Ying turned away from her knowing gaze. She knew him all too well. It was the same reason he was friends with Tou He, the same reason he had meddled, again and again. Other cultivators might be able to avoid the muck and mire of humanity, but Wu Ying walked among them all too often. He had grown up among them and had rejected leaving behind his mortal form, his mortal concerns.

He could not look away, no matter the cost.

Yang Mu could see the answer in the line of his body, in the tired sigh he released. She squeezed his fingers tight, stepping close to him as she did so, and he could not help but smile. It seemed his decision had been made for him, long before they arrived. Because she knew him, and he knew her. A dao of connections was not the same as one of karma, for it required a degree of empathy, of understanding of others that was as much a burden as a boon. She too could not look away, not when she had a hope of making a difference.

“Then, one last question,” Wu Ying said, releasing her hands and looking at the other two, who had watched the play in silence. “Why are we doing it here? Surely you could have spoken to me somewhere else?” He nodded to Yang Mu, who had fallen silent. “Surely exposing this place to Cultivator Yang was unnecessary?”

Friend of the sect or not, Honored Elder or not, this was not the kind of secret one easily revealed.

“Ah…” Guardian Chang sat up straighter now, eyes gleaming. “Well, that brings us to the other matter…”


Chapter 11

For all the urgency of the initial request, final preparations for their trip to the state of Wei took longer than Wu Ying had expected. Negotiations had to be conducted for the safe passage of the sect members involved, multiple names bandied back and forth, added, and removed from the embassy that would make their way to their former enemy’s capital. The politics of that, and of the eventual smaller party that would meet with the embassy of the state of Cai, was bewildering to Wu Ying. Matters of prestige, strength, and hierarchy, argued over and over again to reach a final negotiated compromise that no one cared for.

Through it all, Wu Ying’s name was never removed. Nor was the Sect Head’s.

“I don’t understand why I can’t come,” Tou He said, arms crossed as the pair sat over a cup of tea in his friend’s residence. Lower down on the mountain, of course, but the man had a better set of tea implements. Even after being gifted a couple of sets, Wu Ying rarely saw the point in making use of them, causing the ex-monk to host them for their regular drinking sessions more often than not.

Unless, of course, the pair were intending to spar. At which point, Wu Ying’s more elaborate defensive and protective formations were of greater use. Houses, reflecting each party’s own interests.

“Someone has to watch over the sect while we’re gone,” Wu Ying pointed out as he sipped on the tea. Some flower-and-tea combination, light and fruity, a delicate touch compared to the fermented pu’er he normally consumed. “The dark sect might be quiet now, but…”

“I know,” Tou He said, following Wu Ying’s head tilt to the south. They were both there when a demon had arisen and a kingdom had nearly tried to kill them to keep their secrets. “Threats are always around. But that’s what the guardians are for. Or what use are they?”

“And they will be here, but they cannot be our only bulwarks,” Wu Ying said, softly. “Anyway, you are still too far behind.”

Tou He sighed, a hand crossing to place itself against his stomach. Having to break and reshape an immortal soul, to reform his own dao and rebuild it, all so he could gain control of the heavenly flames that had invaded his own fire element, had taken many years. And while success had occurred, he was not, in the end, a Nascent Soul cultivator.

Not yet.

“You know, I can’t be too weak to come but strong enough to help guard the Verdant Green Waters at the same time,” he complained. “It’s not logical.”

Rather than comment, Wu Ying let his friend complain. After all, he was not the one making these decisions. Though Tou He’s name had been on the initial list, after a single round of revisions it was taken off. Wu Ying had to admit, knowing the injuries his friend had accumulated, the loss of lifeblood, the loss of his fingers…he could not help being a little happy his friend would sit out this adventure.

“And why is Yin Xue part of this?” Tou He continued, switching tactics. “He’s likely to cause as much, if not more, problems than my presence would have. He’s not even that strong!”

“Ah, Sister Yang mentioned that to me,” Wu Ying said, grateful to be able to add to the discussion. “He’s only there for the initial visit to the state of Wei.” A slight hesitation, before he added, “I understand that his presence was requested by the other side. I think there will be politics, between him and the head family.”

“Probably want him to bring back the copy of the cultivation scroll,” Tou He grumbled. “He better not. We paid a hefty price for that…”

The wind cultivator closed his eyes, remembering. The war, the desperate race through the battles. Meeting wandering cultivators and Yu Kun. And then, more memories arose.

Yu Kun’s ignoble death, the others who had been injured, their cultivation path cut off as they rushed to rescue his martial sister. Guilt over that particular adventure still rose up at times, though the passage of years and hard-won wisdom allowed Wu Ying to accept that those who had come had done so of their own volition.

Still…

“I doubt he would,” Wu Ying said. “If nothing else, the scroll itself is no longer with him. He moved past it, long ago.”

“Yes. On that…” Tou He leaned forward, lowering his voice. “That cultivation method he is using, it’s creepy, is it not?”

“Now you mention it?” Amused, Wu Ying looked at his friend, who shrugged. “It is what he needs, isn’t it? To integrate his…additions.”

“The demon’s eye and arm, you mean.” Now the disapproval was very clear in Tou He’s voice. After all, injured as he might have been, the flame cultivator had learned to make do and wield his staff, combining a touch of hardened chi and aura control to give him back what he had once lost. Then again, he was only missing fingers. “I cannot approve of that.”

“Different paths, Ah He,” Wu Ying cautioned gently. It was dangerous to directly object to another’s approach to immortality. After all, at their stage, such approaches were becoming bedrocks of their personalities. It was even worse than insulting a person’s parents, for these aspects of their cultivation bases were made as conscious choices.

“My residence. And I’ve said as much.”

“And you wonder why you two haven’t been speaking much.” Not that either party had ever been that close. Or, recently, been out of closed-door cultivation often enough to interact. After all, both Tou He and Yin Xue were hard at work catching up.

“I don’t wonder.” Tou He’s lips pressed together. “But you should be careful.”

“Really?” Wu Ying said, slightly incredulous. “You aren’t that wary of him, are you?”

“Not Yin Xue,” the ex-monk said. “He’s a paper tiger trying to be a dragon. No, I’m more worried about our tentative allies and the Cai delegation.”

“Ah…” Wu Ying sighed. “I assume it shall be fine. At the least, we’ll have the Sect Head there. I doubt matters will progress that far.” His voice trailed off before he gave his head a minor shake. “I also understand that Patriarch Yi Lai, of the Eight Stanzas, will be coming, and the Third and Sixth Generals. And, of course, the Wei will match our show of force with their own Nascent Soul cultivators. With such august personnel together…”

“You believe the Cai would not have their own? They called this meeting, after all.”

Wu Ying hesitated, then nodded. “Perhaps. But we still must go.”

“You,” Tou He said, grumpily. “You must go.”

“Yes.”

There was nothing further to discuss. Even Tou He felt he had complained enough, for he turned his attention to the tea. Making a face, he threw out the tea in the serving pot that had cooled and began the elaborate process of cleaning out the pot and starting another brew.

Wu Ying sat back, allowing his friend’s studied motions calm him. In the ritual there was a routine that encouraged the calming of the mind, that allowed everyday worries to fall aside. Unconscious tension bled away as Tou He conducted the tea ceremony, and he allowed his natural state of balance to permeate the surroundings, to give his friend a sense of calm.

It helped, for all but a kernel of concern.

For his friend was right.

The state of Cai had initiated this meeting.

***

The group that gathered a week later under the paifang was quite the illustrious party. To commemorate their leaving, especially the official departure of the Sect Head for such a momentous event, a full departure ceremony had been organized. Multiple fortune-tellings had been conducted to ensure the group left at the most fortuitous of times, talismans and plants rearranged to alter the subtle balance of energies and luck. Dances, music, speeches—all conducted by cultivators who had vied for the opportunity and the sect points.

Wu Ying, even with his modest understanding of fate and karma, could feel it warping and twisting under the numerous effects layered upon them. He could feel the pull of the winds of the Heavens and the Hells together, whispering of future fate and destiny and decision.

Gathered all around the exit, along walkways, and hanging off cliffs, and in a few cases, floating in the air itself, cultivators watched the departure. Those unable to observe the ceremony took advantage of viewing pools and reflected images throughout the sect, soaking in the atmosphere and the concentration of chi. Drawing from it what knowledge they could.

For Wu Ying, it was all he could do not to yawn and fall asleep on his feet through the ceremonies. If not for Yang Mu standing by him, wielding her aura to prod him in the side to keep him awake and focused rather than quietly cultivating, he likely would have acted on rote, forgetting to speak his parts, or eventually leave when it was appropriate.

Of course, his inattention was not missed by the sharp-eyed cultivators surrounding him, at least the Elders who knew better. More than once, Guardian Pang sent a glare his way but was forced by circumstance to forgo sharp words. Eventually, however, the interminable ceremonies were over and the group departed, the Elders and the various lower-grade servants accompanying them.

They made their way a quarter of the distance down the mountain to a particularly large clearing and bare cliff face that fell off into the depths below. It was an unusual amount of space, the road cut deep into the mountain and the platform itself extended by an earth cultivator many years ago. It had puzzled Wu Ying when he journeyed up this mountain as a Body Cultivator, filled as it often was by those taking a break while carrying up the bags of rice necessary to feed the sect.

Joyful memories of a quieter and simpler time. A time when his objectives had been to strengthen his body and manage his day-to-day lessons. Simple enough, in truth, though it had never felt that way. That was life. The difficulties you faced always seemed insurmountable until you were done.

And left wondering how you could have imagined it was truly hard.

Then again, the gods loved piling tragedies and tests on those who survived the previous few.

“Why are we stopping here?” Yang Mu whispered to Wu Ying, leaning over to ask.

“Not sure,” he replied, glancing around. Yin Xue, on the opposite side of the group, looked puzzled. The Right Guardian and the Sect Head strolled over to the cliff edge. Accompanying them were Elder Wang, the esteemed formation master, whose presence and abilities could affect entire armies, and Elder Huang, who cared for the kitchens and the general administration of the outer sect. Elder Huang would only accompany them to see the state of Wei, since he was tasked with discussing appropriations and other administrative matters. Elder Hsu and Elder Po had been acquired to be part of the negotiating committee and show of strength, and were even now quietly discussing their upcoming travels, while groups of lower-level cultivators clustered around one another in respectful silence.

Off to the side, accompanying Fairy Yang as she came over to speak with the pair, was Elder Wei. The Master apothecarist had her own connections to the state of Wei, and her presence was even more reluctant than Wu Ying’s. However, overtures of resolution and reconciliation had been made and could not be so easily brushed aside.

“Ah Ying,” Fa Yuan greeted him as she stepped close and nodded to Yang Mu. “Good job on keeping him awake.”

“He’s terrible at that, isn’t he? How did you manage to keep him from embarrassing himself before I was here?” Yang Mu said.

“At first, he was too scared to be so rude,” Elder Wei said, waspishly. A slight tilt of her head to where the quiet and respectful younger cultivators stood was an example of what she meant. She then smacked her cane on the ground, sending a small tremble through the earth as she leaned close and glared up at Wu Ying. “Some people have let their cultivation get ahead of their manners.”

“Most of the time, we had nothing so elaborate,” Fa Yuan said. “Why, I think most of the times I’ve left with my martial brother, we’ve done so with barely any acknowledgment of the sect.”

“Mmmm, saving your Master, stealing you back, going on sightseeing trips…” Elder Wei raised a hand to count each point off. “Yes, that certainly seems to be the truth. Then again, we rarely undertake such elaborate preparations.” Her gaze sharpened. “It might perhaps signify how important this event is, no?”

“Yes,” Yang Mu said firmly before Wu Ying could reply. “He—we—understand. If not, we would not have agreed to participate.”

Elder Wei looked between the pair of them, then nodded. As she stared at Yang Mu, there was a flash of something indecipherable in her eyes before she continued. “Very well. To answer your question, girl, we’re waiting.”

“For what?”

There was no reason to ask as, moments later, the answer arrived. At first, Wu Ying, incredulous, struggled to conceive of what he saw. He had, of course, heard of such things. Tales about the flying instruments used in the wars, glimpses of them soaring high above as he floated through the skies. Wu Ying had never seen one up close, however, not even after years of travel. After all, the cost of running and levitating such an instrument was prohibitive in the extreme.

Even so, here it was. A golden pagoda, seven stories tall, on its own slip of land. It raised itself so the edge of its land abutted the cliff face, fitting in place with barely a cun of distance between edges. There it hovered as the Sect Head and the other older Elders crossed over.

Wu Ying frowned, listening to the wind, curious why he had not sensed it. His eyes widened in surprise as he realized that the formations, and the dao imbued into the formations, had hidden it, even from the winds and his own senses.

As he crossed over, Elder Po stopped, turning and stamping a little. The sound of his foot landing on the platform echoed through the surroundings, bouncing off mountains in a continual echo that drowned out the few curses and exclamations among the other cultivators.

“Well? Coming?” he said, smirking a little.

Wu Ying shook off his own surprise, dismissing the insistent push on his spiritual senses that the pagoda exhibited. This close, he could feel the way it warped the very environment around itself, a mixture of spatial, gravity, and wind daos all utilized simultaneously.

“Not so wise now, are you, boy?” Elder Wei said with a smirk when he looked at his group.

“Did you come over with me just to see his reaction?” Fa Yuan said, amused.

“The boy is getting ahead of himself, as I said. Someone needs to make sure he remembers that he’s still a youngster.” Elder Wei raised her cane and poked Wu Ying in the stomach. Or tried to, as the wind blocked her motion before it impacted.

“Only a boy to you,” Wu Ying said. “I’m a grown man and an Elder.”

“Mmm…” Elder Wei raised a hand to around shoulder height. “Still remember when you were this small.”

“I was never that small in the sect!” Wu Ying protested.

“Going senile already, correcting his elders,” Elder Wei tutted. She turned away, shuffling over to the bridge and leaning on her cane as she did so.

“I was never that small!” Looking at Yang Mu, he saw her hiding a smile behind her hands. Fa Yuan was grinning openly as she followed the Elder.

Wu Ying could only sigh. It had been a shock to realize that the distant, cold, and aloof Elders were all just bickering adults, as prone to playing tricks and arguing as other mortals. Sort of like realizing your parents were mortal too and prone to mistakes. A shattering of illusions.

Waving his beloved ahead of him, Wu Ying muttered about the lack of respect. It seemed, no matter how old he got, to some he’d still be an upstart youngster, still trying to find his first true cultivation method.

Perhaps that was for the best. Perhaps that’s how you stayed young.

And when those who knew you as a child died, a part of your youth died too.


Chapter 12

Passage on the floating pagoda was more convenient, though after the first few hours, significantly more tedious and slow. At least, for the wind cultivator. Then again, Wu Ying knew that not all cultivators could fly through the air with great ease like he could. Even for most Core Formation cultivators, the act of flying through space required the constant use of chi from their Core. It helped, of course, to utilize specialized flying instruments like swords, carpets, spirit steeds, and the like. Even then, the amount of chi used was not inconsiderable if one had to cross significant distances.

There were other considerations, of course. The sky was not the domain of cultivators alone. There were creatures—dragons, phoenixes, pixiu, demonic birds, and spirits of air and wind—that truly inhabited the skies. Passage through their domains could anger them and invite calamity.

That was why soaring through the air was not as common as one might think, at least for those few Core Formation cultivators who could manage it. In addition, few had the wind cultivator’s speed or his ability to pass through with minimal disturbance.

“The Sect Head wouldn’t mind if I went ahead, would he?” Wu Ying muttered, mostly to himself.

“Impatient, as always. What new method of cheating the gods have you found, then?” Yin Xue said, almost sneering the words.

“What?” Wu Ying said, dumbly. He’d noticed the man’s presence, but that was not unusual. Stuck close together as they were in the pagoda, the withdrawn but still overlapping auras of all the Elders filled the surroundings. Furthermore, formations around the pagoda’s exterior contained the aura and chi and dao emanations of the group to decrease disturbances in the external environment, though it amplified the effects within. As such, it was little surprise when Yin Xue had joined him on the fifth-floor balcony to stare at their passage.

“Isn’t that what you do? Find shortcuts forward?” Yin Xue said, leaning against the banister as he turned to stare challengingly at Wu Ying.

“Says the man with a demonic arm and eye,” Wu Ying said. “I see that you’ve integrated it even better now, and layered another core covering.”

“Six,” Yin Xue said, proudly. Then bitterness flickered across his face. “Nothing, of course, to a half-Immortal like you.”

“I’m not—” Wu Ying said, only to be cut off by a wave of the other man’s hand.

“Semantics. I saw what you did to your friend, remember?”

“My friend? I know you and Tou He have been having issues, but…”

“Issues, you say. He calls me a demon ally and tells me to cut off my path to cultivation.” Then a slight pause, before he added, “Still, at least he understands the difficulties of pressing forward.”

“And you think I haven’t?” Wu Ying said, knowing the implications left unsaid.

A shrug was his answer.

Changing tactics and already tired of this conversation, Wu Ying could not help but ask, “Why are you here?” Things had been well with them for some time; then, of course, there was his ongoing conflict with Guardian Pang—Yin Xue’s sponsor and Master. And then…well, then the last few years, his rise and status had chafed at the other. Yet, they had managed to be civil, if distant. This though…this was new.

“The state of Wei asked for me, of course.” A twist of his lips. “I’ve been called to account for my theft.”

“Wait. Account?” Wu Ying hesitated, lowering his voice. “They are not seeking reconciliation?”

“With me?” A shake of Yin Xue’s head. “Oh no. I’m not important enough to be appeased on our side. No, I’m but a pawn to be used.”

Now Wu Ying could understand some of the bitterness. “Are you sure?”

Yin Xue nodded. “Sifu warned me before I came.”

“My…” At the look Yin Xue shot him, Wu Ying changed his words of sympathy. “My aid is yours, if you will take it. Whatever you need.”

A hesitation now, the other man frowning at Wu Ying. “You really mean that, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“That monk has really affected you.” Yin Xue looked away, out at the passing clouds below and the occasional glimpse of fields and forests far beneath. It was a strange way to fly, for he could barely sense the winds outside, the formations dampening their passage. “Thank you.”

“No need.”

Silence filled the surroundings, neither of them having much more to say to one another. Eventually, Wu Ying straightened and nodded goodbye, leaving Yin Xue to the uncomfortable silence to mull his darker thoughts as he went in search of Yang Mu and better company.

He might have forgiven the other, after these many years. But he still found his company prickly and difficult.

***

He found Yang Mu deep within the bowels of the pagoda, underneath the main floors in the array chamber that controlled the flight of the spiritual instrument. She was in deep conversation with Elder Wang, the pair of formation masters discussing their occupation and interests with heads bent low.

Wu Ying paused near the entrance, a small smile on his lips as he watched her enthusiastically speaking with the Elder. He traced the arch of her nose, the graceful line of her neck, the cut of her robes. He felt the tension in his body release as he stood there, just watching her speak brightly and knowledgably about formations at a level he could not even comprehend.

Though she might still complain about being forced to study formations as a child, it was clear to him that she had embraced the knowledge as an adult. Her passion for learning, for understanding the way the world worked and how individuals or elements connected to one another had driven her conceptual dao.

There was a lot to be intrigued by: this world, this dao, these formations. Even his minor understanding of formations—no greater, if not somewhat less, than most Elders’—was sufficient to allow him to grasp the deep complexity and intricate manipulation of energies being wielded. There was a delicate balance of power here, in the dozen Core Formation–level spirit stones seated in energizing pillars around the room, in the energy being put out, and the tight restrictions on their output to the surroundings.

Even as he stood there, he noticed the energy within one spirit stone guttering out. It faded and then shattered, stone dust scattering across the pillar. Immediately, a pair of Energy Storage cultivators rushed over, the first brushing the pillar clean and the second popping open an elemental storage case. The first cultivator then extracted the spirit stone within, placing it on the pedestal and stepping away before the formations triggered.

Wu Ying allowed his spiritual senses to permeate the room, tracing the energy from the newly attached stone as it entered the formations. He noted how the energy flowed, the way it bolstered the spirit instrument’s ability to fly.

“Amazing,” Wu Ying breathed. Understanding how the energy poured through the formations, and the amount—it seemed the entire thing could likely fly with only nine or so of the stones running. The rest, he assumed, was there as a safeguard. “And expensive.”

“Very expensive,” Yang Mu said, noticing his presence. She walked over and smiled, taking his hand for a quick squeeze before letting it go. “We were discussing the formations and how they might be improved.”

“Improved? Hah. The arrogance of youth,” Elder Wang muttered as he stomped over, though he said it fondly. “This work is vastly more complicated and difficult than anything you’ve ever managed to create.” He held his hand up, forestalling her interjection. “I know of the formation you built for the Blue Lake Sect. This is even more complex.”

“More powerful doesn’t mean more complicated,” Yang Mu said, firmly. “I will admit, the spatial daos are more complex than my own understanding, and there are a greater variety of daos in play. But I believe, in time, I will understand it. And improve on it too.”

“I look forward to it,” Elder Wang said. To Wu Ying’s surprise there was no patronization to his words, even after his earlier comments.

“Of course, even you must admit that there’s some truly outdated formations within,” Yang Mu muttered, shaking her head. “I can understand using the Twelve Lightning Fork formation to balance energy flows because it’s cheaper, but why the Three Element Fan instead of the Five?”

“Three Element Fan is more stable. It can handle additional fluctuations in the energy being passed on to it,” Elder Wang said patiently. “The Five Element Fan is more delicate and will fail faster if the amount of energy input fluctuates too greatly.”

“So use the Silver and Gold Dam before,” Yang Mu said, with a roll of her eyes.

“That increases the amount of space required for the formation inscriptions though,” Elder Wang said.

“You’ve already saved about thirty percent of the space using the Five Element Fan, and adding the Silver and Gold Dam in that space would only overflow a little,” Yang Mu said, waving a hand around. “I’m sure if we looked, we could find other savings.”

“I’m still doubtful it is that easy,” Elder Wang said, then grinned. “But it wouldn’t hurt to study the Seven Tier Immortal Pagoda, see what might else might be improved.”

“Just so long as you do not experiment on it while we are in the air,” Wu Ying said, dryly. “There are those who can’t fly.”

Yang Mu snorted. “That sounds like something you would do, no?”

“Me?” Wu Ying shook his head. “I’m never reckless.”

“Mmmm…who’s the one who decided to check out a ‘strange feeling in the north,’ and almost anger the Dragon King of the North? Or danced with a bunch of wind dragons?” Tapping her lips, she considered. “No, you’re right. You are quite reasonable, so long as it has nothing to do with dragons.” Turning to Elder Wang, she said seriously, “There’s nothing to do with dragons, is there? For our meetings?”

“No,” Elder Wang replied with a light laugh. “Nothing that I know of at least.” He hesitated, then added, “Or not exactly.”

“What!?” Wu Ying said, suddenly focused and serious. “Elder Wang, please explain yourself.”

“Just rumors,” the older man said. “It’s probably nothing.”

“Oh…those!” Yang Mu said, brightly. “Surely they’re just that. After all, if they were true, we would have had further evidence.”

“Evidence of what?” Wu Ying said. He hated feeling like a fool, but truth was, when it came to rumors and such discussions about the neighboring kingdoms, he just was not as informed. The last decade had seen his world shrink, and it was a factor that annoyed him at times; once he had been the traveler, the one with the news.

“About…a decade and a half ago, before your arrival,” Elder Wang said, “the state of Cai was losing, badly. Their easternmost army had been defeated, and their enemies were marching to reclaim additional land. Many thought they were done for. Then the armies halted in place, an entire brigade destroyed. The rumors were that a dragon appeared, destroying an entire wing of the army and threatening the main army itself. It was only driven off after the cultivators in the army managed to erect a defensive array.”

“That sounds like quite the rumor,” Wu Ying said. “Surely such a presence would cause more than a single rumor, or be more than that. Surely it would be easy to confirm?”

“That something—something powerful—forced the neighboring nations to stop was clear.” Elder Wang shrugged. “However, the difference sometimes between a Nascent Soul cultivator with a dragon bloodline, a true dragon, and a bonded carp or a powerful technique is difficult to ascertain. It might even be a single-use talisman or enchantment. What is certain is that no such presence has been detected in the intervening years.”

“Ah…” Wu Ying relaxed a little, glancing over to Yang Mu. She did not seem particularly surprised by all this. As Elder Wang had mentioned, such occurrences and sightings could be explained in numerous ways, beyond visitation by a mystical being. And even if one appeared… “Not all dragons are of equal strength, right?” he said, brightly.

“No, of course not.” Elder Wang frowned. “Though I’d caution against taking any of them lightly. Even the youngest of their kind are born with strength that rivals most peak Core Formation cultivators.”

“I recall,” Wu Ying said, dryly. As his companion had alluded, he certainly had his own experiences with those magnificent creatures.

“Did you come down for a reason?” Yang Mu said, cocking her head at Wu Ying.

“Just to see you.”

Elder Wang smiled fondly at the pair, stepping away to give them a moment.

Meanwhile, Yang Mu waved a hand around. “I’m well entertained. There’s a lot to learn here and an opportunity like this…”—a shake of her head sent her hands spiraling, the wind coming up to trace a line across her cheeks and tug at the escaped strands of her hair—“it would be rare to recreate. You don’t mind, do you?”

“Why would I?” Wu Ying said, lowering his head a little to hide an indulgent smile. “Go. Learn what you can. I should perhaps undertake some of my own preparations.”

Yang Mu beamed at him as she rejoined Elder Wang. At the same time, Wu Ying took a deep breath and focused. He did have work to do if he was to prepare for their visit to the state of Wei.

Among other things, reparations for an aggrieved prince.


Chapter 13

One could not host a diplomatic mission without the actual government involved. Though their presence was unneeded and superfluous in some ways, with the cultivators hosting the greatest degree of martial presence, the local government was not entirely without its own strengths. More importantly, the cultivators neither had the authority nor right to speak for the regular people—the mortals and nobles—of the kingdom of Shen.

Because of that, the floating pagoda waited for a half day at the borders of the kingdom for the arrival of the mortal rulers’ representatives. Through that day, other cultivators arrived, individuals drawn from the greatest sects of the kingdom, many flying in on smaller, more economical instruments. Swords, staves, flying horses, and a few clouds tore through the air and deposited their occupants on the pagoda. There, Elders of the Verdant Green Waters were pressed into constant rounds of greetings and introductions as convention demanded.

In the end though, the vessel that carried the kingdom’s representatives finally arrived, also a floating spiritual instrument, though unlike the pagoda of the Verdant Green Waters Sect, the kingdom’s instrument was one of war: a giant floating ship with four decks and placements for magical oars that struck the air in time, a rhythmic beat of an enchanted drum coursing through the air. Spiritual winds filled the sail of the massive ship, even as the enormous junk came to rest beside the floating pagoda.

Representatives only, for it would be unseemly for the King of Shen to bestir themselves from the palace. Still, they sent their most favored son at the time, the heir to the throne, such was the import of the meeting.

And amid all that, another prince, another cultivator.

One that Wu Ying had once insulted, many years ago. One he must now face.

***

“Cultivator Long.” The voice was cool, the speaker grown older, though no less arrogant. Hawk nose, dignified bearing, much less demanding than before, when Wu Ying had once rescued—and struck—him. Clad in regal robes of gold and silver, the enchantments and the spiritual strength of the weave itself putting pressure upon the fabric of reality in this greeting room.

Yet, for all his clothing, for all the great enchantments he bore and contrary to the constant wafting pill scent, the prince was weak. Wu Ying was surprised a little by his assessment, having expected more. More from their self-titled rulers, the royalty of the Shen. The man before him was weak, his Core wobbly and layered four times only, cracks threatening the very fabric of his outer shell. Held together by constant ingestion of pills and medicinal baths that would have beggared anyone but an imperial prince.

Decent, for a prince. But nothing against a true cultivator.

“Most Honored Greetings, Prince Shen Ru Yuan. You do me great honor by remembering this one’s poor name,” Wu Ying said. Shen Ru Yuan was not his true name, not the one given to him or utilized by those of equal or greater rank. Just the public name that mere mortals and cultivators had to use to address him.

“I remember more than a name.” Prince Shen’s voice was chill, but behind the man, his assemblage stirred. A half-dozen members of his court, though only two of them cultivators of note. One of those bearing the arms and armor of the Royal Guard, to act as the prince’s personal bodyguard. The other an adviser, Wu Ying would assume. The rest, no more than Energy Storage stage cultivators and a non-issue in a contest of arms. Though dangerous in their own arena, Wu Ying made sure to remind himself.

Risen high, compared to the last time Wu Ying had seen him, stolen from his home by mere dark sect cultivators. Now he was four steps away from the throne.

“Ah, this one was impertinent in his youth,” Wu Ying said, bowing deeper. He knew his role in this, to apologize and act as though he was the transgressor. A younger man would have raged, fought against this show. He might have said something foolish, declared that he would never bend or bow. That he had been right.

A younger man.

Wu Ying was older now. Wiser in many ways. The impetuousness of youth and the stiff-necked arrogance faded. There were greater things than one’s pride, more important matters than a few words spoken and the appeasement of an overweening ego. Lives—tens of thousands, maybe hundreds—rode upon this meeting.

What did it matter if Wu Ying passed some words and a gift onward, in such a case? “A gift, for an old mistake.”

Wu Ying offered the box wrapped in lustrous silk and dyed in the colors of the Verdant Green Waters. He noted the other did not touch it, though at a small gesture one of his servants came forward to receive the gift. A small insult piled upon the others, including the larger one that had Wu Ying coming aboard their ship to present himself.

Small games of power and control.

Wu Ying found that he cared not, that he was only impatient to return to cultivating. Let Ru Yuan play his games, let him believe he had won something. The wind cultivator’s sights were set upon heights that the one before him could never reach. Could not even hope to touch.

“It is well.” Ru Yuan’s gaze raked over Wu Ying, and he felt an aura press upon him. Wu Ying let the man in, parted his aura a little to allow the other’s clumsy spiritual sweep of his cultivation base. Noted the other man sense the depths of his own strength and even heard the slight indrawn breath. “You have progressed far, Cultivator Long.”

“I thank the prince for his kind words. This one has had some minor fortune in my cultivation journey.”

“Modest. And polite. It seems your time away from our kingdom has seen you learn proper etiquette. Did living with the barbarians of other lands teach you that much, at least?”

Needling, needling.

“I have learned much in my time away and gained deep appreciation of the world and the Dao,” Wu Ying replied, calmly.

“Honeyed words.” A slight pause, then he glanced down. Eyes came to rest upon Wu Ying’s sword, and he said, voice cooler, “And that is the famed sword from Nanyue? A Saint-weapon without peer?”

“Ren.” Wu Ying affirmed. At the man’s continued gaze, he drew the weapon from his belt, still in its sheath. “Would the prince care to see it?”

“See it?” The question was asked innocently, but the subtle hint stood there like an oxen in the middle of a marketplace, unwilling to move and defecating all around. Drawing attention and causing chaos in their conversation.

However, some things were not to be borne. Wu Ying would apologize for his youthful mistakes. They were, perhaps, a little much. He could have perhaps spent ten seconds, a minute, to assuage a man’s very real and understandable fears. He could see other options now, though he would not chastise his younger self. Regret often came from judging past actions with present knowledge, a foolish effort for a mortal who could only swim the stream of time one way.

So he would not regret, he would apologize. But some things he would not accept. For Wu Ying was not just a mere cultivator now, he was an Elder of the Verdant Green Waters, the Head of their Wandering Gatherers. A man close to the edge of immortality itself. Close enough that with but a touch and a little courage, he might step across.

He had his own pride, and so did the sect.

“Yes, see. Quite beautiful, in truth. Though I am certain the prince has seen as great in the imperial armories.” Wu Ying ignored the stinking turd of a conversational gambit and walked right past the oxen.

A twitch of the lips, perhaps even a smile. The prince took the sword, withdrew it with a flourish, the blade coming within a cun of striking Wu Ying. Still, the wind cultivator did not move, though he knew such a blade could cut even him. Posturing, as the man swung the weapon around, testing weight, testing the balance and handling. Air hissed as it was cut apart, a hairsbreadth from Wu Ying. A threat, a demonstration, a moment of grandstanding.

Then it was over, the blade slid back into its sheath and the weapon offered back.

“Good sword. Nearly as good as mine,” the prince said with a smirk.

Wu Ying bowed, taking the weapon from the prince with both of his hands, slipping it back onto his belt.

“Ah, an immortal weapon, then?” Wu Ying asked. How much, how deep, were the pockets of the imperium if that was true? He could not sense it, the weapon in its sheath. Unlike his own weapon, which radiated its own intensity and the danger inherent within, the prince’s sword—if it was the one belted on his hip—was guarded better.

A smile was the only answer the other offered. The prince turned, strolled back to his table, and sat, the smile relaxed and a little gloating. “We shall speak again, perhaps, Cultivator Long. Or perhaps not. The king has decreed one of us shall meet with the King of Cai, and that honor is still to be decided.”

“Then, fate will be what it is,” Wu Ying said, accepting the dismissal. He knew the prince spoke of his brother, the First Prince. That it was not decided, well—that he had not realized.

Still, he backed away carefully. The meeting had gone better than he expected. Thankfully, the prince had no desire to entertain him, to gloat and posture for hours on end as Wu Ying was forced to put up with barbs and passive-aggressive putdowns.

A moment more of polite words passed on to one another, and Wu Ying exited the cabin, leaving behind a pill forged by Liu Tsong that would greatly aid the other’s cultivation, the ingredients taken from his personal stores. A costly apology, for an impertinence ages ago.

A necessary one.

All to aid a meeting between kingdoms and the hope of a war forestalled.

***

“How was it?” Yang Mu asked Wu Ying later, the pair lounging in their shared rooms. It had been a long day of greetings and meetings. Even now, the pair of spiritual instruments floated through the air to their destination.

Not directly over the Wei capital—that would be too much—but across it, angling north and east so they might intersect with the Wei’s party. There, the final touches of the alliance would be completed, gifts and signatures swapped, and the promised brides exchanged.

“Well enough. He did not strike me as a man looking forward to meeting his new bride,” Wu Ying said.

“They are of the royal family,” Yang Mu said. “Marriage and companionship are matters of state, rather than love or connection.” She reached out and squeezed his arm where he lay propped against the edge of the curved bed they lounged upon. “Unlike some.”

“Strange, how relationships grow and fade over time,” Wu Ying said, quietly. “Sometimes it feels like only the poorest have a chance for true love. All else balances upon the arrangement of others for the best resources and relationships. Merchants bequeathing children to one another, farmers to keep lands together, nobles and merchants and even, in the end, royalty.”

“And cultivators?” Yang Mu said, smiling a little. “What of us?”

“We are the rebels, are we not? We who live in the jianghu and exist in our own worlds of sects and martial arts and cultivation. And yet…” He trailed off.

“And yet?”

“And yet, how free are we really?” He waved a hand around. “Are we not trapped by duties too, obligations to sect and kingdom?”

“Would you have it any other way?” Yang Mu asked.

“No.” Wu Ying shook his head immediately. “There are no choices, not for me. Like my Master; while it might perhaps suit me—my dao—to become a hermit, to flow through the world as naught but a breeze, touching lightly upon everything and yet never truly present, it is not my desire. And hermit is the only other path, is it not?”

“In a way.” Yang Mu smiled, sitting up. She raised one hand and then the other, palms upward as though she were balancing two invisible weights. “Solitary and silent, a hermit dedicated to cultivation and cultivation alone. That is one pathway. The other, to embroil oneself in the world without end. As immortal cultivators, seeking the path to the Heavens, the most common way is to separate, to cut oneself free of the demands of mortal life. The obligations tying oneself to this world.”

“Your parents did something in between.”

“They are as much hermits as they could be, without abandoning the world entirely. And that path has come with many tribulations.”

Wu Ying raised an eyebrow, certain there were stories behind that single line.

Yang Mu would not be distracted, however. “Did you know many sects even have a ritual for that?”

An eyebrow rose and she smiled. “Yes. At the end, when a cultivator attempts to rise to the Heavens and face their very last Tribulation, many sects will host a final ceremony. All binds, from sect to mortal life, are cut, obligations disavowed. Separated from their feelings for those they leave behind. These sects believe such will allow their patriarchs and Elders to ascend easier.”

“Huh,” Wu Ying said. “I never thought that was an option.”

“You don’t ask,” Yang Mu smiled. “You are, my love, focused within for your own journey. For a wind cultivator, one whose very being and element covers the world, your path to the Heavens is a very selfish one.” He grunted as she continued, her voice dropping a little. “Knowing that there are other options than the one you’ve taken, it might make your path easier—”

“Will I choose different? Disavow you?” He shook his head. “Never. And you speak as though I’m guaranteed to rise before you.”

“Why would you not?” She clenched one hand she’d been holding up into a fist. “You are so close, you need only grasp immortality tight now.”

He reached within at her words, testing the edges of the Core he had built that contained his immortal soul. He noted its size, its density, its slumbering form. He passed over the multiple layers, wending his way inside, testing each layer, and felt at the energy that soaked his immortal soul, giving it strength and feeding its growth.

“Further than you think…” Wu Ying muttered. “Still have to integrate my soul with body.”

“Yes. But a year, two to settle in? Then a breaking of your Core and a step forward.” She shook her head. “And after that, one last Tribulation. We have maybe a decade at most before you are ready.”

“I could wait…”

“No.” She said that firmly. “You know why.”

He did. When he was ready, he was ready. Delaying unduly would be just as damaging as trying to ascend too early. Delaying could see him grow weaker, for even a half-Immortal was still mortal. The resolve to face the pain, the final challenge of Heavenly Tribulation, would wane. The ascent itself was a treacherous climb; even the most minuscule of delays could see him fail.

“That’s not the only path. Paths. Hermit or freedom entirely. There are other options,” Wu Ying said, firmly. “Those who have eaten the peaches of immortality, who have drunk deep of the wine of the ages. Then there are the Eight Immortals and Guan Yin herself. They walk among us, offering balm and salvation alike, no longer separate.”

“Yes.” She inclined her head. “Some do. But they are fewer. So much fewer.” She sighed. “The Jade Emperor himself has decreed the separation of immortal and mortal, and those that choose to defy him and his edicts face his wrath the most. Only the strongest dare to.”

Wu Ying nodded. It was why there were so few immortals present in the Middle Kingdom, who dabbled in this world. Though they might be gods, the immortals were still fallible. Their choices, their actions and meddling could—would—do more damage than benefit in most cases. There was a time, long ago, when the immortals were more present. A time when ten suns burned in the sky and rivers changed course on a monthly basis.

Now, the immortals stayed away. They came down when necessary to deal with challenges that mortal man could not face, but otherwise left the kingdoms and their people alone.

At least, mostly.

There were always those few rebels. Those few saints who defied the Jade Emperor’s orders or were granted permission, their wisdom and experience sufficient to gain them exceptions.

“A future concern. But I’d rather live here, with you, than…”

“NO.” She slapped the bed, making a dull thump as she struck bedding and then the hardwood beneath. “Never say that. Never even think that. You will ascend. And if I fail…” She shook her head. “No. I will not fail. You might just have to wait a little.”

Wu Ying nodded, pressing his lips together. She was right. Though it might seem to be a small matter, allowing himself to think he could fail, or that he would be happier below, could cause his resolve to waver when the time came. Doubt when facing that final Tribulation could be deadly. Better to banish such thoughts now rather than let them worm their way inward.

“Forever and a day.” Wu Ying inclined his head. “I’m sure there’ll be enough to see, when I rise. Enough to do, to spend my time while I wait.”

“Aye.” A lip quirked. “And I expect you’ll be finding what I need, no?”

“As I’ve promised.”

She smiled then, relaxing a little. She shifted to lean against him, accepting his arms as they wrapped around her. After a time, she spoke up, softly.

“So, a wedding. Did you, perhaps, pack appropriately?”

At his stricken appearance, Yang Mu could not help but laugh.


Chapter 14

On the third day of flight, the pair of spiritual instruments finally arrived at the meeting point arranged by the officials. The flying contraptions had slowed their passage through the second day to ensure that on the morning of the third, as the sun was rising, they would arrive before it reached its peak.

All through the spring, and in the winter too, the lack of moisture from the normally constant eastern winds had parched the land, causing heat waves to rise around them all and leave the surrounding vista of sky empty.

Now, as dawn light broke and the day began to warm, the cultivators and government officials and royalty approached the singular flying spiritual instrument of the kingdom of Wei. The floating palace dwarfed the other pair of instruments.

The palace was situated upon a sloping hill that showcased the massive main mansion building, the stepped gardens, and the secondary buildings and multiple walls and courtyards that made up the complex. Green trees and grass—a startling sight in contrast to the drying and dying brown foliage below—and tinkling waterfalls were shielded from external effects by the persistent, translucent formation shields that covered the floating palace.

Wu Ying’s lips parted a little in surprise at the size and bountiful treasures on casual display, noting the presence of flying fish, prowling foo dogs, and rare spiritual deer in the gardens, while the wind brought hints of rare spiritual herbs and luscious spirit fruit. A casual display of wealth and extravagant use of spirit stones to empower waterfalls and draw moisture from the air to replace that which evaporated. Wasteful, but for fulfillment of its intended purpose.

To impress the viewer.

Honesty forced Wu Ying to admit he was impressed. The former farmer might be mildly disgusted by the sheer waste, but the trained cultivator, the experienced world traveler, and the cynical Elder within him could all understand the point. Understand the need.

All this to impress the kingdom coming to their aid. To ensure that even in the act of forming the alliance, the kingdom of Shen understood: the kingdom of Wei was no less than them. Just unfortunate, in being nearer the kingdom of Cai. Face had to be saved, the kingdom of Wei’s prestige showcased. So they had brought the foremost spiritual instrument of the kingdom to highlight their wealth and strength.

“Like strutting peacocks, trying to impress a woman who doesn’t care,” Yin Xue muttered, leaning against the railing beside Wu Ying.

The wind cultivator tilted his head to the side, wondering why the man had joined him. He would have much preferred Yang Mu’s presence, but she was not part of this welcome party. She was not officially part of the Verdant Green Waters Sect, at least not for this particular meeting. Honored Elder or not, this was an official delegation.

Then again, he understood why Yin Xue was here. Better him, with whom he had at least some degree of familiarity, than the other Elders of the sect. Though they might all be of the same rank, they were not equals. Seniority and strength made a difference, and for Yin Xue, he might borrow a little of Wu Ying’s own prestige by leaning upon old acquaintance as one of the least Elders.

Even if neither liked one another much.

“They are here, and they are our allies,” Wu Ying said, mildly, in reproach.

“They are,” Fa Yuan, standing on Wu Ying’s other side, muttered. “I’m glad some of my lessons on diplomacy and courtesy have embedded themselves.”

“Better the Wei than the Cai on our borders,” he said in reply. Yet his attention was less on them than the world below, the wind swirling through the surroundings, taking in the farmland as it had been the last few days. It brought back information, news that he provided to Fa Yuan, who updated maps and notes for the kingdom and the sect.

They might be allies now, but there was no reason to set aside such a bounty of information offered to them. Moreso, Wu Ying sensed the surroundings to assuage his own curiosity, understanding the extent of the drought and the effects on the kingdom below. It was not good, the land drier, the rivers lower than in their own nearby counties around the Verdant Green Waters. Occasional sprouts of green, locations of greater prosperity, appeared near lakes and well-built irrigation fields, but in the majority…

The Wei kingdom suffered. Wu Ying knew, from reports offered by Yang Mu and Fairy Yang, their enemy suffered even more.

“Look!” Yin Xue said, his voice excited and trepidatious. “Their people are coming out to greet us.”

Out to greet them was right, for a parade of individuals were exiting the main gates to the landing dock. Wu Ying knew that the three spiritual instruments would not meet one another. While the controllers were precise and as skilled as they could be, these were massive vessels that shifted with the unseen tides of spiritual energy. Even a minor fluctuation in energy or in the more mundane winds could see the trio crashing into one another.

Just as importantly, the auras and protective formations of the three spirit instruments extended beyond the borders of the physical vessel themselves. This allowed for the flow of air and other immaterial aspects, allowed the formations to stack upon themselves when needed, and provided protection against attacks or other airborne calamities. They could not easily be reshaped for something as simple as a docking—especially with non-allied vessels.

No, the cultivators would be expected to fly over, exiting their own instruments and alighting upon the other vessel themselves. Those few cultivators—servants and attendants in the Energy Storage and Body Cleansing stages—that were required would need to be brought over using spiritual instruments or by the cultivators. The inability to do so in such a case would be a loss of face that would be avoided at all cost, of course. No matter the actual difficulty or the use of other single-use enchantments.

Not that it mattered to Wu Ying, beyond his minor task to carry a half-dozen cultivators with him on the winds.

In the distance, the line of tiny figures that exited the main doors stretched onward. The first group glinted and glowed in the morning dawn, internal energies crisscrossing the burnished armor and guandao that they carried, the polearms held at attention with practiced ease. Their motions were polished and smooth, the line of guards standing in straight lines on either side of the landing space, awaiting the arrivals of sect and government alike.

Just outside of the gates, the true reception party awaited. A trio of individuals headed the procession, a black-robed magistrate or minister, hands crossed before him and hidden within voluminous sleeves. The zhanchi putuo5 that the man wore was a little stylized, the wushamao head covering with its distinct spread-wing design and black coloring was gilded with gold along the edges and stamped in the center with a sigil that was too distant to pick out. Between the gold edging on the man’s robes and the colorful brocade, Wu Ying was certain they faced at least a Minister of some import. Perhaps even the Minister of the Exterior himself.

Behind him, attendants clad in a similar style of court dress, if less fanciful, awaited their arrival. One carried a large wooden box in his arms while he waited, though its contents could not be told from this distance, even to Wu Ying’s spiritual perceptions. Farther behind, additional members of the greeting party stood, mortal—or Body Cleansing—servants in myriad colorful dresses. Most Wu Ying dismissed, beyond the singular assassin that smelled of poison and death.

***

Wu Ying landed on the foreign dock with ease, controlling the winds to deposit the servants behind him. He stayed still, letting his gaze roam over the armored guards in their scalemail and polearms, the bubble of his spiritual perception limited to the area just outside a passing lunge. Far enough that he might detect a tensing of muscle before a strike, not far enough to be considered impolite.

At the same time, the winds danced all around, bringing further hints of the individuals arrayed before him. Smells of wine and floral bathing pearls, of pressed silk interlaced with light perfumes and mixed dark tea and fried foods on the breath. Sword oil gracing newly shined and cared-for weapons, moisturized leather and newly applied wax on armor and arm braces. The harsher musk of man and woman, mild sweat from the mortal servants, the trembling of an arm, the acrid taste of poisons on a single, extra-long pinkie fingernail.

He made no mention of this while the servants readied themselves, straightening clothing and arraying themselves for the arrival of the other important personages. As a wind cultivator, Wu Ying was the fastest to arrive and had been given the lowest-level servants, those who bore such things as petals for the floor and a carpet for the princes to step upon.

Next to arrive were more guards, more administrators and bureaucrats and servants from the royal family. These were ferried across via a golden dish, the gently rotating plate borne on conjured winds. Wu Ying felt the enchantments twisting the wind, consuming vast amounts of chi to dictate the movements of the saucer as it arrived, while he waited with arms behind his back.

After the arrival of the servants and the guards came the cultivators. Faster and more efficient than the royal personages, they landed lightly. Each of those arrived under their own power, whether through cultivation techniques, talismans, or spiritual instruments. Of those, the fire-burning slippers Elder Wei utilized brought him the most—internal—amusement.

The vast differences in the cultivators’ flying methods were a sharp contrast to the herd of spirit mares that bore the royal family. The translucent and ghostly figures came to a stop, and the cultivators parted to allow the most junior of the royal negotiating team to step up.

Wu Ying tuned out the various formalities of protocol, knowing his own role had been marked out already. He kept his attention on the other side, Ren resting on his hip as a comforting reminder. His job in the next few hours was that of added security—a silent and overbearing one, but necessary. In case of tragedy, he would act as a safeguard for the departure of all who arrived. He would hold their enemies back, with his blades and his winds.

“Greetings to the Honored Personages of the kingdom of Shen. We welcome you to the great and illustrious Third Floating Palace of the Wei, created by the Seventh Empress, she who foresaw the splitting of the Heavens, Wei Wen Shen. This one, who has been given the honor of this first greeting, is the Honored Minister of the Eastern Exterior, Jiang Ai Liu.” A deep bow as the Minister spoke. More flowery words, a torrent of them when a single would have done the same, listing honors and presenting the remainder of the greeting party.

In turn, their own Minister spoke as well, making greetings and introductions. He began with the royal party, starting with the most minor of government members and rising in importance. A minor insult, offered to the Ministers as chastisement for the lack of proper royal greeting.

Games, all of them games, of politics and face. Wu Ying tuned it out as he explored the surroundings with his winds. They blew in this bubble of energy, the split-off portion of the world. He sensed the ranks of soldiers kept hidden from sight within buildings, believing themselves safe from detection under talismans and enchantments that blocked spiritual projection. He noted the busy kitchens, the clanging of pots and pans, the plating of dishes by the dozens, and the smell of freshly butchered meats and plucked vegetables, all supplemented by the opening of long-stored pots of wine and soya sauce.

He wondered, quietly, if they realized how much was revealed to him. The ranks of guards, the hidden rooms that were improperly sealed against the gentle drifting of the wind. The dozens of cultivators who lined the buildings set aside for them, youngsters impatient and nervous, Elders ready and lounging.

And then, the presence, that singular one that stymied even the wind, its movements sluggish and tired as it neared. As though they dared not even report upon that central figure, not to Wu Ying, their friend, their ally, their brother. A woman, long of hair and white of visage and clothing. As though she were a ghost herself, a wraith in mourning. That description, he knew, had truth enough in its history, for the Weeping Widow had seen her soul-bound husband betray her, betray their bond to the dark sect in the wars.

Funny enough, doing so had given her the necessary impetus to finish her rise to Nascent Soul.

In tragedy, profit.

He pulled his attention away from distant concerns, letting himself explore other buildings. Dalliances and whispered words of comfort, moments of hidden preparation and last-minute plans. He had gained much, in his latest step to the Heavens, but he had learned too to filter out the majority of clues. The winds helped him, caring little for mortal needs.

Now it was over. The careful words between the groups, the greetings. At some point, he had offered a shallow bow when his own name had been called, many names after the Sect Head’s. A minor reduction of his own ranking within the sect, a subterfuge that would be carried out through this kingdom to the next.

He breathed in, exhaled. Shook his head a little, as the protocols of the kingdoms were finished. Wished he was back on their ship with Yang Mu, who must be watching all this with amusement. In the distance, he could sense a tense Minister relax over the completion of the ritual. Meetings between touchy personages could end with war, if one failed to account for all things.

Wu Ying thought the man might have relaxed too soon. For now, they walked. The servants parted, the guards stood at attention as the various mortals trooped past the open cordon. Flower petals were tossed onto the ground, greetings murmured, and heads lowered as one dignitary after the other passed them by.

And there, the Fourth Prince. Stepping across the threshold onto the land proper, coming within feet of the servant, who smelled of roses and poisons, whose singular fingernail extended as they crossed the distance in a lightning-quick lunge. A single scratch, down a wrist, along the side, across a face; it would not matter.

A single moment, to turn the fates of nations.

Mere cun from the prince, the full weight and strength of the body thrown behind the final lunge. A suicide attack, in such company. An attack committed to with full courage by the chike.

An attack that failed.

Wu Ying gripped the chike’s hand by the wrist with his left, his right hand extended, palm turned in, edge of the arm pressed against armpit as he stretched out the attacker. He had arrived to block the attack in less time than it took to blink. Except, of course, it had been no surprise.

He met the attacker’s dark gaze, an acrid stench of spoiled meat and tar exploding from the other as they exposed their true cultivation level. They exerted strength enough to rip stone from walls, and Wu Ying was left with the stump of an arm as the chike tore themselves free of his unyielding grip.

The attacker bounced away, trailing blood and poison behind them, their very act of escape unleashing a spray of liquid into the air. A gust of wind gathered and held it, to draw it away from the prince and his entourage rather than leave them sickened.

A trick, a last-minute desperate gambit.

Another failure.

“Go.” Sect Head Yan’s command, softly spoken.

Wu Ying left behind the arm, the ball of contained poison. He could feel frost rising to contain the evidence before it could affect others even as he chased after the chike, the swift, shadowy creature who had stymied the flow of blood from his severed arm already. Not even a half-dozen seconds had passed, and the man was already falling, approaching the edge of the bubble.

He flickered, moving quickly to catch the assassin. He utilized his modified Wind Steps technique, shifting toward the slower qinggong method rather than his own techniques. Boosted by his greater cultivation level and the shifting winds, he was more than quick enough to catch the other, even as a shift in chi raced through the formations.

All around, starting from the apex of the sphere, interlocking runes lit up and the bubble of energy transformed. Shielding formations to safeguard against attack or escape were thrown into activity, rising in a blink of the eye even as Wu Ying sensed the accumulation of energy in his opponent’s remaining arm. Moments before the interlocking runes finalized and truly blocked any escape, a bare half-dozen feet ahead of the wind cultivator, the assassin met the shield.

He struck it with a dagger held in his hand. Energy gathered at the dagger’s tip released, piercing the shield and dispersing itself through the surroundings, cracking open the incomplete formation.

It created an opening large enough for the shadow assassin to squeeze himself through, to finalize his exit.

Wu Ying, moments behind, reached outward to grab at trailing robes and halt the chike. He gripped the clothing tight, felt a burning sensation course through his arms as the robes poisoned against touch caused his skin to react. Even so, he refused to release the other. It mattered not.

The formations slammed shut, having healed themselves. Wu Ying was cut off from the attacker, leaving him gripping torn cloth and his hand pressed against the edge of the shimmering gold lattice moments later.

His opponent did not linger, did not seek to gloat at his escape. He fled, even as guards and cultivators on the two spiritual instruments scrambled to approach and were warned away by the sudden glimmering cannons and artillery around the palace.

As the assassin disappeared into the shadows of the palace itself, the Wei stymied reinforcements. The chike dropped farther into the shadows, farther and farther away, before finally he was gone even to Wu Ying’s senses.

Escaped, leaving nothing but chaos and poison.


Chapter 15

What was nearly as good as a successful assassination? A failed one. At least, when it came to disrupting the careful protocols and procedures that had been developed over the course of months for this very meeting. Once the shielding formation had been dismissed, the royal entourage and the prince themselves returned to their residence, all while raising questions and demands about the attack and the overall security of the meeting.

Quick, flashing spiritual messengers lit up between the three flying instruments, as communiqués between high-level parties tore through the air. More powerful communication devices stored in the instruments themselves reached farther, informing higher ups about the attack.

Wu Ying noted all this in passing, having been brought to speak with the Sect Head and then forced to wait as the august personage dealt with the demands and questions of the princes. The kingdom of Shen had only risked one—the Fourth Prince—in the disembarkation, and Wu Ying was not unaware of the irony of saving that man’s life twice. Especially as, once again, said prince of Shen was not at all impressed or grateful.

“How could an assassin come so close!” Ru Yuan snapped at the Sect Head once again. “Are you certain that all elements of the poison were captured? I have already bathed and changed and burned the clothing that might be affected, of course.”

“Without a doubt, Honored Prince,” Sect Head Yan Shu Ren replied. “Every drop was captured by Elder Long before it could strike you, the arm itself and the poison within the finger is sealed under the Six Promises and Eight Weavings Bandages. My own people are inspecting the arm and the poisons as well as the captured blood to understand their origins.” A slight pause, then he continued. “If the Honored Prince had been struck, he would know it without a doubt. This was not a subtle poison.”

“If you are wrong, my father will be greatly displeased,” Prince Shen said, but he seemed mollified.

Not so the elder prince, the First Prince, currently in line for the throne. Though, of course, that might change with the whims of the king and the success of this expedition. Which was why he frowned, upset at facing trouble at this stage already. “The Fourth Prince is correct, however. Why did the assassin manage to appear so close to him?”

“We were not, at that time, expecting an attack,” Shu Ren replied, inclining his head. “At least, not from the servants. Of course Elder Long was on watch for any betrayal, but the chike hid his presence—and his cultivation—well. His willingness to sacrifice himself was also surprising.”

“Except he escaped,” the First Prince replied. Eyes narrowed, he turned from the viewing mirror that allowed sight of the Sect Head to spot Wu Ying standing in the background. His hand clenched, as though wishing for the sword hilt belted by his side. The man was known as a good swordsman, after all. “I was led to understand that Elder Long was very fast. One of the fastest, if not the fastest, in our kingdom. A wind cultivator should be, no?”

“Elder Long is very quick, but the delay was my fault,” Sect Head Yan said, inclining his head. “I had tasked him with the defense of the prince and ourselves first and foremost. He could have caught him, but I wished to ascertain that such an attack was not the first of many before I released him to chase the other.”

“Wars are lost by an overabundance of caution,” the First Prince said. “I would have thought the Sect Head would know that.”

“Yet lives are certainly lost by carelessness.”

Silence, then the First Prince turned aside, the spirit link connecting them dying. The Fourth Prince copied the action, moments later. More messages were piling up, the spirit link between the two neither secure nor necessary. Words would have to be exchanged, real truths revealed later in person. This conversation could be delayed. For now though, diplomacy must be enacted or the entire expedition would fail, before even the first meeting.

Wu Ying could not help but note that when the Sect Head finally turned to him. To his surprise, the older man agreed with his assessment. “Yes. A good move, by our enemies.”

“The state of Cai?” Wu Ying said, slowly. “It makes sense, though could it not backfire?”

“It could. It will,” the Right Guardian replied from the table where he pored over multiple messages from his spies. “We will not be so lightly dissuaded.”

“Then why waste such an asset?” Wu Ying said.

“That is the question, is it not?” Shu Ren replied. Then he turned to Fa Yuan, who stood quietly beside the Right Guardian, the pair listening but not interacting with the princes, out of their line of sight entirely. “What do you think, Elder Yang?”

“A few facts stand out to me. The attack and its wastefulness, the objectives and those who might benefit from such an attack, and of course, Ah Ying’s lack of success at catching them,” Fa Yuan said. “Yet, I hesitate to voice the suspicion. For while the facts might line up, the actions…are coldhearted in the extreme.”

“Speak, Elder Yang. This room is warded against even the Weeping Widow or the Golden General,” Shu Ren replied. “Here, you are free to discuss what you wish. Or suspect.”

“Then, I must ask, Right Guardian. Sect Head. Were we the ones who arranged such an attack?”

“The Verdant Green Waters was not party to the attack itself, only its blocking,” Shu Ren replied, immediately and firmly. His voice rang with conviction. “We might have stopped it earlier, though that too would have caused additional problems.”

“So you allowed them to target the Fourth Prince to understand who it was that was being targeted.” Fa Yuan nodded. “A bold move, but it gave us much-needed information. But…” She frowned. “Would the princes have made such arrangement?”

“If we failed to spot the assassin, the Fourth Prince would have died most painfully,” Wu Ying muttered. “I do not believe he would have the courage to gamble like that.”

“Agreed.” Fa Yuan inclined her head at Wu Ying, but also shot him a look. One that told him to be quiet, for this was her test. “In that case, the obvious culprit was the First Prince.” A slight twist of her lips. “The death or our current predicament could both be leveraged against the state of Wei for our nation’s best interest. A death that can improve the First Prince’s own standing in the palace as well.”

“An interesting analysis,” Shu Ren said. He stopped when Fa Yuan held up a hand.

“Unless, of course, the state of Cai knew all this, calculated that such an attack could cast suspicions within our ranks, and acted upon that knowledge. After all, if we can believe—and rationalize—that the assassin was from the First Prince, both the Fourth Prince and the state of Wei can as well. Such suspicions could cause fracture lines along our alliance, one that could be further picked apart.”

Wu Ying winced, not having thought that far. Then again, why would he? His problems were normally much more straightforward.

“We do not, unfortunately, have evidence of any of that. Further analysis of the robe, the arm, and the poisons utilized might provide additional information.” Her lips pressed tight. “Once Elder Long has further detailed the techniques, we might be able to get Librarian Ko to confirm the provenance of the chike. Though I hold little hope of that.”

“Yes, the secret techniques of the chike sects are well hidden. Though you might be surprised at the extent of our records,” Shu Ren replied. He turned his head to the side, taking in the Right Guardian. “Assessment?”

“Good. A little cautious, and of course, the potential of the Fourth Prince setting up the entire act—even with his own self-evident cowardice—cannot be entirely discounted. Or the inclusion of a fifth party.”

“Fifth?” Wu Ying counted on his fingers. “I count three—the two princes and the state of Cai.”

“We are not the only sect on this vessel. Embarrassing us, in this space, is a distant possibility, but a possibility.”

“And who might be the fifth party?” Wu Ying said.

“You have met them, many times. You yourself described the smell,” the Right Guardian replied.

“Demons.”

Both the Right Guardian and the Sect Head looked quietly grim. While the presence of demons among the chike was not unexpected—after all, dealing in such acts and demon worship, or even demonic techniques, was as common as rice and salted fish—the wind cultivator’s own experience could not be discounted. After all, the increased presence of demons in the Middle Kingdom over the last few years was a growing concern.

“I did consider such matters, Honored Seniors,” Fa Yuan said, after a moment of silence, her voice firm. “However, if I am to take on the role of Right Guardian, I believe my cautions and analysis should be for the most likely scenarios. Not shadows.” She continued as the pair looked at her, voice calm. “Not that I would not, of course, continue to pursue any such lines of inquiry in the meantime. But the Sect Head cannot act on unlikely scenarios.”

“No, I cannot.” The Sect Head eyed the glowing series of sigils that appeared, constantly piling up as more and more messages arrived. “I am sorry I asked you to hold back, Elder Long. I had not expected our opponent to be so resourceful. I also believe that it is most likely the First Prince undertook such an attack. A loss of a trusted servant might have been unwelcome, even if it was done in the midst of duty.”

“Do you think he knows we know, then?” the Right Guardian asked.

“Possible. We will have to be careful and watch for signs.” Then a look down at Wu Ying’s hand, which he had kept by his side, still wrapped. “The poison?”

“Mostly erased. The robe would be lethal to most Energy Storage cultivators. Damaging to most Core Formation cultivators.” Wu Ying shrugged. “As a Body Cultivator, however…”

“A fortunate twist of fate.”

“It is.”

“Go. Rest well, Elder Long. After, of course, your Elder Sister finishes her interrogation of you on our enemy’s techniques.”

Inclining his head in agreement, Wu Ying stepped back as the Sect Head turned to his messages. The man had much work to do, appeasing diplomats and princes.

Better him than Wu Ying.

***

Yang Mu peeled the bandages off his hand with care, lips compressed. She waited till she could see the red flesh beneath before she spoke. “Touching a chike for any reason is unwise. Their clothing, their flesh, their very chi and dao can be anathema to a cultivator. It is rare that my parents ban cultivators from their inn, but they rarely allow members of those sects inside.”

“I know,” Wu Ying said.

Fingers tightened on his hand, drawing a little hiss from him. The damage—the boils, the creeping blackness along veins and spotting of darkened blood—was gone, leaving behind only red flesh that was, even now, fading. “Did you now? And yet, you took such action.”

“I was—I am—somewhat protected by my cultivation level and methods,” he said, mildly.

“Somewhat. And you did not know his own level. Or abilities,” she said, angrily.

“I could guess. If he wore it, he could not have made it stronger than me—for I could sense his cultivation level when he moved. I acted swiftly, but not without thought.” Wu Ying clenched his hand, squeezing hers and ignoring the pain that the movement brought. “Poisons are not something I have no experience with. And I trusted that between Elder Wei and the kingdom, we would have—could have—counteracted anything too untoward.”

“Still a risk. One that you did not need to take.” For she had seen the entirety of his actions, knew best of all how swift he was. She understood he could have stopped the other, if he truly had wished it so. “Did you mark him, then, for the future?”

Wu Ying shook his head. He wished he had a technique that would have done so. His Master certainly did, perhaps even his martial sister. Tracing others through karmic connections was a powerful and almost impossible to block tracking tool, though increasing time and difficulty in the use of such techniques was simple enough. Other Elders had techniques that would allow them to imprint their auras or other methodologies in order to follow an assassin.

He had none.

“Do you want me to try to find him?” Yang Mu offered.

“Can you?”

“He is now connected to you,” she said. “And our connection is strong.” Squeezing his hand once more, she traced the top of the reddened skin, each movement a fiery coal against it. “But if I were to do it, I feel that tracing them through the Fourth Prince might work better.”

“Oh?”

“An assassination is significant.” Her gaze turned up to meet his. “Such knowledge, understanding how the pair are connected, it can be dangerous. What I see…”

“Might be more than what others want you to?” Wu Ying said, softly.

“Exactly.”

“Ah…” He closed his eyes, then opened them. “Would my martial sister be of aid if you did that?”

Immediately, Yang Mu shook her head. “Elder Sister’s own dao does not interact with theirs. She seeks balance, in her own dealings. As she has no major interactions with them, she has no leverage.” She offered a slight half-smile now. “My own dao is more esoteric. Less personal. Easier to manipulate in such a broad case.”

Wu Ying fell silent, contemplating her offer. She did not push the matter, for which he was grateful. He worried about her, about what she would find. If his sister, if the Sect Head, were right and this was an action taken by the royal family, it would embroil them in imperial politics. On the other hand, if this was a plot by the kingdoms of Wei or Cai, it would be valuable information.

Or, “If the demons were involved…” Wu Ying began, hesitant. They both had had interactions with that kingdom, with those creatures. Yang Mu more recently than him.

“Then I will learn of it,” Yang Mu replied.

“I lost my Master to an obsession…” Wu Ying said.

“You lost him to those who would have endangered you, your family, and your people,” she corrected, ever so gently. “His pursuit of the dark sects forced their hand, mitigated the damage they could—did—do when they arose.”

“And yet, he nearly died. Did…”

She nodded. She knew the story. His desperate quest for ingredients. His Master’s long period of recuperation. The Master, left behind in a cave, dying, and offered one last opportunity to perhaps break free. A tragic story—but then, the majority of cultivator stories were tragic. After all, theirs were of failed dreams and thwarted ambitions.

“I do not seek to pursue the matter to the utmost. But the Middle Kingdom must be warned, if such events are not to cause true calamity. If the signs we have seen are not to catch all unaware.”

“Then, it seems, you’ve made up your mind one way or the other,” Wu Ying replied, meeting her gaze.

“You speak as though your opinion is not valuable.”

“Is it?”

“Of course. I would weigh what you say with utmost care.”

“And still do what you believe best.” He smiled at her, taking the sting out of his words, the accusation within them such that it was more a statement of fact. He understood, in the end. It was why tying a pair of cultivators together, especially ones at their level, was so fraught. Individuals who were too stubborn to bow to even the Heavens could not be constrained.

A good thing he had never even considered it.

He then added, “But perhaps, do not let them know.” Which “them,” he left unsaid. He was not certain he knew himself. For there was still one other option, one other group that could have had a handle on the attack.

After all, he had been told by the Sect Head himself to avoid killing or capturing the other if possible.

And he knew enough of the history of the sect to know that it too could act rashly, callously, and firmly when necessary.

What was one life, if it avoided a war?


Chapter 16

It only took three days for the fallout from the attack to settle because the entire mission was under significant time pressure, and so matters like precedence, security, and pride had to be rushed. In the end, the princes of Shen would now meet with the King of Wei himself rather than the heir, the First Prince.

The ceremonies and protocols involved were even more elaborate. His signature, his cultivation base would be at risk now, not the princes’, to alleviate concerns among the Shen. The multi-hour formalities, from security checks to meetings with lower ministers to elaborate bathing and bowing procedures, would not have been dismissed or curtailed were they not now in a rush.

Instead, it took them only slightly over an hour, most of it spent journeying through the massive floating palace, for them to meet with the king. They weren’t even required to wait but were ushered in to speak with the royal assembly immediately.

At the rear of the party, Wu Ying idly nodded to the security personnel he’d grown familiar with in the past few days. Nothing like a clear example of one’s skills to engender respect.

In particular, the Great Commandant, one of the Three Excellencies that made up the three major sources of bureaucracy and power in the state of Wei. He had spoken with the man and the general in charge of the palace guard, the Grand Commander of the Imperial Gates, and their subordinates repeatedly, as they all wished to question his actions further.

That had been an interesting dance of protocol and secrets, neither group willing to explain fully their abilities and security measures, yet needing or wanting to garner as much detail as possible from the other party. Of course, Wu Ying’s own answers—leaning toward intuition and a bad feeling—were uncomfortably vague. If acceptable.

After all, wu wei, action without thought or consideration, was as much a part of their own studies and progress in the Dao as Wu Ying’s own journey. One could not—should not—question such moments, beyond a desire to, perhaps, replicate the sequence once again.

So here he was, knowledgeable of the Wei’s security procedures, following behind the Sect Head and the Right Guardian, who themselves were behind the princes. Acting as no more than the Elder in charge of security for the kingdom and sect itself. Both an important task, and yet also one that had little true power. It did, at least, allow Wu Ying to stand aside from the protocols to some extent.

A half-dozen steps behind the Sect Head, another three behind the First Prince, who was also there today, three steps behind the Fourth Prince. All carefully calculated by the protocol officer to indicate levels of seniority and importance. Then they kneeled or bowed or kowtowed, depending on their relative strength and importance in the various hierarchies of states, as they approached the raised dais that held the King of Wei.

The man was…well, an old man. Long white hair, shaggy eyebrows, and drooping ears, with the look of one who spent only minimal hours in the prescribed exercise routine of the imperial physicians. Body gone flabby and shrunken with age. Even the benefits of a cultivator’s greater strength and immortal boons washed away by the river of time.

The king was a Core Formation cultivator of the sixth level, though his Core and meridians were choked with the pollutants and toxins of myriad core formation reinforcement pills. A man who would never reach the greater stages of cultivation, but one who had—like their own princes—some minor success at Body Cultivation. Just the bones, a few organs.

He was not striking or powerful, his aura lazily swirling through the room, uncontested by all. It held within it an indolence and softness that Wu Ying had never experienced among other Core Formation cultivators, a lackadaisical attitude to existence, which was reflected in the bored contempt that shone in the King of Wei’s eyes.

Flanking the man, standing on the sides of the dais—but not above it, never above him—were his ministers and attendants and the remainder of the royal line present. Multiple lesser scions of noble houses, some heads of the houses, including the House of Wei, and of course, the princess. Second of their line, her face carefully cultivated to showcase not a single emotion or thought.

Still hidden though no less present, the Weeping Widow, beneath the throne. Powerful in a way that staggered the imagination. The betrayal and her rise, so quick—as though it was the necessary impetus for her to become an Immortal.

Though the kind that she might become, the dao that she held, sent shivers down Wu Ying’s back to contemplate.

“…His August Majesty, the Ruler of the Great Wei Dynasty, Favored Son of Heaven, Lord of Ten Thousand Lakes, King Wei Zong, all hallowed be his name, he whose…” The protocol Minister droned on and on, and Wu Ying tuned him out once more.

Instead, he regarded the princess under hooded eyes, letting his aura and gaze and other senses take account of the woman. He noted that the Fourth Prince did the same, though with less caution. Then again, he did not need be as circumspect in his inspections—after all, he was her betrothed.

Peak Energy Storage, which would be disappointing if not for the fact that she was only in her midtwenties—well within marriageable age for a cultivator. And her meridians and dantian were only mildly contaminated. It seemed that the Second Princess of the state of Wei had talent. Perhaps if she had not been born as a princess, she might even have had a chance at achieving immortality.

What a waste.

She would never reach those heights, not without greater battle and challenge than most. While a powerful king or queen or princess might be desired, one who achieved immortality itself was unwanted. Strength without abandoning responsibility and duty was the necessary hallmark of cultivation in a royal family. Balancing that—and failing—was also the common consequence of such pressures.

Water element, which perhaps spoke of why she had adapted so well. A direct contrast to the metal element of her father, perhaps why she was being traded away. Metal and water never got on well, the only worst combination being water and fire. The look she returned under the veil that covered her face, but did little to hide the plainness of her visage to cultivator eyes, was as frankly considering of Ru Yuan, her husband-to-be.

“…attack was unfortunate, but shows how the state of Cai fears the alliance of Wei and Shen! As such, the Most Honored King recommends that the sealing of the alliance be brought forward and the binding of both states be held this night,” the Minister of Protocol finished, speaking for the king. They would not, of course, hear from the king himself unless matters went off course.

“What a marvelous idea,” the First Prince said, bowing to the throne. Such discussions and agreements had been held between the government bureaucrats beforehand; the “surprise” announcement was known—and agreed to—by all parties. But they all had their parts to play here. “The state of Shen concurs with the Most Honored King’s recommendation. We shall sign the treaty of alliance after the wedding ceremonies of my Honored Brother to the Second Princess.”

“Marvelous, marvelous indeed!” Wu Ying marveled at how the Minister of Protocol managed to sound both surprised and grateful to something that had been coordinated to the death. Seeing nothing had shifted from the script, he tuned it out again, continuing his work of subtly assessing and testing the various individuals in this room.

He was not the only one, for he could sense the prodding, the gentle twistings of chi and aura that surrounded them. A subtle battle was being waged, in the wind, in the droplets of water clumped together and filled with chi that drifted through the air. The gentle tapping of energy dispersed through the floor as toes moved against the ground, the pulses and reflections of light striking auras.

Cultivators of every element and subtlety worked against their opponents, doing their best to glean details of cultivation level, elements, and strength. Prodding for weaknesses, assessing strengths, grasping at daos that might conflict or sustain their own. An insidious dance of energy, one that the royal family and cultivators of pills and potions missed entirely.

But such were the workings of cultivators in such august company. And if Wu Ying found himself a little outmatched at times, well, it was only because they had techniques and methods unknown to him. Like he, them.

***

“What did you think?” Fa Yuan drifted over to Wu Ying later that day as the betrothal ceremonies continued, the minor bubbles of privacy they all carried with them reinforcing each other as she stood beside him. Together, their auras mingled to stop anyone overhearing their words or even reading their lips, a minor distortion of air between them and others as they spoke in the massive hall.

The princess was away right then, being cared for and prepped for her wedding by the women of her family. In lesser families, this was the time for frank conversations and advice, discussions about what was to happen later and the duties of a woman.

In a royal family, Wu Ying wondered: Was it a time of silence, or subtle threats, reminders that the princess was to do her duty and not shame them all? Or were other considerations at play? Subtle perfumes and alchemical makeups to beautify the princess further and enthrall her husband-to-be? After all, defenses were often lowered during the act itself.

The prince had been taken away, merry games of peasantry and the challenges of money and wits that were traditional among the lower born replaced by bureaucratic documentation. Treaties and promises, gifts of mines or cartons of silver or scrolls of cultivation, all offered as part of the trade for the princess’s well-being.

“Of the state of Wei and their cultivators?” At her nod, Wu Ying replied softly, “They have not sent their best.”

“Oh?”

“The Monk of Seven Legs is not here, nor is the General of the Iron Brigade or the Liar of the Western Reaches.” All members—well-known members—of the previous war who had done much damage to the state of Shen. Before they had been pulled back, before they had turned against the dark sect in their midst. No need to speak of the woman below, for she wouldn’t be leaving the vicinity of the capital.

“Some are here. The Three Swords of the Iron Pass, the Patriarch of the Six Jade Gates, the Generals of the First and Fourth Armies,” Yang Mu pointed out softly.

“Yes, they are. But how many of those will come with us?” Wu Ying shook his head. “Most of those coming, they are not named.”

“You worry they intend to attack us as we are distracted?”

“Or let us take what danger there might be, meeting the Cai. Or even turning on us, together with the Cai,” Wu Ying said.

“Is that not more danger, if they had brought their best, then? That they would be able to truly damage us?”

He could only admit she was right. Perhaps the paranoia afflicting the Right Guardian and his martial sister was infecting him.

“It is what it is. I believe they bring too their Colonel of the White Lions,” Fa Yuan murmured. “Though he guards and scouts the meeting point, even now.”

An eyebrow rose at that. While they had never clashed with the colonel directly, the man always part of the Eastern Army, his reputation had reached even the Shen. Not just for his strength and honorable conduct, but also his sexual predilections. Few cared about such things, but the man took it to scandalous levels. An entire regiment, defeated in the most unbecoming ways was…well. A story.

“The princess is interesting,” Wu Ying said, changing the subject.

“You noticed her meridians.”

“Nearly as clear as a sect cultivator.” He waggled his hand sideways. “Her Body Cultivation seems a little lax, comparatively. But the Wei use a Clear Body form, no?”

“They do.” She tapped the edge of the fan she carried, a simple thing, on her wrist, deflecting a probing aura with the enchanted instrument. “Expensive, but it promotes the drawing out of toxins and contaminants, even from the meridians. Our own royal family use a similar Body Cleansing manual.”

Ah, the boon of money and resources. “Any further progress on the attack?”

Fa Yuan shook her head. “Our information sources are sparse this deep in the kingdom, and many we dare not utilize so close to the Wei. What we have been told is that the attacker has gone to ground and their presence entirely hidden. Neither our people nor the Wei have found a trace of them, or the origins of the attack.”

“That is fair enough.” He sighed, cracking his neck from side to side. This entire trip, where he was forced to watch over the entirety of the sect and their allies, was a pain. That he could, with some help from the wind, was why he had been tasked with the responsibility. It was also why his martial sister, with her own knowledge of the politics surrounding them, had been seconded to him. “Three days, then? Of these celebrations.”

“Yes. A month is customary later—when the prince and his bride return to the capital. But for us, only three days.”

Wu Ying could not help but roll his eyes. Only three days of drinking, dancing, ceremonies, and congratulations. More food and drink to be spilled and eaten than most villages would see in a single month; but here it would be offered to barely a hundred guests. Cultivators, ministers, bureaucrats, and military personnel all, individuals of great value. For definitions of value.

The longer he stayed here, the greater Wu Ying’s cynicism grew. He had spent so many years of his life walking the wilderness, treating with mortal and small sect alike, that he knew his viewpoint differed from most cultivators’. Even his martial sister’s, who smirked at his expression.

“Between, I guess we shall continue to learn about our erstwhile allies,” Wu Ying said. He nodded to the trio coming to them and gently relaxed his control of his aura, his sister mimicking his actions a moment later.

The trio who approached, the Three Swords of the Iron Pass, were like unsheathed blades in their movement. No animosity, but unsheathed violence and potential that just required an excuse. Wu Ying knew their story, everyone did. The last survivors of a sect who stopped an incursion by the army of the Shen that had been unexpected and nearly caused the encirclement and subsequent destruction of an allied army.

Except for their sacrifice. Except for the death and loss of their entire school, a sword school of great renown once. Except for the three, who had somehow lived.

“Honored cultivators,” Wu Ying greeted them cordially. Fa Yuan echoed his words, offering them a demure smile as she slipped into her role of the beautiful, desirable, and winsome Fairy.

“Cultivator Long and the gorgeous Fairy Yang.” The first to speak was the one in the center. The pair behind bowed, offering silent greetings. “We are Zou Han Ying, Zou Kao Xiang, and Zou En Lai of the Whispering Green Blades.”

“We know, of course. The story of the Three Swords of the Iron Pass has been immortalized in tale and song,” Wu Ying said. “Your bravery and honor transcends even national borders.”

“And the Verdant Gatherer has walked many lands, has he not?” Han Ying said. The man was the leanest and tallest of the lot, a bamboo sapling grown tall and lean clad in the reds and creams of his sect’s robes. “His own reputation precedes him.”

“I have traveled across some few lands, seen some paltry sights. Heard many stories, but few of them as heroic as yours,” Wu Ying replied, easily and smoothly. “It is my honor to meet you all.6”

“The honor is all ours,” Han Ying replied, and the trio bowed once again. His gaze drifted downward, toward Ren, eyes lighting up with interest as it did so. His brother, En Lai, was already fixed on the jian, and Wu Ying could sense the probes the man sent via his aura, attempting to study the weapon through his spiritual defenses and the sheath.

“A marvelous weapon,” Han Ying said when neither party broke the silence.

“It is. I acquired Ren in Nanyue,” Wu Ying replied.

“Grandmaster Vu, was it not?” Kao Xiang asked. “I have long admired his works, though few enough of them reach us so far north. Is he as rumored?”

“Old, irascible, and unwilling to part with his greatest works?” Wu Ying said, a small smile on his lips. “Yes. Very much so. Though for those with your strengths and training, he might make exceptions.”

All three of them were disciples of the jian. All three had gained great understanding of the weapon, all three had the Heart of the Jian. It was part of their myth, the legend of their stand. How in the blood-soaked gorge, as their sect died around them, they gained understanding of the jian in all its glory and despair, and stepped into a higher realm of the weapon.

It amused Wu Ying, knowing what he knew now, that it took them their near deaths to see the naked blade of war, and him years of study to see the work of art. Such was the difference in training, in experience.

For all that, none of them had achieved the Soul of the Jian.

“May we?” En Lai said, then flushed. Of the three, he was the youngest, only in his midthirties. He had survived the fight, some said, because he was protected by the others. That it was his fault some of them had died, that his presence had weakened the sect. A heavy burden to bear.

“Of course.” Wu Ying extracted the weapon from his belt, handing it still in its sheath to the trio to look over. His own gaze roved over their weapons, a small smile on his lips as he continued. “And yours, those are no simple spirit weapons are they?”

“Saint at the least,” Fa Yuan murmured. “Gifts of the Wei, are they not?”

The trio started, as though they had forgotten the Fairy’s presence. Her eyes glinted with amusement, for the beautiful cultivator was unused to being overshadowed by a sword.

“Yes, it is. Our apologies…” And still, Han Ying’s gaze came back to the weapon he held, the one he pulled a little from the sheath. He turned the blade side to side, eyed the inlay of the weapon and the blacksmith’s mark on the blade itself, just above the hilt. He noted the edge, so thin that even a cultivator’s eyes could not see its end. Felt the enclosed dao of cutting that permeated the weapon and exhaled gently in wonder. For long moments, he just stood there, unmoving, marveling, until one of his brothers nudged him with an elbow and he reluctantly passed the weapon on.

“I feel…I feel as though I’ve understood a new side of the sword, staring at that weapon,” Han Ying said, softly. “An edge that might cut apart a mountain itself, wielded correctly.”

“Ren can be wielded like that, but I often feel that the weapon’s very presence can—bloodlessly—alter the course of events,” Wu Ying murmured.

“The edgeless blade.” Kao Xiang nodded, the second brother offering a tight-lipped smile. He had a tendency to squint a little when no one was looking, as though he was having trouble focusing. An old habit, perhaps, from a time before cultivation had fixed such minor mortal flaws. “Our sect wielded those whispers well, changing the course of events for many years. But even the most well-wielded edgeless blade must be sharpened at times.”

Wu Ying looked over the three, then gestured a little, indicating the north and east. “Though we can but hope that your sect’s experience at using such blades in the upcoming talks prevail.”

“The Cai are one such group that might need a demonstration of our sharpness,” Kao Xiang said, firmly. Han Ying, at the side, cast an askance gaze at his brother. The pair traded looks, as though rehashing an old argument, before Kao Xiang added reluctantly, “Though it is hoped that we need not unsheathe our weapons at all.”

“We can hope,” Wu Ying concurred.

“Senior.” The voice was echoed by movement as Ren was sheathed and En Lai offered his weapon back with both hands. Wu Ying took his sword, affixing it to his belt again, as En Lai continued. “I understand that the Verdant Gatherer is a sword cultivator, like us.”

“Not exactly…” Wu Ying protested, already seeing where this was going by the glint of interest in En Lai’s eyes. Han Ying’s lips compressed, but he chose not to speak.

“Of course, of course. Our path is much narrower than the Senior’s! But perhaps he would care to provide some small instruction to this one?” En Lai said, full of youthful vigor and excitement.

And there, finally, it arrived. Wu Ying was not surprised. Could not be. When sword cultivators met one another, a testing of edges was common. Looking into the boy’s eyes—man, perhaps, but so young—Wu Ying could only see innocence and enthusiasm there. A straightforwardness, one without guile or deception, like the point of a sword.

The deception was in his elder brother’s gaze, for Han Ying watched, placid. Waiting and judging. Curious to assess the wind cultivator in all ways.

And Wu Ying—Wu Ying was curious too.


Chapter 17

The dueling grounds were expansive, warded and protected against even the strength of a Nascent Soul cultivator, if necessary. Yet only the more basic protections were activated, glowing formations to block edged cuts and blade projections. After all, the cultivators gathering at the bottom of the hexagon-shaped dueling arena had already agreed to constrain their attacks and strength to the Energy Storage realm.

Yang Mu, standing beside Fairy Yang, could only shake her head a little as she listened to her sister’s subvocal complaints.

“Crazed sword cultivators, always looking for a fight,” Fa Yuan muttered as she gestured down at the quartet, who were discussing the rules of the sparring session and limbering up. Even if En Lai and Wu Ying were the first combatants, their presence drew others, including Elder Hsu of the Verdant Green Waters.

“It is how they expand their dao, after all,” Yang Mu pointed out placidly. Her gaze lingered on Wu Ying, and she was grateful she had been invited over at his request, now that matters had moved on from the wedding. Those celebrations were still occurring, of course, though they had proceeded to the point that only the closest members of the courts were now involved.

Later.

Later would come the dinners, the celebrations, and other more public rituals. Even now, various officials pivoted with expert ease to subsume the sparring matches into the day’s festivities. Yang Mu could not help but admire the professionalism of the group—but then, they were experts who served the royal court of Wei. Anything less than excellence would be unacceptable.

“Mmm, but are swords the only way to interest them?” Fa Yuan muttered. “If you only see the blade, are you not missing the rest of creation?”

“I would have thought that sister has grown used to sword cultivators,” Yang Mu teased. “After all, both Ah Ying and your Master were adherents of the jian.”

“They were not sword cultivators though.” Fa Yuan jerked her chin toward where the group was breaking up, moving to ascend the platforms on their sides. No one, thus far, showcased any techniques. “They might train with the weapon, but their focus was never that narrow.”

Yang Mu chuckled within, knowing part of her anger was at the crowd’s lack of reaction. While her martial sister—and how strange was that, to acquire one through Ying himself—might not consider herself vain, she had long grown used to the reaction her beauty caused. Finding individuals so entrenched in their respective dao that they ignored her in favor of a sword must have been like walking on solid earth only to find one was actually on air itself.

Yet surely it must have happened at some point…

Yang Mu kept her face blank as she extended her spiritual aura a little, touching upon her martial sister. Tracing the connection between them. She felt the bond stretch, and within her mind and aura, it thrummed. In her soul, it twitched and expanded, and she basked in it.

Perhaps it was her training in formations, but for Yang Mu, these connections were not threads or skeins or weaves but flowing waves of energy, mixing and interacting with one another. She could not just see the connection she had with Fa Yuan—one that had grown, not just because of her relationship with Wu Ying but through her own interactions—but also the way the energy of their auras intermixed, the way the wind pressed upon her sister, the flow of chi as the Elder gathered it within herself, the numerous enchantments that crisscrossed her body, and the way those energies interacted.

Opened fully, Yang Mu could not sustain such a sight. Not only did she feel the present but also the impressions of Fa Yuan’s past, her movement through the surroundings, her words and actions and the way they had affected others and the world. In the connection was the echo of potential futures and the current of the present, all of it rocked by the lapping waters of the past.

Even now, she could not stare at those connections—hah, what a shallow word for what she sought to understand—for more than a moment before she had to close herself off once again. That brief moment was enough, enough for her to grasp her sister better, to understand more fully her frustration.

Elder Yang was no more annoyed by the actions of the three sword cultivators than the sun would be by the growing trees not bowing to it. She sought not their approval or their desire, but the appearance of being vain and shallow was a weapon she could wield. An obvious lever, displayed for some to depress.

Politics, for the one who would one day replace the Right Guardian.

“Ah Ying is quite urbane, it is true,” Yang Mu murmured. “And I must admit, I am grateful for his wider…attentions.” She let a slight hint of lewdness into her voice at the last, a trace of amusement. She received the crinkling of Fa Yuan’s eyes that she expected, noted the reactions of others who overheard their low-voiced—but not screened—conversation. Saw those who found amusement, who looked disapproving or disgusted. Marked it for her own notes, as did Fa Yuan, she was certain.

She was no political maven like her martial sister, but a merchant needed to understand her customers—or those who would never be.

A small part of her wondered about making connections with the royalty. To become a supplier for the royal halls was a true honor. It was also dangerous to the extreme, for one could grow ensnared by their politics.

No, better to stay with the jianghu. Let those who wished to tread those waters do so, and leave her once or twice removed. Mortal and imperial politics were best avoided, as far as she was concerned. Her mercantile diversions aided her cultivation journey, not the end in themselves.

Then there was no more time for idle amusements, for Wu Ying was on the stage and crossing blades. The man—the boy, peeking out under those somber eyes—grinned with unrestrained pleasure as the first flurry of strikes were complete. She recognized his opening move, the Dragon unsheathes his Claws. His favorite, so much so that it was becoming a liability, if not for its sheer speed.

Next were a series of direct strikes, with minimal feints and an overbearing posture that twined and rotated around his opponent’s own weapon, as he utilized his footwork and angles to bypass his opponent’s guard.

“Long family style. The original,” Fa Yuan muttered, recognizing the style as well. “First and second forms.”

“Yes. He is holding back a little, then?” Yang Mu muttered. She knew some might consider mentioning it, without screening her words for privacy, to be giving the game away. But even the least adept martial cultivator could compare Ying’s reputation to what he showcased now and find it wanting.

Not that there was not a crispness, a fluidity and elegance, to his attacks that a mere Energy Storage cultivator, or one who had never reached the Heart of the Sword, could achieve. Then again, his opponent was just as fluid, just as striking, though their styles contrasted.

The Whispering Green Blades was a sword school that had eschewed violence when at all possible. Its Master had been a Sword Saint, one whose understanding of the weapon had grown so great it was said those in his presence had to guard their auras and themselves or be cut apart by his very words. When he had lived, he had mediated between differing sects regularly, his presence and incisive thoughts slicing through bones of contention with a single strike.

His sect had continued that tradition, even perverted it some said, by becoming mediating swordsmen who traveled the kingdom of Wei to enforce peace. Though they had studied the sword, it was only to aid in negotiations. Their sword style took all that into account; it was often receptive and defensive, parrying Wu Ying’s thrusts, and they were nimble on their feet while only occasionally striking.

Yet, each time En Lai did attack, his lunge, his thrust was so blistering fast that it forged a band of blade intent that projected ahead of his attack and kept moving long afterward to impact the sparring ring’s defensive formations. The attacks didn’t consciously draw upon his killing intent, but they were incisive in their motions in and of themselves.

“A little. But so are they,” Fa Yuan said. “In both cultivation and style. For this, I believe, was the original style.”

“Ah…” Yang Mu frowned, for she wondered how much either party could learn when they held back.

Perhaps the thought echoed in En Lai’s mind. Perhaps what had transpired in the flashing of blades, the quick passes that never touched either party, was but a prelude, a warm-up for both. For the next moment, the man began to accelerate. Qinggong techniques activated, drawing chi into the surroundings as he began to lash out more often now, following up his attacks till Wu Ying was forced to ward himself.

Parry, parry, thrust, cut, thrust, sidestep, and cut.

The pair began to push the upper limits of what an Energy Storage cultivator could do, even with their cultivation and energy levels suppressed. Yang Mu knew that Ah Ying struggled at this, lowering his cultivation level to the appropriate amount. It had been many years since he had done so, and he had been—was—a Soul and Body Cultivator. Knowing what was an appropriate level of strength was not intuitive to him but one gained from observation of others.

In that sense, Yang Mu felt that Ying handicapped himself, lowering his own speed and reaction times further than he should have. He tried, of course, to make up for it with technique. But here he met his match.

En Lai moved with ever faster but near-flawless technique. His strikes homed in on Wu Ying’s weaknesses, coming in at odd angles that forced the wind cultivator to shift and turn, blocking off attacks that would have struck. None would have been fatal—the Long family technique was not so poor—but damaging nonetheless.

Some of the difference was in body types and cultivation levels, for En Lai was faster and stronger than Wu Ying now. He moved into minor openings that a slower fighter would have been unable to exploit. But much of the difference came from the levels and refinement of techniques. The original Whispering Green Blades style was one created by a Sword Saint, refined over years and decades of use and training. Impartation of the base body of knowledge had seen some degree of degradation over the years, but only mildly as it was a young sect, not even a couple of hundred years old.

Wu Ying’s own Long family technique had been passed on over half a millennium. Its original teacher had died, many years ago, and the technique’s heart and soul had degraded. The teachings faded as disciples died or added their own interpretation to the technique, making adjustments and alterations to suit their body and predilections.

Even he had made such adjustments to the style his father had taught him. Minor alterations, minor changes from techniques copied from his father. Techniques that Wu Ying realized later had been altered due to his father’s injuries, altered again to fit Wu Ying’s own body, his greater strength, his speed, his longer arms, and tendency to step to the right.

Dogma in form and methodology could kill a style, kill a fighter just as easily as imperfect technique.

A flash of a blade, a beat against the air. Then a blade hovering before Wu Ying’s throat, a weapon a mere arm’s extension away from lodging in his neck.

Yang Mu felt her hand clench against the railing, marble cracking under her grip. She saw the blade, hovering in place. Threatening him. She saw, most of all, his grin. Wide and filled with joy, his eyes sparkling. And she could not help but mutter, softly, under her breath. Exasperated.

“Sword cultivators.”

Of course, Sister Yang nodded in agreement.

***

Wu Ying’s eyes sparkled as he stepped back and away from his opponent, his sword coming up to guard once again. He spoke as he readied himself for the next clash, “Well done! It seems that the Whispering Green Sword Saint’s style is truly as impressive as its reputation.”

“Cultivator Long’s family style is direct and imperious,” En Lai replied. Minor praise, only offered for courtesy’s sake. Wu Ying understood. After all, it was nothing before the other’s.

Ah, to have studied their techniques before… For a moment, Wu Ying regretted the lost opportunity. He let himself feel the emotion, let it dance through him, and then he pushed it aside as he raised his blade in silent salute.

The past could not be changed, the future always a moment away, forever unreachable. The present was all that he had, and in the present, he would test his own style against theirs. Test, and perhaps improve it.

The Wind Caresses the Cheek, a block that came down from a raised guard, as light as a feather in motion to stop a thrust at his face. It transitioned as he rolled his hand over and swung his jian back to the outer line, returning a cut at his opponent’s face. He felt the attack meet naught but air as his opponent collapsed, scrunching into his chest as he stepped in, a passing lunge as his opponent drew his sword back close to his face, opposite hand reaching to palm strike down his center.

Stomach, hips, groin. It mattered not, the attack would do damage well enough, injuring, disrupting balance or causing pain. Wu Ying stepped upward, turning as he did, as he rose in the air, dancing on the wind for all of two steps as he followed his opponent, utilizing a draw cut with the tip downward. The Dragon Dips Its Brush caught a strand of wayward hair as the guarding hilt of his opponent’s attack rose to block.

Faster, even as Wu Ying fell, the pair fighting in the tight constraints of a few feet, at the distance where the jian was ever so slightly awkward. Neither opponent willing to allow the other to break free, following with quick lunging steps or pivoting bodies, the blades of their weapons never touching for more than a moment. The light chime of jian striking each other filled the air, like golden bells in a temple.

Ritualistic, solemn, graceful.

No overbearing attacks, no empowered strikes meant to crash through badly held guards or that caused nervous fingers to weaken. Wu Ying found himself smiling, wider and wider, till he was grinning, eyes lit up with deep joy. To find another fighter with the Heart of a weapon was bliss itself, but to be pushed to his utmost in a display of skill and technique, to learn of his own mistakes and misunderstandings, to see it exploited by another who knew him not?

A new view, a new vision, shadows cast upon the edifice of his mastery.

Delight, unbridled, sparked in his eyes. Without conscious thought, he began to accelerate, matching his opponent’s own increase in tempo. Eyes met over blades, understanding flowed between the pair of blade masters as they tested themselves and their styles to the limits.

Reaching, reaching, reaching for that sublime moment, for that unattainable goal of true understanding of the jian. They already knew the weapon in all its form, could hold any two-edged straight sword and utilize it to its utmost with just a glance at the blade. Sense of the Sword was the first step, a marker of understanding of the weapon. Broad and stubby, long and slender, in-between.

Then the Heart of the Sword, where one saw the weapon for more than the weapon itself. More than the mass of metal and hilt and blade, saw what it meant to the world around, to those who carried and wielded it. Not just as warriors, not just as gentleman scholars or display items, a trophy for better times or old glory. They understood the weapon, its place in history, its heart—and in so doing, gained a trace of its dao. Able to wield their very body as a sword themselves, taking on aspects of the weapon.

Here, his opponent had taken it further. Subsumed that understanding into his dao, such that his aura glittered and throbbed, cutting at Wu Ying’s own wind aura, slicing it apart as they contacted and fought. Sharp as a blade, a razor that could part flesh and leave behind only memory’s kiss, before memory and skin alike split.

And finally, the Soul of the Sword. That sublime confluence of intent and souls, where one was no longer separated from the weapon, no longer needed a style or technique to display the full might of the weapon; for one was the sword itself. Where the Heart of the Sword user might borrow the strength or flexibility or sharpness of a blade, making their bodies the weapon, an individual with the Soul of the Sword was the weapon in its entirety.

Some such Sword Saints no longer carried the weapon, no longer feeling the need to utilize a physical jian. Others carried dozens, hundreds, calling them forth to wield with a flick of their hands, moving them with intent and will as much as spiritual aura and chi. For there was no difference between them and the blades in hand or floating alongside them—or carried by another.

In his opponent’s hands, the jian that sought his body danced. Wu Ying saw the edge, the tip arrive, sensing the blade through his weapon, his aura, through the wind that surrounded them both. Understanding where it might be by virtue of angles and shifts in body weight, in the turning of an arm or shoulder or knee. He danced, ever so close, allowing the blade to come within mere cun of his face.

And sought in the flickering dance of blades to sense his opponent’s. To not just see the blade, to hear it hiss by his ears and whistle as it cut the air, to feel the thrum of parting motion as it sliced past his neck, to not just catch hint of sword oil and smoky metal and wrapped leather, but the blade itself.

An impossible task, for him, for his opponent.

Yet they danced, moving ever faster, seeking that moment and that convergence of souls.

***

“Raise the formations, raise the formations!” a panicked official, standing outside the ring, shouted, the calm and collected referee long gone. Eyes wide, sweat pouring from his face, he regarded the ever-faster-moving pair within the ring, their bodies only blurs to the mortal watchers. Each attack, each motion sent shards of blade intent outward, straining the formation as the glowing yellow runes flickered and brightened with each moment.

Scrambling officials and formation masters below worked to raise the stronger formations, pushing in spirit stones and casting the sticks to take into account the ever-evolving chi fluctuations in the environment. The group spoke swiftly, some pushed aside others who stood in the way, a few sitting cross-legged, arms extended as they poured chi directly into the formation and altered inscriptions to enable the usage of further layers of protection.

All the while, a wind howled around the stage, a gale that caught at hats and fluttered robes while leaving the watchers, a bare twenty feet away, barely touched, only the barest rustle of disarrayed stray hairs a mark of the passing wind.

“It seems Ah Ying is having a little too much fun,” Fa Yuan muttered, annoyed.

“Mmm, he’s containing himself a little at least. But his opponent has surely reached his limit,” Yang Mu replied. For it was clear now neither party accelerated further, both matching one another in reflexes and strength.

“He’ll lose, again,” Fa Yuan said, softly. “The Whispering Green Blade style is well-known.”

“Maybe.” Yang Mu was more doubtful. For the technique might be more refined than Wu Ying’s, it was still wielded by mortal man. It had been created with a single user in mind, and while it was broad and deep enough to take into account a variety of body types, of cultivation levels and inclinations, it was still, in the end, optimized for its creator. Add in the gaps in understanding that occurred over years, over teachings, and in individuals, and what could result might be a significantly weaker application.

Wu Ying’s own style was his.

“We shall see soon,” Fa Yuan muttered, eyes narrowed.

Yang Mu saw it too, for the battle, like a musical piece, was coming to its crescendo. Even for cultivators, there was a time and phase when a battle would naturally pause. When techniques could no longer be utilized, when arm and leg and body tired, mind coming to a standstill, unable to find the solution to the next motion.

A time when the pair would step apart.

Or one would be struck.

When it ended, it happened so quickly that Yang Mu had to play it over in her mind, retracing the final few passes.

Rather than a sword stroke, the ending was preceded by a foot sweep, Ying’s lower foot preceding the blade in a wide swing. A raised foot to dodge the attack, a blade turned to block the coming cut. Then, her beau collapsed inward, bending his body and arm while putting the weak of his blade into the block so that his opponent’s blade fell into the void of his own attack, drawing it forth.

The wind cultivator’s attack was deflected by a sweeping arm, a collapsing defense, as his opponent shrank himself while offering an elbow to fall upon. An attack that Wu Ying had to accept or…

…break apart, pushing away with his foot, flowing backward to avoid the sudden riposte that chased him all the way via blade intent till he parried it. On the other end of the stage.

They stood apart now, Wu Ying having utilized his Wind Body and qinggong methods to completely avoid the attack. By breaking the unspoken rule, moving faster even than his opponent and their attack, he had lost. He had failed, after showcasing some of his true strength at last.

As, Yang Mu assumed, the Wei had planned.


Chapter 18

Wu Ying shifted a little, trying to settle, trying to relax his mind and body in the formal robes he was forced to wear. The ceremonies had run for the last two hours, various speeches, rituals, and the passing of tea and documents, the presentation of gifts for the princess’s dowry, such that she could live a life of comfort afterward if her husband died. Such that she could be seen as bringing value to the kingdom.

Some of those gifts were mundane, border towns and villages that now dedicated their taxes to the princess. Not ownership, not yet, though eventually it would come. Once the formal treaty negotiations were over, once the new borders were ratified.

Other gifts were more beautiful, but impractical. Bolts and bolts of silk, colored and woven by the greatest of weavers. Delicate porcelain bowls, some so fine you could swear you could see through the edges, painted and fired and glowing with luscious illustrations. Paintings from masters, both old and new. Jewelry boxes and boxes of jewelry, as befitted a princess.

More cultivator-specific enchanted items arrived too. A comb that would untangle hair with a single stroke, making it lustrous and shining. A brooch that glowed and shifted the color of its gems as the speaker’s emotions and intentions shifted, reflecting the mood of those around it. A storage ring and the traveling tent and gear that went into it, such that the princess could always be relaxed.

The Fourth Prince watched with a small, delicate smile on his face, polite and impersonal, as he sat with the princess through all this. A politician’s smile, displayed by dukes and nobles and generals and cultivators. He thanked them, always unfailingly polite as he sat on the hard wooden chair and never once gave away his boredom or discomfort.

A prince, a proper prince, who understood the game that was played. Wu Ying could admire that, even as he gently rotated his ankle and shifted his weight again.

“You should stand still,” Fa Yuan muttered out of the corner of her mouth. She wove the air with subtle chi, ensuring none could hear her so as to not disrupt the proceedings.

“I’m trying, but the wind wishes to move. I might have overdone it, at the stage,” Wu Ying replied, hiding the quiet grimace within himself as he felt the throb of the wind, the swirling breeze and the shifting air as those around traversed the land. A subtle breeze kept moving through the corridors, earmarking the attendees for Wu Ying.

Not that he was on guard duty at the moment. The Right Guardian had taken over, assigned to the Fourth Prince directly for the ceremonies. A necessary change, for the sake of dignity and respect, to allow the Verdant Green Waters to stand there during this important ceremony.

And also, for Wu Ying’s own good. He would play guard and watch over the group during less official ceremonies or meetings, but for events with the king in attendance, his unpolished and impatient demeanor was less than desirable. It didn’t help that…

“You took on all Three Swords of the Iron Pass. Of course you’re feeling it now,” Fa Yuan muttered. “What drove you to that foolishness anyway? I thought you had grown up.”

“Can a man ever truly mature?” Wu Ying said with quiet amusement. “Should he? For the Dao is about embracing all parts of us, even foolish youth. Finding the right time and place to express it.”

“In the middle of a wedding?”

“I saw no one objecting.”

“Because they wanted to see exactly how strong you are.”

“Yes.” Wu Ying knew that had been part of their goals. Knew that they had intended to test him. It was why he had allowed himself to let loose a little but still held back on some deeper secrets. Like his ability to sense the surroundings through the air, his ability to almost teleport himself where he needed to be, or even the full speed of his wind form, if given full reign. He had also not poured his sword dao into Ren, though that was more practical. After all, dismembering your sparring partners was generally frowned upon.

She side-eyed him, then smiled a little as his answer. Rather than pursue that line of inquiery, she asked instead, “And how did the Three Swords fare?”

“Well. They’re skilled.” Wu Ying considered, then added, “I would not wish to face them together.” He nodded a little to where the three stood on the opposite side of the procession, where they spoke and hung with other members of the Wei nobility. Even as they held disparate conversations, they stood in such a way that they covered each other’s backs, shifting, hands and feet moving in a weird synchronicity that ensured none of them were ever fully uncovered.

Fa Yuan’s lips pursed. “If you have time, you should test the General of the Fourth Army. I believe they’ll be coming with us.”

“I believe Elder Hsu has already tried.” He had to stop himself from laughing as he recalled the conversation related to him. “The General was quite blunt about his refusal.”

“Oh?”

“He was quite firm that he did not embrace men on the battlefield or sparring rink.” Then, even more amused, he added, “Though he offered a private dinner afterward.”

Fa Yuan’s eyes widened, scandalized. “He didn’t.”

“Oh, yes. I understand that is why Elder Hsu has refused to continue to participate in the ceremonies.” Wu Ying was amused, for the man had very strict views about such companionship. While he was not abstinent, he did lean toward a regulated amount and type of fornication, to carefully manage the amount of yang chi within him.

It was not entirely unusual. The process of subsuming oneself in another, passion and intercourse alike, was an exchange of chi at the deepest level that could affect one’s soul. Or at least, some schools of thought believed so. Others felt it no different from passing chi into another via healing, or projecting chi during a battle into an opponent’s body. That too was not incorrect.

At least, in Wu Ying’s view. They were both correct, and yet wrong. For the degree of intimacy, the degree of effect and empowerment was, as always, personal. Casual for one was intimate for another; immersive and life-altering or a dalliance, it was individual. As individual as a dao, as convoluted as a woman’s honor or a man’s decency.

Amused, Fa Yuan said, “That brazen is he, the Fourth General?”

The pair looked at the man, standing only a short distance from the prince and princess, behind them and below the dais of the king, who oversaw all this. A big man, rotund and bearing the physique of a strong man gone to seed. But still strong. For the armor he wore, the traditional scalemail garb, could not be light, and yet he wore it with ease, and even Wu Ying, with his little knowledge of formations and enchantments, could sense the chi that swirled around it. Formations and runes of weight—not to make the armor lighter but the opposite.

The man was like an unmovable rock, and the wind swirled around him, parting around the Earth cultivator as though understanding this was one mountain that would take many years to wear down. Then again, the Fourth General, the Rock of the Wei, was like his army, the defensive specialist of the kingdom. They were not fast, they were not a group you repositioned easily.

But where they stood, they held. Even the Shen armies had learned that, learned to maneuver around the army when possible, to strike behind or deeper into territory. Yet slow they might be, their very presence curtailed too deep a probe, forcing their opponents to only pry along the edges of the provinces and lands.

A big man, with a neatly trimmed mustache and lined eyes. A Core Formation cultivator at his peak, over a dozen layers within him. Yet like before, Wu Ying sensed this was a man who would never take that final step. Not because his meridians and dantian were clogged with impurities, but because his own dao had never been fully comprehended, the immortal spirit within him starved of enlightenment and understanding. A small thing, beating within the body.

“And the First General?” Wu Ying asked, curiously. He could see the man in the back, a handsome man though he might be older, so handsome that it even hurt to look at him. Women all over the palace hallways cast covetous glances his way, and a part of Wu Ying was glad Yang Mu was not invited to these ceremonies. Only a part, for the Handsome General was a name that everyone knew, as well as his tragic story.

“He will not be with us. The king has changed his mind and will not let him leave his side,” Fa Yuan replied.

That too was part of the story. Too handsome, too charming, too smart for his own good. Though he had never shown an iota of disloyalty, his very presence was a threat to the king. He could have raised an army, convinced a dozen others, married and seduced and maybe won the throne through bloody civil war. Rarely was he allowed to leave the king’s side.

To prevent chancing disloyalty and overthrow, the king required that the Handsome General of the Wei guard him and his city. Not his palace, and he never had more men than the royal guards. His army was smallest of all, his soldiers rotated out on the regular—or so loyal that they were never allowed to leave or be promoted.

Not that the Core Formation cultivator was a personal danger either. Not when one of the guards standing beside the king was a Nascent Soul cultivator. And what a life, Wu Ying could not help but imagine. To be so powerful, and yet so constrained.

Those thoughts of constraint could also be turned to the man standing beside the king, overshadowed now, when he had first been the main player. The last member of the expedition, for the king surely would not come. That kind of risk was not acceptable, especially for an initial meeting between nations.

“So only the Fourth General and the First Prince,” Wu Ying replied, confirming the important members of the Wei that were coming, that they knew of. Those notable powers.

“And the widow.”

“How could I forget her?” he muttered, shivering as he felt the cold pressure of her dao. How one made a dao out of betrayal and grief and loss and the moment within, he could not understand. Was not sure he wanted to.

Instead, he turned his attention to the other notable member forced to be present.

The First Prince of Wei, Wei Cao, was a midlevel Core Formation cultivator, around seven or eight different layers utilized within his body. He was thin and elegant, the epitome of a gentleman scholar with his smooth white-jade features, thin and angular face, and graceful nose. Dressed in imperial robes of gold and silver and red, he carried no visible weapon and through the entire proceedings managed to look not just interested but present.

A contrast to the bored and dissatisfied King of Wei, who shifted on his chair while waiting for the ceremonies to be over, the only personage in the front who could allow that degree of shared boredom to show, for none would take him to task.

“Yes. I’d ask you to learn of the prince’s strengths, but…” She trailed off.

Wu Ying understood. One did not just challenge the prince of another nation to a sparring match, no matter one’s standing or cultivation stage. Nor did Wu Ying consider the First Prince to be a concern, at least not in a martial sense. Like his father, the man’s meridians and dantian were clogged with impurities, though not as dangerously so. Still, the lack of control of his aura and the pulsing, almost oily and slightly tainted odor that arose from him—and much of the royal entourage—was all too apparent. His strengths had been gained by pill and bath, not dedicated cultivation.

Finally, the gift giving was over. The betrothed stood, bowed to the assembly, and then turned to the king to offer him a bow as well. Wu Ying knew the next steps: a retreat to a change of clothing and, finally, the reception in the evening. Ten dishes would arrive, ranging from fresh fish to duck and noodles, to celebrate the nuptials, with desserts afterward and a free flow of drink. Wine would be poured in such quantities that it could drown a village.

Through it all, ever more posturing. More subtle jabs at one another and their supposed allies. More tedium.

At least it would be over soon. And the celebrations, while long-lasting, would mark the end of hostilities between the nations. Perhaps for good.

Who knew, perhaps one day, with more marriages and maneuverings, both kingdoms might join one another.

Stranger things had happened.


Chapter 19

The cultivators and politicians of the kingdom of Shen gathered: Elders of the Verdant Green Waters Sect and Yang Mu, the princes, and the generals, all in the inner sanctum of the kingdom’s flying instrument. Wu Ying flicked his gazed over the group, taking in those around him. Many showed minor signs of exhaustion—in particular, the cultivators. They were unused to the constant socialization and rituals, and days and days of celebration had fatigued them.

Wu Ying could feel that exhaustion himself, the desire to return to his room and hide away, to speak not at all to others. To cultivate and read, to find solace in the silence of the night or the wilderness. Even a few hours practicing his sword forms would have been a luxury, and yet it was not one they could afford.

Not yet.

“Congratulations once again to the Fourth Prince on his marriage,” Sect Head Yan Shu Ren intoned, offering a clasped-hand gesture to Prince Shen Ru Yuan.

“Thank you. But we have all suffered enough of the congratulations and rituals. Let us move on to matters of state,” Prince Shen said, flicking a glance to the First Prince. “I believe my elder brother has something to say.”

Wu Ying noted the slight tightening of the First Prince’s eyes at Ru Yuan’s words, at the subtle dig. Over twenty years older than the Fourth Prince, the First Prince still lingered, waiting a decade to take over from his father. A very long time to have held the king’s favor, and yet that accomplishment meant nothing. A racer who always found the finish line a meter ahead, no matter how long he ran.

Nor were the two full siblings. None of the current crop of princes in the top ten were, for the king was prolific and had a large stable of concubines whom he saw on the regular. Their presence—many were the third or fourth daughters of nobles or wealthy commoners—offered him another form of leverage and influence over those beneath him.

“I have been informed that in return for not allowing the First General to come, the First Prince’s uncle and the Liar of the Western Reaches will take his place,” Prince Shen Qi said, eyes flashing.

Murmurs of concern and consideration broke out at those words, and Wu Ying frowned as he cudgeled his brain for details. He knew that the current King of Wei had no brothers, the old man’s own relatives having been either banished on the man’s ascension, crippled, imprisoned, or otherwise bound by spiritual oaths that, eventually, led to their early deaths. Now, he alone from his generation ruled.

Seeing Wu Ying’s confusion, well hidden to all but her and Fa Yuan, Yang Mu leaned in. “The First Prince’s uncle was a peak Core Formation cultivator when the queen married the king. His breakthrough to Nascent Soul has safeguarded his family, the First Prince and the aged queen, for the last few decades.”

Wu Ying offered a slight nod, understanding now. A kingdom might, if pushed, discard a Core Formation cultivator. Even one at the peak or at the half-step Nascent Soul stage. After all, such individuals were still common as silk in the bounds of a kingdom. But Nascent Soul cultivators? Their numbers could often be counted on two hands.

After all, not even the king himself was one.

“Was the Imperial Foreign Minister not banished—my apologies, I meant assigned—to another region?” Ru Yuan said, frowning. “I was under the impression he had been ordered to the…south?”

“Initially, yes. Though the Liar had been long on the northeastern border,” Prince Shen Qi said. “It was because of this prior familiarity with the customs and mores of the kingdom of Cai that he was able to prevail upon the King of Wei to include him. He is to be part of the embassy, though the First Prince will continue as the main negotiator for the state.”

“So, not only have they added another pair of Nascent Soul cultivators, they have added a second high-ranking member of the king’s family,” Sect Head Shu Ren summarized. “That alters the balance in terms of cultivator strength. We cannot, obviously, add more powerful cultivators from our side. Not with this little notice.”

Wu Ying could not help but admire how Shu Ren refused to look in his direction. That the kingdom of Shen was openly bringing three Nascent Soul cultivators—the Sect Head, the Patriarch Yi Lai of the Eight Stanzas, and the Third General—was already a significant show of force. To expect to match that on short notice would be ridiculous, especially considering they had less than a week till the meeting, and any who came would be required to travel the distance over.

Even so, the princes looked upset, and they moved over to the Sect Head and the Patriarch to discuss the matter. In turn, the other cultivators of the Verdant Green Waters congregated on the opposite side of the room.

“Did they do that on purpose?” Wu Ying muttered as the group conferred. They were trying to decide whether there was a way for the government to entice others over. Or if those who could be drawn would be a sufficient show of force. His eyebrow twitched at the idea of a Nascent Soul Cultivator of Gardens. Exactly how that would aid them would be…interesting.

“Yes,” Fa Yuan replied smoothly. “It places us at a disadvantage, for their other cultivators match our forces. What they have done is an almost expected maneuver.” She rolled her eyes and Right Guardian Chang snorted.

“Don’t act as though you expected it. We all thought they would bring another Nascent Soul cultivator. Not Lord Shi Mu,” Guardian Chang said. “This smells of deeper politics. If only…”

“If only?” Wu Ying said.

“Too many wars. Too much distrust. Finding spies and building them up in the state of Wei has been too difficult,” the Right Guardian said at last. “But now we feel it. The lack of proper sources of information.”

Fa Yuan nodded in agreement. The Fairy might have built a strong network of informers within the kingdom, and perhaps even a few outside, but the deeper politics of kingdoms bordering the Shen were still a mystery to her. Now, though they could see the shape of something deeper swimming under the waters of the actions present to them, they could not grasp it.

“Would the Shen have more knowledge?” Yang Mu asked, inclining her head to the princes and the generals who continued to speak with the Sect Head.

The Right Guardian pursed his lips at that before he answered, softly, “If they did, they have not shared it with us. They are wary, for historical and recent reasons. The attacks of the dark sect continue to cast a long shadow. Better, they say, to hold back knowledge in case we are compromised.” Anger sparked in Wu Ying, and Guardian Chang shook his head, cutting him off before he could express it. “It is what it is, and of no concern to the Head.”

Wu Ying forced himself to relax as the group broke apart.

“It seems, at this time, we are unable to match their martial and cultivation might. Be that as it may; we were always going to have less of a martial presence,” Prince Shen Qi said. “However, we must at least do our best to settle the political disparity.” As he spoke, he turned to fix the Fourth Prince in his vision. “I believe we must postpone your return with your bride, younger brother.”

Ru Yuan froze, straightening. Wu Ying caught the flicker of panic in the man’s eyes, the way he cast a look from one side to another, as though he suddenly was trapped. His gaze landed on the wind cultivator and then, surprisingly, firmed. He looked back to Shen Qi.

“Of course. Whatever is best for the greater good of the kingdom,” Ru Yuan replied, his voice saccharine sweet. “I shall, of course, inform my new wife and make arrangements for her arrival at the palace without me. My beloved mother would be happy to oversee the matter.”

Sect Head Yan studied a painting, letting the words wash over him rather than directly interact with the naked display of hostility. When the silence filled the room, he added, “Do we have any further information on the Cai negotiating team?”

The First Prince turned to the Sect Head as he spoke. He looked a little disapproving, but it was the Third General, the only other Nascent Soul cultivator on the kingdom’s side, who spoke up. “We have confirmed the kingdom of Cai has dispatched the king himself to speak with us. With him are the vanguard and the famed Guerilla General.”

Wu Ying twitched a little at the title. Like a certain kingdom of his past—and unlike the kingdom of Shen—the Guerilla General was in charge of a specific elite force, one that fought both on the front lines and behind them in conflicts with the kingdom of Cai. More importantly, they were strong—a mid-stage Nascent Soul cultivator at the least, from all reports.

There were numerous rumors about the man: How they’d given up their gender, their sexual desires, their humanity to become a living weapon. How they reveled in the battle and the blood. How they wielded blood instead of water; a strange sidestep elemental mixture of metal and water. Yang blood, a phoenix rising, a murderous man whose very aura boiled with their lust for violence.

Many rumors, including the fact that the Guerilla General was from the unorthodox sects, that their practices bordered on the dark sect. Might even be demonic. Unfortunately, little was truly known, not by the cultivators of the kingdom of Shen. Rumors and stories, and Wu Ying had to temper said stories with how easy it was to inflate such tales.

And still…

“How many Nascent Soul cultivators will they bring?” Wu Ying asked.

Because with the two kingdoms together, hidden or not, there were now eight Nascent Soul cultivators. A mighty force, equivalent easily to an entire full army of a hundred thousand men themselves. More, really, for the maneuverability of such individuals was significantly greater than that of mere mortals, even though they might not have the ability to hold land, deal with the peasants, or stand in a pitched battle. But to wreck city walls, to destroy large portions of an army before fleeing? That they could do.

“Three only. The king, the Guerilla General, and the Commander of the Royal Guard,” the First Prince Shen Qi replied.

“And that does not worry anyone?” Yang Mu said. She did not flinch when the others looked at her, angry that she would speak up. Though she had great prestige because of her connections, she was not a citizen of the kingdom of Shen. Even her presence was only accepted because she was an Honored Elder of the Verdant Green Waters.

The Sect Head spoke, backing her up as he continued. “Such a disparity of forces—he risks much. It smells of deeper intrigue.”

“Or arrogance,” Guardian Chang offered.

“Or desperation,” Shen Qi added. “As you know, the drought has affected them the most. Now this weakness has pushed their enemies in the north and east to send armies to the borders of the kingdom of Cai. Personnel that should be in the fields have been mustered to stand guard, and I do not believe the kingdom of Cai can afford to fight multiple battles.”

“They have done so before,” Guardian Chang muttered.

“During better times, certainly,” the Third General now spoke, her voice calm and collected while she explained matters. A surprisingly small woman, for her station. Though rumors had it that her fighting style was based upon speed above all. Much like the cavalry-heavy army she controlled in normal times. “But fielding multiple armies now, after so many years, would be difficult. If they forced the issue west, the Wei could retreat and make the Cai suffer, if they were willing to destroy fields and deny them supplies. Eventually, they would have to retreat.”

“Eventually,” Sect Head Yan said. Then he shook his head before the Third General could rebut him. “I know not armies like you do. I only ask if the peace we negotiate will last.”

“Ah…” Shen Qi smiled. “For that, we have assurances.” Another small smile then. “A Scroll of the Soul Binding has been sent with us.”

Now there were gasps of surprise and shock. For they all knew such scrolls. They took oaths, soul-binding oaths, and emplaced them within the scrolls, tying down cultivation bases and strength. Making a promise, a soul-bound promise, was a dangerous thing for any cultivator. Making one on such an artifact required a significant dedication of power, tying the cultivator to the document and their promise. It would weaken those bound within, and as such, was rarely used.

Never mind the cost and expense of creating and sourcing such a document. For few enough cultivators had the appropriate skills and dao to enact such a thing.

“It seems that His Royal Highness has thought of all things,” Sect Head Yan replied, inclining his head. “We thank the First Prince for his sacrifice.”

Now Shen Qi twitched, eyes narrowing. He glanced around, taking in those surrounding him, before he smiled. “Well, Sect Head, it was well that you said that. We shall speak of it further later. But there are those”—his gaze lingered on Yang Mu, and even Wu Ying—“who do not need to be here for these conversations, yes?”

The Sect Head frowned and then sighed. “No, not at all.”

And now Wu Ying saw the trap, and the demands on the Sect Head.

To rule, one must sacrifice and compromise. Or be naught more than a tyrant.


Chapter 20

They broke away from the capital, leaving behind the floating fort of the Shen and the King of Wei the next morning. Not without another half day of pomp and ceremony, one filled with musical instruments played to the slow departure of the buildings, vast vases of flower petals strewn across the walkways, and the droning voices of bureaucrats attempting to justify their existence.

Wu Ying was grateful he was allowed to forgo the ceremonies; instead, he stood near the top floor of the floating pagoda, the winds wrapping around the building as they sought out intruders and other disparate elements within it. Even though the protective formation had been enacted throughout the meeting, it had been utilized on a lower-powered basis. It would not have taken much for a spy to slip inside.

In fact… “There.”

Wu Ying pulsed his aura, forming a solid connection in the building as he sensed an unusual warping of chi. A trio of formation masters moved, crossing the floors to head for the pulsing aura. Once within, the wind cultivator withdrew the energy as he continued to sense the surroundings.

“Stowaway on the second floor. Female. Mortal.” He sent a whisper downward, eyes narrowing in thought. He wondered, briefly, what the story was, but other than pulsing his aura around the room itself to allow the seekers to find the hidden woman, he had other matters to attend to.

Mortal stories, of tragedy and love lost and desperate moments of sought salvation. They were as important for them as his own to him, but he could not watch, could not seek out the details. If every life was as important as another, it was also true that some lives, some events, reverberated through eternity. One did not need to be a seer to know this journey might be one of them.

And yet…

“Make sure she’s treated well,” Yang Mu muttered, listening by Wu Ying’s side. “Her connections to this land are thin, disparate. One pulses with the darkened heart of blood-ground ink.”

“Ah…” Wu Ying hesitated, then repeated Yang Mu’s words to the searchers.

The wind drifted through corridors, between gaps, and whistled along formations that blocked their entrance. Each time, the wind cultivator allowed his presence to seep within, or if rebuffed, marked down those locations for the searchers. Many were known, understood, and accepted.

The Patriarch of the Six Flags’ rooms, sealed from prying eyes and winds. The old man within cultivated, holding his age and infirmity at bay with ever-increasing amounts of chi. A powerful Master, on the last legs of his life, who had insisted on being here to the dismay of his sect. Wu Ying had only glimpses of the man, though the hunched-over figure utilizing a gigantic brush as his walking cane stuck in his memories.

The Sect Head’s own quarters, the Right Guardian’s. His martial sister’s, of course, though he could bypass her wards by her own design. His own quarters were wide open, allowing any to enter. If they could bypass his sense of the wind within, he deserved to be attacked or trapped.

More rooms sealed tight with formations like Yang Mu’s, the heart and control room of the pagoda itself, the pulsing center of the floating building. The multiple storage centers of spirit stones, all guarded by cultivators and formations. Those he had no issue browsing, for the ward stones slipped into his sleeves tinged his aura and allowed him to bypass security measures.

Below, the three Energy Storage specialists had arrived at his first location, a seldom-used meeting room that could be converted for dining or cultivation as needed. They paused and searched the room carefully, only one staring at the simple vase located within. Gently, ever so gently, they moved around it, crystal wands and yellow talismans appearing in their hands, eight-sided compasses providing information on the pulsing and twisting energies emanating from the vase.

“Not explosive talismans,” one muttered. “A simple messaging construct?”

“Connected to a sensory formation,” the other confirmed. Bending down, she squinted at the vase and added, “Amazing construction. They double-fired the vase, layering the outer coating on top of the inner that holds the formation itself to hide the entire thing. Difficult to sense, if one does not have the right tools.”

“How did he sense it, then?” the third speaker said, lips pursed.

“He’s an Elder, of course.”

“That’s not an answer…!”

Wu Ying pulled his senses away, allowing the three to bicker without his presence. No need to explain his own methods, to note how the minute changes in environmental mana told its own tale. Or the mental map of the structure, formed from blowing winds, that had spoken of a changed flow within the room itself, which had given him his first clue.

On and on, he traversed the building, speaking with Yang Mu, who held a hand upward, a cats-cradle of string and chi dancing between her fingers. The pair watched, long after the buildings had broken away, finding minor breaches throughout. A gift here, an additional delivery of rice there—the bag itself laced with a tracking beacon—and more.

Then the final cultivators arrived, traversing the distance on flying swords and clouds, to return to the Verdant Green Waters building. The Sect Head, Fa Yuan, the Right Guardian. Their protectors and other members of the embassy. Finally done with last-minute negotiations. The moment they arrived, the pagoda sped up.

For now, the final objective was in sight.

***

Wu Ying retreated to his own room soon after, the overwatch of the building taken over by others. He relaxed within as Yang Mu turned to deal with their stowaway, her own dao compelling her interest. The wind cultivator had other matters to attend to, matters of great import.

“Why would you ever mix wind desert cacti with lilac marsh flowers?” he growled a little, peering at the letter on his desk. Missives, sent by spirit messengers, cluttered his desk, and a vein in his temple throbbed. “No, no, no.” Brush poised, he scribbled across the documents and the map offered to him. “Put it here, and then move it there…”

Seven minutes later, he was done, and the document set aside for delivery. Next up, the demands from the apothecarist departments, their requests for delivery of herbs. Alongside those came detailed lists of stores available to the sect from the armory, and forecasts of current growing trends for the herbs in the cultivator fields. Wu Ying held up all three documents, floating them in space with chi and wind, to compare them.

Paperwork, for the sect.

Sometimes, it was a matter of lining up forecasted demand and growing trends, though he often had to plan multiple months, and sometimes years, ahead. Balancing the nutrients and chi stores in the soil and environment against forecast demands.

Made complicated by the arrival of new cultivators during the spring season, their training in the summer months, and the final winnowing in autumn. Yet most of their needs were basic, the requirements of their cultivation aids—Meridian Opening Pills, Clear Water Cleansing Tonics, the Five Fold Elemental Drops—easily forecast. Even growing as the Verdant Green Waters might have, the stores left behind by previous Department Heads saw to the minor fluctuations.

No. Within twenty minutes of careful review, Wu Ying was done, and only minor adjustments were required. All this was simple enough, and only duty and responsibility had him overseeing the final review for what was demanded of his people.

It was the Elders, their needs and requirements, that were his greater headache. Those, those were more complex. Those required a wider breadth of knowledge, of substitutions and gathering locations, of potential harvesting times and the passage of his people. Those, he would have to oversee, making adjustments as his gatherers returned—successful, bereft of herbs, or injured.

Complicated and frustrating, and yet necessary, for none knew the contents of his World Spirit Ring.

So he read and perused and created a list, striking those off that could be sent to other cultivators to acquire, or to Yang Mu to trade. Only for the rarest, for the ones that were most dangerous to locate. Only those did he keep.

He would have to go on a gathering mission soon. Perhaps even after this negotiation. If he disappeared on the way back, he could find time to pick up some of what was required.

When he was done, he set the documents aside. He sipped on his tea, stood, and stretched before taking a seat on a cultivator cushion. Finally, he sent his mind within. To his World Spirit Ring, to traverse the lands within, to check upon the myriad fields of spiritual herbs, the forests and plains that sprawled outside the carefully managed fields, and the various compost heaps. All the way to the mountains in the distance, the ranging mountain goats and the browsing sheep in the low hills, the formed clouds and the seas in the distance.

A World Spirit Ring, a true one.

Not a full world, not yet; but soon. A decade, maybe two. It’d be a pretty empty world if he did not take further action to develop it. He could sense the World Spirit Ring expanding with every moment, the way it fed upon his chi and his dao to fuel its development. It had jumped forward since his ascension and breakthrough, and he could feel within it a trace of the greater Dao. Heaven, Hell—it all was there, if faintly, seeping within as it was carried forth by chi and dao.

Wu Ying spent time first at his fields. So many fields dedicated to the production of wind-related herbs, some of them cleansing, meant for his medicinal baths. Over the course of the last year, he had slowly begun switching out various fields for other, more generic ones as needed.

Yet there were entire fields filled with herbs that took multiple years to grow. He could uproot them but would then lose multiple years of work—in a few cases, entire decades. Rather than waste all that effort, Wu Ying had chosen instead to continue cultivating them. He would flood much of the medicinal bath market if he put all this up for sale, so he would have to carefully adjust their presence and extraction.

He took some time weeding the rows, turning over earth, and rotating the compost piles. On top of that, he made sure to work on the irrigation canals, allowing water to flow down the clay pathways he had carved in the earth. As his spiritual aura extended across the entirety of his fields, he worked on multiple areas at the same time to control the flow of energy in a variety of locations.

Once done, the wind cultivator finally turned to checking on the other herbs he had scattered through his World Spirit Ring. Over the years, he’d gathered plants and trees of a wide variety, germinating or transplanting them all across the land in their most suitable locations. From plains to shaded forests, lakes and rivers, and even mountainsides. These plants were his trade goods, his silent wealth and the treasury for the Verdant Green Waters.

Unfortunately, it was not possible to just plant new Nascent Soul–strength herbs. Many such herbs started from the lowest strength level, growing stronger gradually. Some might need hundreds, even thousands, of such herbs germinated beforehand, with only luck and chance somehow allowing the progress of a specific spiritual herb to strengthen. Others, on the other hand, like ginseng and the like, might need age.

More importantly, to create the conditions for spiritual herbs to progress, special environments were necessary. For example, a fiery environment close by was desirable for pushing the growth of a strong water herb. Contrasting energies would promote the growth of stronger herbs.

Last, and also rather importantly, these herbs needed a trace of the Dao—the true Dao and not his own fumbling-fingered understanding. Only now, as he neared full immortality, were some traces of the greater Dao not strained through his own perception, were some traces of such chi in his ring.

Only now would there be true growth.

Splitting his attention a little, Wu Ying utilized his brush, adding in details about the various herbs that had been requested. It was prosaic work, but necessary. In a few cases, he even found herbs that needed to be extracted. He withdrew jade preservation boxes from his storage ring, and the Core Formation–level herbs were gathered and set aside for transportation to the appropriate apothecarist later.

He could not help but regard the quiet, personal wealth within and smile. It seemed, even after all these years and the trouble his refusal had caused, he had made the right decision to defy Elder Li.


Chapter 21

It took them just over two days to arrive at their destination. They left behind a number of the Elders of the Verdant Green Waters Sect and the bureaucratic apparatus of the Shen in their floating fortress to deal with the Wei, spirit messages flying between capital and fort as arrangements were made for the return of the princess and the finalization of the peace deal between the two kingdoms.

They continued their progress north and east, the pair of floating spiritual platforms cutting through the sky, rising high above the earth such that the clouds were a seafoam floor, white as a stork’s wings. Some of the more adventurous cultivators took to those clouds, dancing, leaping, skimming across the white mists of moisture and wind. Many took the opportunity to marvel and revel in the new heights, for few could reach—or dared travel—to elevations like this, afraid of running out of energy, or the suffocating thinness of the air.

New experiences, new viewpoints allowed some cultivators to enter and tread a state of enlightenment, to break through to new cultivation heights. It happened more among their attendants, amid the guards and cultivators of the lower ranks of the sect and government. Even so, more than one Core Formation cultivator spent time in contemplation as they harvested new emotions, new experiences, and new sights for shreds of insight.

For Wu Ying, these heights were not new. He had danced across the cloud, ridden the air currents to the peak of his ability, and drained his own Core dry of energy. To then plummet, down and down again, all the while harvesting energy and insight alike till he reached the ground and the winds swept him away, allowing the wind to bleed off his momentum across a long descent.

And even so…

There were greater heights still, places where the wind could no longer support him, high above. Places that the wind could not reach, areas that were empty of air itself. Not empty of the Dao, though it felt…different. Strange to his senses, which were so reliant on the sense of smell or the feel of the wind blowing through the air. A place where only spirit strength offered him any knowledge, and even then…

Different.

While others played, Wu Ying took the time to cultivate and replenish his Core, to fill it to the maximum. He pulled energy to him, refining it over and over again in his dantian via the Formless Body cultivation method so he could begin the process of layering in the future. For now, though, he intended to fully replenish the energy within, such that when they entered the borderlands between Wei and Cai, he would be ready to do battle.

Yang Mu made her own preparations between joining the groups outside, skating across the clouds on her fans. She had been up this far before, though no thanks to Wu Ying. Instead, her own arrival to these heights had been via her parents, Nascent Soul cultivators who had no fear of such spaces. A small treat, she had said, for one of her birthdays.

Good memories that she reveled in, speaking with Fa Yuan and other Elders, making connections with the lesser members of the Shen and Wei. Creating connections, tracing them outward, searching for that chike.

Her first attempt to locate the man through the Fourth Prince had been stymied, her talismans and enchantments shredded as they came into contact with the palace’s enchanted barriers. Karma and dao tracery gone astray or destroyed.

Now, she attempted another line of inquiry.

Even then, she continued her own work, though much of hers consisted of creating talismans and fortifying formation flags for the future. She knew better than to stand on the front lines in a battle that might involve multiple Nascent Soul cultivators. Of them all, other than the actual Nascent Soul cultivators, she had the best understanding of their true strength.

It was often said a single Nascent Soul cultivator was worth a full sect by themselves. It was not, of course, quite true—for martial strength varied by individual cultivator—but the saying was still common for the intention behind the fact rather than the specifics. It would take multiple Core Formation cultivators to even damage a single Nascent Soul cultivator, and in many cases, the peak of mortal cultivation could flee if they were cornered.

The only true counter to a Nascent Soul cultivator in battle was another of their strength. If not for their rarity, and in many cases, their advanced age and the clash with said cultivator’s dao, more governments would seek to involve such powerful personages in their battles.

In that sense, Wu Ying guessed that he was the most fortunate of the diplomatic team. The Verdant Green Water Sect Head’s own elemental control of the clouds was not his dao. Even now, Wu Ying struggled to fully grasp it; though elements of control and guardianship were clearly a part. On the other hand, the Six Flags Patriarch’s own dao was clearly that of hearth and home, and his presence here was already straining him. Only a degree of mental gymnastics kept him from damaging his own cultivation base, though myriad cracks already ran through it.

Well, perhaps not the most fortunate, for he recalled the generals. Many who rose high in the ranks or in their cultivation were warmongers, held only in check by discipline and duty. While such individuals were necessary to the running of a government, their presence was always viewed with some trepidation. More than one kingdom had entered a state of flux or civil war, or in some extreme cases, conquest and overthrow as the king lost control of their army and their leaders.

The Cai were just the most extreme and recent example.

In such an environment, one tense with last-minute preparations, the pair of spirit instruments finally arrived at the contested border. The spot the diplomats had picked was both picturesque and remote, bordering a steep series of mountains and then a deep gorge that bisected the mountain range and created an impossible pass for an army to traverse. While a couple of rope bridges dotted the massive expanse, it was no place for an army to attempt crossing. Not without significant cultivator help and resources, not without angering some of the beasts that made the mountains themselves their domicile.

For Wu Ying on that second day, standing on the balcony of his residence with Yang Mu, it was the Deep Wilds that he ached to return to. An unexplored land, filled with spiritual herbs, a gorge whose presence brought a never-ending breeze of tantalizing secrets. Past the gorge, after the mountains and amid the forested lowland foothills, additional notes played. A group of weaver spiders, hiding from the coming storm. A prowling tiger stalking a flame deer herd. A small village, hidden and remote, filled with just over two dozen occupants.

Such breakaway settlements were not uncommon. Mortals who had things to hide, fleeing the law or justice or their past, would travel to remote regions to establish such encampments. Here in the Deep Wilds, a level of freedom could be found.

For however short a period.

There was a reason few dared, for roaming spirits and demonic beasts would attack such settlements. Obscuring their presence was their best hope, but the materials and techniques to create such formations were often outside the means of such breakaway settlements.

And so they existed, uncomfortably close to creatures that could—and in some cases, would—destroy them at a whim.

A single settlement, a number of demonic beasts, and even more spirit beasts, below. None of them stronger than a Core Formation–equivalent level, as far as Wu Ying could tell. That too, was no surprise, for though they had taken to a remote location for the meeting, the constant clashes between the two states had forced them to enact patrols across this region. Patrols that would have either located a Nascent Soul–level beast and had them avoid it, or that would have driven more powerful and aggressive creatures away.

In other words, this location, with its picturesque gorge, lack of powerful creatures, and distance from any major source of civilization, was ideal for the meeting. Especially if it devolved into a battle.

“You’re frowning,” Yang Mu said, softly. “Are you concerned about the negotiations?”

Lowering his voice and wrapping it in a bubble of his own dao and chi, Wu Ying answered, “There’s a settlement below.”

A single eyebrow raised, and the young lady focused her own aura. After a few moments, she gave up, the distance between their craft and the hidden settlement on the ground too great for her own techniques. “How big?”

“A breakaway. A score or so, including a few children,” Wu Ying replied, disapprovingly. Hard as life might be under a lord, to travel out here with a family was a death sentence. “None above Energy Storage, and even there…two. One old.”

“Bandits, then, and their families. Or deserters.” She glanced southward, where the nearest army encampment would be.

Wu Ying nodded in silent agreement. Even his powerful senses could not glean their history, just details of their present. No hints of blood beyond what could be expected, no burning-tar smell of demonic cultivators. Most were clean, clear of obstructions beyond the mortal ones of their stuck meridians. Elemental energies untouched, as they utilized the Yellow Emperor cultivation method. He could smell the compost heap, the doused fire, and bubbling pots of mashed wild grains and strips of hunted meat, vegetables and fungi galore.

Nothing untoward. Beyond their presence.

“What do you intend?” Yang Mu asked, curiously.

He turned his gaze to the north and west, to where the Cai would arrive. When he did answer, it was softly and with a little regret. “Nothing.”

A part of him wanted to storm down, to demand what it was that they were doing. To bring children out here and all but guarantee their early death. Even if they did not die, what kind of future would these children have? No education, no citizenship plaque to indicate their origins. Sure, it might be they could survive, perhaps even thrive if no one looked into them. Sneak into a city where so many citizens thronged that it mattered not—though even there, casual inspection might see them caught. These children’s lives were burdened by choices not of their making, for no judge would care for their excuses.

But Wu Ying was no wandering meddler. He knew nothing of their circumstance, nothing about their background. It was possible that his mere presence would have the group attempt to slay him, for deserters and traitors, bandits and thieves knew their fate if they were caught. A single wanted man could condemn the entire settlement. If he showed up, he could lead them to the calamity he sought to avoid for them.

Perhaps they might survive. Perhaps they might thrive. Perhaps they were good people.

Or not.

In the end, their path was their own. They were doing no harm, and so it was not his place to meddle. They were not even in his kingdom. Let the Wei find them and deal with them. If they could.

“Very well.” Yang Mu accepted his comments with equanimity.

In the distance, finally, the sight of the incoming spirit instrument as it descended from the clouds after crossing the mountains. A massive thing, a moving fortification similar to their own that had been left behind, but twice larger. It could have easily contained twenty thousand soldiers and their support staff, more in a pinch. It glimmered at the edges with suppressed energy from numerous active protective formations, a few attack formations lashing out with beams of light and chi at cawing demonic birds that harried them. Most missed, but finally, the birds turned aside, leaving the fortress to float onward, untouched.

“And what do you think of that?”

“Expensive to move,” Wu Ying said, immediately, the poor farmer within him wincing at the thought of the logistics of keeping such a building and all those within fed. “Though I think you would have a better idea of that, no?”

“I have gained some understanding of the flying formations needed to carry such a building,” Yang Mu said, demurely. “There are numerous methods, and I understand the effectiveness varies depending on the base dao of the one who first created the building.” A slight beat, before she added, “But yes, very expensive. Wasteful even.”

“Some strategic uses, at least. That’s a not an insignificantly sized army that they can place where they wish,” Wu Ying said. He was no general, but even he understood the value of moving twenty thousand soldiers behind the lines and causing havoc. “I can sense multiple defensive formations around the spirit instrument, most inactive. I have a feeling, outside of the Wei, they might be more geared to being attacked.”

Yang Mu nodded, then flickered a grin. “If they believe we are defenseless though, I feel they will be surprised. The pagoda might not have the defenses that the others do, but we have our own surprises as a cultivator’s spirit instrument.”

Wu Ying could not help but smile at the excitement reflected on her face. She’d leaned forward a little, her eyes sparkling, as she spoke, a bit faster than usual. “You sound like you’d love to see that in action.”

“No, of course not!” Yang Mu said, scandalized. “War is horrendous. The costs involved, for all those caught within it, are always high.” Then she added, honestly, “Though it would be fascinating to see these spiritual instruments clash. Do you know that there has not been a major confrontation utilizing spiritual instruments in the last fifty years in the region?”

Wu Ying grunted. “I do. And I’m glad of it.” He shuddered quietly at the thought of having one such flying over him while he was an Energy Storage cultivator. Releasing blasts of spiritual energy high above, like a war god’s flail. Something that he could do little to stop or even anticipate.

Perhaps, looking at it that way, the border clashes and the war between the states of Wei and Shen had been naught more than posturing. It had never escalated to such a degree that the pair had utilized their own cultivator weapons of war on a wide scale.

It was, perhaps, a cultivator’s—a remote leader’s—view of the war. Numerous counties and villages had been destroyed, land taken and returned, and thousands of mortal men dead. Then again, for governments, and for cultivators, the lives of those below were never a major concern. Not unless they intersected with their own lives.

Perhaps in that sense, it was for the best. For when a cultivator acted, the skein of karma warped.

And still Wu Ying turned, staring past the immense and looming spiritual instruments to where the small settlement lay. He could still remember his time as a farmer, a mere mortal who heard about cultivators flying high above and undertaking battle in lands far away. Doing great and fell deeds alike.

Stories of fate and heroism, of revenge and mistaken pride. Yet the stories that mattered were those of Guan Yin, of the Eight Immortals, of a wandering drunkard and the joyful hermit. Stories where august personages indulged in their pedestrian whims to provide aid and succor to those below.

Changing the skeins of fate.

If gods could meddle, what then of mere cultivators?


Chapter 22

The meeting did not begin immediately.

To Wu Ying’s private amusement, after the deep posturing of bringing multiple large and expensive flying vehicles to the negotiation, by unspoken agreement each of these vessels traveled far away from one another before landing. The negotiations could take weeks, perhaps even months. Keeping such buildings aloft during that period would harm even the finances of the kingdoms.

Negotiations over where each cultivator instrument would be located, how far apart, using which part of the mountain range, and the like had flashed through the night before, the negotiating team and the masters of the mortal instruments angling for the best position. The negotiations were completed, of course, at a level lower than the king or the princes or the Sect Head, but the constant buzzing of spiritual messengers were a low-level annoyance for the cultivators within.

Still, they had been completed, and each of the three spiritual instruments ponderously moved toward their destinations. The massive single spiritual instrument flanked by the combined forces of the states of Wei and Shen, the pair taking shorter hills while the large fortress ahead of them was placed upon the highest hill.

First to touch down was the state of Cai’s building, the grinding of displaced earth and shattered boulders mixing with the crushing of numerous trees as the air filled with the noise of a thousand landslides. Beneath the building, Wu Ying could feel the workings of numerous Earth cultivators and specially designed formations that tore up the land and scooped or compressed the soil, providing a firm base for the diamond-shaped fortress to embed itself. As it connected, he felt a shift, a twisting of the Dao that caused the building to lurch in its earthy prison.

“What was that?” Wu Ying muttered, eyes narrowed. He reached out spiritually to gauge what happened as the winds shrieked, throwing themselves away from the building. “It’s a twisting of the Dao. Or…”

“A release,” Yang Mu murmured. “That’s how they float that building. Rather than raise it manually, they alter the dao of heaviness on it, such that the fort itself is lighter.”

“Like certain qinggong techniques.” It was not an unknown matter. Most qinggong techniques drew upon the aspect of heaviness, of weight, in the world and altered an individual’s relation to it. Wu Ying’s own method of Heavenly Soul, Earthly Body took a different route, making him one with the wind and earth; but even that had minor manipulations of the same dao. However, he had never felt such a massive change before.

Then again, he had never tried to fly a fortress that was at least five li across, and wide. Perhaps if he had been foolish enough to undertake such a massive challenge, he too might have sought to grasp the dao of heaviness in a broader fashion.

“I really do want to meet the author of such a dao,” Wu Ying said, eyes glimmering with amusement.

“Are you thinking something rude again, Ah Ying?” Yang Mu said, warningly, eyes narrowing. “Maybe about how they might be like the Laughing Buddha?”

“No, no!” Wu Ying waved a hand. “I was thinking of seeing if they danced.”

Yang Mu smiled at his reply, though she still found herself shaking her head a little. Moments later, a cry rang out, a warning, and the pair took hold of the banisters to safeguard their balance. All across the building, less confident individuals moved toward specific rooms and chairs to guard themselves against the descent.

Even as their own building grounded itself, Wu Ying sensed the Wei’s spiritual instrument lowering as well. Each enormous flying contraption had their own method of landing. The Weis Imperial Palace twisted and folded space beneath itself, somehow creating a flat piece of land without altering the landscape itself, utilizing both spatial and time daos.

Finally, the Verdant Green Waters’ pagoda had only a minor portion below the floor of the building, a small keel for the floating building that utilized space dao exclusively to alter the landscape. Not to smooth out the land or warp it, but to transport the land beneath itself away. It disappeared as the pagoda was lowered, reappearing a short distance away as a shower of dirt.

“Nasty formation,” Wu Ying muttered, surprised to sense the scattering of dust. He could imagine how that might interact with a mortal body.

“It doesn’t work with anything that has a powerful aura. That’s why we are landing where there are no trees,” Yang Mu answered, knowing through her studies exactly what Wu Ying spoke of. “That kind of spatial manipulation doesn’t work when there’s a contesting aura, and even the weakest individual would be sufficient to break the working. It’s a low-energy formation though, even if the most complex one of the three.”

“Ah, thank you.” That would also explain why it was never utilized in battles.

She shrugged in reply, as though her words were of little concern. Perhaps they weren’t, for she was used to explaining formations to Wu Ying. Her understanding of them far outstripped his own basic study, and his own understanding of spatial daos continued to be stymied.

It was a minor frustration for Wu Ying, for while his wind dao and Wind Steps technique allowed him to transport himself through space quickly, there was not an actual twisting of space between. Just a matter of association and being one with the wind. A shifting of perspective where, if he was already there, then all of him could be there.

Moment after moment, the trio of powerful spirit instruments continued to lower themselves. Eventually, the noise and shifting chi and winds came to a standstill, or more accurately, a period of quiescence, as they docked. At that point, weaker cultivators marched out, while a single member from each delegation flew to a central spot.

The flying cultivators would begin the process of establishing the negotiating center—the formation of a simple clearing where transportable spirit domains could be built. The presence of all the various parties was required, and this was the first time Wu Ying noted the involvement of the Six Flags Patriarch.

The man flew forward on a plush chair, the seating covered with leather so he could arrive in comfort. He operated the chair with deft manipulations of chi, eschewing the need for a spirit instrument to aid his flight. It seemed he preferred a small gesture of his strength and degree of comfort.

More interesting was the first glimpse of a member of the Cai. Unlike Wu Ying’s preconceived notions of an armed and armored member of the military, the man who arrived wore flamboyant silks, the clothing dyed in myriad clashing, lurid colors. Pink, cobalt, bright green, and garish yellow were only some of the hues, for the robes were stitched together and separated into multiple layers. The wind whispered of hidden clothes of gauze, so thin they were impossible to spot at this distance, though their presence disrupted the wind themselves—even if lightly.

The group reached the meeting point at the same time, and conversations began. Wu Ying tuned out the ritual greetings, instead turning his attention to the junior cultivators spread out below.

“What are they doing?” he asked Yang Mu. He could, of course, tell they were setting up multiple formations, but the why eluded him.

“Minor protective formations, warding formations, and chi-gathering formations.” She pointed to each of the teams in charge of the work, and to Elder Wang, who oversaw it all. “To ward off any beast—demonic or spirit—from attempting theft, to provide comfort, and finally, to empower the building and its various formations.”

“Of course.” Wu Ying turned away from their people to the other buildings.

The Cai had a literal army of people outside, with even more streaming from the main doors. A crucial logistical issue, it seemed, the ability for the army to exit the building quickly stymied by the singular exit. Obviously, with the cultivators, many would just go over the walls if necessary, but it would be more of an issue for the mortals moving around the outside of the fortress. Even now, work parties dug into the earth, felling trees around the building enthusiastically, and even a few hunting parties made for the wilds.

He frowned, leaning as he focused his attention on the distant fortress and called upon the wind. He shifted his awareness all the way over, and though he noted the overlapping aura of other cultivators doing much the same—or watching from the Cai fortress itself—he ignored them. He doubted many could sense what he was doing, especially as he passively drew upon the information available.

Simple things, to note the differences in the mortals and the armies. For one thing, their armor was more worn and used. More than once, he spotted a difference in the armor itself—leather that was less weathered, new shiny rings absent of the smell of rust and dirt. The armor was patched together, some of the less well-cared-for pieces and weapons smelling still of blood.

The mortals themselves were sweatier, dirtier, and smelled riper, a sharper note that wrinkled his nose. A difference in diet, a lack of meat and protein and even fresh vegetables intensifying the pungency of their sweat. The wind cultivator assumed much of that had to do with their passage rather than the natural state of their kingdom, though that was but a guess.

Sight indicated the soldiers were a little gaunt, a little less well-fed than would have been expected. Better off than many villages they had passed though, but even the—presumably—well-fed personal army of the Cai ruler faced privations. He wondered what else others were learning, for most of all, he listened.

“Get that trench dug in. You never know when those huan dan are going to attack.”

“Move, this is a new forest. Whichever team brings back the most meat gets a share of it tonight!”

“Chop those trees down. The archers need a line of fire. Water cultivators, don’t lag behind. You can begin draining the water from the trees we’ve marked now!”

“You idiot, lift with your legs.”

“Mai Lee, enough with the melons!”

Voices, all of them calling out orders, suggestions, and curses. Wu Ying listened in, gaining a sense of the group, and he had to admit, growing rather impressed. For all their enmity, the hunger that could be noted even on their faces, the soldiers worked with swift efficiency, tearing through the earth and forests around the fortress while building shelters and trenches. They moved with alacrity, almost as though they expected to be attacked at any moment.

In contrast, the Wei and Shen kingdoms undertook much more languid defensive measures. No masses of soldiers or attendants outside, the workings and formations enacted were purely to handle beasts and to ensure the buildings could continue to work with a minimal reduction in energy.

“I wonder…” Wu Ying muttered, eyes narrowing at their ally’s building. He guided the winds over only to find his notice rebuffed. The Wei’s palace might be grounded, but chi formations still guarded the location, and his spiritual pressure was forbidden.

If he were closer, he would be able to bypass it. But he was still mortal, still only partially part of the greater environment. He could not access the air, the wind, and the senses so many li away. Perhaps when he was an Immortal…but the Wei knew enough to safeguard themselves against him. His reputation was a disadvantage here, and good sense had Wu Ying not try his luck past the outer walls of the Cai either.

Soon enough, they would meet with the Cai and their people. Soon enough, the building slowly coming together in the clearing, where cultivators tore apart the ground and flattened it, where newly formed spirit buildings were constructed and multiple lines of formation flags—each carefully reviewed by all parties—were placed, would be ready. Soon enough, they would speak.

Till then, he would watch the mortals and cultivators working below and pay minor attention to those hunting parties.


Chapter 23

It was late at night, and the hunting parties had returned. They never even managed to come close to the settlement, still multiple li away, even at their farthest search point. To some extent, the distance these parties could stand to journey outward was dictated by their mortal failings and their movement speed. In addition, of course, there were concerns about potential clashes, for this land was claimed by the Wei and Cai alike.

Watching the final groups return, Wu Ying’s lips pursed in thought, the smooth banister of the balcony under his hands. Paying attention to the various search parties through the day had been taxing, and keeping his activities secret especially so.

They had not come close, not yet.

“Go to them,” Yang Mu said, softly, as she came up behind him and wrapped her arms around his back. Wu Ying froze, unwilling to move as she held him, only relaxing a little after a moment.

“Who?” he grunted as her grip tightened on him briefly.

“You know.”

“I shouldn’t. It’s not my place. And if I’m found out…”

“Do you think they will catch you?” She raised an eyebrow, then realizing he could not see it, she released Wu Ying and moved around to watch him, eyebrow still arched. “My little wind cultivator.”

“It’s not just about what I think…” He trailed off. “To risk so much…” He could not tell what trouble might be caused if he were found out. How someone else both stronger and wilier in the political arena might twist things. That dread that lay in him, pushing against his honor, held him back. Fear for the future, and of the unknown consequences of an uncertain future.

“Yes, so much. For a village of innocents, who might be caught unawares in the battles to come. Or the hunting parties that will be sent out,” Yang Mu murmured. “Will you let them suffer, when you could change it? You know if they’re deserters, they will be tried. Even if they are not, they should not be here and will be punished accordingly.”

“I should.”

“Perhaps.”

Wu Ying closed his eyes, then opened them after a time, the turbulence in his soul settling as his breathing relaxed. He turned to stare into her eyes and found himself offering a gentle smile. “Thank you.” She returned the smile, not needing an explanation for why she was being thanked. “I’m a lousy Immortal, aren’t I? Unable to cut my ties to this world.”

“Not all of us have to,” she whispered. “I sometimes fear that so many have untethered themselves from this mortal world, that our troubles come from that very action. That those above lack the morality anymore to function as our judges, our betters. Or even in the society above.”

“You fear the immortals have become too amoral?” Wu Ying said, surprised.

“When your dao overrides even the mortal soul within you, do you change? How much?” Yang Mu said. “The stories abound of ancestors, of immortal descendants, returning and tearing up entire households, of guarding and hurting their families. Those few that do return, either at the behest of the Jade Emperor above or because of prior commitments—most are not…good.”

“Bastards, all of them,” Wu Ying agreed. Oh, there were exceptions: Guan Yin, the Eight Immortals of Peach Island, the Guardians of the Gates of the Thousand Hells. They were well-known to be kind to mortal and cultivator alike, and the buddhas were, of course, in their own way exemplary individuals. Though their form of immortality was different too, their path a variance on the normal immortal one, even if they too cultivated and sought enlightenment of the greater Dao, though they might term it differently.

Yet they were so few.

The rest? The rest of the Immortals they told stories about were arrogant and cruel, uncaring of the mortal world below. The Immortal who chastised the fire dragon Wu Ying had once watched fight in the distance had cared not for the damage the dragon and their battle had caused. The dragons who had played with him as a toy during their flight were no better than the Immortals who flitted in the distance in the typhoon.

Perhaps, though immortality and the rise to the Heavens might have great benefits, it too was broken to some extent. Though to voice that concern was blasphemy.

“Another time,” he said, firmly. Another time they’d talk and deal with what might be waiting for them. Immortality was not guaranteed, and for now, he had his own concerns to manage. “If I wish to visit them, I should leave.”

“I’ll cover for you, if necessary.” A slight twist of her lips upward. “Though I expect few will bother coming. Tou He is not here, and he is the only one who might disturb us while we are otherwise occupied.” A small smile then. “There are advantages to being scandalous.”

He gave a smile and a shake of his head and then let himself fade, pulled along the eddies of wind. Pulled through the mortal world across tens of li within the space of a breath.

Wu Ying reformed twice, forced to stop for a moment to regain his bearings. It was the action of a blink of an eye, as the world and his still-mortal mind readjusted to his surroundings and he allowed himself to become the wind once more. The Wind Body—the full seven Wind Body—of his Body Cultivation was stronger in many ways than he had ever expected, though weaker too. He was no immortal wind, which could never be destroyed. While he might have faded into the wind itself, it left him vulnerable to attacks with specific killing intent, or that might damage a wide area with spiritual component or an imposition of chi or dao. In his wind form, he was, in the end, weaker than he was while mortal.

It was, Wu Ying knew, a trade-off with his own decision not to subsume himself into immortal winds. Perhaps, given what he knew now, he might have been able to reform himself in his mortal form. He might have been able to avoid losing his body entirely—but that state would be a reflection of himself now. His Wind Body would be his real form, his mortal body a seeming. While the pair might join farther ahead as an Immortal, the lack of delineation between wind and Wu Ying was frightening to think about in itself.

For what wind would he be? All of them? None of them? He still struggled, he knew, with the winds of Heaven and Hell. Though he might have resolved some of the contradictions in their views, though he might have overcome his distaste of the overbearing authority of the Heavens, the self-guided judgment and independence of the Hells, Wu Ying knew it was only a quite détente. Perhaps it would be possible to be allies, friends even, with the winds—accepting of some of their flaws, their failings, without agreeing with them entirely.

Or perhaps this conflict would see him fail when he rose. It was why he hesitated, why he chose to strengthen his immortal soul. For immortality did not require perfection in the dao one chose to pursue, just a sufficient degree of strength and understanding.

Or so he believed.

A breath, another flickering moment of travel and dispersal, and then he was there, standing before the silent settlement he had spotted. He caught the spear that swung at him with casual ease, stopping the attack.

“Good reflexes. But I am no enemy.” Another frown as the man tugged, fighting him.

The guard opened his mouth to shout, throwing himself backward as he did so in fear of being attacked, and then called for aid. For his part, the wind cultivator could not help but sigh.

“Attack! Attack!”

A hand moved down, sideways, and grabbed a pouch, the cords torn open and the contents flung at Wu Ying. The wind gathered the dust, pulling it into a ball at Wu Ying’s reflexive request, gathered tight and hovering before him. Yet at the same time, small amounts dispersed, causing his eyes to water, his nose to drip, and his throat to constrict.

Surprised, but not wanting to show it, he pulled a small jade box from his storage ring. He placed the ball of red dust within, carefully guiding the last dregs. The guard stared at Wu Ying in surprise, his own body reacting to the trace amounts of the powder, his hands blistering at portions that had come into contact with the dust.

“Fascinating. A herbal deterrent. And a powerful one,” Wu Ying said, curiously. He wanted to know more, of course, but chose not to pursue the matter yet. The shouting was enough to draw additional villagers out of the building, the strongest clustering around him while others shouldered bags and belongings, some clad only in sleeping robes as they dragged children with them to flee.

“Who are you?” an older man demanded, one who would be in his midfifties if he had been a pure mortal with only a few Body Cleansing meridians open. Having nearly a full dozen cleared, he was likely closer to seventy. He held the dao with a steady hand, and the curved saber resting on a shoulder he could utilize to strike was relaxed but aggressive as well. “What do you want?”

“It’s strange how often those words are used,” Wu Ying mused out loud.

“And you surprised many, then?” the village head asked, for that was obviously what he was. Wu Ying could sense the villagers climbing into trees in the distance, bows aimed at him. “You make it a habit to appear where you are unwanted?”

“You’d be surprised.” Wu Ying paused, eyed the man’s sword and his surroundings, and then added, “Or perhaps not. I’m no enemy, and I don’t intend to hurt anyone. But I won’t take constant attacks lying down either.”

“You say you’re no enemy, but you threaten us.”

“A warning.” Wu Ying raised a hand, the one holding the jade box. “I could have done a lot more, a lot worst, if I meant harm.” He paused, frowning, and called forth the wind at the edges of the village, the howling gusts and the sudden breeze causing some of those who clustered around him, spearmen and archers alike, to tense. “I also have another warning to offer.”

“Then you’d leave?”

“Yes.” Wu Ying nodded the way he came. “You might have noticed the spirit instruments that flew by. You might have even heard the noise of their descent. If you have soothsayers, they might have told you about our arrival. But most of all, you need to know we are not leaving soon. And if you stay, I fear you’ll be found out.”

“Found out.” The headman of the village snorted. “As though we have not been already. And who are these figures?”

“The states of Cai, Wei, and Shen are meeting to discuss a peace agreement.”

“Three tigers meet around a watering hole, the deer should beware, eh?” The headman stared long and hard at Wu Ying, turning his head as he listened to the cries of his people. They were cries of surprise and annoyance, but none of anger or fear. When he looked up, the archers, who could see what was happening, only shook their heads. “Why aid us, then, cultivator?”

Wu Ying was not oblivious to the lack of title or the rudeness shown to him. He chose to ignore it. Multiple cultures had little enough care for strangers, as he’d experienced before, and while most were wary and polite because of the potential danger a powerful cultivator might bring, he assumed a breakaway settlement like this had its own culture. One that little respected his achievements and strength, it seemed.

“Why offer food to a hungry dog or coin to a beggar?” Wu Ying replied. “Charity is its own reward. Acts of kindness and goodness need not be explained.”

Again, the man replied challengingly, “Perhaps not, but there’s no guarantee you’re not manipulating us for your own ends.”

Wu Ying hesitated at the blatant suspicion. He wondered what he could say to remove it, and then realized a moment later perhaps there was little. After all, he was a stranger and this, their home. He was asking them to leave it on nothing more than his say-so. He himself was not certain he would have done as much, even if he had once before uprooted his own village.

Funny how the past echoed in the present at times.

“You are right,” Wu Ying said, eventually. “There is little I can say to convince you. So, take my words under advisement. Or not. But they will arrive, if not within days, then weeks.”

“Weeks, you say.” Again the considering look from the head of the village.

All the while, members of the village slowly made their way over as the danger subsided. Some, the more cautious, snuck into a larger building, one that had been carefully insulated, minor and crude enchantments drawn upon the walls to block notice and preserve the food within. At first sight, one might believe the well-insulated building was a cold room, dug deep into the earth to help preserve milk and meat alike. And it was, but there was a secondary purpose—one the stream of individuals entering the building were making use of: a hidden passage, an exit that bypassed sight, that led far away.

Wu Ying debated blocking their passage. Chose not to. A cornered rat was more dangerous than ever, and he had only meant to delay them in order to finish his conversation before it was time to go.

And it was time.

“Yes. Choose, or not.” Wu Ying pointed in the direction he had come from. “If you leave, I would not recommend that way.” Outside of that, there were monsters, locations that were dangerous to tread upon. But these people had lived here for this long, they obviously knew it better than him. To caution them further would be foolish on his part. Even coming here might have been too reckless. “I wish you the best.” Inclining his head, he took a step back, an unnecessary motion but less startling for them, only for the village head to hold a hand out to stop him.

“Yes?”

“Is that it? You come here, you disturb our sleep, breach our defenses, leave a cryptic warning, and then…leave? Is that all the aid you intend to offer?” The man sounded angry now, hand clenching tight around the dao over his shoulder. “Is that all you think of us, cultivator?”

“And what do I owe you?” Wu Ying said, curious now, unaffected by the anger radiating off the other. “We have no relation. You are not even potential countrymen of mine.”

“You came anyway. So is this all the aid you’ll offer, then?”

“What is it with people?” the wind cultivator mused, out loud. “I owe you and this village nothing, and yet I step out of my way to help. Call it a whim, if you will. But now, you demand more. More and more, though you already know I care not to do so. Do you think, demanding more, you’ll succeed? If you do, do you think, perhaps, the next time I might refuse to step out of my way for another?”

“Should I care for these theoretical others? These are my people. They are not. And you, with your strength, your ability, can do so much more.” The head man jerked his head to the side, nearly clipping himself on the dao as he indicated the few civilians, the ones not holding weapons, who’d crept close to listen. Courageous enough not to run, unlike the majority. “If we leave, many of us will die.”

“Many of you already do.” In the distance, the wind had found it: the overturned earth, the gravestones marking the fallen. A cemetery, hidden in the shadows and replete with flowers, stones laid upon the ground to stop creatures from digging up the corpses beneath. Well cared for, even here.

“And you condemn even more to death. These guards, these riders, might never find us. They might not care we’re here.”

Wu Ying inclined his head in acknowledgment of the point, held here now by curiosity. And a little annoyance. “Truth. And you can stay. That is your choice.”

“Even if we left, where would we go? There’s no place for us out there.”

Now the wind cultivator held up a hand, forestalling further words. “Don’t. If you tell me something that requires me to act, I will be…upset. Your reasons are your own. Heretical cultivators, or just those fleeing circumstances, leave it be.” He considered a moment, his eyes skipping over the group, taking in the fighters. The slipshod armor and weapons some held, the lack of strength in the majority. Even the pulsing aura that some contained. He considered his feelings, the guilt laid upon him, and his own conscience. His decision to meddle when he could have left things alone.

Perhaps he should have left. But now that he had started, he was committed. Could he offer them weapons, pills, techniques? Of course. Were there innocents here? Certainly. It was what had driven him to act. But how far should he step out of the way, when he had his own obligations, his own needs? When his actions could cause further trouble, for himself and others?

Well. If he had wanted to be anonymous entirely, perhaps he could have taken another tack. Blown apart their buildings perhaps, scared them into leaving. Instead, he stood here.

So.

“For the children.” Because of those here, he would try to save them. And perhaps they might not agree, perhaps they might not accept it or even offer it to them. But then that would be on their conscience, not his. He tossed the bundle of talismans to the headsman, nine in total—three more for their parents and guardians, for a child without them would be condemned to death—and this time, he did not stay to wait. Nine aura-, sight-, and smell-suppressing talismans. He had dozens on hand for the introduction of new wild gatherers. It cost him little, but perhaps might save a few.

Or not.

He turned his attention away, left the winds to tell him of danger. He could not save them all and had done what he would. Not could. And perhaps that gnawing guilt left behind, that certainty that one could do more, was why the immortals turned away. Why so many chose not to act.

Finding a balance between guidance and aid, between leaving those beneath to grow and strengthen through their trials and letting them be crushed under the burden of existence, was a constant test of one’s soul and heart. A test that had no right answer, not even in the moment. Perhaps not even in the future, when all events had passed.

For fire is good and bad.


Chapter 24

By the time Wu Ying returned, barely an hour had passed and dinner had been served and consumed. The cultivators of the Shen had gathered once more, even the Patriarch of the Six Flags. But even with his august presence, it was the younger Sect Head who spoke and led the meeting.

“Tomorrow, the official stage of the negotiations will have begun. There will be no meeting till the introductions and the order of arrival have been settled,” Sect Head Yan said. “During that time, I expect all of you to continue your duties. Patriarch Hiu, you had thoughts you wished to share about our Cai counterparts?”

“Yes.” Patriarch Hiu sighed, looking tired and fed up. “We did not complete the building today. It would have been simple, but they are wary and cautious. They do not trust us, nor should we, them.” Another pause before he added, “I expect they will require at least another week before we are done.”

“A week!” Yin Xue squeaked. “Why so long?”

“Because they are fools,” the Patriarch said, grumpily. “Every flag must be inspected. Every line reviewed, again and again. We have had to discard three perfectly acceptable flags, to be redrawn such that all would be fair. They expect treachery. And a mind that only sees treachery in the future cannot be trusted to uphold their own honor.”

“You expect them to act against us. To break the treaty,” Right Guardian Chang said. “Even if it’ll injure the souls of those who bound themselves to peace here.”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure?” Fa Yuan said, frowning. “They might just be overly careful.”

“I am no soothsayer, no forecaster of the future.” Patriarch Hiu sighed. “I am just old and have seen much, and these Cai are snakes. They act like snakes, and so one should always expect to be bitten.”

“Will you inform the prince?” Sect Head Yan asked.

“Already done, though my counterparts were of the same mind.”

“Then, should we not leave?” Yin Xue asked, his deviled hand clenching. “If this is a trap, there is no reason to spring it.”

“Is there not?” Now the Sect Head smiled. “They might think they have the upper hand, but they know not our true strength.” A gaze landed on Wu Ying, on Yang Mu, and even Yin Xue moments later. “Do you not think we could best them?”

Yin Xue’s lips compressed. “Then are we planning treachery?” He gestured around. “Are we going to attack beforehand? Are we then putting true their doubts?”

Blatant words, brutally honest. More than a few of the gathered Elders looked askance at Yin Xue, but the Sect Head did not seem to mind. “No, we are no dual-faced cultivators. Many of us would find it hard, if not outright impossible, to act this way. We are of the orthodox sects, not heretical, not demonic.”

Under her voice, Yang Mu could not help but mutter, “As though that matters.”

Fa Yuan, remembering her own abandonment so many years ago, where honor gave way to practicality and she had been left to fend for herself, nodded grimly. High-minded ideals, often let down by the practicalities of ruling and managing a sect or kingdom.

“We will not act first. But we shall be ready, when they betray us,” Sect Head Yan said, firmly.

“I wonder if they say the same,” Wu Ying could not help but remark. “If everyone is on edge, expecting betrayal, is this negotiation not doomed to fail?” Fingers drummed against the curved wooden armrest by his side. “I did not leave the sect to take part in an assassination by any other name. I was led to believe we were negotiating.”

Yin Xue looked over and nodded, almost grateful that someone else backed him up.

Patriarch Hiu snorted. “Just because we want it to succeed doesn’t mean it will.”

“But we must try. Or why bother at all?” Wu Ying said. “Might as well just begin fighting now.”

“We are not the principal negotiators here, Elder Long.” Sect Head Yan now stared at Wu Ying. “Our role is to aid the kingdom. Because of that, we must plan for the worst. The state will be planning the rest.” He swept his gaze over them all, the gathered Elders who made up the Verdant Green Waters and the few outlying sects who had the prestige or sect to come along. He stopped on Yin Xue, on Wu Ying, even Fa Yuan to ensure his words were understood. The murmured assent, at least on the surface, that rose indicated they were accepted.

Here and now, perhaps. But Wu Ying wondered, silently, how the conversation went with the Wei. After all, they risked more. And stood to gain much, if they broke the peace.

***

Yin Xue found him later as the meeting broke up after further discussion on the various roles the Elders and other sects would play. He caught Wu Ying as the man was heading to his rooms, nodded to the ladies with the wind cultivator, and with a small gesture drew him aside into an empty living room. A flexing of his will hardened the surroundings, metaphorically, as he formed a shield of unyielding metal that blocked any attempts to eavesdrop on the pair.

A single raised eyebrow was all the wind cultivator used to query the matter.

“It’s nothing dire,” Yin Xue said, grumpily. “I just don’t want others hearing our conversation.”

“If it’s not dire, then why bother hiding it at all?”

“Because if I do it for all—or most—of my conversations, when I do have something important to say, no one will notice.” Yin Xue rolled his eyes. “Did you not listen to your Elder Sister at all? Surely she taught you that.”

Wu Ying grunted. “I rarely have anything important to discuss, unlike you two. Unless people enjoy listening to compost-pile management or how often to turn over fields or whether a lotus, the color of the new moon or freshly fallen snow, is more suitable for a Red and White Dusk Ceremony Pill.”

“That’s very specific.”

“Two and a half hours,” Wu Ying said. “That was a two-and-a-half-hour discussion.”

Yin Xue didn’t bother to suppress his shudder at that revelation. The wind cultivator did not blame him either; he would have preferred to avoid it too, though he had to admit, increasing the effectiveness of the pill such that it could be smelled and sensed upon opening the pill furnace had been gratifying. He just wished it hadn’t taken them that long.

“I wanted to thank you,” Yin Xue said, changing the subject. “They speak of honor, but their actions sometimes…”

“Aren’t so honorable?” Wu Ying felt the shift, the minor twisting of chi as a spiritual perception managed to sneak past Yin Xue’s own protective shielding to listen to them. After all, metal was not the easiest element to use for blocking such perceptions. To Wu Ying’s surprise, his once-rival did not seem perturbed, though a slight inclination of his head in the direction indicated the other noticed the intrusion. More than one reason for the audio shield, then. Wu Ying considered searching it out, locating the eavesdropper, but was uncertain if he could manage that. “Practicality can win out over morals, if we let it. I have no intention of that, though.”

“Nor me.” Yin Xue paused, then added, “But what if they do choose to attack first?”

“Then I’ll step back and let them deal with themselves,” Wu Ying said. “I won’t have my hand forced or my honor tarnished just because some people are more frightened about a possible future than concerned about their own honor in the present. And you?”

“I am but a minor Core Formation cultivator,” Yin Xue said, modestly. At Wu Ying’s face, he flexed his demonic arm. “Though I admit, I have a few surprises.”

“Yes…” Wu Ying narrowed his eyes. “You know, I do remember how you were intent on fighting me. Till my judgment. Then those challenges disappeared.”

Yin Xue lips pursed. “You’re stronger than me. I know that. Then, and now. There is no reason to gloat.”

“I wasn’t…”

“You think I want to be weaker than you? You think I enjoyed this arm?” He clenched the demonic fist. “It still tries to control me, still tries to force me to its own desires. The original owner loved violence, craved blood and fire, and it seeks chaos even now. To find peace, I had to discard my family’s cultivation method.”

“I never…” Wu Ying tried to protest.

“Of course not. You’ve swanned through your cultivation, like the prodigy that some once thought I was. Does it make you happier, then? To gloat?” Yin Xue challenged.

“If that is all you intend to say, then enough.” Turning on his heel, he moved to leave, only to stop when a hand reached out to grab him.

“Stop. I did not mean to start again. I wanted to thank you. And”—Yin Xue’s voice dropped at the next part—“ask for your help.”

Wu Ying was tempted to make him repeat it, a petty portion of himself still angry at being accused—again—of cheating his way through cultivation. Doing so would just prick the touchy cultivator’s ego. He would rather not antagonize the man, especially over something so simple.

“What for? The price to the Wei?”

“Yes.” Something burned in the demonic eye, something dark and vicious as Yin Xue spoke. As he did so, his aura flexed, harder than ever, and the permissive aura steeled itself, shattering the tendril of soul perception that had snuck in. Like a blade coming down on the other’s spirit, Wu Ying knew, the spy would be hurting after that. “They have named my price, and I…I do not wish to pay it. Not yet.”

“What is it?” Concern now, seeing the look, the hesitation in the arrogant man’s demeanor.

“Me. They want me.” Before Wu Ying could get the wrong idea, he added, “Ten years of training the Wen family in the head family’s compound in Wei. I am to be sent as a teacher, for I have experience in both battle and the Wen family style. I have progressed further than their own scions…even if via a heretical method.”

Can you even train them in anything, with that demonic arm? Wu Ying almost asked, but chose against it. Not only would it likely anger the man but it was also likely that the training was not the point.

“Do you think they’ll care for you well, as an honored guest?” he asked instead.

“No.” A bitter smile at that. “I’m certain they’ll work me to the bone and deny me any resources. They said as much, though obviously not as blatantly.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I don’t want or need your condolences.” Yin Xue threw his head back, sending the hair that had escaped his bun upward, annoyed at the drifting wind that played with it and drew it to his ears, his mouth. “Will you aid me?”

“How?” Wu Ying said. “I have no control or influence with the Wei.”

“You do with the Sect Head.” As though expecting the other to protest, Yin Xue rushed on, “You have more influence than you think. Many of the Elders have grown to rely upon your gathering, to the easy access to powerful pills that was missing before. The sect itself has grown stronger, because of you and your department. If you asked…”

Wu Ying changed the subject, probing the other. “I thought you were content with things? Or at least, accepting of it.”

“To paying with pills, with taels or cultivation secrets! Not to giving up my cultivation. I cannot just waste a decade of my life,” Yin Xue snarled. “If I did, I would lose all chance of ever progressing. I will not, cannot, accept this. This is too much.”

Obviously not to the rulers of Shen and Wei. But again, Wu Ying had learned not to say such things. “I do not think the Sect Head can gainsay the prince.”

“But he can delay it, alter the terms a little, perhaps. Make it less of a sentence, make sure I have time to train,” Yin Xue said, almost desperately. “Please.” Another breath, then he added, “This is just them being pragmatic again. Sacrificing an Elder for their supposed peace. As though the Wei will not turn on us the moment they find it advantageous.”

Wu Ying nodded reluctantly. “I’ll speak with the Sect Head. I cannot guarantee anything, but I’ll speak with him.”

“You can do more than that,” Yin Xue started heatedly, then clamped his jaw shut. He struggled with himself visibly, anger and arrogance and pride warring before he added, “Do so. Soon.” A second, then he said, almost as though he could not help himself, “You owe me.”

Again, Wu Ying inclined his head in acknowledgment. Even in asking, nay, begging for help, Yin Xue was arrogant and touchy. But he was not wrong. He had lost his arm and eye when he aided them in retrieving Fa Yuan. He was owed something.

“Good.” Then the pair stood in awkward silence. Eventually, Yin Xue relaxed his hold on his aura and stalked off.

Leaving the wind cultivator alone, in the dark of the night. With another task, another soul to aid.


Chapter 25

It took a week to set up the building that would host their negotiations. The enormous structure was made mostly of enchanted cloth, with massive side awnings and outdoor seating bordering a series of manufactured gardens that would allow the speakers to sit and converse with one another discreetly, locations where points of contention might be resolved in non-official settings.

For Wu Ying, that week was a quiet one, if tense. He could not cultivate deeply, forced to allow the Dragon’s Breath cultivation method to pull wind chi from all around him as he stood watching the surroundings. Once again, he was relegated to guard and first responder, though only for major incidents. The minor entanglements and fracases he ignored, allowing those at a lower level to manage them.

He was, unfortunately, not excused from the various dinners and teas throughout the days as the governments continued to discuss negotiating strategies and became familiar with one another and their opening stances.

In the details were the bones of contention. For the Shen kingdom’s greatest desire was assurances—reinforced via cultivation promises and contracts and hostages—to ensure the peace of the future. On the other hand, while the Wei also desired future peace, their present circumstances included ongoing border incursions, unchecked refugees fleeing the Cai, and the continuing conflict stemming from when border guards interacted with the disposition of nearby armies. They wanted the handover of land and certain forts, the dispersal of Cai armies to other locations, and gold and alchemical reparations.

Finding a common ground so that the Cai could not exploit the difference between the pair of nations was important. While much had been discussed in letters, the extra week of time was a boon to the states as in-person diplomats smoothed out minor issues and homed in on specifics. Of course, the necessity of these discussions was still a bore.

Wu Ying would have preferred to skip out on them all together, but due to his exemplary performance in saving the Fourth Prince, he was forced to present himself over and over again to receive congratulations and deflect, always deflect, diplomatic sallies.

Even as he was forced to continue to guard the Fourth Prince, more often than not.

“Tell me, Cultivator Long, what did you think of the Third Negotiator?” Ru Yuan asked, after a particularly long tea session on the seventh day. The rest of the group had been dismissed or had moved away across the wide dining room such that the two could speak in private.

“He seems competent,” Wu Ying said. He idly noted the lack of honorifics, dropped sometime in the last week or so. Not that the Fourth Prince of the kingdom he lived within and ostensibly served needed to call him Elder. He was, technically, outranked.

“Damning with faint praise, you are,” the Fourth Prince replied. “But you have more to say, do you not?”

“His aura control is impeccable. But he has spent too long on that, and forgets his physical control.” Wu Ying touched his chest, over his heart. “His breathing hitches a little every time you catch him by surprise. His heart rate speeds up, and if you pressure him further, he actually begins sweating.”

“And you sensed all this? Even though he was seated all the way over there?”

“A small thing,” Wu Ying replied. It really was. Between his control of the wind and his ability to sense the physical shifts in another figure’s body, he could read such minor things. Of course, cultivators at the higher level were able to still their physical tells and control themselves such that those skills were rarely of use. Or were dangerous to rely upon, offering a false narrative instead.

For someone at the Energy Storage stage like the Third Negotiator? He who spent more time waxing his mustache than focusing on the way he breathed? An easy read.

It was strange how much stepping Core Formation to Nascent Soul—even if Body Cultivation didn’t scale in that way, exactly—had deepened his connection to his element and himself. He was more the wind than ever, thus his innate perception of the space around him, his ability to disperse and merge and travel. Even with his other winds, he had never felt this connection. Or the other aspects of the world that the Heaven and Hell winds offered him on the regular.

Not that he would tell the Fourth Prince that. Some secrets were for others to keep. What did it matter if the Third Negotiator enjoyed dressing in women’s clothing beneath those formal robes? Even if heavenly winds might object, and the Hells cared little, only wishing to know if another had been hurt.

“So, we’ll move to have him dismissed. Or his role diminished.” Ru Yuan drummed fingers on the arm of his chair as he thought, a mannerism that Wu Ying had learned was as much studied to throw off perception as it was a true habit. “Have you managed to learn more about their patrols?”

“Nothing of import. Experienced soldiers, all from the main army. The Cai do not keep a standing royal guard, unlike us. They rotate their armies, with only the general the same, such that all might receive the honor and training. Their only requirement is that their men are experienced and blooded. Of course, recent times…”

“Not as many opportunities, yes. So, less blooded than normal?”

“Some. They have a larger percentage of veterans here than our own armies,” Wu Ying corrected. “They are also like locusts. Anything they can, they kill and collect. It must be truly dire for them to stock up as much as they can now.”

“The drought.” The Fourth Prince did not seem surprised by Wu Ying’s comment.

The cultivator assumed that was because the Wei had much better sources of knowledge of the Cai than himself. Or the Verdant Green Waters. It did raise uncomfortable questions though, about what the Cai might do if negotiations failed. “Would they attack, or raid, even? To replace their food stock?”

“They already are.” Ru Yuan turned his head to the side, to where the Wei’s spirit instrument lay. “They want reparations, the return of their people from being slaves. As though they have a good accounting of who was taken.” He rolled his eyes a little at the idea of the Wei knowing which members of their mortal peasantry were stolen away. Though there were village rolls and tax documents aplenty, all nobles knew—or believed—that the peasantry lied. “At least we made them stop asking for the return of the stolen food.”

“Can’t return what’s already eaten.”

“Exactly.” Ru Yuan smiled in agreement. “Doesn’t stop the fools from asking.”

“Are we ready, then?” Wu Ying asked, curiously. He knew his own role was minor. He would not even be tasked to watch the Fourth Prince through the negotiations, at least not beyond the formal ceremonies and first few days. While the governments might have their own topics to speak upon, the cultivators would speak too.

Or it would be that way, normally. Like his own showing against the Three Swords of the Iron Pass, the flexing of cultivator strength was considered a ritualistic part of such meetings. Just like parades of armies. Except he did wonder how that would work with the Cai. After all, they had not separated sect and government.

Perhaps… “Do you know who we—I—will be tasked with managing?”

“Beyond myself?” Now Ru Yuan was amused, teasing. “And how did you envision managing your own opponent? A trading of pointers?”

“That is the traditional way.”

“So violent. You’d think there was a better way for you cultivators, who are supposedly so much more advanced, to deal with your differences.”

“There is.” A slight smile then. “I believe Fairy Yang will be hosting a soiree. The Patriarch of Six Flags will be reciting his poetry there. The Sect Head has indicated he will arrange a day, when the forecast is appropriate for us to paint.” Now he rubbed his chin. “If my friend was here, he would offer tea. I’ve already had to decline a half-dozen such sessions.”

“And you? Will you let them trawl through your compost piles?”

“Gifts of rare spirit herbs and pills.”

“Oh, of course. You wouldn’t want to show them something else, would you.” The prince’s gaze turned to Wu Ying’s hands, the ring that sat upon his finger. He smiled a little as Wu Ying closed his hand possessively. “Quite the item. One worthy of a…prince.”

“It is, isn’t it,” Wu Ying replied, inflecting not at all. “My counterparts?” Not opponents. That would imply a degree of animosity he would prefer not be true.

“Unknown. Our best guess would be some members of the bureaucracy or the army.” He eyed Wu Ying. “Since you’ll likely be viewed more martially, probably a general or colonel in their army.”

For the first time, Wu Ying regretted not expanding his interest further to become someone a little more cultured, as his martial sister had asked and encouraged him. He felt like he never had time, between cultivating, training his sword arts, and gathering. Rushing from one to another, each discipline with the ability to consume entire lives. Always feeling a fraud, because he was not as good, as dedicated, as others.

Now, here, pigeon-holed as just another martial cultivator, even with his reputation as a gatherer. Because that was not valued, not here. Here, his value was as a fighter. He was a weapon whose equal was not a scholar or a minister but another martial artist, a soldier.

Was that all he was to others? Not a farmer, not someone who grew or built, but a weapon?

For a moment, Wu Ying’s view of himself and the world wavered. His belief system twisted and the winds picked up all around the palace, blowing through the room itself, agitated by the twisting of his own beliefs. Perception led to self, self to ego, ego to dao. For a moment, he teetered on the edge of collapse; then he pulled back.

He remembered that the viewpoints of others did not change who he was. Regret the past, certainly. Yet if he was going to break because of past regrets, he had so many that were more worthy of that honor. Parents left behind for a decade as they aged. A Master that he had led to injury and death. Friends who had sacrificed more than he: fingers, an eye, an arm, lives. Oh yes, the lives of those who had fallen, their cultivation broken.

The world breathed, the wind flexed in time with the rise and fall of his chest. Centered again, Wu Ying looked down at the Fourth Prince, who stared up at Wu Ying, wary and puzzled and calculating.

“Your Highness.” A bend of the head, and the cultivator stepped back. Disappeared, retreating as he sought to understand what happened. Wondering what vulnerability he had exposed. What vulnerability he had.

***

“Elder Long.” The Sect Head took a seat across from Wu Ying, nodding a little to Yang Mu, who had shown them in. Fa Yuan joined the group, crossing her legs demurely on the floor at the other side of the table, all four sides now filled. She nodded as Wu Ying floated the tea set and customary snacks over.

Even if this was not a social call.

“Sect Head,” Wu Ying greeted as well. He could guess his reason for visiting, though he chose not to lead the conversation. Not yet.

“The disruption earlier today. That was you?” Sect Head Yan Shu Ren was brusque, not feeling the need to bandy words around. Uncomfortably serious.

“Yes.”

“Oh, Ah Ying…” Fa Yuan said, both sad and unsurprised at the same time. “What did you do?”

“Nothing!” he said, defensively. “I just…a moment of indecision. A reflection on my path.”

“Dangerous,” Shu Ren muttered. Then, eyes narrowing in thought, the Sect Head turned to the tea that Yang Mu was brewing. She knew better than to let Wu Ying at the teapot. He said nothing, though his oppressive silence stilled any further conversation till he had a teacup in hand. “You have no Master.”

“I…”

“Master Cheng…”

Shu Ren held up a hand, forestalling both. “He is not here. Dead, probably. Injured till death, at best.” He turned to Fa Yuan, peered at her in a way that would cause another to blush in embarrassment, if his assessment was not so cold, so clinical. Then again, what he saw was even deeper than skin. “What I say now, he should have spoken of. Though, perhaps, he knew not himself. His path was always narrower.”

“What are trying to say? That what happened to me was…expected?” Wu Ying asked.

“In a way. It is a danger for one like you. Your martial sister, she is more stable. She has taken a more orthodox approach, a slower approach to improvement. She has ascended by building a fortress of certainty beneath her, checking each step of the way as she climbed.” He turned that piercing gaze upon Wu Ying. “Yours is a different path, a flightier path. You chose an element that has no firm backing, that is all wind and air, clouds and whim alike.”

“Like yourself, Sect Head,” Wu Ying replied, stung.

“In a way.” Shu Ren pointed his pinky at Wu Ying, the same one still holding his teacup before him as he inhaled the scent of tea and flower petals. “We speak of you, and secrets about the greater levels of cultivation.” He turned to Yang Mu then. “Please, feel free to add anything you might know.”

“Me, Sect Head Yan?” Yang Mu said, surprised.

“Yes, you, Elder Yang. Few have your access, after all.” Another smile, then he turned to Wu Ying fully. “Understand, by climbing so far, by ascending via Body Cultivation, your soul is wavering. At this juncture, so close to integration, you are vulnerable. All are, of course, but some more than others. I believe that those who cultivate the body instead of the soul are even more so.”

“Vulnerable to what?” Fa Yuan asked. She too had a cup before her, though hers lay untouched as she plucked a delicate tea cake from the plate and bit into it after speaking.

“Cultivation deviation. Dao disruption. Soul break.” Shu Ren said the words so easily it caused the trio who listened to him to shiver in existential dread. “Numerous terms for the same thing. When one’s cultivation is broken, because what we know—what we build our dao upon—comes into conflict with the reality of existence.”

“Why am I more vulnerable now?” Wu Ying said, frowning. “And why not after?”

“The first is easy. You have not integrated soul and body together.” Placing the teacup down, Shu Ren held his hands up, fingers splayed. He drew them in together, so they were bare cun apart, so close that a piece of paper might have slipped between the fingers, but not two. “The closer you come to integrating them, the more dangerous, for even a minor deviation in one or the other”—now he allowed his right hand to tremble, to back away and then come again—“is a disruption. For once you touch”—and now the fingers did touch, but not clasp—“you must finish.” Hands closed, into a tight grip. “Or break.” He twisted his hands in opposite directions, straining his own fingers before he released both.

“Gripped tight, enclosed, you cannot split. Now, though, you are vulnerable. Separated, but still changing, vibrating. Your body is solid, firm. Your soul, not so.” A tilting of his head to Fa Yuan. “Your martial sister is the opposite, of course.”

“Why have I never heard of this before?” Fa Yuan asked, curiously.

“As I said, your Master should have spoken to you. If not him, then myself. Though I had thought Elder Long was firmer in his convictions of self.” He shrugged. “A mistake on my part. It is not unusual, for those who have risen fastest to be most unstable.”

“I…” Wu Ying frowned, then sat back and chose not to speak. Instead, he considered what had been said, the feeling of his own dao twisting underneath him, his sense of self breaking. Silence fell over the group as the two cultivators of the Verdant Green Waters considered what had been related to them.

Surprisingly, it was Yang Mu who broke the silence after a time. “It was not how my parents related the matter to me. Then again, they are dual cultivators.” She shrugged. “They lean upon one another, to progress themselves. So, I fear, they are more stable in that regard.”

“And what did they say?” Now the Sect Head was curious. No surprise, for the words of another pair of Nascent Soul cultivators were like water to parched lips in a desert of information. So few managed to reach this stage, so few spoke to one another, feeling their own experiences unique. Truth too, of course, but a lie as well. As all facts inevitably were.

“A soul at the Nascent Soul stage has refined its viewpoint, encompassed a portion of the dao and the understanding of it to a deep extent. It has become that portion of the dao, and in so doing, gained the strength of that understanding,” Yang Mu said. “There is a danger to that, though, for the Dao is not our understanding. It cannot be. When we come into conflict with that understanding, we are in danger. Our worldview attempts to take into account the Dao, and in this expansion, we put our cultivation and all that we worked for at risk.”

Wu Ying turned, looking back and forth between the two. At first glance, the pair of explanations were in conflict with one another. Certainly, his own soul cultivation had been fed upon the amorphous beliefs, the experiences of the Dao, and his own travels and experiences as strained through his cultivation and the Formless Body. He should have no spiritual dao to twist.

The Sect Head’s own explanation made more sense to him, instinctually. If his own amorphous soul was in flux, he could at times experience this twisting, this period where he felt unmoored as it attempted to find some form of stability.

Yet, that was wrong too. For what he had experienced was closer to what Yang Mu had described. Perhaps, in the end, the truth was somewhere in between. A reflection of his own circumstance and the disparate viewpoints and circumstances of his adviser. It was not something that could be managed at this moment.

“Thank you. To both of you,” Wu Ying eventually replied. He bowed from his waist. “I will meditate on it and consider how best to guard myself against a repeat of this matter.”

“Blind yourself, boy. And reinforce that soul. The faster you can achieve stability, the better,” Shu Ren said, firmly.

“Remember who you are. Accepting we are mortal is the first step of understanding the Dao, in any form,” Yang Mu added.

Again, he bowed. Fa Yuan, who had listened through all this silently, held up a hand. “You are not balanced. Even I can see that, though I neither have the Sect Head’s experience nor the insight of Elders. If you find that balance within, you will be safer.” She considered, then nodded to herself. “I shall look into what might be done to aid that.”

“And me,” Yang Mu piped up.

He offered a smile to the two women, even as the Sect Head stood. “Tomorrow will be the first day of actual negotiations. Rest well, for now.”

“Yes, Sect Head.” Wu Ying stood too, leading the man and Fa Yuan to the door.

“One other thing.” The man turned just before he stepped out of the room.

“Yes, Sect Head?”

“They likely already know your cultivation level. We no longer have that advantage.”

“My apologies.” Wu Ying bowed, only for the man to shrug dismissively.

“It is what it is. We shall endure.”

“Of course.”

Another nod, a turning of the head, and the Sect Head was gone, returned to his rooms. Leaving Fa Yuan at the doors. She reached out, gripping Wu Ying’s arm and giving a familial squeeze before releasing.

“Worry not. You are not the first to experience this, it is clear. I have faith you will find your way through, even if the current path is littered with even more traps than we had expected.”

“Thank you.” Now he chuckled, softly. “Perhaps I should have taken your advice and slowed down.”

“Perhaps. Not even the Heavens know the future though.”

One more inclination of the head and Wu Ying watched as she too left, more sedately. Leaving him behind with Yang Mu, whose silent support was as loud as the words already spoken. He would find his way forward.

Somehow.


Chapter 26

They met long after the dawn had risen and departed, offering naught in its passing but a memory and early morning dew. The various government groups had to make a ceremony of their arrival, gate guards gathering at the front of the buildings and palanquins being carried forth across dried ground as musicians played, attendants threw flower petals, and ceremonial guards marched in time to accompany the group.

Not to be outdone, the cultivators flew over the group, their backs straight, their demeanors stern and cold. Even the most lighthearted members of the sects were uncommonly serious, their attention turned to the opposition as they approached the negotiating venue.

Wu Ying, floating high above the Fourth Prince’s palanquin, extended his senses toward the incoming group, careful to keep his spiritual aura from intruding but allowing everything else, the winds and the scents and the sights that were unblurred, to come to him. Unlike the serious and ostentatious procession of Shen and Wei, the Cai marched forward with laughter on their lips in an unorganized mess.

“A strange choice,” Wu Ying muttered, sending the words to the friendly members of the sect. The Cai were well-known for their warlike behavior, for their disciplined armies, and the eager veterans who fought in war after war. Their scouts, their hunting parties spoke of that same discipline, the regular ranks, the rhythm of their steady progress through the undergrowth as they hunted down any food source in the surroundings.

These soldiers, who came with jugs of wine in hand and laughing and sporting with one another, were something else.

“Insult or an attempt to make us lower our guard?” Fa Yuan replied, riding with ease upon the sword she utilized for travel.

Beside and behind her, Yin Xue snorted. “They’d be real fools to think we believe them this disorganized. This is an obvious act.”

“Too obvious,” Yang Mu disagreed. “I wonder…”

“Yes, sister?” Fa Yuan said.

“I’m too far to tell, but Ying. What are their cultivation levels?”

Once again, Wu Ying wished that she was here. That she could be by his side. Too often, they were apart. Though he would no more tie her to him than she to him. Still, Yang Mu saw things in ways he could not, sensing interactions beyond the level of the physical. Her insight would be valuable.

Yet, as resident of neither state, as only an Honored Elder, she could not join the procession. Not officially, not without drawing herself and her parents into an unwanted altercation.

Taking her request to heart, Wu Ying breathed deep. He lightly brushed his aura against theirs, utilizing the wind to press upon them at the same time to hide his probing. What he found nearly tipped him from the skies, and once again, he was grateful for the presence of the winds that held him aloft without issue.

“Ah Ying?” Fa Yuan asked, sensing the shift in his demeanor.

“Core cultivators. Every single one of the vanguard.” Now it made sense. They did not need to put on a show of strength, not when it was so clear. That crowd, that rabble of soldiers tromping down the hill and up again, all of them holding pots of wine and skewers of meat in their hands, were all powerful cultivators. Such a force, by themselves, could have crushed almost any army without an equivalent defense.

“Are you sure?” Yin Xue said. “There’s two dozen of them!”

“Closer to thirty,” Fa Yuan muttered. “I can see the threads dancing between them. Those bonds, they are of long companionship. The give and take of karma is so dense, so complex that it would take a master to unravel them.” A slight, tired smile. “Or a Master with a single blade.”

Karma Severing Cut.

Oh, now that was an attack that would cause fear and excitement alike among this group. It would shatter the bonds of friendship, free them of the burden of their blood-soaked past, and take away any future boon or debt from their actions. If his Master parted the bonds between them, the damage done to the group and their cultivation bases could be immeasurable.

No wonder he was so feared. No wonder the dark sect had once targeted him. No wonder…

“This must be the Beifu Vanguard,” Shu Ren interjected into the conversation, making Wu Ying’s eyes narrow. He had not included the Sect Head into this conversation, warding it against casual eavesdropping. Obviously, his precautions were insufficient, at least against his own Sect Head. “They are famous, for many reasons. Once, they were a full regiment of a thousand men. Now, after numerous battles, that is all that is left. They have held the line, again and again, and been rewarded for each victory. The losses they have suffered have only driven them along.”

“Nor do they recruit into the Beifu, normally, do they?” Yin Xue asked. “I have heard of them. Only a few have joined since the early years, for it is known to be a death sentence. The bonds of brotherhood forged between these members are sworn on cultivation base and blood alike, to be parted only by death and Grandmother Meng’s soup.”

“Such a group…” Wu Ying shook his head, trying to imagine how their armies could stop them. He knew the answer to that question. Not at all. This was what the guardians, the Nascent Soul fighters, were meant for. This, and the weapons of war that were hidden in the pagoda or the palace. There were legends of these tools of war, like that mirror Tou He had brought out once before, but more powerful.

A shard of an arrow from the archer Hou Yi, taken from the west and passed through multiple hands. A shard of a weapon that had killed one of the ten suns, so long ago that its existence was myth itself. Supposedly tucked away in the Verdant Green Waters armory.

A painting of the Yellow River, that once opened would tap into the power of the flooded watercourse and spill out gallons upon gallons of water at high pressure. Once used by the Shen to drown an army in a deep valley, near the beginning of its formation.

A series of formation flags, supposedly created by Mohi himself, that when emplaced would make the defenders almost unassailable, allowing a mere dozen men to hold off an army. Their strength would be increased a hundred fold, their defenses even more. Routes around the formation flags would be twisted, leading always to the defenders, such that the attackers were funneled one way. Supposedly, the formation flags were emplaced around the capital of the Wei such that any army would fail at the very last stage.

Weapons of great import and power, but fragile as well.

The painting wore away, the colors fading with each use, the dao imbued in its creation disappearing. The arrow shard could kill anything it was fired at but fragmented with each use and because of its flight, often disappeared over the horizon. The formation flags melted, the inscriptions fading with each use as the material was unable to contain the power within. Pills that were supposed to give an individual strength beyond their cultivation level, but would inadvertently kill their users, made of the rarest materials—spirit herbs a thousand years old, alchemical phylacteries heated by Nascent Soul–level beasts.

Weapons of war, strategic class tools. All of which were never to be used unless the kingdom itself would fall or was under assault by a force that could not be stopped. Safeguards against mortal and, sometimes, immortal ire.

“Strong,” Sect Head Yan said, simply. “But not impossible to defeat.”

Another voice broke in, the Patriarch of the Eight Stanzas, old and bored. “It still is a pity Master Cheng is not here. He would be eminently suited to dealing with them. A single strike…though perhaps one of his students would be sufficient?”

Again Wu Ying twitched, wondering exactly how much of a sieve his “private” conversation was. Of course, he hadn’t said anything that was insulting, but to have two different individuals listen and slip in without issue? That was almost insulting. Certainly shameful. Even if both were Nascent Soul cultivators.

“Neither of us walk our Master’s direct path,” Fa Yuan said, softly. “While Wu Ying inherited a portion of my Master’s sword style, he too has altered it.”

“Mmm…and yourself?” Patriarch Yi Lai asked.

“My skills are less combative.” She lowered her head as she talked. “Though I might have some small skill in dealing with them, if necessary.”

“It might be,” Sect Head Yan said, direly.

Then there was no more time to talk. For from the Cai fortress came another group, a retinue of men and women in more order than the first, their auras splashing outward in a show of force such that quiet spirit conversation was impacted. They could speak, if they wished, but it would be under the eye of these others.

At the same time the attention of all was drawn toward the group that came so noisily, another smaller group exited. Only a half-dozen figures, unlike the large assembly from Shen and Wei. Each of these six were peak Core Formation cultivators, at least, though three might have been Nascent Soul cultivators. Those three, Wu Ying eyed.

The first to draw attention was a hooded figure, a large bamboo hat covering its face, long shapeless robes shrouding its form so its features and sex were indeterminable. Robes of black and brown that glittered a little in the day, that shifted and billowed such that the figure beneath was impossible to discern exactly. Their dao curled around it, speaking of dark places and the damp of caves and the loneliness of night, a memory of hiding beneath the blade as chike and jiangshi crept abroad.

Then Wu Ying’s gaze turned away from the hooded figure to another. A woman, clad in silken robes of yellow and gold, a flower among the thorns. She moved with uncomfortable, seductive grace such that upon sighting her, those inclined struggled to pull their gaze away. A sway of the hips, a raised hand, the snap of the fan as she laughed.

To Wu Ying, she smelled of white flowers, vanilla, and a lighter musk. Every movement, an art form. Every curve of the body, beauty. A woman who rivaled—no, perhaps even exceeded—the beauty of his martial sister. Her dao, not beauty. That was too broad, too easy to miss. No, hers was another, related element. Not seduction, though it was close. Glamour, perhaps. That first beat of the heart upon sighting the one you favored, the first breath after climax. Beauty without restraint, and so cutting and dangerous. The kind that wrecked ships and drove men to leave their family.

And finally, the last member of the trio. That Nascent Soul—peak, perhaps even more—member of the group. A man whose very presence overlaid the valley, demanding, domineering, and insistent, such that it pressed upon Wu Ying’s own aura, upon all the cultivators and sought to crush them beneath. An aura that demanded submission or death, its will unyielding.

Cultivators all across the three negotiating groups stumbled, those weaker than Core Formation unable to withstand the sudden pressure. Many of the weaker Core Formation cultivators flinched as well, forced to reinforce their defenses or be swept away, or have them crushed into their body. For this man would allow no one to be above him, no land to not be his.

A shift, a twisting of the air around them. Before Wu Ying could act, even as he weighed the danger of revealing more, the Sect Head and other Nascent Soul cultivators among the groups flexed their own dao. Clouds gathered high above, the world under the Heavens’ eyes stared down upon them all, and the dominion of a single man was called into account.

Another aura unfurled, within the Shen government. This one was simpler, less complex. A guandao cutting downward, unyielding, unshakable in its attack. Honor and courage and the rush of the charge, a charge to fulfill duty, which encompassed the princes, the government workers, and attendants and split aside this aura, guarding them against harm.

Among the Wei, the Patriarch of the Six Jade Gates Sect was not to be outdone. A paifang, pale green and made of a single stone, appeared above the Wei. Its presence repelled the King of Cai’s aura, pushing it back with ease, as the first gate demarking the Patriarch of the Six Jade Gates territory.

All this, a clash of auras, a statement of intent, and the answer by the cultivators, happened in less time than that of a full breath. Attendants, guards, and bureaucrats all straightened, calmed their breathing, and smoothed out their clothing. Their footsteps stopped trembling, their shoulders loosened, and the groups continued onward.

The first clash was over, and Wu Ying could not decide if they had lost or won this round.

The first clash, and they had not even met one another.


Chapter 27

The negotiating venue for the meeting of the three kingdoms was not an enclosed building of wood or a spirit instrument of temporary construction but an overly large tent, fields of force and strategically located fires burning merrily within to provide warmth to the participants during the occasional cold spring nights. Chambers within the tent were partitioned away as necessary by strategically hung cloths, the enchantments within the cloths creating impenetrable barriers of privacy.

Today, on this first day, the massive tent itself was completely clear of such obstructions. Located in the center of the tent itself was a singular table, so massive it could fit all the major personages that would be involved in the negotiations themselves. No chairs or other comforts were offered to the attendants, cultivators, and guards who hovered in the background.

It had taken till the middle of the afternoon for the entrances to be completed, the necessary ceremonies and announcements and music marking the passage of time in agonizingly slow minutes. Now, finally, the official observances were over, and the next step had begun, one that was of greater interest to Wu Ying and all individuals with a living pulse within.

For now, it was the ritual presentation of gifts.

Once more, Wu Ying had formed a tight chain of spiritual aura and chi so he could speak with his friends. This time around, he wielded his aura and the wind with firm control, utilizing his dao and chi to the utmost to ensure they could not be overheard. Not that he intended to speak at all, what with his presence right behind the Fourth Prince, as his titular guard.

No, the channels of conversation were for his friends and allies farther back, for Fa Yuan, who understood the intricacies and the language of bequests, for Yin Xue by dint of long years of familiarity. Intelligence, provided by those who knew better.

Not that every gift was particularly interesting, or subtle in its intentions.

“From the Marquise of the Northern Marsh,” the First Prince of Wei intoned, his uncle beside him as he waved a hand at the glass aquarium that was placed by their servants before the King of Cai. “A rare subspecies variant of the golden koi, bred from his own gardens. We understand that King Cai is building a new palace and has plans for magnificent gardens. One hopes that His Majesty will be able to enjoy the palace, his gardens in all seasons, and his pets.”

A smile, a nod, appreciative words.

“A foo dog, protector of palaces and kingdoms. I understand there will be a tomb of ancestors built for the king’s forebears. Raised well, the foo will guard the mausoleum to its dying day, centuries from now.” The tiny foo dog—a creature with the body of a dog but the head of a lion—was only a few months old and led forward on a leash. It turned its maned head from side to side as it regarded the surroundings, wise and large eyes taking in the personages. Its leash was handed over to the king, the man brightening for a moment as he regarded the creature before it was handed away.

“This painting is by late Elder Siew of the Rice and Bread Lakes. It has been in the imperial treasury for six hundred years; the placid and enriching work creates a tranquil mind if one meditates upon it. Supposedly, a dozen of his students managed heavenly breakthroughs to later stages as they studied it.”

The Wei had a theme, a subtle hint of what they wanted from this negotiation, what they felt their counterparts should do, and they were careful to ensure their offerings reflected it. No cultivation goods, unless they were for the lower levels. Works that were delicate or required a place of long-standing and security to enjoy, weapons of war and other such items nonexistent.

On the other hand, the Shen offered a wider range of goods, though with a similar theme to the Wei. Just in another way.

“A treatise on the production and development of farmland, to make better use of water flow via distant water sources, utilized by farmers in the southern region of the Shen,” the First Prince of the Shen said, gesturing at the document—beautifully illustrated, penned, and bound—as it was unrolled. “We have, of course, mundane copies for distribution to your personnel.”

“A note, drawing upon stockpiles of food, purchased and enroute to your kingdom from a variety of northern kingdoms.” This one, Wu Ying paid a little more attention to. After all, he had some hand in this, he and Yang Mu having worked together to develop the merchant connections, the purchase of foodstuff from the wetter, less drought-ridden northern states to move excess foods downward. Even going so far as to tap into some kingdom stockpiles. “Enough for two thousand wagonloads of rice, wheat, millet, and soybeans.”

This gift roused a degree of consideration and excitement that other, more illustrious gifts had failed to. Wagonloads of food that could feed a populace—or an army, perhaps—was of greater excitement than parades of jewelry, furniture, and other cultivation instruments or documents. The letters of commerce were received with deep bows from the Ministers flanking the king, who went so far as to offer a deep bow of acceptance as well.

The King of the Cai, Cai Meng Dai, was a soldier in both dress and demeanor. Though he wore robes of state, they were darkened and threaded with dark gold and platinum, a scalemail work of exquisite quality beneath the entire setup. He carried a massive dao by his side, a weapon that even sheathed rang through the spirit realms with its presence, a cutting tool that had long soaked itself in the by-products of war and slaughter.

A big man, like the battle lord he was supposed to be. Instinct told Wu Ying that the body, the figure, before him was only partly true—an extension of the dao that consumed his aura, that strained even now to take over the tent. If not for the quiet contention of the other Nascent Soul cultivators, it would have dominated the surroundings. He was a conqueror, a ruler, one driven to consume all, and his body—a warlord’s body—had been reshaped to suit the purpose.

Long hair, bound in tight weaves, a beard that had been threaded and carefully oiled. Not too long, such that one could easily grasp it, but manicured and well-kept and glossy, as befitted his station. Enchanted scalemail, enchanted weapon, even the cloak and boots and belt, all magical instruments crafted by the greatest of their people. They shone with unrestrained power, much like their owner, with nary a portion devoted to anything but death and destruction and protection of the one who would bring such tragedy with his coming.

Staring at the man who spoke so casually, who accepted present after present with quiet equanimity, Wu Ying could not help but wonder how peace with him could even be envisioned. Cai Wen Ding was a taotei in human form, his hunger for new lands, new territory, and the people within them unending. There would not, could not, ever be an end to his desires.

Wu Ying could not envision it, but he was not either of the princes. He was no member of the government, no architect of the negotiations or the greater strategy that saw the development of kingdoms. Perhaps there could not be any final peace, but if the man were diverted to other lands, for a few years, a few decades—perhaps it was enough. Though his own hunger was unending, his armies and his men were not. The King of Cai had bled his people, his conquered lands, dry. His armies were weary, his populace depleted after losing so many in years before. Recovery could happen, but it was a matter of generations. Additional years of war might harden his armies, but at the core, their numbers could only shrink.

Or perhaps not.

Given enough victories, he might conquer enough new land, purchase enough slaves to fill his armies, staff his farms, and maintain his infrastructure. Offered sufficient time, some of his men might ascend further, become more than just Core Formation cultivators.

The farmer within Wu Ying, seeing the root of the King of Cai, desired to weed it now. Tear out the choking grasp of the hungry, invasive plant before it killed all others. Never mind that it might drain the earth of resources before long, never mind that one could place wooden walls to block its progress rather than struggle to uproot it. This was a problem that needed dealing with, and his hand itched to act immediately.

But he was only, in the end, a farmer. He could cultivate his gardens, understand the growth and flow of simple things like that. The management of a kingdom was greater than he could envision, than he had been taught. His choices, his desires, were the choices and actions of a man whose only responsibility was to himself and his family. Perhaps, at best, his village.

An attack now, a failed battle, would see the upset of thousands of fates, perhaps even millions. The loss of the King of Cai would upset the delicate balance of nations, see armies from neighboring kingdoms flooding in to take control of freed lands. The destruction of a kingdom was never simple, the ramifications greater than a plant removed.

No matter how noxious.

As another gift was brought in on a platter of steel and iron, the king turned his gaze toward Wu Ying. He met the wind cultivator’s gaze, something dark and ferocious gleaming there, something hungry and eager. A challenge, as though he had sensed Wu Ying’s own thoughts. And then, the prince was speaking, and his gaze turned back.

“…robes made of Frozen Moth Silk, a particular blend by our court weavers, which is cool in the summer and warm during the winter, such that one is always comfortable. So light that one would not even notice wearing it, even as the smoothness caresses one’s skin like one’s favorite courtesan’s flesh.”

More gifts. And all the while, Fa Yuan murmured, totaling up the numbers, highlighting reactions. Or she would have.

“Nothing. Still bored. They were more excited about the chest of gold, which I fear they intend to take to finance their wars. There’s maybe a slight reaction to the paints from the guard in the back, and one of the Ministers is mildly interested in the robes; but it’s all too mild. We might as well be negotiating with monks.”

And that was the reason for the variety, the careful offerings that had been planned between each group. They had not wished to even hint at the idea of war, so the idea of passing on weapons had been discarded. Yet it was clear the Cai were all of a single mind. Which…

“It’s unusual. This is where Yang Mu would be useful. In the future, we’ll need her to see what she can find. Maybe some of the others have sensed more,” Fa Yuan continued. “There is, there should be, more variance. It’s as though they are all of the same mind, and that should not be.”

Even their own kingdom, their own sect, was made of factions. Such single-mindedness, such fanaticism, was unusual. Strange and disturbing, especially among cultivators. For such a singularity of purpose, it spoke of daos that had been twisted, perhaps, or cultivation techniques that were forbidden. Heretical works that linked one to another, like dual cultivation, but more closely intertwined. Heretical and dangerous and highly imbalanced.

“Connections. We really do need her, don’t we. Did she not catch a glimpse, when they were coming?” Wu Ying asked, doubt running through him now.

“She never said.” Not that Fa Yuan needed to tell him that. He had been in on that conversation, after all. He understood that his lover might wish to confirm matters. Her dao, her understanding, was still nascent. She was still growing to grasp the reins of her enlightenment. The distance had been far, and what he suspected now, what she might have to confirm—he doubted she had time to set up the necessary means to tell.

Perhaps someone else might know. His gaze shifted, rested on his Sect Head, on the Patriarchs at his side. The old men, his seniors in matters of cultivation. Again, Wu Ying felt keenly his lack of experience, his youth. Compared to the weathered old men, who had seen so much and studied so deeply and long, he was a neophyte. Powerful, but like a child with that power.

Time passed, with no hints, though he spent his time watching. Listening. The gifts from their kingdoms came and went, packed away. The Cai took center stage, their own offerings now on display. First, chests of gold and silver, jewels pouring out of them in large winnows of glitter and glory.

“Paltry. Especially for an opening offer. Gold and jewels carry no significance, require no thought and offer little sacrifice on their part. For an opening gift, it is at best, acceptable.” Fa Yuan’s lips worked. “What this means will depend on the next to be offered.”

Wu Ying nodded, and he could detect minor notes of annoyance among the gathered personages. Not among the higher-level cultivators—at least, not physically, for they had mastered their physical responses. Among those in the lower stages, those who had pushed forward only via the intake of pills and spirit stones, their reactions were less guarded. Even among the higher cultivators, flickers in their auras and micro expression changes were just as telling.

Chests of gold and jewels were taken away after ritual and cold thanks were offered. Cai Meng Dai—his official name to be used in this negotiation—gestured again, and the next set of gifts was brought forth. This caused an audible susurration as they made their appearance.

“These are just a few of the hundred such works that we have prepared. The others are outside”—he made another gesture to where wagons rolled out of the distant fort, tarps laid over the contents to shield them from weather—“and will be delivered to your people. The Cai have long been famed for our crossbows, for the distance and strength of our ranged units. In hopes of finding equal ground with our valued allies of Shen and Wei, we offer this small gift.”

The man’s eyes glittered with humor, as though he had found much to be amused by. As Wu Ying pondered the reason, Fa Yuan mused out loud through their private channel.

“Weapons of war. An interesting choice. It could be a sign that the warlike Cai are seeking to divest themselves of their warlike ways, an indicator of their willingness to take part in the peace process fullheartedly. It could be a subtle threat, that they have sufficient stores of weapons and armor to conduct war if matters fail, even after gifting us all this.” A small smile graced her lips. “More subtlety in this than one would have expected, I see.”

“It could be a rebuke of our own abilities. A discarding of older, less useful weaponry,” Yin Xue grumped.

Wu Ying saw the princes looking at one another as they handled the weapons. Even without touching them, he could tell these in the tent were superlative weapons. They utilized multiple levers and cranks, were made of powerful spirit bone and hide and tendons, such that they might be strung tighter than a normal crossbow. A weapon of war, to be used by mortals to kill cultivators.

“Ah, I see the shape of their plans,” Fa Yuan murmured. “They seek to split us. See how he gifts the crossbows to us as a whole. Desirable weapons, but who takes them and in what proportions? He does not offer enough for more than one battalion, and so we must fight over it.”

They kept the crossbows, one for each of the First Princes by their side. Unstrung and uncocked, of course. A small number of bolts, exquisitely crafted, were placed beside them in the wooden boxes that had contained the gifts.

Wu Ying’s wind returned, answering a question he had asked of it.

“No bolts. They offer crossbows without bolts,” he murmured, adding to the information and assessment Fa Yuan offered.

A small, subtle nod felt through the winds. No more time to speak, as the next gifts were presented.

Another hundred suits of armor, magnificently made, burnished and without the Cai’s own insignia. After that, a single ballista, a weapon of war meant to destroy walls and pin cavalry or a single cultivator alike. A magnificent steed, a spirit beast that had been raised and trained in the royal stables. It stood at the Core Formation stage, a creature whose every movement, every line spoke of its noble ancestry and the care taken in its breeding and training.

The creature created a minor stir, much like the foo dog among all the princes. Desire sparked in their eyes as they stared at it, hungry to own the magnificent creature. This was a gift worthy of princes and kingdoms. A single gift, while multiple princes and important personages stood on the other side.

“Weapons of war. Gifts of conflict. And a wedge, intent on being driven between us.” Fa Yuan exhaled, gently. “Now we see the shape of the coming conflict.”


Chapter 28

The conflict began that night, the first sally by the King of Cai successful. The argument was conducted quietly, behind words of veiled intention and careful insistence between tentative allies. Egos, grown rampant and watered by bureaucrats and courtiers over decades, now clashed as they sought to lay claim to gifts they considered theirs.

Even cultivators, supposedly wiser and above such things, looked with avarice at the gifts that had arrived. They ranged in quantity and quality, from a dao of Saint-like sharpness and killing intent, to a pi—a lance—that cut the air itself as it was wielded, gifting steed and rider greater speed, to a ji that was made from, of all things, an oar. Yet the water-imbued dao within made the halberd perfect for use on a boat. The king had even related a story about its last wielder being saved from drowning, as the ji drew its wielder to the surface, clad in full armor as he might be.

Pills and even a few cultivation manuals were available, though of more interest were the martial styles that had been passed on. These manuals and styles were from defeated kingdoms, from sects that had been destroyed by the Cai; a not so subtle indication of what would happen to those they opposed.

And yet…such sect works, prized by the vanquished cultivators, had been the mainstay of their organization. It had been what allowed the formation of their sect, the core teachings that had once sustained dozens if not hundreds of cultivators. Such works could be useful for expanding the teachings of any sect, illuminating flaws in their own work, or to provide—especially in the case of the Six Gates and the Verdant Green Waters—cultivation methods for non-core members.

No surprise then, that contention was fierce.

“Look at this letter, from the First Prince’s uncle.” Fa Yuan held up the document, waving it around with distaste. “‘We seek no more than what is due, for our great and glorious kingdom, standing before the might of the Cai that we have joined hands together to meet and contend against.’ It continues, in much that vein.” She shook her head. “Not even subtle about it.”

“That is for the princes to handle, is it not?” Wu Ying asked, sprawled as he was on the ground, picking at the snacks they had set aside. The moon had descended long ago, the stars wheeling along in the sky as the world turned, the next morning approaching. And still, all parties were penning letters, negotiators and diplomats working long into the night doing battle with ink and perfumed paper. “Can we not put this aside till next week? Are we not playing into their hands?”

“Oh, we could,” Fa Yuan said. “We should.”

“But they won’t,” Yang Mu murmured, her hands shifting over a tableside sand garden, raking the earth smooth again. “They understand, of course, that they are being played. They are no fools. But they are arrogant. They believe they can play their games and still come out ahead. They see the trap but feel they are smart enough to sidestep it. More than that, the king’s trap is well made. Suited for our princes and them alone.”

“What do you mean?” Wu Ying said, frowning.

“Success or failure, the negotiation gifts will not be returned. What has been gifted cannot be retrieved—unless by force of arms. And then there is no guarantee it will not be destroyed in the meantime, nor would the lion’s share be the prince’s in that case. The army, the generals, we would have a greater claim if it came to war. If items did not just…disappear.” Fa Yuan chuckled a little, waggling her finger where a storage ring sat. Easy enough to keep a few extra items and call them destroyed. “But these gifts, they are marked for the kingdoms. As the negotiating party, the leaders of these embassies, the princes have first choice.”

“So they can take the gifts for themselves, if they can have them allocated to their kingdom,” Wu Ying said.

“Not only that, they must report in soon to the true rulers,” Yang Mu said, softly.

“Their fathers.”

“Yes. What they can negotiate for their kingdoms now would highlight their contributions and cast a favorable light upon them,” Yang Mu said. “This first day, this first missive—it is of utmost importance. It will set the tone for any news that might come after, and so they will strive to create the best perception possible.”

“Which means getting as many of the gifts as possible.” The wind cultivator sighed, pushed the plate of snacks away, and waved a hand at the teacup that was just too far out of his reach. It levitated over to him and he sipped the drink, continuing, “Then, what you mean to say is that the King of Cai understands all too well the fractures in our group. What do you think he will do tomorrow?”

“What do you think?” Yin Xue asked, grumpily. He was scanning through missives too, but sitting just a little away from the others. Every once in a while, a new spirit message would float through an open window and deposit itself onto the pile, where the group would pass it among themselves. “He’s going to take us for everything that he’s worth. Did you not see him?” Yin Xue shook his head. “What we’re doing talking, rather than raising armies and crushing his kingdom, I do not understand.”

Wu Ying could not help but blink, hearing his own thoughts echoed. “You sound certain that’s the best choice.”

“I am. How could you not be?” Yin Xue snorted, tossed the paper over to Yang Mu, and added, as an aside, “His Ministers are trying to arrange side meetings already.”

“Of course. I’m sure I’ll receive my own invitations soon enough,” she said, serenely, as she scanned the document. “Sister, we should make sure to watch those who receive missives today most carefully.”

“The Right Guardian and I will be watching.”

“Could not containing him, letting him bleed out with other battles, not suit the kingdom better?” Wu Ying asked.

“I am surprised to hear you say that,” Yin Xue said. “Do you not care for his citizens? For the soldiers who will surely die? His and those other kingdoms’. What would your ‘friend’ say, to condemn others so easily to die for you?”

“I ask as an Elder of the Verdant Green Waters Sect, as a son of Shen,” Wu Ying said, coldly. “What I believe, what I think is right, differs from what a kingdom must decide.” He paused, then shrugged. “Or at least, what it should consider before acting. I am not the Sect Head, I am not the princes. I cannot say what they should do.”

“You’re not wrong,” Fa Yuan said, approvingly. “Thinking of what is best, for the kingdom and the sect, and not what we ourselves would prefer is the first step toward statesmanship. Stepping outside our biases is how we can manage—”

“Manipulate,” Yin Xue interjected.

“—others. Ah Ying is not wrong to consider if we cannot weaken the Cai by playing for peace. Even if by a few more years, as the drought continues to drain them. If they cannot come west, they must try elsewhere.”

“Cold.” Yin Xue nodded to Fa Yuan. “To be expected, from the esteemed Fairy. Not what I expected from the farmer.” He shrugged. “But remember, ‘On desperate ground, fight7.’ If you put the Cai’s back to the river, they will fight all the more fiercely.”

“You think it better to do battle now, when they are just beginning to struggle? Or have only recently found equilibrium?” Yang Mu asked, curiously.

“I think we should be speaking with allies. For the Cai are the ground of intersecting highways8.”

“Perhaps.” Fa Yuan shrugged. “It is, in the end, not our choice to make. Unless you intend to attack the king yourself?” A single arched eyebrow, and then she moved on before Yin Xue could answer her. Not that his answer was ever in question. “Tomorrow, I expect they intend to exploit our division further. How they do so depends on whether they wish to wage an extended campaign or not.” A slight nod to Yin Xue, to use his military terms.

“And if they do not?” Wu Ying asked, curiously.

“They will push, harder. Create division among us, shatter the alliance such that we cannot trust one another, and then press the end of the negotiation while we fight within, using our disparate desires to gain the advantage.”

“And what do they want?” Wu Ying muttered. “I thought, perhaps, it might be food. Yet, their reactions…their people…”

“You do not believe they care about their peasantry?” Yang Mu said, understanding immediately his thoughts. At his muttered agreement, she pursed her lips. “I cannot say you are wrong. What I have gleaned—and I must admit, it is little enough from here—speaks of a people uncommonly dedicated to the aggrandizement of their nation. Even if it is at the suffering of their people.”

“They’d trade nationalism for full purses and proper clothing?” Yin Xue said with a snort.

“In a way, yes. Perhaps not to the point of death, but to hunger? To fewer coins?” Yang Mu raised a hand, as though weighing some unknown quantity. “They whisper while walking their walls, while riding their horses on the hunt, of lesser kingdoms and lesser people. How great the Cai are, to have driven away all demonic and spirit beasts. How they have tamed the wilderness, with flame and bolt and spear.”

“They’ve destroyed their state, drawn every resource they can, leaving it withered and dead,” Wu Ying said, unhappily. The winds had spoken to him, told him of what they sensed as they blew over the state of Cai. Of hunger and drought, of lands parched and fields untended, for their men were at forts and armies, training. Irrigation works, once built by past kings, abandoned and worn. Most of all, of vast fields of forests stripped of their ancient trees, of beasts missing as their flesh and bone and antlers were plundered for meat and hide and pills. “All to keep that engine of war running.”

“Exactly. The aggrandizement, the expansion of their kingdom. They seek to grow, always. To put everyone under their sway.” Yang Mu opened her hands. “Everything else is just a benefit to those plans.”

“Again, why we should attack them now,” Yin Xue muttered.

“Straightforward objectives and desires are always preferable. It makes manipulating an opponent simpler. In this case, we need only negotiate to get them what they want—time, to do battle with their enemies in the east. To continue their wars there.” Fa Yuan pursed her lips. “You had notes, I believe, about their purchases? Their requests from the merchant groups from our kingdoms and elsewhere?”

“Here.” Yang Mu handed over the documents after sorting through the pile beside her. “I’ve added additional commentary on the information you and the Right Guardian shared with me.”

“Thank you, as always, sister.” Fa Yuan’s smile flickered up and disappeared as she perused the information again. “I’ll pass this on to the princes, try to emphasize their objectives and current preparations.” She sighed. “As much as they’ll listen, at least.”

Wu Ying knew what was in those documents. Further confirmation that the Cai were gearing up for war, that they were readying themselves to do battle. Worryingly, with armies so close to the Wei—or the Cai’s northern border. Impossible to tell, which way they would go.

“If they push to end it fast, now. With so much of their strength here, I feel they would. They must, or else their wars in the east will suffer. But if not…” A single eyebrow raised, as Wu Ying asked his martial sister for her assessment. She knew the politics better, she and Yang Mu.

“You have been taught this, have you not?” Fa Yuan murmured. “Surely you know.”

“I can guess.”

“Then guess.”

He let out a huff, looked over to Yang Mu for help. She shook her head, refusing to step in. Perhaps she too believed that he needed to try. Yin Xue just looked amused as he finished reading the missive and placed it aside. Eventually, he spoke.

“If they try to manage this negotiation slowly, over the months we arranged for, it will be highly manipulative. They’ll wear us away, give and take minor gifts and bribes like this. They will try to split us, perhaps even add side negotiations.” Wu Ying frowned. “The Wei’s greatest concern is if we choose to ally with the Cai directly, to turn on them. Caught between the two of us, they would be crushed. A slow negotiation is in the Cai’s best interest, if they can split our alliance sufficiently so that such a threat was believable. Then the Wei would rush the negotiation, offer more to end it and separate us. Bind the alliance more firmly.”

“Very good,” Fa Yuan said. “In many ways, a drawn-out diplomatic negotiation benefits the Cai most of all. They can locate the points of weakness in our fragile new alliance. But as you said, the current external environment for them is less than optimal. They have brought individuals of great strength here, and have weakened their armies to do so. Their king’s ability and dao gives their people strength, their cultivation practices…”

“Those.” Yang Mu’s grimace was pained as she spoke, now that it came up. “That cultivation style.” She fished in a pouch. Tossed it over. Wu Ying caught it, looked at the slim document and its title. “The Gathering Flame.” A poetic name for the cultivation method. He scanned it, noted that it was only for the opening of Energy Storage meridians. No surprise, after all, because who needed a Body Cleansing cultivation work when Yellow Emperor technique was widely available? But this one…

“It’s beginning to ally the cultivation with…others? It’s a combined cultivation method. Works best in groups,” Wu Ying said, noting how the aura was already utilized, combined. It was open in a specific direction, a specific focused gap during the cultivation. Vulnerable, if one knew of it. Dangerous, but it also allowed another to aid with that cultivation, to speed it up. “Dangerous.”

“Very much so,” Yang Mu said. “I believe they can force meridian openings, during the cultivation process, with the right circumstances and individuals in place. Even contain the damage, of those meridians that should not be opened. Doing so does create fractures, weaknesses in their overall cultivation base. Deposits impurities in their dantian, cracks in their cultivation. You might have sensed some of it.”

Yin Xue was, surprisingly, the first to nod. “Even their attendants are off. Their meridians leak energy, but they are patched with chi. Demonic chi.” He touched his replacement eye. “It’s well hidden. I don’t think most could sense it, even with other…advantages.” He looked at Wu Ying, who shook his head, never having noticed it. He had, after all, kept his attention on the Core Formation cultivators and the king through the day, the Ministers and those who might be a major threat. “Their Core Formation cultivators are the same. And their king…”

“Demonic?” Wu Ying frowned. “Surely we would have sensed it.”

“Unorthodox. He mixes them both, so much so that he comes out smelling like roses. But truth is, he’s using demonic chi, just like me.” Yin Xue made a face. “It’s probably why he has progressed so far and is able to do what he can. No orthodox sect would accept such a cultivation method.” He nodded to the manual that Wu Ying still held. “It’s not something he gives to his people either.”

“So. Control and empowerment, even connections,” Wu Ying said, then rubbed his face. “How did we not know all this?”

“The cultivation method is not entirely known to us,” Fa Yuan said. “We managed to acquire copies before we arrived. It was unusual, but not unique. Other kingdoms have done as much in the past. Many have fallen when the number of those above fall off too far, for it relies too heavily on external aid. An upside-down scaffold, where if too many of the pieces below are removed, it crashes down.”

Yin Xue nodded, and Wu Ying could see how it might be. Yet his martial sister was not done.

“The patching, the constant outpouring of that king’s soul to help rectify such issues, that was not known.” She grimaced as she looked at Yin Xue. “Your gifts are not common, after all. As for the king…we have never had someone be so close.”

“Still, something like this…”

“Rumors,” Yang Mu replied, softly. “We had rumors. Though we might listen to the whispers, we cannot make assumptions. Only plan for it, if it’s true. And your government…” She sighed. “They ignored any such rumors.”

“If it’s demonic chi…” Wu Ying trailed off, staring into space. “Can we, should we, do something?”

“Demonic isn’t dark,” Yin Xue said, warningly. “You can utilize demonic chi without succumbing to baser impulses.”

“I never meant…”

“I know what you mean.”

Tension grew between the pair, Yin Xue’s scaled fist clenching tight. Wu Ying turned a little away, not wishing to pursue the matter.

“So we were willfully blind to the possibilities of the king’s use. And now we are scrambling a little. He has the advantage, in the negotiations, in what he has gifted us. He can set the pace, and we can only hope that he is not just wasting our time or planning something else.”

“And if he is?” Yang Mu said, amused. “Do we care? Do you?”

“Beyond the war he might bring?” Wu Ying said.

“Do not be a fool. We should fight him, yes, but he will not want to fight us. Already, he has others seeking his demise in the north and east.” Yin Xue said. “He cannot afford two wars.”

Fa Yuan grimaced, her words soft and tired as she caught another missive.

“Can he not?”


Chapter 29

The next morning there were dark shadows beneath the eyes of a lot of the younger cultivators. The start of the negotiations that day happened more quickly, with only simple announcements for those entering the building this time, and only then for the most notable of individuals. If they had to formally announce everyone, with full lists of titles and honors, it would never end. And so practicality gave way to formality.

All for the best, as far as Wu Ying was concerned.

Ensconced behind the Fourth Prince, Wu Ying listened to the carefully worded arguments. It had been hours, and only now were they getting around to opening positions. Beyond, of course, the initial statement of intent—that all parties looked for a lasting peace. Yet the negotiations would break or succeed in the details.

A simple thing, made complex by disparate and varying needs.

“The Cai disagree to the wording of ‘reparations’ for the gold that is to be returned, especially for border villages that had, traditionally, been part of the lands of the expanded Cai nationality,” the Minister seated across from the Fourth Prince was saying, waving a hand at the document presented before him.

Wu Ying mentally groaned, but kept his face smooth. Yes, wording was a complex issue. But what was considered the final border between Wei and Cai? For the Cai were not traditionally part of this land, having conquered the kingdom that the Wei had bordered, the former nation state of Gu. A smaller kingdom, but one that had—traditionally—been allied to the Wei. Their borders, because of the intermixing and marriage of nobles, had been somewhat less firm. A fine situation, where barons might not care about the specifics of which party owned what portion of a forest. More problematic now, leading to the current area of contention before him.

Then, of course, there was the discussion between the First Princes and the king.

“Signing this spiritual contract is acceptable. I, the King of Cai, will sign it myself. That is the only way forward, is it not?” Meng Dai was firm, focused as he spoke. The cup in his hand moved with each expansive gesture, the tea never managing to spill as he did so. “But your kings must sign it. Both of them.”

“Impossible,” Prince Shen Qi, First Prince of Shen, objected immediately. Of course they would object. Doing so would harm their cultivation base, place a burden upon themselves, and hinder their progress. Furthermore, this war was far away from the Shen’s borders.

“My father would object…” the First Prince of Wei replied too, his voice soft, gentle. Cultured, but no less firm. “He is old. Such a burden would be too great…”

So, more negotiations. More discussions.

And there, another portion of the talks, another point to fight over and find a way through somehow: the Wei father-in-law on the other end, in conversation with another Minister from the Cai. Holding court on the exact assurances, the wording of the document that would be negotiated and, most importantly, the kind of goods that would be offered. Another complex discussion, for what each wanted as repayment could be expansive, and the timing as well.

Reparations, timing, and the terminology used; the admission of wrongdoing or the denial of it; the method to enforce the peace, the assurances that might be made, and the payments for minor breaches; penalties and methods to continue communication when aforementioned minor breaches occurred in the future. After all, no one wanted to inflict a spiritual wound upon themselves because of an overenthusiastic border guard or a lieutenant who led their cavalry across the wrong border.

No, all these aspects had to be discussed, argued, put into writing, shaped so that the final document and the intent of all parties were shaped correctly. An agreement between two people might be handled by a handshake, but when it took into account nations and daos, details mattered.

Or so Wu Ying was led to believe by the talk below. He was, thankfully, not required to put his own cultivation base to test here. His job was only to listen, to gauge, to guard. Watch for betrayal and offer what little insight on the individuals he might find. All down the long table, all across the open-air tent and outside, in the gardens, he let the winds talk to him.

“The Haunting Bridge Forest stretches a hundred and eighty li into our domain, and sixty li into ours. We have never, of course, managed to journey deep within, because of the forest’s guardians. Are you willing to accept the borders of the forest as the buffer area between our people and call the forest itself neutral ground?”

“Yes, but what of logging? We have five villages along the borders, all of which utilize logging to some extent as part of their existence. Two of those villages make their living entirely from the trees, floating trunks downriver…”

“Well, about that….”

A discussion between two bureaucrats, the Shen not invited.

“Those crossbows you sent, beautiful weapons.”

“Pride of the Cai.”

“Not many bolts. We’d be interested in buying more. Maybe hiring some of your crossbow makers for a few months.”

“Ah, the bolts we can sell. The craftsmen are not possible.”

“Not the Masters, of course…”

More negotiations, between soldiers now, but no less heated in their own way.

“I did not expect to see an orthodox member of the Shen willing to embrace practicality, like you.” A cup of wine offered to Yin Xue where they stood, watching their own people.

“Practicality?” Yin Xue said, taking the cup from the speaker.

“Of course. Use what you can to advance, of course,” one of the Core Formation cultivators from the vanguard spoke. Teeth like a shark, like a demon, turned to Yin Xue. “How did you find integrating the chi?”

“Difficult.”

“Mmm, it would be, with a fire demon. Your sect has too much water for it…”

Interest perked, Yin Xue turned more fully.

A dozen, a hundred, conversations and glances cast one way or the other. His spiritual senses extended, as each of these soldiers, each bureaucrat and servant and noble, spoke through the day. Seeking division, seeking weakness, seeking advantage.

And Wu Ying, standing behind the Fourth Prince, tried not to fall asleep.

***

Lunch was a formal, elaborate affair, with dishes that were as much works of delicate art as meals. The food brought forth was cooked in an open-air kitchen not far from the negotiating tent, the cooks’ actions overseen by multiple guards and cultivators. Poison testers, as well as the cooks themselves, checked over the workings long before they were served, a variety of cultivation techniques and tools utilized to ensure the safety and security of the dishes.

Wu Ying and the other cultivators on guard stood aside and watched the dishes being consumed, a delicate dance this first day. Later, foodstuff would be sent from their own buildings to feed them, when the guards were replaced by others. In the meantime, he could only watch in silence as the meal continued.

Jellies in white and green and blue, carefully formed and decorated with petals and tulips and roots, reminiscent of well-known geographic features.

A hundred-year chicken soup, so clear and clean that one could see the beautiful porcelain beneath, the dish itself so thin it was nearly translucent, a work of a master craftsman.

Spirit vegetables, steamed and then stir-fried with just a touch of oil, the moisture within the plants breaking free, the entire dish temperature controlled by the infusion of a dao so that when the dark green gailan were bitten into, they crunched with the sweet sound of fresh and ripe vegetables. Mushrooms, four different kinds, intermixed, the entire dish glowing with the contained spiritual energy of their origins.

Freshwater fish, baked in clay and salt and left in the earth to cook over coals for a day, stuffed with herbs, with a sprinkling of ginger and garlic slices along the outside. When served, the pieces of fish could be split and plated with a single serving spoon.

And those were the common dishes, not the more exquisite ones that involved rare spirit beasts, exotic plant roots and stems, or the towering confection that was dessert. A dessert that even now the chefs worked on out of sight, but not out of sense.

So many dishes that the meal itself took hours to serve, taste, consume, for the eaters to digest and discuss. Food was not just a method of sustenance, not in such a place. It was an entire event, a showcase of culture and expertise, of wealth and worthiness. To rush the meal and the discussion within was bad taste. During such a meal, one could gain an understanding of the speakers, the players.

The King of Cai, barely paying attention to the meal as it arrived, asked for additional portions of those with greater stores of chi and barely touched the other dishes.

The First Prince of Wei, a vegetarian who delicately ate his meals, listened with strained patience to the King of Cai regale him with stories of his battles.

The princes of Shen, both of them, ate careful portions, only ever touching the food after their guards had tasted and checked over each meal again in front of them. Ru Yuan, the Fourth Prince, quietly tolerant; the First Prince not even noticing the constant flow of security.

The Patriarch of Six Flags, perhaps the greediest of the group, happily floated dishes that were half eaten or barely touched out of servants’ hands so he could have second or third portions, ignoring the protests and scandalized looks and mutterings about utter waste. A real fan of the seafood dishes.

A long lunch, where conversations revolved around meals and cuisines, and the slow process of bonding together.

Finally, it came to an end and the negotiations began once more.

Wu Ying exited soon after, when everything had settled, offering a nod to Elder Hsu as the man took his station. He stayed away only long enough for a quick meal, taking only a moment to relax, settle his mind, and go through his forms to wake himself before he returned to his duties.

More hours of boredom, more careful discussion. When one group finished, having come to a tentative agreement, the said document was passed on to the next individual in line. They too had to review the matter, understand the details, then add their own viewpoint—whether it was military, bureaucratic, political, or cultivator—and make amendments to that portion of the agreement that were required. Of course, at that point, new discussion and negotiation was necessary.

Add in the fact that there were not two parties involved but three—though only technically two, since the Wei and Shen kingdoms were supposedly working together—and the entire negotiation process moved at a snail’s pace. Even when the major parties—the king and princes—were directly involved, no singular agreement was made; at best, a rough idea of what each party might be willing to consider was all that seemed to have been agreed upon.

To Wu Ying, listening to the various conversations, it felt like the groups circled one another, well outside of measure. They might test one another’s basic reactions, their likelihood to react to feints, the speed and steadiness of their footwork, even perhaps stepping briefly into range to attempt to score a touch—but it was all wary. All a game. Like a sparring duel in a rink, where points were utilized to determine the winner, and the battle could be fought over and over again.

When late tea was called and the group adjourned to the exterior, the wind cultivator let out a tiny breath of relief at last.

Holding a cup of tea in hand, waving away the heavier trays of refreshment, Wu Ying drifted along the outer edges of the gathering. He watched as those Elders more deeply embedded in the discussions were drawn into further talks. His martial sister, the Sect Head, even Yin Xue were targeted by their counterparts, and often by those individuals they had not spoken to earlier.

“It is all rather dull, is it not?” A thready and tired voice cut through the hubbub, even as a bubble of chi hindered others from seeing or listening in on them.

“Patriarch Yi.” Wu Ying turned and clasped his hands around his teacup, bowing. “I had not noticed your presence.”

“Hah! No wonder you’re not part of that group, if you lie so poorly,” the Patriarch of the Eight Stanzas said with a snort. He tapped the ground with his cane, sending gentle pulses of chi through the surroundings, as he had been doing the entire day. Checking on the formations and letting the reflections give him greater understanding of the world around.

“The Patriarch is wise.”

“Ooooh, much better.” The man wrinkled his nose. “Now stop it. If I wanted to speak with a politician, I’d let any of those children approach.”

Wu Ying turned his attention to those around them, realizing he had missed the subtle twitches in chi, the urgings of aura being swiftly utilized. The Patriarch wielded his control of his chi and aura like a scalpel, driving the attention of those who might approach away by twisting their emotions or blocking their view. It was a subtle working of light and illusion that was individualized to each target, and thus breathtakingly complex.

“My apologies. I am surprised, however, Patriarch, that you are not part of the negotiations. Are the Eight Stanzas not a sect that focuses upon the utilization of words?”

“Poems and stories. Words to paint pictures, where pictures fail. Talismans and formations are some of our specialties too, of course. Because what are formations and their structuring but sentences themselves, in another language?” A tight smile. “That is why we are not allowed to participate.”

“Not allowed? They fear your skill?” Wu Ying’s gaze flicked around the group, then he turned to the Patriarch to see if there was any reaction. The man just snorted.

“No, because we understand what words are. And where they must, by virtue of being language itself, fail.”

Wu Ying allowed his mystification to show.

“The Dao cannot be bound by simple words. That is the first and foremost truth that we hold dear,” Patriarch Yi intoned. “The second truth, that human will cannot be bound by oaths, which are but words themselves.” He inclined his head. “A further corollary, which we allow our students to learn at their own pace, is that human greed and desire is what often pushes such acts.”

“Yet you told me this.”

“You’re not my student, now, are you?” A flicker of a smile. “Nor are you some ink-wet, fingernails-stained youngling who cannot differentiate a metaphor from an allegory.”

“The Patriarch is very kind.”

“I am. And you’re a bared blade that has drawn much attention. Not today, but in a few days, you’ll be challenged. Do you know what you intend when that happens?”

“What can I offer, if I am but a bared blade?” Wu Ying shrugged.

“What, indeed.” A tilt of his head, and the old man looked up from bushy brows. “But a metaphor can be taken too far, a passage read wrongly. Sometimes, the best passages are those that are subtle, don’t you agree?”

The wind cultivator was at a loss for words. He peered at the older man, unsure of what he wanted from him. Ignoring Wu Ying, the Patriarch released the bubble of chi, tamped down again hard with his cane, and sent a ripple of chi outward, cracking multiple illusion formations around them. He smiled even as spies and guards alike started, reveling in the chaos as he then tromped away, muttering about rude cultivators.

Leaving the wind cultivator to feel like he had been caught in a whirlwind himself. An unusual proposition, for one who was the wind.


Chapter 30

“Will you honor us with an exchange of pointers?”

Three days. Three interminable days, thankfully and finally broken up as the guards were reduced. The initial fear of betrayal had faded, the Cai seeming to truly want to negotiate in good faith. Oh, it did not stop them from manipulating the meetings such that the Shen and Wei delegations spent hours long into the night arguing positions after the official hours were over, but it was all expected.

Three days, and Wu Ying and the other cultivators finally mixed. The army generals, the core members of the Cai vanguard, were released from discussions they had no direct influence over. To amuse themselves, to pass the time and continue cultivating relationships, harried bureaucrats arranged drinks, games, scholarly pursuits, and more for them.

In the early morning, Yang Mu, the Golden Merchant, had abandoned him, immediately drawn to the side by a group of merchants from Cai who sought to open up new markets, and presented with gifts and feted with drinks and delicacies alike.

Leaving him prey for those who sought him out.

“My apologies, my attention was elsewhere.” Wu Ying turned to the group of Cai merchants, offering them a small and tightly contained smile. “You were saying, gentlemen?”

“Will you exchange pointers with us? We have heard the blade of the Verdant Gatherer is particularly puissant.” The voice came from the same merchant who had first interrupted him, who was surprisingly not the largest of the group, physically. Nor was he the whipcord-lean shape of the one on his left with a duelist’s build: long limbs and thin body. The speaker was, other than the scar that ran along his chin, only partly hidden by the full beard, the most ordinary member of the rough-looking Cai vanguard.

That is, he was ordinary if Wu Ying was intent on only seeing the surface. Because beneath his skin, the man pulsed with suppressed energy. His aura burned with it, a barely contained flame hot enough to scorch the world if it was released. To Wu Ying’s senses, it seemed as though an interlinking haze of wind and flame joined the group together, their auras intermingling with long familiarity and openness, and fed his. Earth to ground and channel the flame and wood to fuel it, in the larger and thinner of the pair, respectively.

A good trio, though a little unbalanced. Then again, perhaps this level of imbalance was desired among the Cai, who only sought conquest rather than growth.

“Ah, that is a pity,” Wu Ying said, his face falling as he replied.

“A pity?” Slight irritation in the man’s voice.

“Well, because, Cultivator…?”

“Colonel Lang.”

“Because, Colonel Lang, I had hoped we were about to discuss my specialty.” Wu Ying gestured around them at the gardens he had retreated to. These were not the kind he was particularly familiar with, being planted and tended and grown for aesthetics more than practicality. Flowers, climbing vines, hedges, and shrubbery that would not be used for cultivation pills nor for consumption. This work, in many ways, was the exact opposite of what he did or studied.

Yet he was certain he knew more than these three. For though they wore robes rather than scalemail armor today, though they didn’t carry their polearms or other heavy weapons of war, their auras were unmistakably stained with the smell of blood, weapon oil, and destruction.

“Plants?” the colonel sneered. “That’s for the lessers to manage.”

“I am a gatherer by trade, you know.”

“You are a cultivator. A strong one.” Colonel Lang jerked his head upward, showcasing his scar, then lowered his gaze and fixed it upon Wu Ying’s jian. “One who carries a weapon worthy of a real warrior. Yet you say you are not one? Do you dishonor your weapon, then?”

“A sword is many things. An object of beauty, a talisman of defense, a tool of war.” Wu Ying touched the hilt. Smiled. “As am I. Cultivator. Gatherer. Occasional bad poet.”

“Bad poet?” the whip-thin man behind the other spoke up. He blinked, realizing he had been drawn in, before he smiled. “Colonel Teng.”

“Another colonel?” Wu Ying said, surprised. “It seems your unit has many of them.”

“All survivors, who have achieved the rank of Core Formation, are given the honorary title of colonel. It simplifies matters when we must deal with other army units.”

“Ah. Politics,” Wu Ying muttered, in false sympathy.

“Yes, politics. I would think you know it well, for you dance around my question like a bureaucrat,” Lang said, grumpily.

“A poor one, perhaps. As for your question, yes. A bad poet.” Wu Ying nodded to Colonel Teng. “My companion, Cultivator Yang, often decries my inability to create anything more than simplistic rhymes. My martial sister, Fairy Yang, has endeavored to teach me better, of course. But I fear I often repeat my imagery and motifs.”

“And what motifs might these be?” Teng asked, curiously. He ignored his friend’s glare and his not so subtle jab with an elbow.

“Sunsets and sunrises. Renewal, of course. Rain and growth, the blooming of forests and plains.” Wu Ying let out a long sigh. “I fear I grow focused upon my work.”

“Flowers, peonies, or lotuses, or the moon upon a lake, and the visualization of delicate arrangements? The passing of surface beauty, and the layers beneath that truly matter?” Teng said. “It seems to me that is a rich mine of metaphor to dig.”

“So say I! My martial sister disagrees. And I fear one can only describe a companion as a delicate lotus or reflect upon the leaping koi in a rice paddy once before the allure fades.”

“Mmmm, I can see that.” Teng nodded, somberly. “Well, it is clear that exchanging pointers with you in the written word would be futile. And we are, we must admit, but rough soldiers. More likely to kill than to plant vegetables. It seems, then, we must compromise, no?”

Wu Ying had to admit he had been maneuvered marvelously. The man had wandered with him down the path he’d laid out to distract them, and somehow easily guided Wu Ying back to the start of their conversation. He even had a hand on his arm to guide him proper, and to shake it off would be the height of discourtesy.

And really, there was a part of him that was curious. About their martial styles and their techniques. In the end, if he were a blade, let him test them too.

***

The group found itself at one of the many fighting rings, octagonal platforms that had been transported and set up a short distance away from the main building. Multiple formations had been emplaced between the tent and the rings and between the rings themselves so there was no chance of an accident. Each of the fighting rings was raised off the ground by a few feet, the boundaries clearly demarcated. This also allowed the formations that were slowly charging to contain the energies that would be released.

“Powerful sparring rings,” Wu Ying said softly to Yin Xue. The man had found his way here, hands held behind his back, to watch the battles. “Do they just carry them around everywhere they go?”

Yin Xue shrugged. “It seems so. Or they brought them just for this trip. They certainly were well-versed on setting up the platforms.”

“Do you think they’ll decide on who is going to fight me to start?” Wu Ying eyed the Cai vanguard, who were in a very heated argument a short distance away, shielded by a simple chi barrier. It was more of a courtesy privacy screen, one Wu Ying could have penetrated if he cared to do so. In fact, any other Core Formation cultivator could have snuck in to listen.

“This is an exchange of pointers, Wu Ying.” Yin Xue eyes narrowed. “The Sect Head asked me to remind you that we are here to progress the negotiations.”

“So, beat them, but not too badly?”

Yin Xue grunted. “Don’t reveal all that we can do.”

“We?”

“I’ve been challenged too.”

“By them?”

A nod was his reply.

Wu Ying grinned, then gestured. “Perhaps you should go first.”

“That was what we were discussing,” Colonel Teng said, finally returning with his companions in tow. “It seems there is only a single ring ready that is rated to deal with Core Formation cultivators. The other ring we brought along has some issues with the environment and must be adjusted further. Unfortunately, our companions invited yourself and Cultivator Wen—and, well, precedence.”

“Well, we’ve sorted it out here.” Wu Ying gestured at Yin Xue. “Elder Wen will begin.”

Yin Xue grunted, then bent his head in agreement.

“And we have settled the matter on our end.” Colonel Teng stepped back and another took his place, a shorter man who had a smile on his lips and a pair of maces hooked around the back of his neck, perched so they would not come apart.

“I am Colonel Bai. I was the one who made the first invitation,” Bai said. “I look forward to seeing the Demon Fist of the West in action.”

“Demon Fist?” Wu Ying repeated, and Yin Xue’s cheeks stained red. Still, it did not stop him from stepping over to the staircase and entrance to the ring.

Colonel Bai smiled even wider, a movement that made Wu Ying narrow his eyes suspiciously. He had nothing to say, could not do anything but observe as the man ascended the steps after his sect mate. Friend? Companion, at least.

They took their positions across from one another. Yin Xue took out his sword, holding the weapon easily in his non-demonic arm. He shifted his stance, letting the red arm lead the way as energy coursed through it. Wu Ying could sense the shift within the flesh, the hardening and the fiery chi that imbued it. He sensed Yin Xue triggering the Wind Steps qinggong technique, the most common movement techniques in the sect. He knew it was not his companion’s preferred method, but like him, they had studied it extensively as inner sect cultivators before finding one that was more suitable. In the small space of the fighting ring, it would be more than sufficient.

Chi flowed upward, bubbling from the ground, entering Colonel Bai on the other side. He unhooked his maces and lowered them as he readied to do battle with Yin Xue. He crouched as he did so, his aura expanding, diffusing into the surroundings. Not pressuring Yin Xue, but diffuse. Similar in a sense to Wu Ying’s own wind aura, but more elusive. It concentrated not in the air, but around the cultivator, hovering, seeping inside the man.

Water elementalist. Or some variant of it. Even as the pair exchanged ritual greetings, the wind cultivator traced the lines of chi and the play of auras of those watching, most especially between members of the vanguard. To allow the cultivators outside to watch the battle with their full senses, spiritual senses and auras were allowed to enter the sparring ring. In doing so, Wu Ying noted a trace leakage, an intermingling of energy between the vanguard.

Reinforced auras, reinforced cultivation. Attempting to wear down one of the vanguard would be a foolish endeavor.

The first exchange of blows happened in a flash, Yin Xue flowing through a basic series of strikes with his jian. The first form of the Shivering Reed style of swordsmanship made itself known, the style utilizing the flexible nature of the jian. It relied on deception and guile, bending blade around blocks, or worked with swift disengages during an individual’s moment of commitment. It required superb timing, quick eyes, and quicker fingers to manipulate the weapon. A master’s blade style, almost useless at the earlier stages of study because of the complexity of use.

Against his opponent, who Yin Xue must have judged to have a more brutal, explosive, and aggressive form—like most army cultivators, where standing and striking with the dao or heavy jian was emphasized—it should have been the perfect foil. Should have, if not for the fact that his opponent was a water style cultivator. Like his style, he wielded his maces by utilizing quick spins of his weapon, constantly keeping the maces flowing around Yin Xue’s attacks without pause.

Not once in their first exchange did the weapons touch the other. Guards were shifted, striking ends sought flesh, and edges and tops roared through the air. The addition of two weapons to Yin Xue’s one forced the Verdant Green Water cultivator to be careful, to never expose his body to a strike.

In a moment, the pair finished the first exchange, with Yin Xue leaping backward, dodging a snaking strike from below as his opponent folded over his front leg, head and upper torso twisted nearly completely around. First one and then the second mace exploded through the air, and the passing wind made Yin Xue’s robes flap.

“A water style cultivator. And water maces?” Yin Xue said, surprised as he steadied his steps after landing.

“Bai style, water mace of the Spring Dawn.” The Colonel straightened, raising both maces to salute Yin Xue again by crossing them in front of his body. Why should he not? For that first pass was his, even if neither had managed to land a true strike.

“Fascinating,” Yin Xue said, shifting his guard. “I might have to take this seriously.” He turned, firming his grip, lowering the blade so that the guard lay on the outside of his forward leg, and his left hand, his demon hand, stretched outward. “Be careful.”

“And you, Cultivator Wen.”

Yin Xue led the way with a thrust this time, the sword moving with full commitment from its position low and behind. The cultivator filled the attack with his chi, extending the reach of his weapon such that it lanced all the way across the arena as he lunged, forcing his opponent to sidestep. Even as Colonel Bai dodged, he swung his own weapon, utilizing his aura and killing intent to extend an attack as well.

The Verdant Green Water cultivator stepped into the attack, passing his back foot forward and retracting his sword at the same time to parry the extended chi attack. Now positioned and rebalanced, he threw a punch, the demonic arm exploding into action as flames roared down it. He struck once, then again and again, a dozen afterimages of the fist appearing, each afterimage becoming less and less human, growing scales and gaining a fiery red countenance.

At the same time, Yin Xue’s scent altered. It grew muskier, deeper, and heavier, like an animal’s rather than the clean scent of a human. There was a trace of dry sand, of a desert and drought, within the smell that exploded forward, even as it mingled with the searing taste of burned air. The temperature, even outside of the ring, increased, as though the spectators stood before the bellows of a massive furnace.

Fire met water, auras clashing before the projected attacks could meet one another. The cloud of watery aura was burned away, dispersed into the surroundings almost immediately as the soldier was caught by surprise. Next came the actual physical attacks, the first few punches dodged, the next three parried by the pair of maces. The final two blows caught Colonel Bai directly, one in the upper shoulder, the second in the center of his chest.

A loud explosion of air, of pain, even as the water cultivator folded in over himself as he sought to roll with the blow. He allowed his chest, his body, to cave in, allowed the momentum of the attack to throw him backward. He flew away as flames caught and licked across his robes, raced outward from the point of impact. Black and red flames wrapped around his chest, moving as though they were conscious in their attempts to constrain the other.

Only a surge of water chi dispersed the growing net. Watery aura magnified itself, and chi from the surrounding watchers twitched and flowed into the arena as the vanguard members aided their friend. It was an almost unconscious action on their part, and Wu Ying could not help but wonder if they even realized they’d done it.

Twisting in midair, Colonel Bai managed to get his legs beneath him as he impacted the side of the glowing energy formation. He tucked his feet, compressed and took in the energy of the attack, and leaped back at his waiting opponent.

Even after being struck, the man’s grin had not faded. If anything, it had grown, a manic light entering his eyes and his movements as he raced back to Yin Xue The wind shifted, droplets of water in the air outside the ring pulled inward. At the same time, the heat within the ring dropped, steam billowing upward as water and demonic fire chi clashed. From the ground, that wellspring of water chi burst forth, cooling the surroundings.

“Now they begin,” Teng muttered under his breath, leaning forward.

The wind cultivator could not help but agree. The first clash was barebones technique against technique. The second, what Energy Storage cultivators might showcase, the power of their chi and the extension of their auras and killing intent. A battle of martial techniques still, with the addition of energy. Now, though, the pair shifted to a Core Formation battle. Here, they fought not just with energy but also with concepts, with the nascent daos and the full weight of the elements of their cultivation.

Water and fire met, steam rising in ever-increasing volumes. Some of it was true water, drawn from the dry surroundings, pulled from the grass and plants around them to feed the attack. Wu Ying could sense the vegetation dying, the ground drying even further as Cultivator Bai fought for control. In these conditions though, he was severely disadvantaged, especially as the demonic chi that Yin Xue used seemed inexhaustible.

In fact, the more he utilized it, the hotter the arm grew, the more inhuman it became. Gone was the sleeve that had covered the arm, burned into ashes. His eye gleamed, his mortal eye transforming to match the demonic one, now black and red and slit-pupiled. A lizard, a cat, a demon. They clashed, not just with arm and blade, not just with attacks, but with the overpowering pressure of their elements.

The octagonal fighting ring’s formations were fully lit up. Spirit stones, embedded in the base of the ring glowed, hovering bands of energy containing the fierce battle within. As referees and attendants watched, they strained, adjusting the flow of chi as they flickered across the tiny battleground.

A snub-nosed water turtle, clashing and butting a demon in human form. Yin Xue’s aura coalesced, his features twisting as the demonic arm took greater control, shaping his attacks and strategies. His style was brutal, overpowering, the jian utilized to corral his opponent with fiery edge, the fist the finisher. Each time he managed to corner the slippery water cultivator, the punch that struck would blow his opponent back multiple feet, flames licking outward in binding chains.

Each time, Colonel Bai’s aura would pulse, shattering the fiery net.

But each moment, that defense grew slower, the replacement of his chi outstripped as the heat sapped the Cai soldier’s vibrancy. The turtle was dogged in its attacks, trusting in its woven defense of mace and killing intent, but grew ever more sluggish as water evaporated.

Finally, after a score of such clashes, it was caught.

A last blow from overhead, coming down, fist clenched. A cross-body parry, one mace reinforcing the other. It was not enough, for flames split downward, pushing his opponent into the earth, wrapping around arms and torso and legs. It chained him to the floor, and even the bubbling spring of chi dispersed.

Yin Xue retracted his hand and twisted his torso, and his blade darted forward. It stopped mere cun from the other’s throat. A savage grin on the demonic apparition of aura, bloodlust and hunger and desire. Dominance displayed.

“Yield. I yield,” Bai coughed out, throat dry.

A small smile then. Yin Xue sheathed his sword, relaxed his clenched fist. For a moment more, heat beat upon the surroundings. And then the cultivator exhaled, and with that exhalation, the pressure on his arm disappeared and his eye dimmed. Slowly, ever so slowly, the demonic mien faded, leaving a cultivator behind.

“Demonic Fist of the West indeed…” Wu Ying breathed, shaking his head in admiration. Even as the other vanguard rushed to break their friend free of the searing flames, as they clapped Yin Xue on the back and thanked him, as Colonel Lang nodded in consideration, assessment completed.

For Wu Ying knew one thing they did not. Yin Xue might have wielded his demonic fist and the demon’s flames, but that was not his only element.

And then, congratulations over, it was his turn. His turn to strut their prowess, and yet hold back. For the time when they would, eventually, do full battle.

This year, or in a century. It was all the same.


Chapter 31

“My apologies for the delay, Cultivator Long,” Colonel Lang said, bowing a little to Wu Ying as he faced him across the other end of the ring. It still smoked, the stone heated and remnants of dirt and debris having caught flame. High above, Wu Ying could sense the last of the steam dispersing into the environment, the updraft conjured from the earlier battle fading away.

A small shift of Wu Ying’s own wind dao and cultivation method had utilized the sudden flow of energy, allowing him to cultivate at greater efficiency than normal. Now that it had faded, the wind cultivator altered the flow of winds again across multiple li, adjusting his technique.

As he did so, he could not help but note the competing and complementary daos in play. Not the Patriarch of the Eight Stanzas’, for his own dao was different. Conceptual on a level that Wu Ying could not touch. While there were a number of others who had dispersed their will into the surroundings—the late combatant, Colonel Bai, being the least among them—they too were of no concern. No, there were only two that he regarded with any degree of curiosity.

The first, the domineering King Cai. His dao sought to control everything, sought to own it all. Wu Ying’s minor manipulations of the wind had to sneak past the man’s watchful gaze, the grasping hand that sought to hold everything tight. The second was familiar, a dao of the beneficent Heavens mixed with a cloud element. His own Sect Head’s aura, a dao he had long learned to work with.

“The prior combatants were much more taxing on our formations than expected,” Colonel Lang continued easily as they waited for the referee to signal readiness. “And while it would normally be fine to allow some wear, in our circumstances…”

“No apologies needed,” Wu Ying said with a smile. “And I shall endeavor to reduce the burden on your formations as best as possible. We are most grateful for the Cai’s largesse in supplying and powering the rings.”

“Not at all!” A smile. “It is the Cai’s pleasure. We are most joyous when we cross blades with a worthy opponent.”

“Even in faux battle like this?”

“Especially in this,” Colonel Lang said. “For here, we have no cause to weep, no losses to grieve.”

Wu Ying smiled, then glanced over. The referee was waving at them, announcing the readiness of the sparring ring. The pair exchanged a look, and then Wu Ying drew his sword and brought it to his head as he saluted.

“Long Wu Ying, Long family sword style.”

“Lang Jian Hong. The Seeking Flame.”

Like before, by unspoken agreement neither party utilized their dao or the energetic strength of their meridians. Instead, they circled one another, carefully testing measure and reactions, guards shifting to cover different lines. Wu Ying took in his opponent’s base style, noted the way he moved, the openings he offered to lure him close. The lines of attack that were closed or opened, feints offered or withdrawn.

Long moments as they tested one another, and then Jian Hong engaged. A step, a feint, a disengage around Wu Ying’s sword as he moved to block. A parry via the rolling of the hand, even as he sought the disengage, his opponent twisting and turning, his back leg coming up with a sweeping roundhouse.

Wu Ying dodged the attack by bending backward, kicking outward with his own leg to threaten the stability of his opponent. He watched the other skip away, watched him retreat, and then the wind cultivator was spinning back in, a hand on the ground as he pivoted in the air with leg and then blade leading the way. He skimmed forward, seeking his opponent’s weakness, threatening to enter the man’s measure.

Intent on engaging and pressing him, learning what he could of the other’s style and techniques.

After all, this entire engagement and the ones preceding and following were all a ruse, a play to gather data. To pull off tricks of sight and skill, to showcase abilities while hiding others. In the end, the winner would walk away with the greater share of knowledge.

He sought this information now, pinning his opponent close, weaving his blade and his strikes in close quarters. He utilized an older style, the Northern Shen kicking style, the footwork of the elusive close-ranged melee form combining with the first and second forms of the Long family style. He pressured his opponent, knowing that he was faster, so much faster than the other.

More than that, he was more skilled.

In the first clash, he had understood it. His opponent had the Sense of the Blade, an unsurprising element after spending so many years as a guard. But Wu Ying also sensed something else—that the Seeking Flame style was not his first style. He could see hints of the original form in the way he moved and fought at times. Minor mistakes, from techniques not fully integrated or forgotten.

Now he pushed his opponent. Striking from obtuse angles, pressuring him in close so that he never had time to consider his responses. Drawing forth instinctive reactions that had been honed by thousands of hours performing the same movement, over and over again. He knew it was there, even if it only came out in pieces.

The original style, the one they taught soldiers all across the battlefield and the armies of the Cai. The one that each of the soldiers of the vanguard used as their base technique, because they had not begun as the famed vanguard. Once, they had just been soldiers, training in the army, training with the same movements.

In his mind, Wu Ying pieced the movements together. Hints, motions, and completed attacks. Instinctive reactions, all of them. He knew from the start what the shape of them would likely be. A soldier’s form was different from a martial artist’s. They could not expect clear grounds or simple terrain, they could not expect to have space to swing their weapon or to step aside. Their motions had to be short, brutal, and quick. Efficient, because a battle could be tiring, waiting for the start might be exhausting in itself. Conservation of energy, efficiency in killing. A dozen thrusts, maybe, all working around the shield they wielded. A system meant to work for individuals of all sizes, though it might prefer a certain type.

Not individualized, never that. It could not be.

From this, Wu Ying pictured the style, pulling from his past experiences, from his study of numerous texts and practical experience. Tearing apart his opponent’s defenses, always a step too slow to finish it so that he drew out the battle. He could have ended it in three passes, even without borrowing the extra grace of the wind. He forewent that quick victory.

Instead, he fought on, carefully. He dissected the man’s martial arts like a Sword Saint had once dissected his, except with less kindness or grace.

In time, Colonel Lang understood what was happening. He changed tack, pulling at the energy of his core, drawing it forth. He expanded his sword, widening the size of the blade, expanding the edge of it to encompass the distance and forcing Wu Ying to retreat in wariness. But this wide martial blade, drawn from the man’s understanding of the jian, was flawed.

A wide, flat weapon, so big that it covered half his body. It was no graceful jian, no flower of the sword arts. The flat plane of power that he formed was imperfect and vulnerable. Wu Ying spun, a hand forming with the sharp edge of blade intent as he thrust. He struck the cone of energy, watched it shatter under his fingertips. Then, as his opponent pulled back, he thrust again with his other hand, sword flipped around in reverse form, the pommel leading the way even as he advanced.

Touched a throat.

Dimpled the flesh.

Then Wu Ying retreated, turning his arm, tucking in his elbow just a little. A blade’s kiss, a second mortal blow, if he had finished it. A warning and a point won.

A battle won, the first. And he had yet to show anything of import.

***

The second fight, Wu Ying sought another piece of information. He knew the Cai’s sword style well enough, and so his next opponent—Colonel Teng—was met not with blade but with bared fist.

“Southern Seas Gu Family, Water Cannon Fist.”

He was not proficient with the fist style, not in the same way he was with the sword. He had studied it sufficiently to understand the concepts. Made it part of his style, for when he had to journey under the water, when he had been forced to wade deep within the watery world. He’d never needed to use it, because he had never lost his sword.

It was less efficient here. The wind was not water, though it had some of the same properties. It struck with less force, had no form like the waves themselves. A gust of wind had not the strength or the structure of a wave. But here, now, it had its use. To pummel an opponent from a distance, to strike at them from all angles.

To force a battle, not of blades or fists but of elements, of control and aura. That was what Wu Ying tested now, judged, and studied. Not just the first suppression of aura when he crushed down on Colonel Teng’s, or the instinctive reaction of his companions to reinforce it—or the speed with which they relented and retreated—but for how far, how easy it was to penetrate.

Each wind fist that struck at his opponent had to be opposed, and each blow that landed drilled foreign chi into his opponent. They targeted meridian points, areas of vulnerability that all cultivators shared. One could not just strike a single point and win a battle. Nor could infusing them with one’s chi do much, unless said infusion happened repeatedly. Then an opponent’s own chi cultivation, the flow and reinforcement of the body, might be blocked, altered, and eventually ended.

Not an easy thing to do. Not even something Wu Ying expected to be able to manage. If not for the fact that his opponent had no answer to his attacks, no method to effectively retaliate. Blade strikes were easily sidestepped, the few flickers of elemental power that escaped the aura Wu Ying crushed broken by the gusting wind.

It was a wasteful form of combat, and for any other wind cultivator, maybe even impossible. Controlling the wind, dictating its movements to such an extent, even Wu Ying might have found impossible before his recent ascension. Wind friend or not, the sheer requirements of the fist form were too great for a Core Formation cultivator.

Now, it was a small matter. And yet he dared not continue this battle for too long or else risk showing too much of his hand.

Within a minute of constant attacks, he ended his testing. A single blow rose from the ground, thrusting his opponent upward and away to land outside the ring. Ending the battle, after he learned what he needed.

It was a humiliating defeat, and he saw Colonel Teng glare at him.

It mattered not, for it was but another battle won.

And then, one last fight.

His final opponent was different. He came in ready to do war. He came in, power coursing through him, his aura combined with the others already, energy from his Core pouring outward to infuse the surroundings. His last opponent understood what Wu Ying was doing, and rather than try to dissuade him, to prevaricate or trick, he sought to stymy Wu Ying’s design the way a soldier would. The only way he knew how.

He did it by facing Wu Ying head on, intent on tearing the wind cultivator’s secrets from him and sending him away.

All of which suited the wind cultivator. He grinned as he joined battle, moving with the wind, dancing away from ponderous attacks, the simplistic moves the other man utilized to attack. Each swing of his dao, each crushing blow had the weight and inevitability of a mountain behind them.

Each strike was simple on its face, only a dozen or so movements in all and entirely recognizable to Wu Ying. They were but a refinement of the attacks and style taught to the Cai soldiers, a honing of the same form over and over again. Somehow, in their simplistic movements, they managed to encompass the width and breadth of the ring, such that it should have been impossible to escape.

Dao, the dao of a moving earth’s inevitability. The hopelessness one faced upon seeing a landslide, the constantly bucking earth, or the eruption of a volcano. So long as one resided upon this world, there was no escape. Not from the moving earth that carried one all around the rotations of the sun.

Pity, then, that he fought the wind.

For any other fighter, Wu Ying’s latest opponent would have been a dangerous combatant. For the wind, the passing blade cut, parting the sky, and left it unhurt. After all, sky and earth existed together but separate. One could not take the other over.

Swing and swing again, and still Wu Ying dodged. Dao tried to impose itself on dao, forcing Wu Ying to cease. As a man with the dao of the wind, he had no fear of the earth. When daos clashed, he won by the simple expedient of not being there.

In the clash, he learned. He studied the cracks in his opponent’s understanding, he grasped the degree of his commitment to his belief system. It was a simple matter, as easy as counting all the grains of rice in a field.

After all, the Dao was the same. It encompassed everything, all of the daos ever envisioned by the immortals and everything they had never thought of. In understanding one part of the Dao, in grasping its intricacies, an individual had to begin the process of understanding it all.

And Wu Ying was so much further along on that path than his opponent.

It was a simple matter then to pry at his opponent’s own sliver of understanding. He pushed, he pulled, he prodded and fought his opponent, never clashing more than he had to, to grasp what he needed.

Earth heaved, the wind rose and pounded the very ground, and the pair blurred across the small space as they did battle. Techniques were exchanged, so fast that many of the attendants could only glimpse flickers of motion. The very air shivered as chi was poured from the Core of the cultivators and splashes of color formed and dispersed.

Not just noise but also sound—of the roaring earth, of the howling winds; scent—of burned earth, dry desert air, swampy marshland, cold northern wind, or floral south; and even taste—of ground ash, of dense clay and the crisp salt air of the east. All assaulted the formation around the sparring ring; even the watchers sensed it.

Aftereffects of clashing daos and elements. Referees and attendants, formation masters and cultivators scrambled, working the protective formations to keep the battle contained. And still, from outside, the conjoined auras of the vanguard slipped through the rings.

Now, here, was the trick from the Cai. Only auras could enter, but theirs was a technique that centered upon it. The shared power of similar cultivation methods manifested and passed through their auras. Wu Ying could sense this mixing and bolstering of his opponent. Feeding him chi, supporting weaknesses in the man’s understanding of the Dao.

As the battle grew more heated, Wu Ying noted the energy stores in his own Core drop. Though his style, his methodology, was one of low commitment, of efficient use of what he had, he could not match forever the energies of so many. Well, not without tipping his hand, utilizing the stores in his Wind Body.

His time was running out, and there was one more thing, one last matter that he needed to test.

He was not his Master. He had not his understanding, not of karma or the threads that bound one to another. That had never been his path. Yet he was his Master’s student, he was his Master’s heir of the sword, at least one small part of his Master’s once-feared sword style. Though he could not express the form in full, he could still exude a portion of its original intent.

A turn of his head, a hunkering down, as he slid away from a thrust that shook the ground and walls of their ring. Sword to the ground, eyes rising.

The Sundering Blade made its appearance once again.

Wu Ying cut. Not at the threads of fate and karma but at the shared auras that intruded upon their battle. He sliced that cojoining apart, and in the backlash, saw the group sway and stagger away.

Then it was the simplest matter in the world to put a blade to his opponent’s throat and finish the duel.


Chapter 32

The moon had long since set, and lights dimmed across all the spirit instruments as cultivators and mortals alike went to sleep. Guards traversed the darkened land, casting their senses, gazing at one another as much as they watched over their surroundings.

In the resplendent pagoda, a small group met to discuss all they had learned, from progress in their negotiations to what the duelists had discovered. Wu Ying and Yin Xue were not the only ones challenged that day, not even the only ones who’d fought in the ring. Elder Hsu had his own battles, though his occurred much earlier in the morning; the man had approached the arena himself, searching for opponents. Outside of the martial cultivators, many others, freed from the negotiations, had also been carefully tested in myriad ways.

As it was the first evening after such a contested day, it was no surprise the cultivators had been brought in for a discussion. It would have to be quick—there would be additional meetings with their counterparts afterward.

“No substantial movement on the wording of the cultivator seals,” Sect Head Yan reported.

“We have, I believe, resolved the standing of the Two Rooster village,” Elder Hua of the Eight Stanzas said, making a face. “We have moved on to the Three Rooster village.”

“Really?” Yin Xue could not help but ask.

Wu Ying chuckled. While seeming silly, he could easily understand how village-level rivalries could create naming conventions like that. Especially on the border, where cultivator lords were less likely to have a direct say and the only government oversight was the tax collector who arrived once a year.

Elder Hua shrugged. “I did not make them up. There isn’t, however, a Four Rooster village.” Before he could be interrupted, he said, firmly, “Border discussions on the northeast will continue for a while.” He did not seem to care, which was not surprising since he was only involved in the discussion peripherally.

“We are still arguing if there are three or four border forts. And if there eight or fifteen bridges across the Wu river, which we’ve established as the northeastern border,” Right Guardian Chang said.

“Do you need me to fly over and verify?” Wu Ying offered.

“Oh, we will. However, the negotiation on who the surveying personnel are to be, and the definitions of bridges and border forts, must be settled first.”

“Of course.” Wu Ying managed not to roll his eyes.

“The Fourth Prince is currently involved in negotiations about marriages with the Cai. It is…contentious,” Fa Yuan chimed in next. “We, of course, have few reasons to have significant ties, but both Wei and Cai desire our participation in the matter. Thus far, the Fourth Prince has managed to keep such discussion at bay, but at some point he will have to commit.” She inclined her head a little. “I have been helping him with spirit messages and compiling lists of potential wedding participants.”

“Male and female?” the Sect Head asked.

“Yes. Their dowries and ages as well, of course.”

“Good.” The man smiled at Fa Yuan approvingly. Noble house marriages were complicated, what with the passing of weapons, martial styles, and cultivators. “We will have more to report after our own briefing.” A pause, then he gestured at the other non-sect Elders and the few high-ranked Energy Storage cultivators present. “Report.”

“I was requested to participate in a tea ceremony. The fellow tea master was one of the junior Ministers. The equivalent of a Vice Chancellor,9 I believe.” A slight shrug by the speaker, one of the younger Energy Storage cultivators that were part of the entourage. His name eluded Wu Ying; the wind cultivator had nicknamed him “horse face” due to his unfortunate features. “Their technique was flawless. At least, to my eyes.” A slight bow of the head. “However, their actual leaves…”

“Yes?” Sect Head Yan said, annoyed at how long this was taking.

“Ah, it is just that it was less than pristine. A second picking, not a first. It was…”

“Poor quality. The materials they utilize. The ink and the cotton, the brush that my own opponent wielded,” Elder Wang said, disdainfully. “Good workmanship and technique, excellent conceptualization held back by poor-quality materials. Their ability to convey their intent falls short of their skill.”

Moments later, a few of the other cultivators who had faced challenges in the artistic and less martial aspects confirmed the initial impression. None of their opponents had quality supplies. In more than a few cases, they had requested a look or review of their own opponent’s tools. Though none had indicated jealousy, longing and desire was hard to hide.

“Thoughts?” Sect Head Yan asked, curiously.

“Poor. They are too poor to purchase quality tools, to aid their secondary cultivators. They stymie their secondary occupations due to lack of resources,” Patriarch Yi said. “They either do not value secondary occupations as much as their war efforts or do not have sufficient funds to devote to both, equally.”

“Maybe they have issues with acquiring such supply?” Wu Ying offered. After so long with Yang Mu, he understood a little more about trade networks, about boycotts and how merchants and traders might avoid a country that was constantly involved in wars. Or whose own merchants were focused upon acquisition of materials meant for war rather than other luxuries.

“Perhaps. It is something we can explore further,” Sect Head Yan said, consideringly. “Honored Elder Yang’s insight into these matters will be extra valuable if that is the case. If you will…?”

“I’ll ask her to have her people look into this. And if she is able to further influence the acquisition of such matters.” Wu Ying rubbed his chin. “Though it might be better for us to trade directly with them. After all, we do have some valuable teas, wines, and the like.”

“Continue the boycott, if there is one, and allow them to suffer, while we provide them the luxuries, so that we can fill our coffers?” Right Guardian Chang said, surprised. “Why, how manipulative and mercenary of you, Head Long.” A beat. “I approve.”

Wu Ying smiled thinly, but Sect Head Yan was nodding in thought. In the end, the actual decisions would be made by the princes, after all. They were just here for their support on the martial end as cultivators and for their information-gathering capabilities. Well, that was not entirely true, for the Sect Head and the Patriarch, and even Yang Mu, had wider roles.

He was just the muscle.

“The lack of resources and training or skill is not showing in anything to do with their martial preparations. Their portable rings are of high quality, though they only had a single one suitable for Core Formation cultivators,” Elder Hsu replied. Of course, the fact that they could even set up a single, portable ring like that was astounding. A ring that could be broken down and put together to contain the strength of Core Formation cultivators was an expensive and intricate matter. Significantly more difficult and costly to construct than a stationary ring, even one that was built upon a moving spiritual instrument. “In addition, their horses, their armor, all of it is high quality. Standardized, of course, but even their basic soldiers have higher quality—and better maintained—armor than ours.”

“These are their best, are they not?” Right Guardian Yang said.

“So are our people, and yet I would say the quality of their equipment is still better. And their training…” Elder Hsu shrugged. “Greater. All their people are blooded, the ones they brought. In some of their mortal guards, you can sense the killing intent still roiling in their auras.”

“That is not always good,” Fa Yuan said, mildly.

“Not for a civilization, perhaps. Not for peace at home But to finish a battle or a war? Oh, I would say it is very good.” Elder Hsu’s eyes darkened. “I fought them. Three times. And each time, I lost.”

The words brought a chill to the room. It was not as though the majority of the Elders within were ignorant of this matter, but to have it stated out loud, by one of the premier martial cultivators in the sect, was still sobering. Some, the younger, the less confident, sought to remedy the matter, pouring themselves generous cups of peach and plum wine to consume.

“How badly?” Yin Xue asked. No mocking, just a serious mien.

“The first, by the largest degree. The others were closer. I almost won the last battle,” Elder Hsu said. “He managed to get an arm out and cast me out through the formation.”

“Could you have won in a real battle?” Fa Yuan asked curiously.

“How many other watchers were there?” Wu Ying said.

“The last one, certainly. Not the first, unless fortune was on my side,” Elder Hsu answered immediately. “Or I made preparations. And nothing else was showcased.” Everyone nodded in understanding, for of course he had not shown all his techniques or abilities nor would his opponents have done differently. “And only a few of the others I spotted would I be confident in winning. It was an early battle. I believe most of you were still managing matters at the negotiating tables.”

Another series of nods, and Wu Ying considered. He looked at the Sect Head, then asked, “Sun Bin’s strategy?”

“Likely,” the Right Guardian answered, looking annoyed. As well he should have, for the strategy worked only if one was unaware that the opponent utilized it. Or even considered utilizing it. Yet, they had gone out, without intent and an overall plan.

“Well, if that’s the case, I must have upset them,” Yin Xue said, somewhat happily. After all, he had won his fight.

“Perhaps. Or they learned what they wanted from you.” Xue Meng, the Right Guardian, shook his head, white hair dancing. “I will think of this matter more.”

“But what’s the point? Surely they knew we would know they did this, later,” Wu Ying complained.

“Even an initial advantage is an advantage. And it might be that they tested Elder Hsu in full, for he is known to be one of our stronger martial cultivators.” Xue Meng shrugged in the end. “If so, now we know the extent of their strength.”

“They might be expecting us to base our understanding on that,” Fa Yuan cautioned.

“A false strategy, then?” Sect Head Yan nodded in understanding. “We shall keep that in mind. Elder Wen, what did you learn?”

Yin Xue straightened a little, unconsciously, at being called. He regarded the group seated around the room, offering a slight bow, but did not delay long.

“They lack much defense against demonic chi. Though they have chaos in their souls, demonic chi itself worms into their cultivation. I can disrupt their base, briefly, given enough strikes. Or surprise.”

That brought a thin and tight smile from the Sect Head.

“And their skills?” Xue Meng said.

“Adequate. He was good, as strong as me. His control, his degree of skill with the sword, similar. What he didn’t have were my advantages. He only had a single element too. I didn’t showcase mine.”

“Good.” Now the Sect Head turned and faced Wu Ying.

“I had three battles, learned three things.” Wu Ying raised a single finger. “Their base style. Sophisticated, brutal, simple. It should have been made for a dao, if not for the fact that it was used in a shield wall. It’s better than the base method we teach, at least the Peak style exhibited by one I fought. There are levels to it, and it further expands in conception, so one can use it at higher levels.” A shake of his head. “Created by someone who has the Heart of the Jian. Maybe even the Soul.”

“This was their vanguard, no?” Xue Meng said, the Right Guardian looking a little offput.

“It was what they were taught, starting out. Their first fighter, it never suited him. He tried to layer another on it, but he has no true sense of weapons.” Wu Ying’s lip twitched. “Should have given him a spear.”

Shu Ren sighed. “Their base army is that much better than ours?”

“Their sword technique, at least. Their training, their obedience,” Elder Hsu said. “Facing them in battle, their army…It would be bloody. We’d have to outnumber their men at least half again if we did not have a strategic advantage.”

“What else?” Sect Head Yan said.

“Their aura control, at least among the vanguard, is very good. A touch better than our average sect member, but not our martial cultivators. I would say they focus more on the physical.” He paused, waited for questions. No one felt the need to elaborate further on that. They all had their impressions of their opponents over the last few days. “Last. Their aura, their combination method, their dao. It is all interlinked, and it is a vulnerability.”

“How?” Fa Yuan asked.

“Their daos are…superficial. They’ve pushed upward, because of their battles, their cojoined auras and cultivation methods. They support one another, but because they rush upward”—Wu Ying’s lips twitched, because he knew his own circumstance could be described in that way too—“their cultivation bases are shaky. Poor foundations, supported by interlocking pillars of individuals, all of them leaning against one another for stability. They shelter among one another.

“And if you close them off, you block their auras working with one another, you shake that foundation. You make them vulnerable. Individually.”

The Sect Head was not smiling at this, though the others were. Instead, he frowned, for he saw the other side of the coin Wu Ying had yet to reveal. The others saw his reaction soon enough; one even went so far as to ask, “What?”

“Together, they’re stronger. Stronger than any one of us. We talk of a weakness, but it is a weakness only a few of us can exploit when they are grouped. To win, we’d have to separate them.”

“And they don’t separate,” Xue Meng said, peevishly. “Not the vanguard.”

The group looked shaken for the most part. Yin Xue looked mulish, refusing to believe. Elder Hsu considering, reviewing his own fights with this knowledge. Fa Yuan, on the other hand, was contemplative. There was a light in her eyes, one that Wu Ying knew too well. Before he could interrogate his suspicion or her, the Sect Head spoke.

“So. We know their strengths. Their weaknesses. We know what we must do.” He stood. “The Patriarch and I must go. We will convey what we have learned to the princes. Perhaps the Wei know more.” A smirk, as though the idea of the Wei learning more was laughable. “There is much we must discuss, and we will inform you all of what we learn. Till then, watch. Be careful. This is but the first day.”


Chapter 33

After the third day, Wu Ying grew adept at declining challenges. After all, there were only so many times he could do battle with the various members of the Cai vanguard before it was clear he outmatched them all in skill of arms. Within the bounds of the rulesets and the challenge, they could not match him.

They, of course, grew creative. Insisting on a variation of weapon styles, of differing victory conditions. Many of those Wu Ying declined, though the occasional challenge sparked his interest sufficiently for him to participate. He knew they sought to understand his skills, his dao, and his ability; but he too learned much.

An archery contest on the seventh day, with even the king and princes participating, saw Wu Ying, the Cai King, and the First Wei Prince among the last-standing participants. Of course, Wu Ying had been creative, utilizing the winds to derail other arrows and aid his own. Only through the use of their domains or the sheer skill showcased by the First Prince of Wei had there been any challenge.

Wu Ying lost, the first of the final group to be sent away, his lack of true ability exploited as the archery competition grew in complexity. Moving spirit-imbued targets, shifting obstacles, and finally, the addition of direct interference from other competitors saw the archery competition reach a level in which the wind cultivator’s own elemental advantages were overwhelmed.

A challenge of spears.

Wu Ying relied on his minor knowledge of the weapon and memories of the Pei Clan. He managed a draw that time. The Energy Storage cultivator who challenged him had the full Heart of the weapon, but neither the physical strength nor speed to compete with the wind cultivator.

The dao, the curved, single-sided sword that was kin to the jian, but only distantly, was brought forth many times. It amused Wu Ying to see that so many of the cultivators in the vanguard, the general who challenged him, were more suited to the weapon. They sacrificed individual expertise and talent for the advantage of the unit, again and again.

And still, so many took up the weapon in their free time. Facing Wu Ying and his borrowed dao, they sought enlightenment. Asked, almost begged, to see Wu Ying’s myriad texts on the weapon that he had collected. Took rebuffs with ill grace and minor impatience as they waited the end of the negotiations and the passing of such texts on an official basis.

For all his challenges, Wu Ying was rarely busy.

He learned to divert talk to his own passions, visiting with lower-ranked cultivators and officials of the Cai and Wei to discuss herbology, farming, and gathering. A small hill, stripped of wood and trees, was reshaped. The land broken and tilled, seeds planted. With so many powerful cultivators on hand, it was a simple matter to provide for the plants, reshaping the earth into level fields and suppressing the growth of weeds and invading species. Other cultivators extracted water from the heavens or deep underground, providing parched land with much-needed water.

Wu Ying could not help but wonder how the Verdant Green Waters and the surrounding lands managed. Without his or the Sect Head’s presence, their benign influence on wind and cloud, the ongoing drought would hamper the farmers. Though the sect had ensured the consistent and ongoing maintenance of irrigation systems, the artificial and manufactured flow of water could never truly replace nature’s lack.

Farming, speaking with cultivators and soldiers, joining the occasional hunting party, many who ranged farther and farther as spirit and demonic beasts escaped the rapacious grip of the three groups. The cultivator idled his time away, cultivating and watching, even as his companions grew ever more hectic.

The pressures those at the highest stage faced didn’t need elaboration.

Stubborn, prideful, and enmeshed royalty fought and maneuvered, and the Patriarchs and Sect Head were but pawns in those games. The Wei First Prince’s uncle was always about, hovering in the background, making comments and suggestions that had weight, though not the official backing of royalty. In that morass of politics, the cultivators waded, feeling outmaneuvered by the simpler command structure of the Cai.

At the same time, those below who had political acumen found their “free time” constantly engaged. In the official talks, no advance could be made, as each group spoke the official lines. During tea parties, afternoon drinks, and long moments of dining and refreshments, those not directly involved were approached. There, people like Yin Xue and Fa Yuan and Yang Mu might discuss their areas of expertise, their state’s own inclinations, and the kinds of compromises that might be available.

Fa Yuan was, of course, the center of such activity. Even more than the Right Guardian, whose official position meant his own conversations were stymied by suspicion. She spoke with negotiating teams of all stripes, using her contacts in the Wei and Shen kingdoms, her understanding of cultivators and noble society, to tread her way across competing demands. Yang Mu was a constant companion, offering insight in her own ways. Knowledge of merchants and merchant routes, of nations beyond the border of the group, trade goods that might flow, and later at night, expounding upon connections that turned with each word.

More surprising was Yin Xue. The nobleman whose life had been brokered to the Wei by the Shen found himself involved in conversations with his new counterparts, dealing with “family members” and other noblemen from the Wei. As required, he was often in their compound, training them in the family cultivation method, brokering details of what would and would not be taught. In the meantime, he brought forth discussions about additional agreements between the two kingdoms, the way they might work together, and reinforced the existing, hastily constructed peace.

A less direct method of support for the negotiations, but still important, for it gave insight and bolstered the differing ranks within the Wei.

“You’re saying that the Wei do not all agree to the peace with the Shen?” Wu Ying asked Yin Xue, curiously. They’d met late after the parties and meetings were done for an early morning breakfast. One of two times when the groups, the allies and friends, could speak with one another.

“Of course there are factions. Did you think the Shen are all one mind too?” Fa Yuan said, teasingly.

Wu Ying chose not to answer. It was obvious after all.

“Oh, my dear.” Yang Mu leaned into his arm, briefly. He enjoyed the sensation, if not the reason for her sudden burst of empathy and caring.

“There are multiple factions, but as far as we’re concerned, there are three. The ones who think they can stand alone are the smallest group, none of whom are here, or so I’m told. The other factions are split between those who would rather ally with the Cai alone, those who want to utilize them to defeat us in the future, and those who support the peace efforts in full.”

“They’re pulling in the same direction though,” Wu Ying pointed out, waving the deep-fried bread he held in his hand as a pointer. “Or mostly.”

“The mostly is the important part.” Yin Xue grimaced. “The mostly could be the difference between a war with the Cai this year, or with the Cai and Wei together in three or four.”

“That soon?” Fa Yuan asked. No inflection, as though she wanted more details.

He supplied them. “When the rains come, when their resources are ready, then they will come.”

“Their armies are ready,” Yang Mu agreed.

“Even with the prince’s marriage?” Wu Ying said. “If they attack, the princess…”

“She will die. But she is only the Third Princess. And I am only the son of a distant noble relation.” Yin Xue shrugged. “The hostages exchanged will be slaughtered, but what of it? When glory is at hand, what matter such small sacrifices?”

“Kingdom politics.” Wu Ying stared at the youtiao10 he had taken up and found that his appetite had faded. He placed it on his plate, willed a tiny amount of chi into his fingers, and dispersed the oil on them. Wasteful, but he had more than enough chi for something so small. “So, what can we do about it?”

“You?” Yin Xue smirked. “Nothing. You just keep talking and learning and doing your gardening. There’s nothing we need of you.” Then he looked somberly at Fa Yuan and Yang Mu. “Your aid, your knowledge, on the other hand…”

“We’ll let the Sect Head know. And the princes.” Fa Yuan sighed and rubbed at her glabella as she tried to stop herself from frowning. Doing it too much was going to give her wrinkles. And her beauty, however she thought of it, was still a weapon that she relied upon. “What can we do, to support the right side in the Wei?”

Yin Xue turned a hand over and a scroll appeared beneath it on the table. He picked it up and handed the scroll over to Yang Mu, who unrolled the document, scanning down the lists of requests. It was, not surprisingly, quite detailed. Needs and wants from the various groups, ranging from the mundane, like bolts of cloth and a variety of spices and incense, to more esoteric cultivation goods.

“You know I can’t give them any cultivation materials,” Yang Mu said. She flicked a glance over at Wu Ying, who shrugged. It wasn’t as though he had banned her. It was the kingdom’s decision to hold off further trade of cultivation items till an agreement was made. Only promises were allowed, but no actual material passing hands.

One of the many reasons why Wu Ying’s company had become less sought after. Even by the Wei, especially as he’d been blunt about his intention to listen to the Sect Head’s rules.

“Not now. But promises can be made. Especially if backed up via certain…sources.” Yin Xue purposely didn’t look at Wu Ying.

“They could just ask me,” the wind cultivator muttered.

“No, no. Yin Xue’s right,” Fa Yuan said. “You’re too blunt, too forward. You trade in a straight line when what we want is a network of promises and trades.” Even the mention of that made Wu Ying’s head throb. “It’s better that you just showcase your abilities and let us finish the deals. Maybe even some gathering?”

Wu Ying crossed his arms. A small part of him felt a little humiliated, that he was being handled like this. That he was not even allowed to make his own deals, that they thought so little of him. Another part was intensely grateful that he did not need to concern himself with those matters.

After all, he had his own hands full trying to ascertain the security teams. For all his time off, his job was a secondary review of the security surrounding the negotiations. While there were numerous cultivators and guards watching over everything from approaches to the negotiating tent, the food and drink, and even the fighting grounds, someone had to watch the watchers. At the very least to make sure they did not just vanish.

Who better than the wind cultivator—his companions offering him their own insights—with his ability to cross ground with only a change of intent and his gift of knowing all those within his domain?

Knowing that, Wu Ying pushed his ego aside. Packed it in with the compost of his petty feelings and illogical rage and buried it. Let it sprout into something more useful, like the knowledge that his own existence and his own failings were supported by friends and sect.

“I can do that. Later today, I can join the hunt.” Wu Ying gestured, encompassing the herd of horses that had been gathered in a valley below, curried and cared for, saddles and bridles fitted to them as they were corralled by simple walls of force and dao intent. The creatures stayed together, content to wait for their riders, each one a magnificent beast.

“I’m surprised the Sect Head let you refuse at first,” Fa Yuan admitted. “I would be concerned most of all about an ill-loosed arrow.”

“Everyone knows that might happen. It’s why it isn’t likely to,” Yin Xue said.

“What Elder Wei says is true, though while I was not officially part of it, the Sect Head did ask that I keep an unofficial eye on the proceedings.” Wu Ying shrugged. “Not being physically present, not taking direct part, would actually make my job easier.”

“Then, perhaps…?” Yang Mu started, then stopped as he shook his head.

“It’s fine. Not something I can’t handle. There’s only going to be three groups anyway, and the beaters are the least worrisome of them all.”

Which was surprising, since the beaters were often the most likely to be attacked. But his concern was not their death via demonic beast—an all too common outcome—but betrayal. The death of a Body Cleansing or Energy Storage cultivator was tragic but insufficient to derail the negotiations.

The death or injury of a prince, a Minister, or one of the Elders, on the other hand…Well, that was what Wu Ying was meant to handle.

“Anyway, I can see the Three Swords are joining the hunt too. They’ll be carrying as much of the burden.”

“If you think so…” Fa Yuan said, and if there was a trace of doubt, Wu Ying knew it was not for his own skills. Or not entirely. Strong as he was, it would take only a moment’s inattention for tragedy to strike. And even the immortals were not omnipotent. Her concerns were for their erstwhile allies.

“I do.” Wu Ying grinned. “Anyway, it’s just for a simple hunt around the forests, where the majority of demonic beasts have already left. What could go wrong?”


Chapter 34

True to Wu Ying’s projections, the first four hours of the hunt had been monotonous. The cultivators had ridden out with great fanfare, promising to bring back meat and edibles, but soon encountered the unforgiving reality of their environment. After over a week of constant hunts, the majority of the wildlife in the surroundings had either been killed and consumed, or fled for farther and safer environs.

With such a pallid reality facing them, the hunters and the beaters had pushed ahead, faster than ever. The horses were given only the most minimal of rests, the cultivators intent on finding fairer hunting grounds. Conversations between the group were sparse, the unrelenting pace making them difficult, especially as tempers grew short at their failures.

Riding near the back, seated on a placid mare that followed the herd with little prodding, Wu Ying watched the growing discontent with well-concealed amusement. He offered no commentary on the matter, not even when the group chose to forgo their packed meals and a longer stop with the intention of making better time. After all, he rather enjoyed eating the steamed buns and sliced and fried pancakes that were doled out and consumed while riding.

Only once did he bestir himself, when a scout returned with news soon after lunch was complete.

“A village, sir. In the distance. It’s at the extreme of our sensing range, and if we continue on our present course, we will miss it entirely. If we turn south and west a little more…” the scout explained, sketching in the air with his finger, glowing lights offering a crude map for the personages to read and decide upon.

“What say you, Lord Shi?” the leader of the Cai, Guerilla General Woo, murmured. They were the strongest and only member of the Cai general staff to have been sent on this hunting trip. Wu Ying knew there had been quite the agitation among the ranks, none of the colonels or generals wanting to be forced to miss the event. The disruption in their auras was quite apparent, even a day later.

For all the rumors, the figure before him was a disappointment. Their aura was well contained, no trace of the supposed bloodlust leaking from it. Instead, clad in their voluminous robes, the Guerilla General perched on their horse like a dark carrion bird, exuding the memory of cold and lonely winter nights with each moment. Such was their dao and nature as a Nascent Soul cultivator that the very surroundings seemed darker for their passing.

No surprise that Wu Ying’s presence had been confirmed by the Sect Head in hopes of counterbalancing the other. Even if their opponents did not know it.

“Let us see this village. Strange, that none of our scouts have mentioned it before,” Lord Shi Mu, father-in-law to the First Prince said. He turned around, searching the crowd in an attempt to find Wu Ying. The wind cultivator smiled a little, head lowered as he ducked behind others while he let the wind carry the conversation on.

Of course, Wu Ying knew what village they spoke of. It had taken the settlement days to choose to leave, days to decide their next steps and prepare themselves for the long trip. But they had left at last, and so he saw no issue with the hunting party heading in that direction. Certainly, the villagers were slow, the path they had used obvious. Yet what point would there be in this hunting party going out of their way and spending an extra night or two to track down mere villagers?

Little enough, at least in Wu Ying’s opinion. More to the point, he could not hide them forever, utilizing his winds to gently guide hunters away. He had done enough in the last few days, startling game or otherwise creating distractions well before the scouts could traverse the land between. Subtle, but only so much could be done before maps and suspicions were aroused.

“Lead us,” Lord Shi commanded the scout.

Whistles blew, horns howled, and the group shifted, the leading edges of the hunting group turning as they moved on. The beaters had been called back long ago, and they stayed just ahead of the main group. At some point, they would go out again with the scouts, hopefully to startle or drive monsters from hiding, maybe even get ahead of the main group to drive prey back. Of course, the fact that they were with the main group and not ahead meant driving them back was a little unusual, but needs must in terms of logistics, in this case.

Anyway, as cultivators, their ability to cover ground in short and quick bursts when they needed to was well-known. Alterations on common hunting methods for mortals—even if they were well-documented and repeated—were simple enough to cover additional abilities.

While the group grew increasingly unhappy, Wu Ying was enjoying himself.

He drew more than a few looks as he flickered and reappeared, again and again, as he caught the scent of wild spirit herbs. Though the scouts and the hunting parties had been through these lands numerous times, none of them were gatherers. Or the few that had some minor learning had only taken the most obvious of spirit herbs.

They weren’t digging into the earth to take those that had gone dormant, hibernating away the drought. They weren’t extracting plants on the verge of dying, their chi and leaves and flowers withered away, to be placed in a more palatable environment inside their World Spirit Rings. They were not tearing aside bark on fallen trees to see what lay beneath, to extract the sap and heart root or uncover growing fungi that thrived on such environments.

In the end, they were not wild gatherers. In time, other cultivators braved Wu Ying’s wrath and came to speak with him, to inquire about his sudden departures and returns. They peered at what he gathered, some—the apothecarists, the knowledgeable—even going so far as to request to purchase his findings.

“Apologies. You can, of course, keep note of what I’ve gathered. Though most are but minor items, barely worth picking. Spirit-class herbs for the majority.” Wu Ying shrugged. “The actual trade must wait, as per the agreements, and will be done by Honored Elder Yang.”

“Surely the Elder is able to make his own decisions…” This from a Wei Elder from the Six Jade Gates Sect.

Wu Ying’s lips turned up. “Tell me, Elder…?”

“Xi.”

“Elder Xi. Do you have a dao companion? Or a companion?”

Affronted, Elder Xi shook his head in the negative. Those faster, or smarter, were already smiling or moving back a little so as not to be hit with the backlash of what was to come. “No.”

“Then might I make a suggestion on your future relations?” Wu Ying said, but he continued without waiting. “I know many of us, as cultivators, lack the experience our mortal counterparts have. We are too dedicated to the arts of cultivation to learn the skills necessary to maintain a relationship. But compromise, and being faithful to agreements one makes, is very important. Almost intrinsic, I would say, if one does not wish to continue to utilize silk companions.”

Too late. Those cultivators already backing off were still struck. Looks of hurt and betrayal flickered across many faces, and even Elder Xi seemed taken aback by Wu Ying’s casual attack.

“You…I…just because…!”

“Ah, a beehive!” Wu Ying said, brightly.

He moved, disappearing from his seat upon his placid mare. There was a reason he had chosen a creature that was, generously, described as well-tempered. After all, the sudden appearance and disappearance of weight might annoy another horse.

On the other hand, the wind cultivator was also using his travels to track the auras that tried to lock on to him. He was not crossing space using his dao; instead, he just moved with great speed, utilizing his modified Wind Steps technique to cross the distance. It allowed those of skill or strength to follow his actions, but also allowed him to watch them. An important and necessary step, though it only revealed one surprise.

Lord Shi, for all his lack of—visible—progress in his cultivation, wielded his aura and spirit senses like a scalpel. If not for Wu Ying’s cultivation superiority, he might not have even noticed the man’s sensing technique. It utilized a strange mixture of dao and the metal element, an aspect he did not understand truly. A hidden family technique, he would bet.

An annoying one that made the air heavy, that made it move weirdly.

Carefully, Wu Ying placed the beehive and bees in his storage ring. Then he wielded the wind, guiding the bees that fought against the pull toward him. He could collect them all, but doing so would be foolish and take too long, so he made do with the majority. He made sure to leave a trail behind the last few, drawn from the air in his ring and exuded into the surroundings.

Hopefully, they would find him. It would not do to leave the creatures, small and trivial as they might be to some, to live a life without friends and family.

On and on they rode, till late afternoon arrived. The horses had to be stopped and watered and rested, cultivators with the Wood and Earth affinities or the right techniques pushing chi into weary bodies, reinforcing muscles and washing away exhaustion. The horses fed heavily on dry leaves, on drooping branches and the grain and fruits the team carried. Eventually though, after hours of riding, they came to the village.

No surprises there, what with the scouts, and then the lower-level cultivators, having checked over the area beforehand. The only living creature within the abandoned village, beyond the vermin that always existed, was a tired and old goat that wandered through opened gates, letting mewling baas from its mouth as it searched for meals.

“Why would they leave it behind?” Elder Shi asked, frowning. Guards had already grabbed the creature, pulling it to the town center, where the Elders and important personages of the hunting group had gathered.

“Too old to bring with them,” Wu Ying said. “It wouldn’t last the hike and would slow them down while it struggled.”

“Then kill it. Goat, even old goat, is still meat.”

A number of the other Elders nodded. While they might not choose to eat it themselves, there were servants and guards who needed feeding. Such a creature could feed a large number, especially when placed in soup, sharing out the meat and boiling the bones. The lower class knew how to make meat stretch.

“I’d guess it was a valued member of the family,” Wu Ying said, leaning forward in his seat. “A creature that was both pet and stud. Not something that would be killed that easily.” He grimaced. “Or it could be diseased. We should have a Wood cultivator check it over.”

“Sentimental creatures,” Elder Xi sniffed, but then he gestured.

Energy pulsed, wood chi pouring out of one of the guards into the goat. The creature bucked and bleated before the guard looked up.

“The Honored Elder is right. The creature is old and riddled with parasites. It probably has a few months left to survive at best. Normal treatment would see it dead too. It’s no wonder the villagers left it behind.” The guard sniffed dismissively at the creature.

“Pitiful. But nothing else?” General Woo said, looking at the scouts. Wu Ying noticed how the Cai scouts refused to meet their leader’s gaze, lingering a step behind to allow others to speak. Even so, they all shook their heads, for they still had located nothing, at least nothing substantial. There were, of course, hares and shrews and other small game that survived well at these times, but not in the numbers needed to feed multiple armies.

“Can you heal it?” Lord Shi said to the guard. “You’re a Wood cultivator, no? One of the medics who are normally sent?”

The guard grimaced. “It’d kill the creature. But it would not poison the meat in the doing.”

“That’s all that we can ask for, then.” The older man gestured, his slight paunch, which showed even under the armor he wore, wobbling a little. The horse he sat upon was the most magnificent of the beasts here, large and sturdy and well trained. Even so, his people had led a second such creature through the day, trading off at each stop to let the first animal relieve itself of its burdens.

Wu Ying turned from the sight, though he had seen—and conducted—such slaughter before. Even looking away, he could feel the wood energy pouring from the guard, an energy as close to medicine as it was poison. It killed parasites, paralyzed muscles, and made the goat shudder and let out one last plaintive bleat.

In the meantime, General Woo was speaking. “Those villagers. I see paddocks. They had a pond here, which is still a quarter filled. The fields are stripped, but the stalks show there was grain planted. And they are…how many days away?”

“Four, we believe,” one of the scouts spoke up.

“A village on foot four days? Maybe only a day for us.”

“You are thinking of locating them and taking their food?” Lord Shi said, surprised.

“Of course. We need food, do we not?”

Lord Shi smiled. “A good idea. But we cannot be away, not for a full two days.” He turned his head, gaze assessing their larger party. “We shall each pick a few of our people. Let them deal with it.”

Wu Ying felt his grip tighten on the reins. He did not gainsay them, for he was of a lower standing. Even if he revealed his true cultivation stage, the temporal powers here had greater authority over these matters. He could not stop this, not by speaking against it. On the other hand…

“We might want to avoid splitting the group,” Wu Ying murmured.

“Why?” Lord Shi turned to stare at Wu Ying, eyes narrowed. “Honored Elder of the Shen?”

“Because there’s a creature that might need all of us in that direction.” Wu Ying pointed farther to the east. “Or perhaps it is a herd. Hard to tell at this distance.”

Everyone looked at him, the scouts in particular. He did not blame them; they had pride in their work and had not sensed what he had.

“What is it you sense, Elder Long? And how is it you can sense them, but not our scouts?” Lord Shi asked.

Wu Ying touched his nose. “I don’t sense them. I smell them. The winds can carry a scent from afar, and my technique allows me to filter it. I smell earth and metal, a heavy musk. Concentrated from a single creature, or a herd.” He gestured then, commanding the wind to swirl around the grouped scouts.

He waited until a couple jerked their heads up. No surprise that some of them had similar skillsets and sensing abilities. They just did not have a helpful wind.

“He speaks right! I do smell something. Or…a great many things,” one of the scouts, the bolder of the two, a soldier from the Cai, said. “But I cannot tell which direction it comes from. This wind is…unnatural.”

“Unusual,” Wu Ying said. “Not unnatural. It brings note, from afar.”

“Ah, so this is how the famed Verdant Gatherer is able to locate such elusive herbs in the wild.” Lord Shi smiled wide. Happy, it seemed, that he had learned a great secret and explained away a mystery. “Your Wind Body is well spoken of, and obviously, combined with your knowledge, gives you great advantage over our own gatherers. Serendipitous, it seems.”

“In a sense,” Wu Ying replied. He turned a little and returned General Woo’s stare.

Or tried to. With that large hat covering their face and the circular bamboo that blocked direct perception, all he stared into was a void of shadows and darkness, only the barest hints of an angular jaw and sharp nose left behind. “It seems the Elder has found us our prey, then.”

Lord Shi nodded, tightly. “So it seems.” The fat man hesitated. “Still, no reason to let even a little food get away.” He pointed to Elder Xi and another pair of soldiers. “You can go. Bring extra horses, find the villagers.”

“Surely you don’t intend to leave the Cai out of this,” General Woo said. A flicker of fingers, tendrils of chi that made a few of the Cai perk up and shift to join the Wei. “What Elder Long has found will not need us all. Even if it is a large herd. It won’t do to cull them all, after all.”

For a moment, Lord Shi’s aura rolled with its owner’s displeasure. Then it stilled. Not a twitch of his face, even as he smiled at General Woo. “Of course, of course. The Shen are our allies; they will not need to send any. Unless Elder Long wishes to go?”

Wu Ying shook his head. “I trust in our allies, the Wei. Anyway, I am sure my guidance to our prey is required.”

“Of course. Of course.” Still all smiles, the lord gestured for the scouts to lead the way in the direction Wu Ying had indicated. “Then let us go. To feed our people.”

Wu Ying smiled and waited as the soldiers and cultivators left. He started his horse only when the majority had gone, noting that Lord Shi had not chosen his previous position. Instead, he had hung back. And now that crafty older man guided his horse toward him.

What they had to speak of, Wu Ying was uncertain. He truly was.


Chapter 35

“Elder Long. Or do you prefer your title, Verdant Gatherer?” said Lord Shi Mu, uncle to the First Prince of Wei, brother of the queen, and thus someone of great importance, and no importance at all. A portly older man, one who rode his magnificent steed with all the grace of a country bumpkin. A man who, if Wu Ying was to listen to the rumors around him, was both a strategic genius and a man who’d managed to anger the king twice—and survived it. A remarkable thing, for any individual.

“If it pleases the Lord Shi, Elder Long is my preference,” Wu Ying said. There were other titles he was entitled to, but being neither a nobleman nor a man of Wei, Wu Ying was not required to use them. Especially not as an Elder of the Verdant Green Waters. Even if, in using them, those titles might have been politically advantageous.

“Then, Elder Long it is.” Again that supercilious smile, one that never reached the man’s eyes. He nudged his horse with his feet, then yanked hard on the reins, forcing the creature to come closer to Wu Ying’s own placid mare. The mare turned its head to look dolefully at Lord Shi before it turned aside again, discarding the man from consideration. Lord Shi seemed to entirely miss the creature’s movements or the growing discontent in his mares. “I am pleased to meet the Verdant Gatherer, in any case. Tales of your travels have reached even the borders of the Wei. Though you have never visited us.”

“Oh, I have. Twice, in fact.” A small, tight smile. “Though not under favorable circumstances.”

A flicker of confusion, then anger ran through the man’s aura. Wu Ying wondered if he was allowing these changes to leak through his aura. He had great control, after all, but emotional control was different from spiritual. “Ah, yes. The unfortunate recent period. I understand that you lost your Master in the battles. A great loss to the jianghu. The dark sects have much to answer for.”

“And they have,” Wu Ying said. “Though I hear there is much more work to do in the Wei?”

“And who says that?” Lord Shi asked, eyes narrowed. “Because that is news to me.”

“My martial sister. She says that the large-scale purges necessary, the interrogation and review of actions undertaken by each sect, have not been conducted in the Wei,” Wu Ying replied.

The Cai general, having let their own horse fall back, joined them then. They said nothing though, just nodded in greeting to Wu Ying. Obviously, they saw no reason to step into what was a brewing confrontation.

“I must admit, such things are a mystery to me,” Lord Shi said, surprisingly not angry at the insinuation. “The purges and the dealings with the sects in the Wei are something the king and his men have handled themselves.” He opened his hands then waved them around, nearly dropping his reins as he did so, startling his horse. It jerked its head and Lord Shi grabbed at the reins, shifting with the movement of the horse to stay on it. “My own place was on the borders, facing the Cai.”

“Yes. So I hear. Is that how you know the general?” Wu Ying asked, turning to the man who rode easily beside them.

“Know? No,” General Woo said. “This is the first time Lord Shi and I have ever met.”

Strange, considering how well the two had gotten along through this hunt. Then again, it sometimes was like that. Wu Ying’s own relationship with Tou He had been similar. Somewhat.

“Ah, of course. But the general was stationed on this border, were you not?” Wu Ying asked.

“Only in the last year. Before that, I was tasked with subduing some of the barbaric tribes in the foothills.” General Woo chuckled, the words whispered, dark and chilly coming from beneath that bamboo hat. “Persistent and cowardly snakes. Good fighters, but they refused to stand and fight our regular armies. It was why they sent me, so we could hunt them down in the hills and burn their villages out.”

“Burn their villages?” Wu Ying asked, making sure to keep his voice flat and neutral.

“Of course. Only way to deal with guerilla fighters properly. You destroy their support systems, terrorize their followers into abandoning them, and utilize traitors to tell you their secrets. Starve them all out, and they’ll eventually succumb.”

“To what?” Wu Ying said. “What is it they were objecting to?”

“The conscription, of course.” At Wu Ying’s ongoing expression of ignorance, the hooded face stalled. The general regarded him, as though wondering if he were that stupid. Wu Ying continued to feign ignorance, and they eventually continued. “All villages, all families, must send their adults for service in the government. We train them, teach them some proper civilized cultivation techniques and martial styles—if they’re part of the army, that is—and keep them for about five years. Then they can go back. In turn, we pay them so they can send money back to their villages, and we even give the villages that contribute the most tax deductions.”

“How ingenious. You subtly encourage your populace to have larger families that way,” Lord Shi said, curiously. “We always have trouble with our own populace. Even those that put out a lot of children—and manage to raise them to adults—so few of them make anything of themselves. This seems to take care of both issues.”

Wu Ying, child of the villages and the general populace, could not help but speak. “And during such periods like this?” He jerked his head around at the foliage that surrounded them, the wilted leaves, the dry branches, and the plants that were even now struggling to survive in the drought. “Do you perhaps provide food for your populace then? Or do you just leave them to struggle on alone?”

“Ah, my apologies. I forget, Cultivator Long was a farmer too, was he not? But you see, you have managed to transcend your initial disadvantages. You have grown, made something of yourself. I would even say, would you not agree, that your background is what has given you some unique advantages.” Lord Shi sniffed. “If we were to provide you aid in the way you speak, to make your road smoother—why, I do not think you would be the man you are. Or whatever kind of cultivator that might end up coming from your humble beginnings.”

“So, in the hope of getting another Verdant Gatherer, you suggest doing nothing?” Wu Ying said.

“A single man of your skill is worth a dozen villages.” Turning to General Woo, Lord Shi asked, “Do you not agree?”

“To some extent,” General Woo said. “We do provide for our villages during such periods. It does the state little good for our people to die over avoidable tragedies.”

“Like starvation.” Wu Ying tilted his head to the side. “But not wars.”

“No good general wants losses in a war. Each soldier fallen is hours, days, and even months of training.” General Woo subtly shifted their weight and pressed a foot, shifting their horse aside as Wu Ying’s own mare moved away from the drifting Lord Shi’s own companion. “But they are soldiers. Death during battles, on the march, on accident—it is part of life. Just as a merchant might die, carrying his goods from town to town, or a woman during childbirth. Death is, in the end, unavoidable.”

“That is the difference, then. For the Wei do not believe all wars are inevitable.” A flicker of Lord Shi’s gaze to Wu Ying, and then the other Shen citizens, before he continued. “And so the loss of a few to strengthen the rest, that is the path we take.” A shrug then, almost dismissively. “Or so I believe. But, of course, I am not the king. My views are only important in my demesne.”

“Of course,” General Woo hissed, “we are talking mostly philosophically. One must also attend to the needs of others within the court and kingdom. It is the Ministry of Waterworks and Harvests that oversees the majority of such matters in our kingdom. Not something I deal with.”

“Of course not,” Wu Ying muttered.

Ignoring the wind cultivator’s interjection, General Woo continued. “The recent droughts have seen their popularity and influence diminish, however, what with the lack of proper preparations. It makes my own work harder.”

“Ah, we have heard something of it. Widespread starvation, yes?” Now Lord Shi was shaking his head. “We have been fortunate to have sufficient stores. For a number of years still. At least, enough to make sure that those who are important do not want. Though, of course, one never knows how much longer such droughts might last. Or if they might return, soon enough.” A long sigh. “Our astrologers and fortune tellers speak of a great contestation in the Heavens, between the dragons of wind and rain and the heavenly host. When matters might come to an end, it is not for us to know.”

Wu Ying grimaced. He had heard something similar; those families with immortals within their lineage and with whom they were in contact—which was rare enough—all spoke of great upheaval in the Heavens. Unfortunately, there was no indication what it consisted of, though it was not as if they could do much to influence matters.

Heaven quarreled and mortals could only abide.

“We have our own methods. And things are not that dire,” General Woo said. “Though they have been lean years, our populace is strong.”

“Of course,” Lord Shi consoled. Wu Ying murmured his agreement as well. “Still, I look forward to the time when we are all allies and trade may flow between the borders. Peace is always preferable, is it not?”

“Oh, yes. Definitely.” Neither party believed that sibilant hiss, those quickly spoken words.

Wu Ying was still puzzling over why Lord Shi had chosen to ride with him. He knew there was a reason, for political creatures like him always had a point. Perhaps it was to block him from stopping the other guards who had left, if the man suspected Wu Ying. If so, he seriously underestimated Wu Ying’s abilities.

For all the while they had been riding, Wu Ying had been taking action, utilizing the wind to obscure the tracks of the villagers many li away. He broke dying or dead trees along the former path, wiping away the impressions of hurried feet and moving animals with a twist of energy. Other things, like broken branches and nibbled-upon foliage, were more difficult to deal with, though the slight nudging of other creatures into the path or across it helped with that.

Obscuring their trail was but the first level, of course. Next, he had formed and sent a spirit messenger while they spoke. He only needed to release it. However, to do that without others knowing, he would need an excuse. Which, fortunately, there were a number of.

“Gentleman, it is a pleasure. But there are a few things I must acquire. I shall return, in an incense time.” Then, bowing a little but not bothering to wait for them to accede to his request, Wu Ying threw himself from his saddle once more into the air.

He slowed down just a touch, enough that they could track his movement. He wasn’t trying to lose either. In fact, making Lord Shi or General Woo follow his movements was the entire point. After all, while they were locked on to him and what they could see, they were not paying attention to what he had allowed to drop, to the spirit message that lay on the road behind them.

Only when he was half-done with his gathering, when the general and the lord were fully focused on him even as they continued their own conversation, did he send his need to the wind. Not a chi manipulation, but a dao one. In this way, it was subtler, more difficult to track unless one had an appropriate understanding. Like a dao of connections, for example.

The spirit messenger was lifted off the ground, the simple piece of paper borne by wind for multiple li, drifting through the trees like a leaf till it was time. Finally, finally, it lit up as it reached the edges of Wu Ying’s own domain, chi coursing through it. It would finish the passage on its own strength to deliver the message of incoming trouble.

He could not stop them from being found out. He understood how these soldiers and cultivators thought. If they managed to acquire nothing, they would not stop till they had found the villagers. He could delay them, give the villagers time to hide some of their people, split up and otherwise distract their pursuers. And, like all farmers, all peasants the world over, they would know how to give just enough so that they could survive while hiding the most important things.

It was all he could do without stepping in directly. Such an action would be one with little support, for it would be a conflict that his own Sect Head and kingdom would be loath to involve themselves in.

Still, as Wu Ying returned to the group and the hunt, as they finally neared their prey, he could not help but feel a little dirty. As though he had failed the villagers and himself in some way.

Sometimes, when high ideals met reality, the result was a failure of both the ideals and their adherents.


Chapter 36

They had a feast, of course, when the hunting party returned with their spoils. Fresh spirit deer meat after so much preserved food was something to be valued. Even though the fortresses and spirit instruments contained herds and storage spaces to preserve the foodstuff that had been butchered before, because of the nature of spirit or demonic beasts, its potency faded after a time. Unless one had a very high-class storage ring, this loss could not be avoided. And even if one did, it could only be slowed, not stopped. In that sense, the majority of the sustenance they’d been consuming consisted of mortal ingredients. Perfectly fine, in most cases, but unusual for such powerful cultivators to dine upon.

The meal itself took place the day after the hunting party returned, carrying the goods and herding the rest of the living deer. After a long journey back, and adding in the preparation time required by the chefs, it was little wonder the event was delayed. With an influx of fresh meat, the chefs and cooks took to their preparations with gusto.

The dinner took over the negotiating venue, the talks on pause. Officially, of course. There were still small parties and groups that met informally, but the main parties took the much desired break as the massive temporary structure was remodeled. Inner walls were removed, formations altered so it became a single tent in which all members of the three kingdoms could sit together over the meal.

Multiple servants were pressed into service, even the guards turning into temporary waiters during the event. A constant stream of personnel passed back and forth between the busy outdoor kitchens and the tent, bearing plates and utensils, all sheltered by simple formations from errant gusts of wind and the occasional clumsy cultivator.

The attendees themselves exhibited their second-best outfits. None would dare show less than proper preparation for this event; this was a chance to dazzle the opposing party not just with elegance but also with understated wealth. To display silks and jewelry, paints and perfumes. Trade goods, if matters went well. For the Cai, it was an opportunity to alter the opinion of others, to show that they were more than slavering warhounds. A chance to court the beautiful cultivators of other states, to pursue a dalliance on a night where the liquor flowed freely.

Wu Ying, standing a short distance behind the Fourth Prince, watched it all. He was relegated to guard duty again, for the danger of assassination was greatest during such massed gatherings. All day, he had sat on his balcony, his senses spread across the surroundings, turning his attention to areas of interest and listening as the wind spoke to him. Now, he did the same, though he paid particular attention to the flow of dishes and the individuals moving across the ground. With such chaos, it would be easy to be lost within, for food carried back and forth to be poisoned.

“It is a pity, Elder Long, that you are not able to partake,” Ru Yuan, the Fourth Prince, murmured, sending his words via chi message to Wu Ying quietly. “The venison is quite tender and well-done. The sauce they have concocted with the berries—exquisite.”

“Do not concern yourself, Prince Shen. I have my meal set aside for me already,” Wu Ying replied with quiet intensity. “Instead, perhaps continue to entertain General Tian.”

“But he’s such a bore of a companion,” Prince Shen said. Without missing a beat, he replied out loud to General Tian, “And you said the Upside-Down Beating Technique of the Tian family in Cai guarantees the production of Saint-level spears? How fascinating. I was always of the understanding that skill was the determinant.”

“Well, of course! But that’s the secret of the Upside-Down Beating Technique. One cannot master it without the requisite ability level. In fact, the process of mastering the technique teaches the blacksmith the necessary skills. We have developed a whole training regime around it, starting with the rhythm of the beats.” General Tian, a man whose shoulders and arms spoke of his family’s passion and his own status as the General of Logistics for the Cai, took his chopsticks in one hand and mimed the movement. “You see, you begin with a two-one beat…”

“And now, he will continue this topic for the next hour. Simple…” Prince Shen said, drolly. Not a single twitch of his face showed he was anything but raptly focused on his table companion. A skill Wu Ying had to admire. “Tell me, Elder Long, how have things been, running security for these events. You show so little, it is hard to tell.”

“I’m only a secondary component, Prince Shen. There are others—your guards among them—who are dedicated to your and the Shen kingdom’s protection. I am only an auxiliary aid,” Wu Ying said, lightly.

“Of course you are. But you did not answer the question.”

“Quiet. Very quiet. Nothing to report, in fact. The few incidents there have been were honest mistakes.”

“Then the attack on me?”

“Unknown still. We have not heard from any others about the identity of the killer. At this point, it can be assumed they have escaped.”

“I see.” Prince Shen’s lips tightened a little before returning to that pleasant smile. “I understand we are all limited, but can I express how truly disappointed I am to receive that news?”

Wu Ying could only shrug. After all, he was not in charge of the investigation. Before the man could follow up, the king and First Princes of both kingdoms turned to them. Wu Ying recalled their conversation, one he had heard but not processed. By the time the servitor came, he was not surprised by the summons.

Stepping closer to the trio—not that he had far to go, being only a few men away—he chose to bow low. While there were arguments over the degree of obedience he should offer, it was such a contentious matter, especially when faced with such august personages, that he opted for the simplest. As low as tradition and need demanded for the highest-ranked individual to whom he owed loyalty.

After the required greetings, King Cai dove straight in to the matter. “I understand it’s you we must thank for this largesse, Cultivator Long. Is that not so?”

“I was but doing my duty as part of the hunting party, Your Majesty,” Wu Ying replied, serenely. He kept a close hold of his aura, going so far as to withdraw some of his attention from the surroundings to do so. At the same time, he concentrated his aura on those before him.

All through the night, the trio had spoken. King Cai and Prince Shen Qi had gotten along well, while Prince Wei had been somewhat more reserved. Of course, one could have numerous suspicions about that, but it had been the wind cultivator’s observance that the First Prince of Shen was both more gregarious than his Wei counterpart and also had more in common with the King of Cai. He, after all, had taken to the martial world. Unlike Wei Cao, who was known for his equilibrium and skill at the diplomacy table. Something that King Cai Meng Dai would relate to less.

Though the degree of manipulation the Cais had shown already was greater than he would have expected. Perhaps underestimating them was foolish.

“Humble, but you did it more skillfully than even our own scouts,” Prince Shen Qi said. “You have done the Shen proud. Eating uncultured meat for so long was beginning to affect my cultivation progress.”

Wu Ying stopped from commenting on the wastefulness of entirely relying upon spirit or demonic meat to push one’s progress. It should be a minor aid at best, the same with the alchemical pills taken during moments of great distress or calamity. The act of cultivation itself, the meditation and mental exercise, was the way of all true cultivators.

Or so he held true.

Obviously, the prince disagreed, progressing to Core Formation by his own method. Nor could, or should, Wu Ying forget the number of immortals who had achieved their status via fortune’s favor. The bestowing of an immortal peach, the quaffing of an immortal potion gifted to another—even if it got one banished to the moon—or even the tribulation via a cleansing by demonic fires were recorded instances of ascension.

Even so, he could not help but disapprove. He was less than impressed by the royals of the kingdom, as was King Cai, from the minor fluctuation in his aura.

“Agreed. Such service should be rewarded.” The king raised his hand then, and a servant came over smoothly with a pillow, a white jade case upon it. The case itself was artfully worked with a series of carvings of serene mountains and flying dragons while radiating a minor dao of containment and capture. “A small gift.”

“King Cai need not.” Wu Ying bowed, not moving to take it. “I was but doing my duty.”

“Need has nothing to do with this. This is a just gift. I reward all those who serve me thus,” King Cai said, taking the box and pushing it toward Wu Ying.

“Elder Long does not serve you, though,” Prince Shen said, his voice a touch cold now. He shot Wu Ying a look of offense, as though he questioned the position the wind cultivator had put him in.

“The First Prince is correct.” Again, Wu Ying bowed, his hands clasped together before him, such that he could not take the box. “I am a loyal servant of Shen.”

“A matter of wording. You found the meat for us all, so you served all our interests. I lay no claim to your loyalty or fealty,” King Cai said. “Come now, will you anger me over such a small gift? Are the Shen so jealous of their privileges that they would deny a minor offering from another for services rendered?”

Prince Shen froze. He looked between the jade box and Wu Ying before he inclined his head to the wind cultivator at last in acquiescence. At the same time, his aura rippled as he manipulated chi. His lips moved a little, sending a nearby aide scurrying.

Nor was he the only one. Prince Wei had done much the same, though he had acted faster, commanding his servants the moment the jade box appeared. Surprisingly, the Wei servant had already exited their building and now returned with haste, his long robes kicked before him as he hurried down the slope. Either the Wei had known this was coming, or they had a series of gifts already packaged and set aside for easy retrieval.

“Well, Cultivator Long?” Now the king’s voice held a touch of irritation. His dao reacted to the man’s emotions, pushing upon Wu Ying’s aura as it forcefully demanded the acceptance of the gift.

“I am honored, then, Your Majesty.” Taking the box from the other man, careful not to come into contact with him, Wu Ying straightened from his bow and held the gift before him. It would be the height of rudeness to open it immediately, for one should never embarrass the gifter by showing disappointment or unhappiness upon sight of the contents.

Smiling in triumph, the king sat back. Already, Wu Ying could feel that the push of the man’s aura on his had grown stronger, as though the minor victory had forced the wind cultivator to cede ground. Dangerous, on the spiritual level.

As for the arenas of diplomacy, he need only glance at the annoyed Prince Shen Qi to know that he had—once more—angered royalty. No surprise, then, that when Prince Wei arrived, he was forced to accept the gift from the other man, shortly after which, Prince Shen’s own gift made its presence known. Three boxes, stacked on top of one another in his hands, each worth the entire contents of his former village.

When the king turned to speak to Prince Wei at last, Wu Ying proceeded to withdraw, not wishing to get caught further in their games.

Even so, he could not help but overhear the king murmur, “You see, we can be very generous allies. While we might not have the craftsmen of your kingdom, we have looted many a treasury, including those from the sects that have opposed us.”

Returning to his place behind the Fourth Prince, the wind cultivator was not surprised to be engaged in quiet conversation soon after by his target.

“Dangerous game you play, Elder Long. My brother, long may he live, is a dangerous enemy to have.”

“I play at nothing,” Wu Ying said, firmly. “The entire matter was orchestrated by the king.”

“Ah, but one with more skill at the courts could have found ways to avoid the trap, or even turn it to his advantage.”

“I’m no courtier.”

“Obviously not.” The Fourth Prince laughed, punctuating the two conversations he was having loudly with the laughter. A little too loudly, a little too explosively. But genuine still. When he was done, he added, “A courtier does not strike a prince, no matter how distant he is from the throne at the time.”

“Your point, Prince Shen?”

“Stick to what you know and the background, Elder Long. Lest you find your head parted from shoulders by imperial decree.”

Chilling words, even if they were offered with all the good grace in the world.


Chapter 37

Festivities had gone on through the day and long into the evening before the Fourth Prince finally retired for good. Between the hours of banqueting, he had retired to his rooms in the pagoda twice to change outfits, allowing Wu Ying during those periods to check on the gifts he had been forced to accept.

All the gifts had a theme, one that made the wind cultivator smirk in the privacy of his home. They were exquisite, expensive, and finally, useless for his cultivation. Wu Ying had considered the possibility of selling these items through Yang Mu’s contacts in kingdoms far afield; but even the minor risk of someone catching wind of such actions withheld his hand.

The First Prince of Wei’s gift had been the first he had opened, the massive calligraphy scroll that he unrolled a work of art. Even a glance was sufficient for Wu Ying to grasp that the character—家—had been imbued with the writer’s conception and dao.

Jia—home. A character that contained the radicals for both pig and roof, such that the pig was under the roof. Combined with other characters, it could denote nations, family, everyone, or even expert. It seemed to be a simple character, but even by itself was complicated.

Home—what did it mean? What did it connote for the individual? The place where family was, the area where one kept one’s valuables. A location to return to. All that and so much more, contained in a single character, the brushstrokes and the dao within it teasing at Wu Ying, asking him to sit and contemplate the idea.

Instead, he rolled up the document and sighed.

A powerful scroll, one whose very presence could improve the harmony and well-being of a household. For the right cultivator, it might even provide insight into their path. For the Wandering Gatherer, a studied…gift. Not an insult, but certainly a pointed gift whose meaning eluded him.

Something to ask his martial sister and Yang Mu, he felt. Or perhaps Yin Xue.

Next up was the gift from the Shen. Wu Ying lifted the small shield, a buckler that could be strapped to an arm, often used by crossbowmen or archers to provide additional protection that a bracer could not.

This one though had never seen use. Would never, not with the gold filigree, the studded gems, and the enchantments on the inside, enchantments that provided no additional protection or increased resistance to damage or even aid in blocking. No, they simply improved the luster of the gems, made the gold shinier and the buckler lighter to carry.

Expensive, pretty, and utterly, completely useless.

Perhaps a rather pointed objection to Wu Ying’s role as bodyguard to the Fourth Prince? Or maybe a not so subtle condemnation of his services and actions in saving the prince’s brother? It was hard to say, but where the Wei’s gift had, at least, been mildly useful, the Shen’s was ridiculous.

If expensive.

Last, Wu Ying checked on the Cai’s gift. He had traveled to a quiet room, one with formations enabled to contain any potential damage or sneaky messenger. Yet there was nothing so subtle within, no attempt to bring in unseen spies or listen to conversations or track the bearer.

Instead, the jade box that had been presented to Wu Ying was both the most practical and least useful of the gifts.

A dozen arrowheads, each of them scripted and imbued with a powerful dao of fire and explosions. The box itself contained only the arrowheads, neither arrow shaft nor bow in sight. Staring at the weapons of war, Wu Ying could not help but wonder if this was a pointed commentary on his own lack of true ability with the bow, or a subtle jab at his cheating during their preceding contest.

Or a genuine gift, for a hunter.

He could ponder the gift’s meaning further, but in the end, he placed all three items aside in a storage ring and stored them in the room behind protective enchantments that sealed them from easy access. Just like every other gift, every other minor offering, during this entire negotiation.

After all, one never knew what tricks one’s enemy might play.

***

Walking the gardens as the night came to an end, his own meal floating beside him on a plate of air, Wu Ying tracked the revelers with his spiritual sense. There were fewer now, but as if to make up for their lack of numbers, these stalwarts were louder, more aggressive in their merrymaking. Musical instruments had been brought forth and voices raised in harmonious disharmony as cultivators of all stripes attempted to outdo one another, aided by plentiful pots of rice alcohol.

“Are you still working, then, Cultivator Long?” King Cai smirked as Wu Ying spun around at his voice, the man’s constant and domineering aura and presence having managed to sneak past the cultivator’s own watchful gaze. Even the winds had quieted, commanded to stay silent to aid the childish prank.

“I was relieved when the prince returned to his residence. I am enjoying my repast now,” Wu Ying said, gesturing at the floating plates.

“A pity that the hero of the hour was not even allowed to enjoy the meal warm,” Meng Dai’s voice was disapproving in the extreme.

“Security was required,” Wu Ying demurred.

“Hah! So polite.” Meng Dai leaned forward, glaring at Wu Ying. “I am disappointed in you, Verdant Gatherer.”

“Then I can only apologize.” He bowed, then straightened and asked, “What, if I may ask, has disappointed you?”

“I heard that the Verdant Gatherer was a troublemaker. Cast out of his own sect for defying Elders. A rebel. I had hoped to find a kindred spirit. All I see is another groveling dog,” King Cai said.

“You speak to provoke me, Your Majesty. To what purpose?”

“To the truth! Do you think I want toadies and lickspittles? I get enough of them from my court.”

“Then, perhaps His Majesty might consider reining in his dao.”

That made Meng Dai laugh, a loud and boisterous laughter that echoed through the garden. “Now there’s the fire I’ve heard of! But I cannot.”

Wu Ying tilted his head. “You cannot? Or will not?”

“Will not, if you insist. I have a world to conquer, after all.”

“A whole world?”

“Why, yes. Every mountain, every stream, every city. But I do so for a reason.” The man stepped closer, looking the wind cultivator up and down. “Tell me, Cultivator Long, what think you of the Heavens?”

“The Heavens?” A look upward, then a slight wry smile. “They are above us.”

“Are they really? Or do they only float so because they need us to think that? Are you content with the Heavens, Cultivator Long? Content with what they have offered us?” Meng Dai did not wait for Wu Ying to answer, barreling onward. “I am not. I have suffered under the yoke of incompetent leadership once before. I will not ever do so again.”

“You defy the Heavens,” Wu Ying said, a little horrified. What Meng Dai spoke was rebellion, not against a mortal government or a sect, but against the immortals themselves.

“Oh, yes. They have the lost the right to expect anything less. Look around you!” A gesture now, taking in the gardens they stood upon. Gardens that were flowering and bountiful, but only because dozens of cultivators had worked together to make them so. Outside, grass browned and trees dropped and struggled on as the trickles of water that were part of this multiyear drought dragged on their existence. At least for the strongest. “You tell me, if they could not relieve my people’s suffering. Yours. They are immortals, and with their dragons and their gifts, they could do so much more. And yet, they fail to do so.”

Words that echoed Wu Ying’s own thoughts, his own misgivings. And because of that, he too had his own rejoinders. “It is not so simple. Take rain from one location, and it causes drought in another. The dragons of rain and sea are hard to govern and easy to anger, and drawing forth more moisture from the sea to bring rain inland would also remove them from their regular routes.”

“A matter of logistics is your objection? If a king can manage his armies and feed his people, surely the Jade Emperor can manage a few dragons. If he cannot, then I shall show him how.”

Arrogant. The man was arrogant, but then again, how could he not be? Changing tactics, Wu Ying said, “You speak as though you would be a better emperor than the Jade Emperor himself.”

“How could I be worse?” Meng Dai snorted. “Look around you. Look at the squabbling kingdoms, the wasted lives. Dark sects, proliferating under their very eyes. Heretics finding ascension through drugs and chance and alchemical indulgences or blood sacrifices. Demons who invade our kingdoms and are left to return to their homes.

“You speak as though the Jade Emperor rules us well, but tens of thousands starve even now. And yet, you defend him.”

“A man may lament the problems in his house, but still contest the bandit who seeks to take it from him,” Wu Ying replied.

“Until the house comes tumbling down, some will still defend it. But I had hoped that the Verdant Gatherer could see the truth of the world before him. Perhaps one who dared defy his sect might have the courage to defy the Heavens.” A sad sigh. “It seems I was wrong.”

Wu Ying offered a minor bow to the man, intoning, “An interesting conversation, Your Majesty. But before we speak of rebellion against the Heavens, we should perhaps handle matters before us. We have, after all, a peace treaty to complete.”

“Of course, of course.” A wave of the king’s hand, dismissive. He strode away, leaving just as quickly as he had arrived. Leaving Wu Ying to watch his fading back, wondering what kind of peace there might be with one who sought to unite a world to defy the Heavens.

And if there could be no peace, then what were they doing here?


Chapter 38

They came when Wu Ying was asleep. Whoever was in control of their opponents, they chose to pursue their objectives when the cultivator rested. The hour of the wolf, the hour just before dawn, when hope for a new day’s arrival was the greatest and the physical mind and body were the lowest. When doubts and the darkness of the evening extended till there was nothing but shadow and despair.

They came when he was asleep. How they knew, whether it was luck or watchfulness or a dao in play, he would never know. The infiltrators managed to make their way to the base of the floating pagoda, ready to take action. They came at night, but the wind never sleeps, and Wu Ying was the wind.

His eyes snapped open as pressure upon his body, on his dao, roused him. He found himself floating in midair, the winds having lifted and carried Ren to him so it was only a small extension of will to close his hands around the grip. As his senses took in the entirety of his surroundings, the infiltrators moved in slow motion beneath his feet.

Formation flags, set against the base of the wall. Not at the entrance, but along a smooth portion of the pagoda. He didn’t know the name of the formation, could not read the flags; even if he could, his knowledge of formations was nowhere near exhaustive enough to be able to ascertain its name. He could, however, feel the dao imbued within the flags—and how strange, to realize that so many things had dao imbued into them, even if one was not conscious of it, and how so much of the difference between spirit tool levels was the portion of dao imbued—and any formations that had to do with dissolution, spatial distortion, and muting could not be good.

Three figures below, and beyond them a fourth, who was moving to embed the remainder of the formation flags. Each of them dressed in black clothing, tightly bound to their bodies with rope and cloth. Slits only for their eyes, no trace of gender. Their weapons were short jian, daggers, and throwing knives. Close-range weapons, meant to finish the fight quietly and quickly.

Poison.

Wu Ying could smell it, the scent emanating from the blades. He recognized a couple. One, the same used before in the attempt on the Fourth Prince’s life. Another that had surrounded his Master as he lay dying over a decade ago, his cultivation turned upon him. The other two caustic and rank, though he could not ascertain their origins.

All of the figures had impeccable control of their auras. They were doing something even more skilled than suppression: they were forcing their auras to mimic the background, thus creating a void in space that another might notice, a level of control that Wu Ying only ever saw among his gatherers. And even then, in environments replete with life so flaws in their technique were easy to hide.

These four were doing so in open plains, hiding from spiritual senses and enchantments meant to capture even the slightest irregularity. They manipulated air and sound around themselves, muffling noise and bending light so that none could hear or see them. They were, in effect, invisible.

Except they needed to breathe. They could not turn the space around them into voids, or bend space such that the wind could not touch them. So they’d waited for him to sleep.

And still, they failed.

It took Wu Ying a second to assimilate, understand, and then act upon what he sensed. He extended tendrils of chi and thought, struck the silent alarms set up for just this occurrence. All through the building, chained alarms went off, and guards outside the princes’ chambers, in the Sect Head’s and the Right Guardian’s rooms, scrambled to protect their charges while the main, fast-reaction forces gathered.

None were as swift as he.

Chaos in the pagoda. The infiltrators were ignorant of what was occurring within, their formation master still emplacing their formation with swift efficiency, drawing forth flags one after the other, such that in the three breaths it took for Wu Ying to reach the balcony, he was almost done. All but the final control flag in his hand.

He could let them all in, let them finish the formation. He assumed it was a method to break into the spirit instrument, probably something to dissolve the wall and create an entranceway. Maybe something more subtle that used the dao of space, linking inside with outside, and vice versa. No way to tell, and so he acted to stop them for a few reasons.

First, to avoid damage to the spirit instrument. Such large-scale instruments were expensive. While most were very finnicky, even the most minor damage rendering them inoperable, Wu Ying knew the Verdant Green Waters’ was a grade higher. A hole would not stop it from flying. Still, the cost of fixing the instrument was consequently much higher if this formation did drill a hole through the side.

Better to avoid that.

Second, while he was mostly certain they intended an assassination and not a mass slaughter, and so the risk they would release a poison cloud or unleash a swarm of flesh-eating locusts was low, he was only mostly certain. Even using logic drawn from the way they acted, what they intended. Logic was a tricky beast to utilize against humanity, for they were illogical creatures at the most inconvenient of times.

Third, any entry and trap he attempted would be easy to thwart if even one of these cultivators was as strong as the one Wu Ying had killed. Once they entered, they would be moving fast. Already, they had scant enough time to evacuate the princes and important personnel. All the likely secondary and tertiary targets had not been alerted of the danger.

If he was wrong about their plans, if they split instead of staying together, deaths were certain.

He had no way of knowing their final targets, what they wanted, who they intended to kill. Perhaps the death of lower-ranked cultivators would be enough to stop the negotiations. Maybe they intended to finish what they started. He could not tell, and gambling on another’s life was something Wu Ying was loath to do.

And last—last were the formation flags.

Before the final control flag was embedded, Wu Ying called upon his friends and stole the flags. Wind rose, blowing hard, uprooting enchantments embedded in stone, tore control flag from hand. Superhuman strength only mattered if one utilized it, and the sudden surprise was complete. Cloth and metal flapped in the wind and pulled away, high into the sky.

Evidence, and a potential lead for the investigators.

Even surprised, even with the wind gusting at blizzard levels, only a fraction of the flags escaped the cultivators. They jumped, they leaped, they snatched and wielded auras and elements to drag the contents back. Instinctive reactions, to not leave a trace behind.

The wrong instincts.

For Wu Ying had stepped off the balcony and now fell from above, sword drawn, his aura spreading outward along with his killing intent. He captured the flags as he gained control of each, tugging them into his storage ring. The burst of power, the unnatural suddenness, finally forced realization upon them and a single hiss announced their new tactics.

“Scatter!”

The four cultivators dashed away, recapturing stored enchantments with a surge of chi, feet striking soft earth or pushing off metal or air or water or shadow platforms in midair. Their presence withdrew entirely, disappearing from Wu Ying’s spiritual sense as they became gaps in the surroundings.

The combined auras of the quartet clashed with his own, battling his control of the wind and layering other tricks in the dark of the night. Hallucinatory figments, additional bodies that felt and moved like the real thing, appeared all about, multiplying his targets, as the wind was confounded by twisted earth and metal and even wind variants.

Three of four of these chike were so skilled with their variants that he could not pierce their decoys, so perfect were their doppelgängers to his stymied senses.

Wu Ying did not hesitate. He drew Ren and struck. A dozen, two score attacks flew from his sword, ripping through shadow and chi clones.

As he acted in the open, he felt another presence awaken in the distance, a more pervasive shadowy influence. It already lay over the surroundings, dominating the environment. Its focus sharpened on the area around him now as the king awoke.

Another, more subtle presence acted as well, though its attention focused on the fourth, less-skilled assassin. Cloud banks rose from the ground to create an impenetrable maze, but the Patriarch of the Eight Stanzas showed no movement from his room, no dao fluctuations.

Blade strikes met bodies, and a dozen doppelgängers were destroyed, these decoys no obstacle for his attacks. Another four turned and blocked the deadly crescents, all from the same “person.” The four clones faced his attacks with skill and strength enough that they survived. And they were not the only ones.

Another seven jumped and spun, dodging his attacks. Those fast six—for one had managed to turn at the most inopportune time—were familiar, the fluctuations of their auras, the gaps where their arms should be.

“The fast one is mine,” he sent to the others, and then, before he touched the ground, he blew forward. The wind howled, and dirt and grass and a thrown knife were all caught in the chaos and tossed behind him.

Two targeted and taken care of. Guards rushed out, going after the one with but a single decoy left after his most recent attack. And a fourth, left unharried. Wu Ying hoped one of the other cultivators would chase after them, and he worried that they would fail. These chike were fast and had a head start, even over the Elders, who now exited the pagoda from their balconies.

He turned his mind away from what he could not affect. He could not afford to do more than push a minor working with the wind to slow the other assassins, for his target was the fastest of all. His old opponent, the one who’d started this.

Wu Ying moved, slightly faster than he had before, rushing to catch the other. There was no need to push, to attempt to catch them before they disappeared. No protective shield against attacks blocked his exit this time, no worried royalty called him back. There was nowhere, in fact, for his opponent to escape to. He would be caught, and that was as certain as the falling rain or the arrogance of dragons.

Woods not far from the three spirit instruments cloaked the dark-clad body. His opponent bounded from branch to branch, tree to tree with the grace of a leaping cat. Wu Ying almost didn’t catch the trapped talismans that had been laid behind, formations meant to trip and entangle and delay, if not kill, their pursuers.

Almost.

Spirit spider webbing exploded, filling the air with fine strands of sticky silk. Wu Ying dodged, falling to the ground and spinning through the air, even slicing apart some of the webs with blade intent such that his body was never touched. Trees toppled and shattered as explosive talismans tore them apart and turned the surroundings into infernos of wood and flame. Thrown aside like a leaf on the wind, the wind cultivator drifted away from the explosion, warping the debris and controlling the flames to reduce their impact and kill the blaze before a forest fire could begin.

Spiked traps, branches twisting to strike at Wu Ying or creating an impassable area of leaves and branches, even the gaps between blocked by a dense layer of wood chi. He flowed over and around them all, skipping across the foliage only to be caught in an illusionary formation.

The chimes of music, the smell of silk and perfume, the smooth touch, fresh on his skin. It distracted, it lulled.

He shattered the formation with a surge of killing intent and a swing of his blade. Utilizing brute force and his surge of anger at such despicable methods, he exploded strands of forming water and cloud and light chi. A dozen steps later, he was almost caught by the next one, a subtle illusion meant to turn him aside to chase a figure that was a replica of the fleeing opponent.

Within a li, he would have escaped that formation. By then, his opponent would have been even farther away.

Each of these formations only took a fraction of time to deal with. It was still too long, for his opponent was wily and fast.

Wu Ying sensed him reaching into his ring, pulling out a pill. Consuming it, as he continued to flee. No way to tell what the pill was, though the wind brought traces of its scent to him. His hackles stood on end as he breathed in blood and meat, liver and earth.

His opponent was not the only one who could delay. Wu Ying struck, high in the air and flying forward above the trapped forest. Blade strikes that broke branches and toppled trees. A portion of the wind cultivator mourned the damage done to the forest as age-old majestic woods came tumbling down by the handful, all in an effort to slow his opponent.

Like his opponent’s own methods, it was of little use. A minor inconvenience for one at the Core Formation stage. Yet it too gave time, gave space for the wind cultivator to catch up, to reach his top speed as he flew high above, relying on his sensing technique to follow the one below.

Two hundred feet.

One hundred and twenty-eight.

Eighty.

Thirty.

He could almost reach out to touch the other with his blade when the pill finally took effect. Energy poured from the chike, and the man seemed to split. One part of his body kept running forward, a second hung in the air, pulling strands of flesh and hair and blood and chi from his main body. It formed as he was left behind, entirely naked and sexless, a swaying figure that held no weapon, had no clothing, was not even conscious.

Wu Ying, high above, hesitated. He had stopped out of sheer perplexity at what he saw.

Blank and guileless eyes like a child’s turned on him. They stared at Wu Ying, whose sword was stretched outward to ward himself, and newborn fingers touched Ren’s tip. The form hissed and drew its finger back, skin parted, as the fingertip hung, nearly entirely removed by that careless action. Blank eyes, curious eyes, tilted and turned sideways as it stared at the bloodless wound. Then the blood finally came, welling outward from the perfect slice, and the creature howled in agony.

“What are you?” Wu Ying asked, staring at the flesh formation.

It had no dao, no more than an animal when first birthed. Entirely innocent, entirely guileless and without killing intent. It was malformed though, the chi within its body roiling and twisting, trying but failing to settle as broken meridians twisted and fast-grown muscles and bones fought against the flow of energy within. Some healed, other mistakes multiplied, and always, always the thing—that roiling blood and meat and bone chi creature—lost a trace of its energy, which leaked out into the world behind it, staining it.

“What. You?” It mimicked Wu Ying’s voice, attempting to copy his tone and his mouth movements. Did a passable job, even as blood dripped from its finger. “Hurt.”

“Yes, that’s what you get for touching a sword without protection.” If it had been any less ginger with the action, it would have lopped off its own digit. It had no protection, no aura to blunt the dao intent on the blade, to hinder the extreme sharpness of Ren. It was like a child, though it smelled—moved—wrong.

Not entirely separate from the Dao, but also not a natural portion of the world. Something forced to existence, birthed by twisted apothecary and chi. A delaying tactic, but also, possibly, something worse. If he had time, the wind cultivator would have stayed to probe the creature, to examine it further. However, every moment he hesitated, his opponent ranged farther away.

Wu Ying stretched out his senses, wrapped and trapped the creature in chains of wind. It struggled, at first gently, then with increasing fervor and panic. It began to let out long, low screams, like it could not find the words, a trapped animal shrieking its agony and dislike.

The figure thrashed now, throwing its head, its body against the bonds that kept it tight and unable to escape even as Wu Ying continued his pursuit. He cursed his hesitation as he realized his opponent had regained his lead. Any other attempt, a shadow clone, an illusionary decoy made of wood, even a mirror seeming, and he would have not hesitated to cut it down.

A mewling babe in his senses, a creature so newborn? He could not imagine taking such action. He could hear his Master, Tou He, complaining about the kind of damage to his karma such an act could have on him. Speaking of the innocence of babes, Wu Ying sensed the thing behind him begin to break down, its life condemned to be short and pitiful and painful. A mayfly’s existence.

Damn chike probably understood that.

More delays, more chances to escape. Another splitting of images, shadow decoys that failed to divert Wu Ying. The decoys were no more substantial than the shadows from which they had been formed, offering no scent, no physicality. He ignored the three that split away, ignored the one still running in a mostly straight line. Turned to the left to chase the real figure.

A talisman dropped on the floor created a blooming midnight lotus with wavering stamens that sought to grasp a meal. It exuded an intense narcotic scent meant to sap strength and lull victims to sleep. A simple wrapping of air around himself and a series of blade shards as Wu Ying spun around it dealt with that delaying tactic.

“Enough!” he snarled. His patience had ended, and Wu Ying no longer tried to hold back the wind. It rose up, a solid wall of fury before his opponent, coming from all directions. It slammed into the man and the forest, tearing free trees and cracking branches, topping great old men of the woods without a care as the fury of a typhoon arose.

Surprise caught the cultivator out, his opponent struck by a dozen pieces of wood and debris, the solid fist of air throwing him backward. Now, now, it used its dao. Poison filled the surroundings, exuded from his opponent’s aura in which it had been contained. A rotting, pervasive, destructive poison that rotted all caught in its vicinity. Carried on the very same winds that brought the chike to him.

Poison against wind, and it would only be a matter of dao strength and elemental resistance to see who won. That was if Wu Ying chose to enter the escaping cloud that killed plants and insects and even the earth itself. And thrown from behind that wall of poison and the focused aura attack were knives, needles, and scatterings of sharpened metal. Even as they filled the air with metal string and needles, his opponent withdrew pills and consumed them. His aura intensified, throbbing in the air.

Conceptual, decaying poison against the elemental wind. How could you rot the wind? You could not. If Wu Ying had embraced the eternal, the twisting, moving concept of shifting air, he would have been immune to the poison. If he had been the wind itself, poison and the death of mortal flesh and blood would have mattered little.

He had rejected that conception. He would not become the wind in human form. He would not take on mortal flesh as a seeming only, would not become the eternal wind only to be lost in the entirety of its concept, to lose all conception of mortal self.

He was still the loyal son, the passionate swordsman, the stubborn farmer of old. He was the bumbling outer-sect cultivator and the sage Elder, the consistent Head of the Wandering Gatherers, and an explorer of new countries and lands. He was all his experiences, past and present.

Wu Ying could not touch that poison and come away uninjured. And so he created a wedge of a blade with killing intent, layered it with shields of rotating wind, and sharpened it all with the Heart of the Jian. He tore his way inside, parting the aura, and as each layer of wind was infected, exploded it and sent it shrieking outward and sideways.

In that gap, he was safe, though the wedge of safety faded with each moment.

Nowhere else to run, his assassin faced him. His once-armless opponent had formed a second appendage, a waving tentacle that split again and again as it struck at him. Each tentacle dripped with poison and the concept of decay and eradication. His blade cut at the tentacles as Wu Ying forced himself closer. Between the flashes of green-black tentacles and the edge of his blade, he met those grim, resigned marsh-green eyes.

Too close. He had gotten too close.

The wind cultivator had fallen for the chike’s last trick, and the pills that it had consumed finished their final mission. The body before him could no longer control the surging chi, the overflowing energy imparted into itself, and the numerous poisons—not healing pills, as Wu Ying had assumed—finished mixing.

He was too close, and he watched as the body broke out in pus-filled boils, as flesh sloughed off and energy exploded outward.

Too late to do more than try to end it before the man ended him, Wu Ying swept the remains of the chike toward him, blade a hairsbreadth from kissing the creature’s rubbery and blackened ribs.

***

A boiling cloud of blood and poison rose in the air, consuming wood and earth and life, a cone-shaped explosion of death and decay seen even from the spiritual instruments many li away.


Chapter 39

A wide swath of destroyed earth and a slurry of decaying vegetation was all that was left behind. In the early light of dawn, as the sky slowly lightened, the still-smoking, desolate land could be viewed in all its ruined glory. The stench from the rotting vegetation and poisoned animals rose upward, contained through the use of multiple daos. Apothecarists, standing far back, spread pink-and-green dust from ground-up pills, as antidotes and neutralizing agents were dispersed through the affected lands.

“Terrible. Just terrible. This forest will take years to recover, and even then, I expect the plants that grow up in this section will be affected,” the Patriarch of Eight Stanzas complained, even as the single Elder he’d brought along continued to extract powders from his pockets, testing them against soil samples that had been carefully brought over.

“The resulting plants could become highly effective ingredients for anti-poison pills though,” Yang Mu said. She snapped shut the small bottle and jade box floating beside her that contained the samples of slurry and newly contaminated earth, untouched by the antidote, the merchant muttering something about pristine examples for a customer.

“If they don’t just become poisonous themselves,” Patriarch Yi Lai said. “Worse, none of our people managed to capture even a single cultivator.” He turned and glared at Sect Head Yan as he continued. “I always thought the Verdant Green Waters was famed for their martial cultivators.”

“Among other things,” Sect Head Yan said, entirely unconcerned by the grumpy older man’s irritation. “We did manage to locate and kill all of them, after all.”

“But not capture. We are no better off than before.”

That was not entirely untrue. They had samples of clothing and corpses, the formation flags that both the Patriarch and Yang Mu intended to study in hopes of tracing their creator and origins. They’d even learned some about the various duplicate and decoy techniques the cultivators had showcased, which were rare. Given enough time and examination, they could narrow down the attackers’ place of origin, and maybe even their sect.

For as much as the chike might believe they were shadows and ghosts, assassins without trace, the orthodox sects had infiltrated many of them over the years. Portions of their history, their recruitment techniques, their training and cultivation styles had been identified. Even when breakaway groups occurred, it was always possible to trace sects to the original party by cultivation styles.

The dark sects of the chike profession also had a major vulnerability. It was little use being an assassin sect for hire if no one knew how to contact you. They both needed secrecy and a certain degree of notoriety to exist, which made them more vulnerable than other groups of heretics.

Even so…

“What we did learn came at quite the price,” Wu Ying said, unhappily. He floated a distance from the others, guiding the flow of wind so the antidotes could be spread evenly. Each place the dust landed on decaying vegetation, clouds of bubbling gas appeared as daos and competing elemental chi fought for dominance. The side effects of the increased heat and smoke, the burst of light and twisted chi warped the very area below regularly, sending spikes of pain through extended spiritual senses.

“Elder Hsu will recover.” Sect Head Yan frowned. “To bury such a cultivation knot in their own dantian, it is not something I have ever heard of. It would have stymied their cultivation progress for sure.”

“Sacrificial pawns?” Yang Mu muttered, unhappily.

“Strong sacrificial pawns,” Patriarch Yin Lai replied.

No one had an answer to that. Every single cultivator, when they realized they could not escape, had forfeited their lives, triggering the cultivation technique buried in their dantians. There was no way for the cultivators to stop it, not without knowing about the technique beforehand and taking overwhelming action. As it stood even now, Wu Ying was not certain anyone but a cultivator a whole stage higher could have stopped their suicides. His own target had added poisons to the attack, a drastic extra step.

“What was the point?” Fa Yuan said, arriving a short moment later. She paused, briefly, to verify that Wu Ying was unhurt before she stepped off her flying sword, making the weapon disappear into her storage ring. “Surely they did not think they could have broken in? And even if they had, what was their goal?”

“And why us?” Sect Head Yan frowned. “The Wei and Cai were not attacked, I notice.”

Wu Ying’s lips compressed, then he gestured for the Sect Head. His superior looked surprised for a moment before he spread his spiritual aura outward, rudely shoving the competing dao of King Cai aside and locking down the surroundings. Wu Ying spread his dao within that dome, layering it with his own techniques, before he answered.

“I fear this was an attack to make us show our real strengths.” Wu Ying kept his demeanor outwardly calm, though his aura boiled with frustration. “I had no choice but to utilize my full strength to escape my target’s retaliation.”

“Elder Hsu used an escape talisman to do the same, though his was less effective.” A slight pause, and then Sect Head Yan added, “Mine finished himself while trapped in my clouds; I was never in danger. However, I did have to exert a degree of force that I had not before.”

“And the fourth…?” Patriarch Yin Lai muttered. He had been inside the building, dealing with the security of the princes as had been agreed upon, and missed the actual fight. He would have still been within if not for their need to deal with the damaged environment and slow the spread of the poisons. The other suicides had been explosive, but nowhere as destructive.

“Smashed flat,” Fa Yuan replied. “King Cai did not even give them a chance to use their technique. Not that it mattered. It seems their body destroyed itself anyway.”

“You believe they were feeling us out again, then?” Sect Head Yan hesitated, then added softly, “Do you suspect betrayal by the Wei?”

It was Fa Yuan who answered, “All signs point to it, do they not?” Then she added, slowly, “However, these signs, they are too clear, do you not think so? The Cai have shown themselves to be quite adroit at negotiations and diplomacy. More than we expected. Their ability at subterfuge could be no worse. The Wei are, historically, no worse than us.”

“Better an open enemy than a false friend,” Patriarch Yin grumbled.

For now, all they could do was warn the princes and be wary of their friends and enemy. Whether or not the assassins had managed their primary mission, it was certain that they had sowed further seeds of suspicion.

Now, if only they could work out what they really wanted.

***

After the early morning excitement, the remainder of the day and subsequent negotiations had been called off. While small groups still met at the negotiating tents, the principals of each team stayed behind in their spirit instruments. Not to say there were no conversations between them—spirit messengers still flew back and forth between the Shen and Wei buildings.

Wu Ying was “requested” to accompany the Fourth Prince that day, though he understood it was no more a request than any other suggestion from royalty. As such, the wind cultivator had a clear view of the proceedings. They started with politely worded requests for information and assurance that everything was well.

…verify the status of the princes and all cultivators from our valued ally from Shen…

After that came reassurances that, of course, the Wei had nothing to do with the attack, and they would help in any way requested.

. …receive notice of the most recent attempt on the Fourth Prince. Once again, we are grateful to be informed that our most trusted and honored of comrades from Shen were unharmed. We seek to reassure the Shen that all resources of the Wei are available…

On the Shen side, there were subtle requests for an update on the defenses of the Wei, if any attack had been conducted, even the impressions the Wei guards might have gleaned during the brief attack.

…recordings, impressions, or observances by our allies of the attack. Having these records would aid us in ascertaining the origins of the attacks and the goals of our opponent…

As the day went on, the Cai sent their own missives, though theirs were perfunctory and barely above cordial. The Shen had, of course, thanked the Cai for their aid in dealing with their attacker, though Wu Ying knew it had taken quite a bit of maneuvering to avoid offering the suggestion that the Shen owed the Cai for the aid rendered.

Meanwhile, further missives to verify changes in negotiating positions had flown.

…increasingly concerned at the targeted attempts on the diplomatic party and on the lives of our royal selves. We must insist that additional steps be taken to safeguard the negotiations. Additional bonds and seals…

Of course, any such changes in formations or seals at the negotiating location, or the return of hostages—like Yin Xue—had to involve the Cai or be passed upward for confirmation by the King of Wei, rather than agreed upon by the princes. Yet it was also necessary to begin such discussions now, for them to state their views and express their displeasure to gain advantage later.

It was all politics, it was all the break and separation before blades met again. The moments when you sized up your opponent before you clashed, when you walked up to the stage, when you announced your style and form—or chose not to—and the way you stood, the psychological games beforehand. Because it was all the same, all preparation and staging and moments of readiness that had to be played out.

“The Wei continue to deny, vehemently, they are part of the attacks,” Prince Shen Ru Yuan murmured to Wu Ying, gesturing at the documents spread before him. “At the same time, it seems there is a schism growing in their ranks. Some are willing to offer concessions, to consider letting us take back your friend or renegotiate access to trade routes or increase the supply of their woven silk from Jiliang.” A small smile. “Concessions. Weakness. Other groups”—he gestured to another pile, a smaller one—“continue to demand we honor our obligations. They push for a harder stance, not just with us, but with the Cai. They feel these attacks must come from them, that they seek to weaken us.”

“And what do you think?” Wu Ying could not help but ask.

“That if the Cai had intended our deaths, coming to negotiate makes little sense, nor does sending assassins. Especially ones that had so little chance of success,” Prince Shen said. “After the first attempt, to throw away Core Formation and talented Energy Storage cultivators? Wasteful.”

“Is that not what the Cai are?” Wu Ying said. “They wage continual war. Throwing away a life or two seems entirely consistent with what we know of them.”

“For what reason?” Prince Shen insisted. “To draw you out? To test the Sect Head? If this is to gather knowledge, the preview, then to what end?” He shook his head. “The first attack, it made sense. It could have destroyed or at least damaged our relations. Made it difficult for us before we came, or even ended the talks then. Now?”

“Has it not done the same?” His gaze shifted to the stacks of letters, the ones flying in now, and the attendants who opened them carefully, verifying safety and contents before passing them on.

“Inconvenienced us, surely. But destroyed our alliance, or even hindered it?” The prince snorted. “If anything, we have hardliners shifting their stances to favor us.”

“Then…” Wu Ying glanced around, not wanting to mention the other suspicion they held. That the First Prince or even the king might have sent these people after the Fourth Prince to create this very situation. As it was, the Cai—if they were innocent—must be feeling pressure too. One could not prove a negative after all, and the presumption that it had to come from the warring state must wear upon their mind.

“Perhaps.” An eloquent shrug to indicate that he too had considered the unspoken question but knew better than to mention it. If his life was a piece to be moved around, then he could only bear with it. That was the existence of a prince, after all. He took the papers that arrived now, reading them over and letting the conversation die.

For the wind cultivator, the hours dragged on. Political maneuverings took hours, days even, and it was all so much slower when it was done via correspondence. Each word had to be teased apart, each sentence evaluated for the proper weight. Multiple parties had to be involved—the First Prince, the Sect Head, the Right Guardian, and more would send their own missives or even, occasionally, speak directly about particularly tricky passages.

It was also clear that the Fourth Prince was an afterthought. His marriage had sealed the alliance with the Wei, his attendance here a political requirement to keep the allies bound together. However, his opinion was unwanted, his presence sidelined. Even the occasional conversations he was drawn into all revolved around his personal involvement.

“Six months in Wei, visiting and staying with the king in his summer palace,” Prince Shen sneered. “I can see my brother’s all too helpful suggestions on this offer. Six months—more than enough time for my allies to be suborned and for my domains to fall to ruin.”

Wu Ying chose not to comment. He too had received letters, though his were more infrequent. A message from Fa Yuan, confirming the number, nature, and potential of his students in the near future. The opportunity for a series of lessons conducted by himself or one of his senior students as a guest Elder in another sect. The quantity and possibility of supplying certain herbs from his World Spirit Ring. The Sect Head, wanting further impressions from his fight, the Patriarch an update on the destroyed lands, Yang Mu desiring to know if he’d make it for dinner, or if she should send some over.

Minor things, as the day dragged on. Till a missive was hurried over immediately by the attendant rather than allowed to take its place in the queue. The Fourth Prince frowned as he read it before he offered the document to Wu Ying.

“Prince Shen Qi is refusing to go to the meeting tomorrow?” Wu Ying said, surprised. “Is that not an insult?”

“Yes. Especially when the Cai have requested we begin negotiations again. Demanded that we restart the talks even, implying that keeping their king and their men away from their borders was almost an attack on them,” Ru Yuan said. “Almost makes me think that the attack might be from one of their opponents, and we were a small consequence.”

“Then why attack us and not the Wei? Or both of us?”

“We’re farther away?” Ru Yuan shrugged. “As I said, it was almost a thought. But managing an attack across multiple kingdoms, over such distance? It defies logic. To even know this might happen implies a spy master of amazing ability.”

“So, what do you intend?” Wu Ying asked, getting back to the topic at hand.

Ru Yuan was silent, staring at the document for a long moment. Then he stood up and moved to the doors. When Wu Ying started to follow him, the prince turned his head.

“You may accompany me to his rooms, but you will not enter. My brother and I have much to discuss. Privately.”


Chapter 40

Two days. It took two days before the Cai were willing to meet again. The missives from them had grown in number, and ever more strenuous in their demands, before a final ultimatum was sent: they would meet and continue the negotiations today, or the Cai would leave.

Given no other choice, the allied nations had acceded to the request.

“All of us,” Wu Ying muttered. They were making a show of it, the entire Shen contingent—barring those not directly related, like Yang Mu—traversing the open ground in a long procession. Once again, it seemed, they would conduct negotiations, but this time around…

“This is not how these negotiations should progress, you know,” Fa Yuan muttered under her breath to Wu Ying, the group tightly enmeshed in a series of spirit conversations. “Pushing this negotiation—and the signing of even an initial nonaggression treaty—is as likely to fail as succeed.”

“As I understand it, the princes”—of the Shen, for they were still uncertain of the Wei and their people—“are no longer willing to wait. The attacks have sped up their timetable, and they believe that gives them a chance to get at least the preliminary deal signed.”

“They are not the only ones,” Sect Head Yan muttered. “This entire diplomatic effort is concerning, especially after Cultivator Long’s discussions with the king. I am no longer willing to risk our people. And they are not wrong, this attack might give us the opening we need to resolve the impasse. If we can have the king sign at least an initial treaty, placing his cultivation at risk in the event of a breach, we will have achieved the minimum of our objectives.”

“And if he is unwilling?” Fa Yuan asked.

“Then we leave,” the Sect Head said, firmly.

The words brought a chill to the conversation, for they understood that would be the most dangerous moment. If the Shen were willing to break the negotiated truce with the Wei, if they pushed matters too far, they might actually anger their allies. Here, now, both nations displayed a significant portion of their martial strength. If the Cai chose to, they could attack the allied group, in hopes of damaging both nations’ military might.

Thus the presence of everyone. Thus the safeguards in place.

Of course, such an attack would also hamper any future treaties or negotiations they attempted to conduct. No kingdom, no city, no nation would ever trust them to negotiate in good faith, or to not launch an attack without further provocation. Future wars would be fought to the last man and woman, for there was no guarantee the Cai could be trusted.

There was a reason why such diplomatic efforts were honored. More than matters of face or integrity, consideration of future consequences dominated the actions of nations.

Which was why the earlier assassination attempts were so puzzling.

***

Tensions were high. They had only grown higher in the intervening few hours, as the morning turned into afternoon and the negotiating teams declined to break for lunch. While no one was openly wearing armor, every cultivator, soldier, and guard freely displayed their weapons. Most—like Wu Ying—had on protective robes, or armor beneath their robes, and the princes almost shone with the concentrated power of the protective enchantments they wore.

Not that the Cai were any better. Their king wore his armor, a burnished piece of scalemail of minimum Saint-level quality, an item that had been infused with a dao of hardness and enchanted to protect the wearer. His bare hands sported a trio of new rings, each of which contained such concentrated fire, ice, and destructive chi that the hair on the back of the wind cultivator’s neck stood upon seeing them. The king’s boots were imbued with the concept of speed, his sword a fell weapon that reeked of bloodlust. And those were the most powerful enchantments Wu Ying noticed. Certainly, there were others that were better hidden.

No surprise that the meeting was tense, filled with ornate and ritualized greetings and initial remarks. After hours of never-ending, circling conversation, not an iota of progress had been made.

“Surely you can understand how we feel,” Lord Shi Mu, on the other side of the table, was saying. Surprisingly, he had been the Shen’s strongest supporter on the Wei’s side pushing to get the document signed. “These attacks are extremely concerning, and we must have assurances that the Cai had nothing to do with them.”

“Again, you suggest we would stoop so low. Is our word not enough?” General Woo said.

Funny how a person might change from one moment to the next. Wu Ying’s impression of the Guerilla General from the hunt had altered; the robed and enigmatic figure, with their ruthless opinions, had become an enemy, one that set the wind cultivator’s very fingers itching. There was an edge to their words, to their movements, that had not been there before. As though in sensing conflict, something in them had awoken.

Standing opposite the general was his counterpart, the Rock of the Wei, eyes sharp. No shield on his arms, though his legs were spread and his armor gleamed. He reminded Wu Ying of Tou He, of his martial technique the Mountain Resides. Something that one could lean upon, to trust to hold, no matter what.

Except…

General Woo was more substantial, in that ephemeral, spiritual sense. A shadow that swallowed light, the monster that stalked the night and trod upon mountaintops, uncaring. The difference in daos, in cultivation level, and the size of the immortal spirit within the Rock of the Wei accounted for much of the difference; the Rock would never pass on to the next threshold.

“It is not a matter of enough,” Lord Shi Mu replied, though he had started sweating a little. “It is a matter of providing visible and concrete assurances of intentions. We have danced around the matter long enough. Even a preliminary injunction against launching overt attacks should be sufficient.”

“Overt.” That bamboo hat tilted up briefly enough to showcase smirking lips before it dipped again. “I am certain if a document bearing such words had crossed our vision, we might have deigned to sign it. But what you have provided…” A gesture at the elegant scroll sitting before their king, the silent ruler glowering at the group, allowing his advisers and ministers to do the talking. “That is not what was written.”

“A cessation of hostilities along the border within three months, and pulling back all forces fifty li beyond the current borders we have marked should be no issue. The distance is not too great, and we only require full armies to do so,” Lord Shi replied. “Numbers below that are of no concern, for either party, no? At least at this stage.”

General Woo opened their mouth to object further, only for the king to raise his hand. They turned, paying full attention as their ruler leaned forward, drawing attention.

“Quantity is your only concern, then, Lord Shi?”

“The kingdom has many concerns.” A cocking of his head. “But an army or a large force, coming to our borders and destroying our cities or villages as a prelude to an attack is chief among them.”

“And not a small group but a powerful one, allowed near the borders, who might do the same.” A small smile then, and something in Wu Ying tensed as he saw it. “Is that the Wei’s viewpoint?”

“Of some, yes.” The First Prince of Wei spoke now, turning his head to the side as he stared at the Shen. “Our allies in particular were concerned about that. Focused, if you will, on the movement of armies as the prelude to war. After all, how else would you conquer a kingdom?”

“How else, indeed?” King Cai Meng Dai sounded amused. “How else could one conquer a kingdom, how else would we acquire the necessary stores from a nearby kingdom to stave off the hunger of our populace and feed our marching armies? For surely, that is the important aspect.”

Lord Shi shrugged. The First Prince of Wei mimicked the motion, though a smile danced on his lips. The Sect Head and Patriarch, so close to the king, tensed, and even Prince Shen Qi looked increasingly ill at ease over the sudden change of tone. There was a look in Meng Dai’s face, like a cat that had chosen to play with its prey before it finished the job.

“The…” Shen Qi cleared his throat when he found his words had cracked. “The agreement should be signed, now. Perhaps Prince Wei Cao wishes to begin. I believe King Cai would be more at ease, after he has seen our sincerity.”

“No, no. The king has a point, we should definitely explore the various motivations of those involved.”

“What are you playing at, Lord Shi?” Patriarch Yi Lai of the Eight Stanzas asked. The old man had pulled his hands closer to him, clasped around the ornate teacup. Auras bloomed all around them as spiritual senses stretched, seeking to break past the protections that hid the negotiating team from spies.

“Not playing. Not anymore,” Patriarch Kang of the Six Jade Gates said. “We no longer need to play. Now that we’re sure.” That smile was wider, savage and twisted, as he sneered at the Sect Head and the Patriarch from his seat farther down the table.

So clear now, so obvious.

Wu Ying stretched his senses, searching for the signs outside. The winds spoke to him at his request as they searched the surroundings for details of their treachery. He noticed minor fluctuations of chi in the space between the spiritual instruments as spiritual formations meant to hide members of the army, slowly creeping forward. Formations that were now failing, the energy utilized to keep them active fading.

Armies of the Wei and Cai, approaching from different directions. Surrounding the tent, nearing the pagoda. He stretched farther only for the winds to be rebuffed, his senses thrown into disarray as a dao, domineering and distasteful, cast him away.

“Treachery.” Patriarch Yi breathed out the word as though it were exhausting to even consider. “So predictable from the Wei.”

“And your sister?” Yin Xue said, surprised. Sitting on the other side, between the Wei, he looked around in fear as the Wei guards crowded closer, hands on their weapons. “You sacrifice her and your king’s very own cultivation base!”

“Dear sister is regrettable, but it happens. As for Father…” The First Prince sneered. “He has held on long enough. It is time someone more suited to the changing times takes charge.”

“Ah…!” Fa Yuan exclaimed. “Thus the first attack. You wanted to be shamed, you needed to be taken off the negotiations. You engineered your disgrace, to make sure we demanded your father’s signature.”

“Yes. So predictable,” Lord Shi sneered. “So easy to manipulate. You Shen men have always been simple.”

“Do you think the scorpion can be trusted?” Sect Head Yan said, looking now at the Cai. “Do you think it will not sting you, when it has recovered?”

King Cai tapped the document before him, smiling wide. He sent a pulse of energy into the scroll, causing it to burst into flames and fade in moments. He sneered at the Shen as he continued. “They already have their assurances, signed and sealed long before this meeting. We will not attack them so long as they provide us the necessary foodstuff. With our armies turned from this border, we can beat back our own attackers, finally quell the unrest once and for all, and continue our conquests.” A vicious look entered his eyes as he spoke. “I will repay back the affrontery of those who stand in my way. I will not be stopped, for only together, as one, can we throw off the yoke from those above.” A beat, and then he added, softly, “We will show the world what happens to those who oppose us.”

His words sent a chill through the tent, a chord seeming to have been struck in the Heavens themselves. It was not exactly a cultivation oath, but it was so close to one that it echoed in the souls of the cultivators.

“And that includes us,” Prince Shen Ru Yuan said into the silence after it had dragged on for a while. The Shen party tensed, guards clutching at swords, all eyes turned to the Wei. A few of the Wei nobles and a number of their cultivators, including the Three Swords of the Iron Pass, looked extremely unhappy, surrounded by their own people edging closer to them.

Fractures in the Wei, a conspiracy of betrayal of the king that had not spread to all of them. Something Wu Ying felt they could exploit, knew that his martial sister and the Right Guardian were exploiting even now. He could feel the tendrils of their dao, the shifting of energy as they extended conversations and altered the balance of karma.

In the meantime, he and the Sect Head contested the Guerilla General and the king. The other pair battled the Sect Head directly while Wu Ying bolstered the Sect Head’s own elements, wind aiding cloud to obscure Fa Yuan’s and the Right Guardian’s actions, and the words and commands passed by those around him.

In a space beyond sight and sound, in the realm where souls and auras existed, a battle raged. Wu Ying and the Sect Head were not the only contestants, as other members took up arms with the strength of their daos and immortal spirits. This battle could not be seen by Energy Storage cultivators and those below, only sensed. Their souls quailed, mortal understanding coming up against conceptions they could not grasp—not yet.

Some, Wu Ying knew, would emerge later with epiphanies. Enlightenment would arrive in the quiet of the night or during moments of meditation and consideration. Many would grow from this clash, others would find a shadow cast upon their future. What fate awaited them would depend on the individual.

If they survived.

If.

“Not necessarily.” Meng Dai’s hand twitched, a new document appeared. The words already written, the spirit binding in place, just requiring blood or spiritual aura to be imprinted on it. King Cai was somber now, as he spoke, forcefully, “None of you need die. If you swear to not take part in the fighting for five years—only five!—you will be allowed to live. You can stay, imprisoned but well cared for till the end of your term.”

“So we need only stand aside and allow the Wei to attack our land? For them to take what is ours, to feed their people when they’ve sold their own rice and grain to your armies?” Right Guardian Chang sneered. “I would—”

His head snapped back. He caught himself before falling over his chair, blood leaking from his split lip. The older man’s eyes narrowed, the dao-bolstered spiritual attack seeming to require nothing more than a flexing of will by the king.

“The barking of insignificant dogs is no longer required, nor will it be listened to. Only those who have won the right to speak via strength will be heard.” The king’s gaze flicked past the princes, who looked angry and afraid, to land upon the Patriarch, the Sect Head, and yes, Wu Ying. It was clear then what he meant. “It is strength that matters here, no?”

“Why risk so much?” Sect Head Yan asked, his voice filled with curiosity, not showing the strain of their battle, the discussions he obscured in the background. “We might not have your numbers, not now that you and the Wei are working together; but you must know, if we fight, you will suffer much.”

“Will I?” The king smirked. “Or will you attempt to finish off the Wei? After all, I cannot reach your country.”

Lord Shi jerked, eyes wide as he looked at the king. The First Prince seemed calm, as though he had expected such a betrayal all along. Perhaps he had, and he did not care enough that they might be sacrificed during the fight. Or he was confident enough he would survive, if not others. After all, the prince knew it was his existence that was important to the continuation of their agreement. Everyone else was much less of a concern. It was hard to tell what the prince thought, and Wu Ying wasn’t certain it mattered all that much.

“Not yet. Ending you would reduce the threat to our kingdom in the long term. Your ambitions are clear, and we at least understand who the true taotei is here.” No head turned, no one glanced to the prince, but they knew who was being spoken about.

“True. But I would worry most of all for your own charges. Even if you manage to win free, without them…” An eloquent shrug.

Losing not just one but two royal princes would be a major blow to the kingdom and sect. Even if most of them survived, the sect would have to be punished, the king’s faith in them diminished. Other sects would take the opportunity to pull them down further, to suggest that the privileges given to the Verdant Green Waters be withdrawn.

None of that concerned Wu Ying. Those things could be dealt with, but the deaths, the losses to the people he cared for here, that was his focus. Those would be more than he was willing to bear. And so he flexed his dao, checking it against the auras that stifled his movements, and considered his options.

No orders were forthcoming; there was no need. It was clear who Wu Ying and the other Nascent Soul cultivators had to end. Many nights had they planned for treachery, charted the many variations of the battle to come. Even briefly considered treachery by the Wei and Cai at the same time.

He knew his objectives, and they only delayed now because they had more allies than they expected. And even then…

Even then, they knew, this was not a battle they were likely to win. Not without significant losses.

“Can some of us who are not significant sign on anyway?” Yin Xue spoke up, hesitant. Braced to be attacked.

The king turned, smiled. The princes—all of them—stared at Yin Xue, who lifted his chin a little at their regard. His demonic eye burned red and yellow as auras pressed upon him, his arm seeming to darken beneath his robes. Wu Ying turned too, curious if this was a delaying tactic. Or true intent.

“Well, it seems some of you have sense. Not much loyalty, but sense.”

“What loyalty?” Yin Xue sneered. “They brokered me to the Wei, cast my future aside for their needs. Now here I sit, the Wei around me, a blade to my back and at my throat. I am nothing to the Shen and even my sect have no use for me.”

“Yin Xue…” Wu Ying spoke up, softly. “If you take this step, there is no coming back.”

“What of it?” The nobleman reached for the document. He could not touch the letter, not seated as far away as he was, but the motion was more than enough to signal his attention. “What do I care, if the great Verdant Gatherer disapproves. You and the Sect Head will not survive this day.” A slight smile. “Perhaps, done well, I might become someone of import.”

“Treacherous.” A wider smile, then the king nodded. “We shall speak, afterward. If you sign, we will not attack you. As for surviving the displeasure of your friends…”

“I can handle them.”

The king pushed the document over, others farther away picking it up to pass it on. Muttered words of discontent arose only to fall as the silent regard of the Guerilla General turned on them. Guards shifted, gripping weapon handles, as they awaited orders.

Tension, already so great that it could have snapped if the wrong person sneezed, almost became a true dao projection.

Mayhem, moments away.


Chapter 41

Violence was inevitable the moment the Wei’s treachery became apparent. That so many lives had been wasted on the attack before just to test the Shen spoke of opponents who valued little but their own objectives. Any impediment was but an obstacle to be removed, even if said impediment might be a relative, or something more illusory—like honor.

The only question in Wu Ying’s mind, in the minds of those watching, was how it would begin. The Shen and the Wei loyalists were on a timer. Who knew what kind of treachery occurred in the Wei’s spiritual instrument, among the ranks of the loyal as armies were marched toward the Shen? The pagoda sat, shield down, the building grounded and vulnerable. Even now, the vanguard of the Cai looked to add a spirit instrument to their spoils.

Always it was going to be violence. Yet perhaps none were more surprised when it arrived than that most retiring of Nascent Soul cultivators, the one least suited to direct battle.

Patriarch Yi Lai knew better than to face his opponents in direct combat. Yet violence had always been a possibility—and the Cai and Wei had made a mistake in having him join in the placement of the formations. They had trusted that no traps would be laid—and none had been.

Not directly.

All formations were but changes in the flow of chi, a twisting of the Dao of the world. An empowerment of some aspects and a diminishment of others. Such actions had consequences, were delicate adjustments in the flow of reality. Like a river held back by a dam of sticks and mud, environmental chi was diverted by the placement of spirit-dust empowered flags and imbued with dao and an understanding of the greater truths of reality.

For an expert, for one who had guided and studied the placement of such flags, it was a matter of extracting a single stick. A small break in a dam that held back the river of chi. A river that gushed out of the weakened spot, breaking through to sweep aside other flags, to widen the gap and flow through the newly created breach.

For an expert, it required a single pulse of power.

Patriarch Yi’s decisiveness caught them all by surprise. Even the king, who had been blocking off both the Sect Head and Wu Ying, never had time to stop the thrust of dao and chi. Four flags, set throughout the surroundings, were torn apart, their shielding destroyed. Energy held at bay or directed along specific routes surged through new gaps.

Burgeoning trouble, but retaliation was faster.

The attack by King Cai was swift, an imbuement of his understanding of the dao, a curved blade wrapped in the brush that he cast at Patriarch Yi. The old man flew backward, glittering talismans formed and breaking before his chest as the attack forced him away, bowling over attendants and guards as he was forced out of the tent.

At the same moment, the subtle game of clashing daos ended. The king slammed his immortal spirit upon the cultivators around him, without care or subtlety. Even his allies staggered, forced to weather the sudden attack without aid.

Reflexively, Sect Head Yan and the Second General of the Shen blocked the attacks with their own immortal spirits, dispersing the spiritual attack a little. Even so, attendants and guards below the Core Formation level buckled. Many collapsed, a few of the weakest or those at the edges of the defense fainted. Others threw up as their spirits were assaulted.

Fractions of a second behind the king and the Patriarch, cultivators reacted as they weathered the initial assault. Swords were drawn, blade and killing intent filling the air such that mortal fabric and furniture shattered under the combined spiritual weight of dozens. The unlucky fell, throats cut and livers stabbed, the Wei battling one another as traitor turned on loyalist. The Three Swords drew and cut, laying waste to those around them, as Yin Xue ducked beneath a seeking dao, his eye and arm transformed.

Princes reached for their escape talisman, intent on leaving, sweat beading their faces.

A half-dozen attendants and mortals died in those first moments.

Chaos.

And that was before Wu Ying and the winds took the tent apart. Winds rushed in, striking at the Cai and throwing them and those on the Wei side away, the full force of a typhoon coming to bear on them within moments. The wind cultivator was no defensive specialist, no cultivator who could protect the others with the weight of his immortal soul. His strength was in his body, in the winds that bent and twisted and blew.

So he used it.

Killing intent infused the cutting winds of the north, the explosive and powerful gales of the east. Sharpened the edges of the jian, and piercing defenses and auras tore into his opponents, leaving trails of blood and limbs behind. The tent itself was ripped away, destroyed furniture scraps turned into weapons against the Cai. All across the plains, soldiers hiding behind formations were struck by winds that found them under their protections.

Scores died, their defenses—bought, readied, prepared—inadequate against the wrath of the winds.

The butcher’s bill began to climb as bodies and corpses were flung from the hill.

Then the winds faded.

An immortal soul of dominance and rule, of conquest and tyranny, turned its attention to Wu Ying and his element. It constrained his control, and the gale slowed. Like Wu Ying, Meng Dai was best on the offense, in opposition to another. His dao required an opponent to shine, and he struck with ferocity.

In the air between the Nascent Soul–level cultivators, the world began to warp. Chi escaped, transforming from type to type, releasing gouts of heat and cold, shards of ice and metal and conjured earth forming in the air. A piercing whistle, heavenly chimes, and the ominous striking of an unseen drum shook the earth, even as the scent of rotten meat and old blood filled the air. The consequence of clashing daos and chi hurled cultivators away, many needing no encouragement to retreat from the burgeoning storm.

“Kill them!”

The order by the king was superfluous, except for the sonic attack with which he imbued these words. A few careless cultivators who had not shrouded themselves staggered, ears bleeding. One, a mortal attendant of the First Prince, was so unguarded his head exploded, showering those nearby with skull shards, flesh, and brain matter.

“We must get them out!” the Sect Head snarled, surging to his feet with a pair of short staves in his hand. He used them to deflect the occasional attack, the staves themselves filled with flickering lightning and surrounded by dancing clouds that gathered around the tips.

No need to ask which “them” he meant, for the other cultivators had gathered and were attempting to draw the princes back. Fa Yuan had a hand on the First Prince, dragging him away as the Sixth General shielded him. The Third General had chosen to take the fight to the Wei directly, exploding from her seat and dragging a pair of Ministers and Sect Elders with her. The cavalry officer, the other Nascent Soul on their side, was intent on ending the battle, targeting the weaker members of the Cai.

At the same time, the Three Swords of the Iron Pass had formed with Yin Xue in a most surprising turn, the clash of blades as they guarded one another and struck out interspersed with the sudden surge of demonic chi and the clinging flames around a demonic arm. His eye glowed, and more than one cultivator, attempting to rush toward them, found their feet tripped as clawed hands rose from the earth and tore at cloth shoes and bound trousers.

Demons rising from the Hells all too briefly before returning to the earth under the command of the eye wielded by Yin Xue. Chaos as guards and ministers turned against one another, traitors and loyalists spilling blood in equal measure, the Wei seeking to end their fight quickly.

Chaos.

The Shen were more coordinated. They had no traitors in their midst, no individuals suddenly struck with pangs of conscience or seeking opportunity. They worked together, attempting to extract their charges, whose hidden armor and enchanted robes glowed and deflected attacks even as their escape charms failed, one after the other.

“Elder Long!” The words were barked out, an order laced with implicit meaning as it emerged from the Sect Elder’s voice.

Wu Ying took the command to heart. He was already moving, Ren in hand. The first attack, the Dragon unsheathes his Claws, came with focused sword intent and blade energy commingling with the empowered wind and his dao. It tore through the earth and bisected the guardian soldier who threw themself in the way as easily as it parted the air before it.

A fool’s move, for when it struck the turned arm of Cai Meng Dai, the armored bracelet flared to life and the protective casement of energy cracked. In a flicker of will and movement, utilizing the full extent of his dao and Wind Body, Wu Ying reformed behind the king. The extension of his hand and the lunge he powered through his legs were but a final extension of the killing move.

An assassin’s technique, to attack from behind when his opponent was focused ahead. Another might feel that such action was dishonorable, but Wu Ying had fought in enough wars, had a clear enough grasp of his opponent to understand that a standup fight would result in only more death.

Better to finish this fast.

He threw everything that he had into that single attack: the speed of the wind, the accumulated strength of his Core, his understanding of the blade, and his nascent dao of formless energy and dispersal. Combined with Ren’s own dao of sharpness, the attack sung and reality itself shuddered.

A full lunge, ended.

Instead of a blade piercing a body, Wu Ying found himself blocked.

Ren turned aside, the massive war dao that his opponent wielded managing to insert itself in front of the attack. It was not without some result—blood ran down the side of Meng Dai’s neck, just above his gorget. The decapitating maneuver foiled by battle-hardened reactions and a dao that commanded space itself to bend. Before Wu Ying could recover, his blade was forced back as the dao cut at him.

In moments, Wu Ying was on the defensive. The pair flowed over tent pegs and flapping ropes, Wu Ying borrowing the wind to retreat and reset himself even as his opponent charged and swung his massive dao. Those behind the wind cultivator were either dodged, the wind flowing around them, or cast aside. Those blocking the way of King Cai were smashed aside roughly or crushed beneath that domineering aura.

Flying backward, blocking the furious attacks of the king’s dao, Wu Ying could not reset himself. Every attempt at placing his feet, of grounding his balance, was thwarted as he retreated, platforms of air shattered, his very control of the wind compromised.

His opponent was fast. Too fast for a mere Nascent Soul Immortal. No one, not even the Sect Head, should have been able to catch him, not when the wind itself was his element, what he was.

Something was wrong, and he could not understand it.

Outside now, in the air, grass sliding beneath cloth feet. Open air, the very earth torn open or exploded. Death and bodies, flying through the sky, the smell of blood and soil filling the air, the chime of metal and flashes of color as clashing blades and opposing auras tore open hill and land.

Death, all around.

In the middle of the dance of blades, the winds whispered tales of the world around them.

From the north, traces of metal and sword oil, the march of booted feet as an army approached. Moving quickly, intent on joining this battle, though they were still a day away.

From the east, approaching from their guarded fort, the vanguard of the Cai, the score of Core Formation cultivators who charged the Verdant Green Waters’ pagoda. Focused energy of a bagua mirror turned on them from the top of the pagoda, the attack that would have torn down a city’s walls breaking against the combined auras of the vanguard. Behind them, the fort smoked, the Patriarch of the Eight Stanza’s opening move having torn a hole through the building as the unleashed energies of the formation acted upon the one thing that could not dodge such a cumbersome attack.

In the west, desperate defenders busy raising the pagoda’s shields and protective formations. Already, the earth was dying, clouds gathering high above as water was drawn from the earth itself. The formations were at their weakest, for the spirit instrument drew upon water and earth chi, and water chi was scarce.

South, the smell of blood and the clash of steel. Screams of betrayal and the cries of the wounded and dying. Fading now, as the battle for the Wei’s own fortress ended.

And finally, the central wind had much to say about his opponent. Whispered secrets that it learned.

Not that it had time to finish, as the winds of the Heavens and Hells demanded to be heard. Demanded Wu Ying act on all their behalf, to make it known that this one, who had dared challenge the greater order as imposed by those above, be suitably punished.

The winds spoke to their friend, their brother, their ally.

Even as Meng Dai took hold of the winds themselves and demanded obedience, slowing the fleeing Wu Ying.

Already a li away in the space of a breath. Under the Heavens, they fought.

Shards of killing intent and dao energy tore his robes apart, even the barest hint of blade aura stripping away the silk to reveal his armor. Resplendent green scale armor, fit to his body like a sleeve. Armor he had once acquired for services rendered under the oceans.

Armor whose scales were beginning to fray.

The dao dominated, each block, each parry resounded through the air, tore away cloth and shook scales. Meng Dai was not a better swordsman. He had not the Soul of the dao, though he had acquired the Heart of it. Where the jian was a gentleman’s weapon, his opponent’s saber only sought blood. All straightforward attacks and dominance, cuts and aggression that required only one thing—their opponent submit and perish.

He was not better, but he was Wu Ying’s equal in the blade. Meng Dai had slowed, for Wu Ying was actively combating his influence with his wind. The pressure of the king’s dao encompassed everything, slowed his body, his defenses, even blunted Ren’s edge.

Meng Dai’s dao should not have been able to do this, to exert such control as a mere Nascent Soul cultivator.

It should not…but it was.

“You understand now!” Laughter, almost maniacal, punctuated his words and the cuts he threw. They flew backward, around, spinning through the surroundings in circles that rose in the air. Mortal soldiers, scrambling below, low-level cultivators doing battle in the cooking area, in the stables and the gathering stores, blasted aside and slain indiscriminately as the conflict extended.

“Understand what?” Wu Ying panted out, blocking a high cut, twisting his wrist to throw an attack at his opponent’s open-faced helm.

“That you cannot win!” Meng Dai ignored the strike, bending his head, allowing the attack to glance off the armored helmet. Wu Ying’s blade shrieked as it contacted the metal, a sliver of metal peeling loose. That caused Meng Dai to lose his battle craze, envy filling his voice. “Good sword!”

“You’ll see how good it is when I sheathe it in your chest.” Posturing, because the moment gave Wu Ying time to reset his stance, at last. They stood now, hovering over the surroundings. Below, the Shen and Wei fought together in the cooking pits against the Cai. No surprise that the lowest members of the Wei had not been informed of the coming treachery.

Farther afield, soldiers launched attacks at the distant pagoda, armies readied cannons and artillery, and formation flags burst activated, twisting space and chi. The Cai vanguard, too close to be bypassed, blocked the entrance to the pagoda for the Shen members fleeing.

Royal personages caught in the open. Wings of the army turning aside, arcing to attack the survivors that tried to retreat. Behind, a battle between Nascent Soul cultivators in the original meeting place, as cloud and shadows and blowing horns of cavalry and a captain of the guard clashed.

Leaving the Shen princes vulnerable, though not unarmed.

Then, no more time to take in individual impressions.

A low-line block sent Wu Ying farther into the air, dao rising into jian and forcing the wind cultivator aloft.

Below, a troop of masked men, chike or just soldiers trained in some of the arts, riding forth from a depression in the ground. Shedding disguises as they came forward, only for the Fourth Prince to raise a hand that held a foo dog inscribed on precious jade. The creature shot out of his fingers, pulling itself free of the jade and causing the artifact to shatter as the creature made of twisted light and earth chi landed among the assassins. A head dipped, caught a torso and twisted, legs and torso separating and splattering its friends. Then it rampaged.

Down Wu Ying came, the Dragon’s Truth aided by gravity and the wind. His attack cast aside as his opponent cut upward, the world trembling as the pair of techniques combined. A clap by a giant, a spark to light a city aflame.

The princes kept running, a pair of guards holding shields keeping an eye on the tent they had escaped from. The shields were already active, a protective convex glitter of flowing water and metal energy coursing upward, drawing from the embedded spirit stones to stave off transcendent dao and coursing chi.

Freezing in place, legs bunching up against a platform of air, Wu Ying recovered his stance, standing sideways in air, only to be forced to block an overpowering cut that tore through the sky and revealed the starless night above for a brief moment. The Dragon’s Rest took the energy and imparted it through his body to send another thunderclap of released energy out behind the fighting cultivators. In the distance, trees fell and mortal beasts staggered, ears bleeding.

The tent itself was a mess of impressions, so many competing daos, vying chi flows, and overflowing killing intent that even Wu Ying could not grasp anything more than flickers of intent and activity.

The Guerilla General of the Cai flowed around and across the Rock of the Wei, the larger man actually forced backward against the very principles of his dao. That was the tyranny of cultivation levels, the sheer force exerted by the other, as cuts blossomed across his body and around his armor. Yet, to give the man his due, it was only three steps—and he survived the attack, bloody and pained though his visage might be.

At the same time, the Patriarch of the Six Jade Gates was locked in battle with his counterpart, Shu Ren beating against the flailing mace and striking back with his own sticks. Slowly, slowly, winning that battle.

The Liar of the Western Reaches, bureaucrat and negotiator extraordinaire, staggered, a thin blade emerging from his side, gripped by ghostly hands. A pale face, crazed, surrounded by unwashed hair, stared back at him as the Weeping Widow’s projection stared back. Only to scream, loud and resounding, gripping the hand holding the blade as living words written in blood flowed out from the wound.

Fa Yuan, his sister, commanding the lesser cultivators, guiding them into battle while utilizing her own sword at the front lines. She worked with the attendants, the guards and soldiers, reforming them on the hill below as the combined forces of the Wei and Cai charged them. Attempting to extract the cultivators before they were swamped. Holding the shivering chi and the wash of power from clashing Nascent Soul cultivators at bay by balancing the two battles against one another.

Desperate times for his people.

Cai Meng Dai grinned wide, retreating after their latest clash. His eyes glittered with bloodlust and the joy of battle joined. Even now, he flexed his dao and the chi that spread across the surroundings, turning the battle in subtle and direct ways against the combined forces.

“You’re good. Very good, boy. Too bad your cultivation level is too low to make your words reality.”

Wu Ying’s eyes widened as understanding began to dawn.

Too late.

Rings on fingers activating, understanding imposed upon the world, as chi flooded the attack. The saber swung, and this time, the Dragon’s Rest could not stop it. The wind was crushed beneath his feet, and the scales of his armor were compressed as the wind cultivator was cast into the distance, blood exploding from his mouth.

Then the victorious king turned, aiming for the struggling cultivators in the tent.


Chapter 42

Yang Mu staggered, holding a hand up to her head. The explosion, the clashes in the tent, the twisting of threads of fate and connections that bound her to those around her, and them to one another, was unraveling at a rapid rate. The battle saw so many connections snap or firm up, for death sometimes amplified the importance of an individual.

The world lurched, the cries of the dying and fallen rising, the sobbing of fathers and mothers in the future, the smell of burned incense and joss paper filling the air. The world trembled, and one particular thread, one she had paid close attention to, faded, slipping away.

Almost, almost, she turned from her own work, but she controlled herself.

She would not fail him, or those that relied upon her. She would trust that Wu Ying would manage to survive once again. Probably by pulling another stupid and half-suicidal move, and somehow, despite all the probabilities, succeeding.

She had to believe it, for if she didn’t, if they all didn’t do their utmost, none of them would come out alive. The treachery had come in unexpected ways, their opponents stronger and more numerous than anticipated.

Especially the king. He was going to be a problem.

Now that the man had revealed himself, now that he was utilizing the full extent of his dao and his cultivation level, it was clear it would take more than a well-trained, highly skilled Body Cultivator with a Heart of the Sword to stop him. It would take, at least, the combined strength of multiple Nascent Soul cultivators.

Unfortunately, they were currently caught up in a maelstrom of their own. The vanguard of the Cai were angling away from the pagoda as a more tempting target arose. Now, they sought to kill the princes.

Moreover, together the vanguard were worth at least another Nascent Soul cultivator, if not a couple. Their combined auras were destroying the multiple protective and offensive tools the princes utilized, charging directly into the maelstrom of flying swords and guandao without care, only a half-dozen breaths away from reaching them.

A half-dozen breaths, maybe a minute of fighting, and the princes would fall.

A tragedy that would be blamed on her beloved, on the Verdant Green Waters Sect. Perhaps even her.

Lips tightened as she pushed aside the twisting of the world, as she concentrated on her work. Setting aside what her dao and cultivation techniques were telling her as she rushed around the room.

They had given it to her, this room near the top of the pagoda, this place the formations and the spirit stones that powered the building coursed through. There were weapons that could be utilized, but with their people so close to the vanguard, the ones that could have made a difference were useless.

A problem shared by their enemies.

For now, the First Prince of Wei and his uncle were nearly back to their own spirit instrument. When they arrived, she could not guarantee they would not utilize their spirit instruments or greater weapons of war.

What she had to do had to be finished now.

A hand slammed the final red-and-yellow flag down, planting it in the control position. It was the largest by far, cloth woven with metal strands so thin that it could manage the flow of chi from the multiple spirit stones that lifted the spirit instrument. The same energy used to tear the earth open and reshape the terrain, that defied the mandate of heaven itself by lifting stone and bringing fire where it should never be.

It had taken time, time to understand their dao, their cultivation. Deep conversations with her Elder Sister to borrow her grasp of karma to supplement her own connections. Even then, they had inched toward a resolution; but here, now, with their abilities revealed, she grasped it at last.

Now she understood the threads that bound vanguard to vanguard, vanguard to king, king to army.

If you knew how a knot was tied, you could prize it open.

You just needed a strong enough pick.

She cast her knowledge of formations, of the world and connections, against the enmeshed strength of a score of Core Formation cultivators and the dao of a man above the Nascent Soul stage. One who dominated the battlefield, whom it was not possible to oppose, who…

Her mind shied away from treacherous thoughts as her control buckled. She tightened her grip on the flag, forced herself to concentrate, to listen to the pulse of sorrow and pain in those same connections. Even guarded against, his dao, his need for dominance and control, had attacked her mind and confidence.

But she would not fail, for in the distance she could feel a thread stop moving at last. Coming to fetch against a hill, embedded in its depths, his all-too-light and easily tossed aside form solidifying, reforming. Resolve, so powerful it pulsed and firmed up dozens, hundreds, of other connections. Resolve to do something unwise, something reckless once more.

Energy coming from the core of the pagoda reached her flag, burned its way upward. She directed the reconfigured energy toward the weapon at the top of the pagoda. A single gem glowed, flashed lurid red, and then energy coursed outward, bathing the surroundings in a diffuse light.

Light and energy, a dao of connections twisting the very bindings between soldiers and cultivators of the Cai. Their greatest strength, the auras that they utilized to empower one another, torn away. Twisted into a weapon that damaged the weak and tore at cultivation bases. Strove to corrupt chi and dao understandings, bringing the lowest to their knees as they sought to block the attack.

If they could.

The howl of outrage that reached her, moments later, almost made her smile.

Almost.

For now, the King of Cai turned his attention to her.

***

Meng Dai’s first strike made the passive defenses of the pagoda flicker. As the flying spiritual instrument of the Verdant Green Waters Sect, the pagoda was inlaid with multiple defensive measures, over and above the shield that could be activated. Moreover, the creation of the pagoda itself was the work of multiple Elders, the kind of joint working only possible using the resources of an organization like the Verdant Green Waters.

Passive enchantments flared as the next trio of attacks tore into the building, the open balcony, and the woman standing visible within the room. She did not flinch, even as the twisting red-and-black chords of energy struck the invisible shielding, cracks appearing on the edges of the balcony wall.

The pagoda itself exuded an aura of its own, a passive shielding technique that blunted discordant, aggressive attacks, bleeding their energy as they encountered the building’s aura. It was the same method that cultivators used to help mollify attacks against themselves, though it was Core Formation and Nascent Soul cultivators who made full use of such techniques.

It was also how they interacted with the outside world, imposing their will upon it.

Already, the earth and the land around the three spiritual instruments and multiple Nascent Soul cultivators was warping. Deep gouges appeared in the earth, newborn springs and wetlands and lava formed as daos and auras clashed. If not for the fact that many of the Nascent Soul cultivators purposely contained the aftereffect of their clashes, the entire area would have been reshaped already.

As it stood, an entire hill had been formed between the Wei and the tents, the bare rock rising ever faster as earth was pulled from deep underground. The movement had forced back the First Prince of the Wei, moments before he had managed to escape. Boiling lava, dribbling from the hill through open wounds in the earth, forced his retreat, causing him to divert to more stable—and less dangerous—ground.

In the east, between the negotiating tent and the Cai’s own floating fortress, a deep and obscuring fog had appeared. Voices and figures could be glimpsed within it, but any non–Core Formation cultivator who plunged inside was lost. Entire platoons stumbled about, clashing with one another or ghostly figures that tore at throats and crippled limbs, mud sucking at their feet and exhausting them.

On the other hand, their opponents were not taking matters easily. The Guerilla General, whose own dao was much smaller and contained, had finally finished off the Rock of the Wei. Bathed in the blood of his opponent, he turned next to the Three Swords of the Iron Pass and Yin Xue, shadows twisting and lurching as the dark-robed figure threw himself at the last of the Wei loyalists. Even as he released his bloodlust and killing intent, he encountered the unleashed demonic hunger of Yin Xue and the killing intent of the three sword survivors.

Together, four Core Formation fighters plunged into desperate battle.

For the remaining members of the Verdant Green Waters and the Cai entourage, this byplay was a minor matter. Bogged down by guards and enemy cultivators, the group was protected by a dozen enchantments but unable to progress further. To leave the protective circle of enchantments would be to die under the unrelenting, domineering pressure of the king. To stay, it would be but a matter of time before the remaining members of the traitors regrouped.

If not for the Sect Head’s careful maneuvering of the Six Jade Gates Patriarch, even the background fluctuations of chi would have ended the weaker members of the negotiating party.

High in the air, the Sect Head and the Patriarch fought. Each time the Patriarch formed a new gate, the Sect Head diverted the newly released empowerments aside, utilizing his dao and techniques to cause damage to Wei and Cai soldiers alike.

Six gates, six perils.

The Gate of Mortals, first to be released, saw mortal soldiers who had lain in wait for months on end stumble into a battle they had no right to be involved in. They fell, crumbling under the weight of a dozen daos.

The Gate of Forests saw demonic boars emerge, only to be captured by wisps of cloud and mystifying smoke and sent into the Cai soldiers and attendants. The creatures, controlled through dao intent and past sacrifices, were mindless in their intent and aggression, unable to discern friend from foe.

The Gate of the Earth had spilled out multilimbed centipedes and millipedes, earthworms and beetles. Shu Ren’s clouds were useless, the creatures ignorant of his mystifying clouds. Instead, they swarmed outward in a circle, attacking trapped Shen and Wei cultivators alike.

The Third General and Royal Guard captain battled, fast-moving blurs tearing up land and earth as they strode across the warped world. The Liar staggered away, flicking into appearance and then disappearing, his movements erratic and impossible to predict, chasing after—or being chased by—a ghostly attacker.

Through this chaos, the evolved light from the ruby glowed. Illuminating daos and connections, releasing some and twisting others. Weakening the Cai soldiers and the vanguard, and in so doing, weakening Cai Meng Dai as well. Forcing him to expand his energy and focus to prop up the bindings between himself and his men.

Face twisted, furious, he lashed out and struck at the pagoda, for it was not just ire and contempt but also fear that drove him. If knowledge of the workings of such an attack spread among his opponents, perhaps not just this battle would be affected.

Focused on the Core Formation cultivator, Meng Dai forgot.

Forgot about the other Nascent Soul cultivator on the battlefield.

The one who had begun this battle.

***

The Patriarch of the Eight Stanzas’ skill with formations was but a by-product of the cultivation technique and focus of his sect. The Eight Stanzas were a much smaller sect than the Verdant Green Waters. Its membership consisted of a smaller, more elite number. Individuals who self-selected their entry, whose focus was upon the written word.

The Eight Stanzas were a sect of poets and writers, of wordsmiths and scholars. Many focused on skills like calligraphy and painting to develop their techniques, to sharpen their prose and garnish their sentences. Others took up techniques like the Patriarch’s, the creation and development of formations to understand better the flow of energy. By breaking down how the multiple elemental chis worked together, one began to understand how each word affected the world, and vice versa.

After all, each word was a symbol, a hieroglyph, a portrait of reality. Each character utilized might consist of a combination of other symbols that could alter the world around them. Not just because they symbolized the meaning itself, but also because of the way civilization itself had given meaning to these words.

Yi Lai might be a master with formations, but he was first and foremost the Patriarch of the Eight Stanzas. Given time and space, his presence shrouded by the chaos of battle and the sacrifice of the other cultivators, he managed to enact the trap they had planned so long ago. A method for dealing with the greatest threat on the battlefield.

Characters, floating in the air, one after the other, finally released.

The army drums cut off cultivator movement,

A lone goose squawks, demarcating autumn

Today is the start of winter of the Cai,

Under this sun that shines as bright on my homeland.

Soldiers are spread all through this land,

No one at home, to care if they live or die.

The attacks they send go astray,

And still the dying does not end.11

The poem was twisted, the words utilized so that, at first, it pulled and tore at the bindings of the soldiers emotionally as they worked their bonds of companionship, and also physically, bending to the task that Yang Mu had begun. It struck with the full weight of meaning, a sledgehammer of understanding to the wedge of enlightenment she had placed within the cracks of their shared cultivation.

A simple blow, but this time with the full weight and understanding of a Nascent Soul cultivator.

The effects, the difference, were immediate.

The vanguard, to a man, staggered. Some of the weakest of their group felt their cultivation levels crumble, falling from Core Formation all the way to Energy Storage, Cores themselves shattered, leaving the cultivators bereft. Even the strongest found themselves vomiting blood and bile, accumulating internal injuries as they faced a cultivation deviation, leaving them vulnerable.

Attacks, thrown by the pagoda, by other cultivators, began to land among the army. The vanguard with the greatest number of Core Formation cultivators suffered the most, targeted as they were by the majority. Targeted, but not alone. All along the battleground, formations failed, cultivators stumbled, blind and unseeing, the very ground upon which they had built their cultivation practices shattered.

And all this but the beginning.

Cai Meng Dai reeled, his dao under assault, his shared cultivation and control and his empowerment by his soldiers, broken.

And in the chaos, another poem.

This one meant to isolate, the ink of the giant letters landing upon the reeling cultivator.

A mountain range, seen in panorama, is but a peak when viewed from a side,

Mountains of all kinds and sizes.

You cannot know the true likeness of Lushan Mountain;

For you stand alone, a mountain. 12

The last sentence the alteration, a twisting of famous words written on the temple beneath Lushan Mountains. The use of well-known poems, words written by others and passed through the minds of thousands of scholars, drew upon that collective energy and dao. In this way, the effects were outsized even for a Nascent Soul cultivator;.

Now, finally, the king was vulnerable. He was alone, unaided by army or cultivator. A tyrant without support, his dao isolated with naught to rule.

Vulnerable.

A plan completed, but in need of a sword to finish it all.


Chapter 43

Of them all, only Wu Ying had directly clashed with Cai Meng Dai. He was the only one who understood the full strength of the man, the way he was empowered not just by his cultivation stage but also his myriad connections to others and his equipment.

They had planned for a peak Nascent Soul opponent, a man stronger than any single opponent. A match for the Sect Head, for Wu Ying, who had not integrated his spirit and body. Strong, but not that far ahead of them.

They had planned for the overlapping cultivation methods of the Cai army, and even intended to exploit them. They had planned for a man replete with enchantment, who had acquired and kept the best of the conquered kingdoms.

They had failed there, lacking in imagination, lacking in understanding of what multiple armories’ worth of combined enchanted equipment might mean. Not even the Verdant Green Waters had ever been that rich. How could they be, as cultivator and royalty split?

The dao he wielded—the Executioner of a Thousand Dreams—a weapon that was wetted and tested on the necks of a thousand before it had even been swung in anger for the first time. Supposedly created for a king long ago, the only blade to have passed the cruel test of a thousand beheadings before sharpening. A single cursed weapon whose unveiling spoke of warped dreams and shattered lives.

The helm—the Sun King’s own. Most historians would point out it was the sixth of the title—the official title, recognized by at least three other states. No one wanted to even try to count the number self-styled Sun Kings who weren’t recognized. It gave the wearer a portion of the initial owner’s dao, a reserve of chi that drew from the sun itself, stored in the jewel that rested upon the crown. A powerful item, though thankfully, other than a protective aura that bolstered the wearer’s own, it offered little else beyond its store of energy.

The boots—the Court Fool’s Footwear—might have the least impressive name; but perhaps because of that, its true ability was all the more impressive. The aforementioned fool—Li Jiang—had been sent to his death in the wilds of the kingdom after insulting the king to his face. Yet over a period of a dozen years and three major wars, the last of which resulted in the overthrow of the corrupt king and the installation of his son, the man had survived. Not the least of which because of the boots, gifted to him by his only friend at court, a bootmaker who had poured inspiration and lifeblood into the equipment to give the man a chance. The boots gave a small twist of fate and luck, to always position the owner a mere cun back, forward, always just off the attack.

Just enough.

The bracers—the Midnight Arms of the Liu.

The breastplate—the Fourth-Best Breastplate of Choudi.

The enchantments and famed names went on and on. Wu Ying knew of most, having read documentation supplied by the Right Guardian. Artifacts were easy to track, the taking of such works from royal armies, from noble families, from destroyed sects. Easy to ascertain that the Cai had them in their armory, had used them in previous battles.

To see them all on the same person…

Well, not unexpected, as was said. Yet they never understood what such a combination would result in.

Individually—outside of, perhaps, Choudi’s Breastplate—none of them were immortal equipment. But together? Oh, together they interacted with one another like a bundle of chopsticks, refusing to be broken.

The Sun King’s Helm, deepening the shadows of the Midnight Arms. The breastplate, hardened and protected against most harm, so when the Fool’s Footwear shifted one even a cun aside, a deadly strike glanced off. The Jade Necklace of the White Snake, freezing the air to slow an opponent, while the massive cloak tapped into Wu Ying’s own element and the dao of swiftness to speed an opponent up again.

All of them working together to make the king stronger than expected.

Even so, even if they had lacked imagination, they could have overcome it, Wu Ying was certain.

Perhaps with more sacrifice, perhaps with the expansion of dao and lifeblood. Sacrifice of form and power.

If not for the man’s last surprise.

***

Extracting himself from the newly birthed crater in the hill was but the work of a moment’s focus, and he pulled himself forward by strength and an expulsion of chi. He reformed in the air, feeling the ache in his bones and muscle. Dispersing into the wind had been an impossibility, the man’s dao not only containing him but also suffusing the attack such that even if he had become the wind, he would have been struck. The attack was not just physical and chi-based but transcended that to strike an opponent’s spirit and cultivation base.

After all, to kill an Immortal, you had to kill the spirit. Otherwise, at best, you’d damage the form but not the Core. For some, it might take longer to reform; for others, they might heal within moments. Or just ignore the damage done to the physical form entirely.

For Wu Ying, keeping to his physical form had meant he was struck and pushed over a long distance, a long tear where forests and earth had been blown aside by his flying body, the gale-force winds marking his passage.

Yet, now free of the effects of the blow, chest aching and body bruised, Wu Ying did not rush back to the fight. The winds informed him of the state of the battle, of the desperate conditions and surprising success of his allies. Of what Yang Mu did to buy him time.

He quailed in fear at the risk she took, the enemy she now faced. She was not him, she had not the cultivation level, the skill in arms to match Meng Dai. Though he knew, even now, that she had a number of hidden skills and enchantments, unpredictability and lavish gifts from indulgent parents could only carry her so far.

If she was caught by the king, if he broke through the pagoda’s defenses, her death was all but guaranteed.

He could not, would not let that happen.

And still, he did not rush to her side. He wanted to. He would not let her stand alone, targeted by another. He ached to be there, shoulder to shoulder.

But he could not go. Not yet.

Though he was supposed to be the final blow, the sword planted in the man’s back, the wielder of Ren, he knew now that his strength, his weapon, his body were insufficient.

For among other things, even over and above his weapons, Cai Meng Dai had another surprise. One that explained so much, and yet defied imagination in a way.

For he was a half-Immortal. A true one.

Not the pitiful half-Immortal that Wu Ying was. Not an unintegrated peak Body Cultivator. He was a cultivator on the cusp of ascension, only held back by a single moment, a single Tribulation. A true half-Immortal.

A single fact that altered all their calculations, all their tricks, that rendered all their attempts at defeating him insufficient.

If he could not defeat Meng Dai as he was, then Wu Ying had no choice. He would take a risk, gamble upon succeeding in his own ascension. Call forth Heaven’s Tribulation and shatter his Core.

***

Clouds gathered, sweeping in from all angles. As Wu Ying cracked open his Core and freed his immortal soul, the Heavens took notice. Offered an invitation, they came. Dragons, immortal beings who had promised never to interfere except in specific circumstances, were drawn by the scent of one of their own—or close enough—birthing itself. Attempting that foolish thing mortals always did, striving ever higher, though they lacked proper wings.

As though the earth, the land they had been born onto, that middle kingdom of riches and ragamuffins was insufficient. As though they had the right to the heavenly gates and the fields and hallways of their betters. To dance on clouds and walk lands of abundance and heavenly chi.

Foolish mortals, though at least this one had a touch more right, a touch of the noblest blood to demand such things.

Only a touch though, insufficient to be truly acknowledged by the dragons. Not enough to guarantee passage above or to grace him with anything more than passing acknowledgment from one cousin to another.

Clouds gathered, and in the darkness of the storm, lightning danced. The dao of the Jade Emperor above concentrated, his expansive aura filling the air. His ire and the Heavens’ admonishment readied themselves as Wu Ying continued his foolishness.

Their final Tribulation, their final tempering readied itself, a final test for all who dared the halls of the Heavens.

As each layer of his Core shattered, the speed that the clouds gathered and deepened increased. He could not, would not, take the time to properly settle his mind and turbulent soul. He could only ride the waves, dance upon the winds, and hope that he could come out of the whirlpool of turbulence stronger.

Once again, he risked it all.

The winds howled, encouraging him, cautioning him, discouraging him. He could hear the voices of wisdom and rage, the Hells whispering of destiny and decision, of the necessity of his actions and the price that would have to be paid. The Heavens howling about defiance and the disruption of their order, about making sure he had paid proper obeisance to those above, that he take the necessary time to ensure all forms were properly completed.

Yet, at the same time, they echoed the rage of the clouds and lightning above, the deep disapproval of his opponent. After all, Cai Meng Dai’s dao was one of conquest, of ownership and rule. He intended to govern all, placing the Heavens underneath his yoke. There was defiance, and then there was rebellion.

In that tempest, Wu Ying shattered another layer of his Core. Portions, aspects of his immortal soul leaked out as that formless, mature spirit joined his immortal Wind Body. As it did, the winds imparted their wisdom in parts of themselves. The cold of the north, the warmth and variety of the south. The hidebound rules of the Heavens, their petty anger over being challenged.

No…

Something twitched in Wu Ying, and that mental grip of soul and body that compressed both together slackened for a moment.

The Heavens were right. Given time, Meng Dai would challenge even the Jade Emperor. King Cai had not limited his dao, limited his boundless ambition to just this world. He dared, he believed, he should rule all. No wonder the Heavens objected. For there could only be one ruler, only one whose word should be listened to.

The Dao.

Another flicker, even as another layer shattered. He only had a couple left before the immortal soul, straining against its bond, would be free. He knew it was too late now to turn back, but a thread of doubt crept in.

Heavenly wind raged, gusts blowing back and forth, shattering trees, blowing down distant buildings. Angered by his doubts, by his stray thought.

Though the Dao was all, it was not the Heavens. It was not rulership of the immortals, the placement and organization of the three lands, the control of the demons and the careful tending of rain and earth. The Heavens were not the Dao, because the Dao accepted everything and as such, constraints and rules and order were meaningless to it, a portion of it only…

The rules that required a drought over a land, where children starved and beasts died of thirst and nations were forced to war.

The other winds rose. The central wind spoke of granaries opened and found empty. Of magistrates found to have sold off stores meant to provide during such droughts. Corruption, weeded out. Irrigation channels left to crumble, forced to be rebuilt so waters from far-off rivers could be brought where they were needed.

The western wind spoke of trade routes opened, of new lands found for teas and silks and pottery and other precious items. New knowledge brought back along with valuable herbs and foreigners whose ideas would eventually change this society. The need for change that, yes, even a drought could bring.

The Hells, the Hells laughed. Saying all these things could have happened, would happen, naturally. That there was no need for meddling, no need to alter the natural course of action and consequence. Only to strive ever onward as an individual, to better oneself above all.

A thousand impressions, a million voices, uncountable souls

For one man, who had walked a path from farmer to cultivator, a single realization. Even as an immortal soul drew in all such impressions, as it joined the seven winds that were part and parcel of Wu Ying’s body. Even as the clouds gathered and thunder rumbled and lightning threatened.

A moment of epiphany.

That he could not, would not, accept the rule of the Heavens.

Not this way. Not the heavenly wind that demanded obedience.

And for that reason, he would fail.


Chapter 44

The battle had only lasted minutes at this point, not even a quarter of an hour. Numerous mortals—or cultivators close enough to mortality, with only a few Body Cleansing meridians opened—were still struggling to reach a point of safety. Some of the unluckiest, the least fortunate or protected, were curled up, catatonic from the clash of spiritual energies and daos as Nascent Soul cultivators did battle. A few—a lucky few—were experiencing moments of intense enlightenment, blockages in their cultivation torn asunder as the vagaries of battles and the pressures of survival forced them to transcend their limits.

High above, the sun still glimmered, though its radiance had been hidden by the gathering storm clouds. These clouds traversed the lands now at a fast clip, drawn forward by gale-force winds high above as their shepherds chased after the fleeing figure beneath. Striding beside them a black-skinned man with a giant mace, the Immortal coming himself to ensure punishment was carried out. Some of the shepherds cackled, others heckled, and a scarce few cheered on the cultivator who rushed back to battle, fleeing the oncoming Tribulation.

The landscape Wu Ying flew over, that the winds and his spiritual sense informed him of, was vastly changed. Moreso, the world was expected to alter even further as the flying fortress of the Cai finally finished disgorging its contents, hasty reinforcements coming over the section of wall destroyed by the Patriarch. It broke free of the ground, rising unsteadily in the air.

Beneath his feet, a new lake had formed on the northern side, mist lingering across the watery depths as soldiers skirted around the edges of the growing impediment. Those few foolish enough to enter the water were pulled down, drowned by unknown phantom assailants. Mists and fog confused mortal soldiers, already hurting and weakened by Yang Mu, sending them astray into battle with one another.

Between the Shen and Wei spiritual instruments, the land glowed red as spilled energy and conflicting daos tore it apart, living lava and burning foliage casting stark shadows. Powerful chi weapons were unleashed, only for moving barriers to block the attacks, Elders and guards struggling in tiny plays of desperate death.

Like his own existence, in the war.

A man defended with an open palm, felt it slice halfway through, but a cultivating technique finally stopped the blow. A lunge and headbutt disoriented his opponent, the Cai soldier having lost his helm sometime during the battle.

Willowy flutes played, forming a wall of swirling grass razor blades that caught and discarded Cai guards. The players, musicians of an allied sect from Shen, were unprepared for the chaos of war. A blade flew through their defenses, skewering them both.

A dozen horses trampled over the Wei vanguard. Spirits drawn forth from a painting, their inky black hides contrasting with the flames that licked their flesh, they crashed into a smaller sect of flame wielders who were uncaring of their inky hides as they burned.

Even with the Shen defenders split, the Wei were taking a beating. Loyalists did battle with traitors, and the safeguards in the Wei palace were left half-formed, entire gardens and structures shattered or destroyed by infighting and the pressures of multiple competing spirits.

The Seven Tier Immortal Pagoda looked less than pristine as well. The attacks by the king, by the Wei, and the occasional lofted shot from the Cai fortress had torn apart masonry and caused walls to buckle, for balcony doors to be blown off and the contents within to be thrown about. Yet none of those attacks had pierced the pagoda proper.

In the meantime, the Nascent Soul cultivators had showcased the reason they had survived so long. Another sneak attack, laid long ago and utilizing remnants of the formation energy from the Eight Stanzas Patriarch, had caught the Six Jade Gates Patriarch as he called forth the fourth Jade Gate. Of them all, this attack had done the greatest damage, for it had torn into the man’s own cultivation base and his cultivated technique.

The Six Jade Gates Patriarch had retreated behind the impenetrable barrier of the fifth Jade Gate. Whether he intended to emerge and what he would bring with him was unknown.

Rather than waste time, the pair of Nascent Soul cultivators from the Shen had joined in the battle against the Guerilla General and the remaining two Swords of the Iron Pass, seeking to overwhelm the shadowy figure.

In the midst of all this, the Third General lay, an arm missing, recovering from her battle with the Royal Guard captain of Cai. He strode toward her, uncaring, bleeding and injured but ready to win the battle. A widow cried, the palace shook as a building exploded in a maelstrom of water and metal as hidden traps triggered. A liar died by inches, blood gushing from wounds struck by a ghostly dagger.

As for the vanguard of the Cai, they who were meant to be the forefront of battle, who had crushed so many before…

Elder Hsu, returned to the battle along with Elder Po and the Generals of the Shen, was among them. The Cai’s usual cohesion was nowhere to be seen, their strength significantly reduced. The group of Shen cultivators spun through them, blades and fists thundering to take lives. Tigers within a herd of horses.

Dangerous and deadly, stronger than any single member of the Cai. Still they might be beaten, would be eventually, as the initial shock and injury ended.

In the meantime, Yang Mu, now in control of the word magic utilized by Yi Lai, contested with the king, locking him down and crushing his ability to connect. Rather than joining his men or saving the vanguard, he concentrated on the pagoda itself, which had begun to rise as well. Focused on that light, though he dared not fly to the gem itself.

New hills, a new lake, deep furrows, and a boiling lava formation. Fires everywhere, an entire forest torn down or sheared apart by a casual missed strike. A land altered, and even powerful cultivators forced to take shelter or risk being torn apart. All this Wu Ying took in as he returned.

Moments.

Then he was there, bringing with him the wrath of the Heavens and an immortal soul finally freed and joining with his immortal body. If imperfectly.

***

Lightning cracked as Wu Ying raced the Heavens. He moved as swiftly as the typhoon, uprooting trees and sending forth dust and debris. He raced onward, pouring all the energy from his now broken Core, from his immortal soul that was merging and consuming his immortal body in the effort. All these years, he had been feeding it slowly, developing the immortal soul with unaspected, inspirationless energy as the Formless Soul method dictated.

Or so he had thought.

Yet how often had he broken through via divine inspiration? How strong were those moments of enlightenment, when he had traversed time and soul to find his path. Again and again, he had progressed from flashes of insight, borrowing heavenly chi and Dao inspiration. Only now, to reject the very Heavens for the sins they had committed—upon his friend, upon himself, upon the world at large.

He raged against heavenly order, even as he came to understand it. It was the duality of man, that they could understand the need for social hierarchies, yet reject their existence for themselves.

He could not accept a heaven that looked away from individual needs, seeing only the greater good.

He could not be the wind that blew through the world without care, never touching down in any space, forever rootless. Though he might traverse the lands, longed to do so, he had roots.

Friends. Family. A lover.

Those, he would not fail.

Wu Ying’s body betrayed itself, the merging at war with itself as two separate but closely related daos attempted to combine and gain dominance. At the same time, the Heavenly Tribulation would occur, whether he progressed or not. He could not escape the judgment of those above, and so he did the only thing he could imagine doing.

He brought it with him.

There was no surprise attack. Not with the clouds or his dao or his chi screaming and in turbulence as it was.

So he chose to make full use of his options. The Dragon’s Truth, his lunge attack, exploded forth with even more power as he brought the full strength of his spirit and body together. The speed with which he covered the last few hundred feet surprised even him, for he had never wielded the full strength of his immortal body before.

A blink, and he was across the space, a motion so fast that even Meng Dai was barely able to bring his armored forearm to block the attack. It sent the tip of Wu Ying’s blade to skim across the edge of his breastplate, his boots yanking him back, his body diverting the killing blow by inches.

Moments later, the pain of the explosive lunge, the damage from forcing energy through a body that was experiencing body-wide injuries, roared through him. Wu Ying’s tip shifted ever so slightly and his follow-up attack, a swing, bounced off breastplate and gorget.

The pain was indescribable. Even having been run through the stomach, stabbed in the chest, muscles and bones crushed by others, this was a new level of agony. It was a conflict of visions and understanding, a spiritual form of injury that tore at mind and heart and manifested in the body.

Even so, decades of pushing himself, of hurting himself, allowed him to recover.

The wind threw him back, a twist of the hips and an angling of the body allowing him to slip the return punch, feeling the wind of its passing brush his skin. That same wind informed him of the next part of the sequence, and he managed to deflect the next two cuts.

Faster, they moved.

Weapons chimed, wind almost painful even on his skin, warming it as the wind cultivator moved ever faster, quicker than even Meng Dai. For though these daos might combat one another, his soul was still his, his body his own. They merged, tearing it apart, like two pieces of cloth hastily stitched together, overlaying one another.

Injuries that would become weaknesses in the long run, that would leave him open for the Heavenly Tribulation. Should he survive that long.

“You are insane. You called the Heavenly Tribulation to us!” Meng Dai snarled, eyeing the sky above. “This, this is the one for ascension to the Heavens!” He dodged to the side, his cheek guard torn free by the swift thrust that Wu Ying had utilized when he was distracted.

“Yes.”

“You cannot believe you would survive it!” For once, the self-assured king looked worried. Even if the Tribulation was not his own, he knew enough to understand that his actions had challenged the Heavens. A few bolts thrown his way might not kill him normally. Not if he had his full strength. But that ruby-red light bathed them all, curtailing his cultivation, his techniques. Now he was vulnerable, prone to crippling, ending his own chance of ascending.

“I can believe that you would have trouble surviving too,” Wu Ying said, slipping back as he felt the whirlwind of energy concentrating. The pendant on the king’s breastplate burned hard for a moment, stored heated earth—glass—chi exploding forth in an impressive lance of molten glass from his chest. It soared past Wu Ying, leaving a trail of smoke and the smell of burned sand behind, only to fall away, threatening those below. “Or at least be prey for my people.”

“You fool!” Momentum returned, the domineering king curled sideways, wound up to swing the dao from shoulder to hip. He meant to bisect Wu Ying, the sword technique compressing space itself as it hampered the wind cultivator, disallowing retreat.

It was a cut from a fighting form that Wu Ying recognized. The first of a series of movements that had been adapted for the jian. It was an advantage that Wu Ying ruthlessly utilized, allowing him to break the attack with a well-timed thrust.

Still trapped by dao, the wind cultivator could not move. So he chose to employ a new weapon, one gifted to him. The wind shattered the glass spear as it fell, competing winds breaking the fragile chi creation apart. Once, twice, and again, the spear shattered to become shards. Then, with a flicker of intent, Wu Ying lifted the glass.

It enveloped them moments later, a dust storm of ground glass. It slipped through Meng Dai’s armor, rubbed against hidden skin, irritating the man. More dangerously, the glass went for his mouth, nose, eyes. Even a half-Immortal might be injured in such a case. Sensing danger, Meng Dai expelled chi, melting and breaking apart the enchanted glass into component particles.

That same explosion cast Wu Ying away once again, an expanding sphere of blackened chi that licked at the air and exerted its own force on his winds. This time though, he skidded to a stop a half-dozen feet away.

“You’d sacrifice your own ascension for them?” Meng Dai snarled.

“Yes.”

What more was there to say? To save his friends, his family, his lover, his sect and nation, he would sacrifice his life even.

After all, a cultivator without the resolve to do even this much was not worth the name.
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Something in the air, something in his instincts made him look upward. He threw his free hand above him, catching the lightning as it struck. The bolt was as wide as half his body, the thunder that followed shook his very teeth. Sword still pointed at his opponent, Wu Ying channeled the racing energy through him. Guided it at his opponent, where it slammed into the other half-Immortal.

It arced through the king, downward now as it flowed into his feet, burned his cloak, and connected the pair to the earth below. The scream that ripped itself from Wu Ying’s throat was long and loud, body and soul burned as the lightning danced through him. At the same time, his sense of the wind stuttered, gravity returning as the winds were lost.

No wonder cultivators stayed on the earth when transcending.

As quickly as it began, the lightning died, seared muscle and broken skin sizzling in the air, leaving the smell of charred silk and flesh to linger. His opponent looked better, his enchantments having held off the attack more easily, though he too fell.

Ten, thirty feet Wu Ying dropped before his control returned, wind chi bearing him aloft once more.

All around, the Dragon’s Breath kept rotating, pulling in wind chi. No longer did he hide his efforts to empower himself, the constant churn of clouds and air, moisture and scents from far away mixing as he drew in what strength he could to heal and empower himself.

With the barest pressure on the winds, Wu Ying charged upward, reengaging his opponent in a clash of blades. They stood, swords entangled, heaving against one another in midair, when the second lightning bolt fell.

The attack this time was even more strenuous. As with every other Heavenly Tribulation, the initial strikes were almost a test, to see if the one below had any true grit. It damaged, but it was only a probe. A softening up, if you will, of body and soul. Each lightning bolt afterward grew in intensity, causing ever greater damage.

Many theorized that the gradual increase in strength was a matter of tempering, the slow heating and refinement of souls. Less optimistic individuals noted that this increase in pressure might just be a consequence of the way heavenly chi had to gather, the attacks being slow to increase in strength. Not anything so kind as a conscious effort to aid those attempting to ascend, but a necessary buildup of power.

It mattered little.

The second lightning bolt tore the sky apart. It seared Wu Ying’s body, arced via the connection of their weapons into his opponent. This time around, a portion of the attack was siphoned away by the overlapping auras of both cultivators, by the protective enchantments embedded within the king’s equipment.

It made the second attack significantly easier to survive.

As Wu Ying reeled, a palm strike sent him back. He recovered only to see the arrogant ruler turn and flee. Or attempt to, for the newly empowered wind cultivator was faster. Too late, his arrogance had crumbled. If he had started running the moment he had realized that Wu Ying was approaching, perhaps he could have fled.

Perhaps he should have.

Perhaps he could not have before this. A dao of dominance, of conquering, did not allow for much flexibility when it came to retreat. Some, of course—good tactics sometimes required one to retire from battle, to conserve strength before pushing forward. Yet that was only ever a temporary stance, and in a fast-changing atmosphere of a duel, perhaps Meng Dai didn’t have time to justify a new stance.

It was impossible to tell, for anyone not inside his mind. It mattered little, for the results were the same.

The arrogant King Cai retreated, his cloak burned and trailing ashes, his breastplate and shoes smoking. Twisting and turning, at times used as a shield against falling lightning, other times forced to block a sword that sought his life.

Even now, the wind cultivator charged forward, heedless of the lightning raining down upon them both. Distant impressions of a figure above, his mace and hammer wielded to empower the lightning, so when it fell it struck with its full force. Wu Ying could feel the tempo, the shift of the Immortal’s body13 when it was ready to utilize the gathered energy. Used it, risking failure and death, to ensure that Meng Dai was caught in the onslaught as well.

The Heavens released their ire, sparks of electricity dancing across spirit armor as the pair flashed across the battlefield, fleeing. They left behind chaos as the lightning bolts touched down, connecting heaven to earth and crisping the occasional unlucky group far below.

Innocents destroyed as wannabe gods battled.

***

“Oh, you fool.” Hands clutched tight against one another, fingernails digging into delicate flesh beneath, drawing blood, and tears streaming down her face, Yang Mu watched the sparking fireflies that darted across the landscape.

In their passing, mere mortal cultivators were tossed around by gale-force winds or crushed under the unrelenting pressure of a half-Immortal’s aura. Falling lightning highlighted the ongoing battle beneath as the forces of the Cai struggled, their leader’s overwhelming presence no longer aiding them.

The cultivators of the Shen were now ascendant. Her martial sister’s initiative to save and aid the loyal members of the Wei had paid off as the Nascent Soul cultivators were no longer present. Now, it was a battle of the merely powerful.

Utilizing her skills and judging the points of balance and loyalty within the Wei, Fa Yuan swiftly cut out or convinced those traitorous Wei to return to the fold using spirit messages and karma twistings. Beside her, creating both space and pathway, was the Right Guardian, the old man using a pair of whip-thin jian to open the way for his protégé.

Already, these new—old—allies of Wei turned on the remaining traitors, doing battle with and reasserting their authority over them. The Wei palace had fallen silent, only the occasional attack of artillery and chi aimed at the Cai fortress lancing forth. The fort smoked, entire buildings aflame. On occasion, it would rumble from within, the palace shaking as it tried—and failed—to lift off.

The Cai fortress was not helping. It had turned its efforts from the Seven Tier Immortal Pagoda, which rained down attacks from the air, to focus upon the grounded Wei palace, as though seeking to finish off a wounded animal before it turned on them. Beautiful gardens and resplendent temples were on fire, formations knocked askew or never raised.

This treachery was perhaps just as important in convincing the prior traitors to return to the fold as her sister’s twisting of the skeins of karma to bring what was now due.

The First Prince of Wei fled, heading for the forest in the distance under a massive, spinning handleless metal umbrella. This replica of an ancient artifact deflected attacks coming his way, even the occasional strike aimed by the pagoda. Hurrying behind, acting as the rear guard, was his uncle, the Nascent Soul Lord Shi, weathering the battle as he slumped over the horn of his saddle, gripping onto his horse and controlling the artifact by sheer will alone.

For all the drama, all the battles taking place, she had eyes only for him—her heart and soul.

“You damn fool. Why would you do that?” She whispered the sentence, but in her heart—her breaking heart, the shattered pieces like twisting daggers within her chest—she knew. After all, he had done the same before. He would do the same in the future.

If he had a future.

She did not bother to wipe her tears as she turned her attention at last. Yang Mu regarded the formation before her, the way it bathed the surroundings in that twisting of chi and light. Felt her dao as it strained to empower formation and light alike.

“He’s dying,” Yang Mu said, pitching her voice so it traveled across the turbulent skies to those who might hear. “He’s dying, and he won’t be able to finish this.”

Thunder rumbled, breaking up her words, nearly drowning out the reply.

“Are you sure?” Sect Head Yan asked in a strained voice.

She could feel their battle, high above. The Patriarch of the Six Jade Gates Sect had returned, disgorging flying demons from his gate, which originated from the deep south. His hands were wide, parted, his face in a rictus of pain as he tore open his cultivation and utilized the greatest technique of his sect. Even in the best of times, he would have had to rest after wielding it.

Now, it was his final gambit.

The creatures that came from the gates were horrifying to glimpse, all entrails and heads and nothing else, though their very presence sucked up vibrant yang chi and left the environment deathly cold.

Clouds met yin-based monsters, confusing them, sending them scurrying away. Yang chi flooded in, borrowed from the energy of the clouds above, poisoning and killing the demons as they sought escape from the maze. But there were dozens, hundreds, emerging and even the Sect Head could only do so much.

Behind the fighting pair, a giant calligraphy brush hovered in the air, words written and sent forth. The Patriarch of the Eight Stanzas wielded his own artifact, the Guerilla General unable to escape the resounding words as they sought them out in the shadows. The Liar of the Western Reaches, blood coating his body from numerous wounds, danced with the Royal Guard captain, the pair trapped in a maze of lies and blood, soul and lifeblood burning.

“Yes. The Tribulation is half-done and the king still lives. Wu Ying cannot ascend, he will fall before it ends, and the king will end him if he survives the Tribulation.”

“We cannot just save him, we have our own battles here.”

Yang Mu understood that. Half the problem with fights between Nascent Soul cultivators was that they took so long. When such figures had enough chi to outlast an entire sect, it was rare for such a battle to be over quickly. Even mortal wounds took a long time to kill, as the Liar showed. Only overwhelming strength or hidden traps had any chance of ending a battle with speed.

She understood it, but she also had a solution.

“I can stop one of them. Just tell me which one.”

There was a deep and profound silence after her announcement. It went on so long that she wondered if the Sect Head was busy in a fight, injured or dead, or just deeply and profoundly shocked. Really, if he was, she would be rather disappointed. The Sect Head knew she had parents of this realm. Her mother was the infamous Merchant of the Platinum Inn. Of course she had a method of dealing with a Nascent Soul cultivator.

Not enough to kill them. But trap them long enough for her to escape? That was quite possible.

Silence. And then, voice still strained, Sect Head Yang spoke, “What do you need? To make this happen.”

“Just space.” She reached upward, touching her necklace and the pendant within. Pulling at it gently, she retrieved the gold-and-silver piece of jewelry, the twisted metal trapping a small ball within. She lifted it, taking the pendant off her neck, the movement slow and graceful. “A half-dozen steps away from one another. I can do the rest.”

One result of the Nascent Soul cultivators unleashing their full strength was that they were glowing bonfires of spiritual strength in their surroundings. She barely needed her aura sense to note where they were, for their presence warped the surroundings with its very existence.

Monsters, all of them.

Yet, unlike the Core Formation cultivators and those even weaker, she didn’t cower at the sight of the battle. She felt a thrill of fear at being on the same battlefield as these monsters, but she managed it.

First, of course, because she was behind the protections of the pagoda. Then, thanks to her upbringing, living—and sensing—them from an early age, being trained by a pair of Nascent Soul cultivators had altered the way she felt about them.

Fear, understandable fear, threatened to consume her thoughts, to pull her focus apart and overwhelm her. She clutched tight to her training, to her experiences and the knowledge that they were not impossible to beat. Most of all, she held on to the threads that connected her to those that mattered—Fa Yuan, Wu Ying, Tou He, her parents. Knowing that if she was unsuccessful now, it would mean their deaths.

In the distance, she could see the Sect Head flick a hand, the clouds of chi parting. They struck, wrapping themselves around a shadowy figure—the Guerilla General, a dangerous creature, elusive and prone to attacking from behind, now highlighted by resounding words of power—as they tried to escape within.

It gave her enough space to act.

A surge of energy into the pendant, guiding it through time and space, feeling the spatial dao that was contained within the artifact activate to direct her movements. She knew Wu Ying had always envied her ability, though she had yet to fully relate the kind of required training she had undergone to gain it. He could be a little too protective sometimes, especially as the individuals who had done it to her were her own parents.

Scarring perhaps, but it gave her this ability. To reach outward, to cross space by understanding that all was linked by the Dao, and so all space was the same. All she had to do was make it so, with her own spirit and intention and chi. Everything was connected, and if she enforced the right connection…

She could not fight the Guerilla General. They were too strong, too powerful. She had asked for a half-dozen feet, but she had underestimated them. Their aura leaked outward to such a distance that she needed a full ten feet before she could find a place with enough gaps in their control for her to enforce her own control, her connection.

Once it happened though, it was a simple matter of snapping the pendant’s skill into place. It would have been impossible if Cai Meng Dai was not distracted—his domination of the surrounding area would have blocked her pitiful attempts at asserting a different reality. As it was, her efforts exhausted a large portion of her energy stores. But the effects were worth it.

Twisted threads sprang into existence around the Guerilla General, metal quickly enclosing them and constricting. In their larger form, the multilayered enchantments and runes that had been carved into the former pendant’s strings of metal were now visible, glowing with repressed energy as they consumed the tiny core—the ball—to empower themselves.

Not that the cultivator let this happen without contesting their entrapment. Their aura flared, pushing against the bindings, seeking an escape. Diving into the shadows, only to be rebound, their dao of death and blood in the night and shadows creating an opening for a moment before she blocked them. She grunted, staggering back; even that minor diversion to buy the enchantment time caused her great pain and effort.

Another attempt, another try. She tried to block him, failed.

The Guerilla General exulted, flowing through the gap they had sensed. Moments later, they regretted their choice. The trap within the enchantment snapped shut, locking the creature of shadow and blood and death in that transient form, pulling them back into the center of the pendant. Now, rather than a spirit stone, another spirt lay in the center of the pendant: one of death and shadows.

Finally, the Nascent Soul cultivators—some of them at least—were free to join Wu Ying.

Not a moment too late, as the lightning and rumbling thunder reached a crescendo.
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He was bald. It was a silly fact, at odds with the searing agony of his existence, but one that kept running through Wu Ying’s mind, over and over again as he fought the ruler of the Cai nation. Not that their battle registered much gain, though he had been stabbed three times and managed to land a single attack of note on his opponent. Of course, that attack had been the upward cut of A Dragon Rises, which had bisected one foot and torn apart the already damaged breastplate of his opponent, so he counted it well landed.

It had also been his goal to strip his opponent of his enchanted equipment. The cloak had burned away after repeated lightning strikes, slowing Meng Dai down. Much like Wu Ying’s own robes, or his shoes and his hair. Meng Dai’s shoes were burned to a crisp, though the cultivator still hung on, even if their abilities had been tarnished and only worked occasionally. Taking the breastplate had been a major upset, though it came with consequences.

Not just the stab in his left shoulder, which had nearly skewered his heart and meant his left arm no longer worked, but the combination of the breastplate’s protection and his and Meng Dai’s combined auras had mitigated the effects of the lightning.

When the next bolt flew down, he dropped low, coming under his opponent rather than putting his blade in contact with the other. Ren glowed red-hot in his hand, having been struck so often the metal was beginning to warp. So was the armor he wore, armor that seared his flesh and burned into his body, even as it struggled to heal itself.

He could smell the stench of cooked meat, vaguely. His sense of smell, his nerves had been overwhelmed long ago, the taste of metal and blood and vomit in his mouth even as his flesh sizzled and his nerves screamed from moment to moment. He could not stop, though it was only the kindness of the winds that bore him aloft now.

Most of them.

The seventh wind, rejected and discarded, had left. The sixth, the wind of the Hells, laughed and threw itself more into the effort instead. Not because it approved, but because it wanted to see the result of his decision.

His hair was gone, his flesh was broken open and weeping, his body itself half-consumed in an attempt to repair the damage. His stores of energy were nearly empty, even as he was wracked with pain from the clash of body and soul. Wu Ying could sense the cracks in his immortal body, knew that he was on his last legs.

That knowledge, above all, gave him strength.

Lightning fell, and the pair burned. It passed through Meng Dai as he shielded himself against the attack, then jumped sideways to take its ire out on the man who defied it. There was no way to stop lightning, and all the king could do was guard himself, allow the energy to pass around his aura and disallow it from entering him. He failed, of course, but he managed to shield himself enough that he still floated, even as the last of the lightning found Wu Ying, its true target.

After all, even if the Heavens might wish to attack Meng Dai, it was the wind cultivator who had drawn down this Tribulation.

The lightning struck, and once more highlighted Wu Ying’s body. An involuntary scream ripped itself free from his throat, a strangled croak wetted with blood and snot.

Lightning. Burning. Pain.

And then, it was over.

And Meng Dai was turning, launching himself at Wu Ying. He had stopped his retreat, instead attacking with all the ferocity of a cornered bear. If he managed to end Wu Ying, perhaps the Heavenly Tribulation would end too. His saber, the curved single-sided sword, was wrapped with the full strength of his dao, and it arced down and met the raised blade. Ren bowed, and Wu Ying’s own grip slackened as failing muscles gave way and the king’s blade lodged in his shoulder, hurtling him to the ground.

Down he fell, chased by the king.

One last lightning bolt gathered, high above. It was the largest and strongest by far, and though Meng Dai was injured, he was only weakened.

Wu Ying’s body impacted the earth, his form unable to split as Meng Dai’s aura wrapped around him. He was too injured for such a desperate action anyway. Bones shattered, piercing torn and bleeding muscles. His head rebounded off the ground; he was unable to keep his chin tucked from the force of the attacks. Organs ruptured, lungs squashed and struggled to open, and his grip slackened on his sword.

Down Meng Dai landed, crushing Wu Ying’s body. No mortal form could have withstood this assault, and even immortal wind could suffer only so much. Even as he reformed, as memories of a better past helped rebuild him, the dao rose.

Wu Ying swung his sword in an attempt to cut his opponent only to fail, the weak motion deflected by a simple block as it glanced off the king’s armored bracer.

The saber fell.

Wu Ying tried to move. His body failed him, refusing to even acknowledge his anguished mental prompts. Refused to roll aside, the wind too busy healing him to pull him apart, lift him or the king aside. That aura, holding him still.

He tried to do something. Anything.

It took a lot to kill a half-Immortal, even one as flawed as he was. But that was what Heavenly Tribulation was meant to do, what it was geared toward. Not just refinement, but a test and a method to slay those who dared.

Knowledge that he was done, that it was over, flowed through him. Regret, that he would not leave a body behind worth burying. At causing anguish to his parents, to his friends at his early death.

Funny, that he should go before them.

The blade had nearly kissed his skin when the fog rolled in.

Bindings of mist and water wrapped around the king’s arm, slowing it as it fell on dented, displaced armor. The mist could not stop the blade, but it did not need to.

Just enough for the last gift of the Heavens to descend.

To arc through the body above, to jump from body to body, and then to earth. Lightning coursed through both. A last desperate defense, wind and will guarding Wu Ying’s Core, protecting heart and lungs and mind as heavenly energy spent itself killing them.

One last attack.

Enough, perhaps, to damage his opponent.

Or at least, make him vulnerable.

Enough.

Then, consciousness faded. Mind and body and soul faded.

***

Meng Dai staggered away, hand bleeding, weaponless. His dao had shattered, heated by multiple lightning strikes and then cooled too fast by bands of moisture and an attack by that coward of a Sect Head. A weapon forged by a true Master of the blade, handed down over centuries from sword master to sword master, destroyed.

His dao. His!

The king swayed, fury bathing the surroundings as his aura beat upon the world, commanding it to his presence. He was injured, gravely so—but if those cultivators thought it was enough to see him ended, they were fools. If they thought they were the only ones with fail-safes, they did not know the true height of Mount Tai as it loomed over them.

Fools.

Hands trembling, the storage ring in his hand stuttering as it tried to pull forth the pill he intended to use, he let himself sway and collapse. The bonds of moisture and cloud that held him close had spent themselves destroying his weapon. They had left him free, and they had not come back.

Not yet.

They gathered, the pair. Two old men, who had spent the lives of their subordinates like a gambler with a too-full purse. The sneak and the real threat, that interferer. As he fell, he felt them near, the old man darting at the edges, doing what he did best—attempting to strike from afar. As though strength came from assisting others, allowing others to dictate the battle.

The Verdant Sect Head had exchanged his weapons. Those sticks he had used, embedded around the gate. Holding back the Six Jade Gates Patriarch and his horde of monsters, though like the gate and the Patriarch, both were fading. Now he wielded another weapon, a polearm trailing cloud and chi, killing intent wrapped within. A powerful weapon, and one that Meng Dai had no desire to face.

So he did not.

A shadow, his shadow, emerged. It caught the Sect Head across the chest, just under the falling elbows, and sliced through his enchanted robes, parting them easily and leaving an open wound. Droplets flew through the air, a poison meant to kill even Nascent Soul cultivators. The polearm shifted, its target turned. It tore through his shadow, ending the chike’s life in a single strike.

It did not matter.

In this, he agreed with those old men. That was what subordinates were for. Especially these. Trained from birth, forced to dedicate their lives to the kingdom. There was only one end for them, one existence. In the next life, they could find something less tragic. For now, they did their job.

The Sect Head retreated, pulling his weapon toward him to guard himself from the expected follow-up. An automatic movement that placed his life ahead of others.

A logical movement. And he was right, Meng Dai was moving.

Just not the way they expected.

The first surprise was during his flight as he extracted and consumed the Longgui Vitality Pill. A national treasure, rare beyond belief. Not because of how hard it was to make—though it did require the skills of a Nascent Soul cultivator to even attempt—but because of the cost of production. Even owning a kingdom, the cost of distilling the energy and herbs to make it was staggering. The entire Cai kingdom only had two—and one was stored in the kingdom’s treasury and had only been finished in the last year. It would take a decade for it to settle and gain full potency.

The pill poured its energy into his body, bypassing meridians and soaking into flesh and bone and healing directly, drawing upon the dao of its creator and the Heavens. It accelerated the natural healing energies of his body, bending time to recall a period when he was whole. Supplying all the energy and insight needed to conduct this.

It would take a few minutes to complete even so, but it did mean that his current exertions were not adding to his injuries.

The second thing that surprised his opponents was simple. If they’d had a moment to consider, they would have expected it. They did not have that time, not at the speeds these battles occurred. Instead of attacking the Sect Head, he flickered through the battlefield and struck at the Patriarch of the Eight Stanzas.

He had no sword, but he did not need it for such a frail opponent.

The feel of his fist smashing into his opponent’s face, crushing bones and tearing skin as it impacted, was truly satisfying after fighting that bending, giving wind opponent. Even the old man’s modicum of enchantments were worth nothing as he expanded the last of his rings to shatter the Patriarch’s defenses.

He laughed, a manic laughter that bubbled up from his stomach as he swung with his other fist, feeling the impact. His foot dug into the ground, pushing him forth as he charged after the retreating body, the other reforming even now.

Battle lust filled the air, and his dao warped the surroundings, slowing the flying body, smashing aside additional protective enchantments. Not all of them, of course. He ignored the trails of pain that flayed his skin, an attack piercing his own defenses to expose ribs and leave a line of flesh and muscle hanging from his chest. Blood—his, theirs—spraying the air in a multitude of droplets.

More formations, enchantments triggered. He dodged around the falling brush that nearly skewered him, leaving him splashed with ink that sizzled like poison. Words, mangled and slurred, rose from the Patriarch’s mouth, around the damage he had caused on purpose. Shattered cheekbones, displaced jaw, and bloody mouth or not, it was insufficient to make the other stop utilizing his skills.

Bands of ice and silk, wrapping around his body to slow him. Colorful birds made of light and dreams, their beaks piercing his flesh and bone. More attacks, audio and light and mental, concepts and thoughts unbalancing his mind, throwing off his vision.

All the while, his fists were flying. Striking, again and again. When his sight showed him lies, of a fleeing Patriarch, a dead one, he closed his eyes and trusted to his dao. When his balance was upset and he could no longer stand without falling, he grabbed a leg and pulled himself onto his opponent. Wrapped him tight, even as he felt another attack pierce his back and tear off one buttock. He leveraged his only free weapon, his head, to strike his target.

Again and again, still helmed, he brought it down. They came to a stop, no longer moving. Meng Dai barely felt the polearm that caught him in the side, threw him with the force of its attack. He tumbled away, came back up, realized that the attacks—the formations, the hovering brush, the poems that had torn into his body and assaulted his senses—were gone.

Collapsed, as their caster lay dead.

Then it was the Verdant Green Waters Sect Head and the General of the Sixth Army before him, astride a horse. He was battered and tired, but leveled a lance at him from the back of the magnificent creature.

Nascent Soul—bloody and tired, a peak Core Formation cultivator and his trusted beast. All intent on stopping him.

And that merchant. He had tried to avoid killing her, worried her parents would join the war. Worried that if she died, he would gain new enemies.

No more chances. He would finish this and then destroy their sect, their kingdoms, their homes. Show them, show the world and the Heavens, who the true ruler of all was. They had pushed him harder than any group before them, but he was done indulging their attempt. It would be a pity that he would have to kill to his recently made allies. Perhaps a few could be left alive.

His dao began to unfurl, and deep within, Meng Dai touched the gem that had been embedded within his chest, next to his heart. A gift, from admirers. The second of his surprises, the last—but greatest—of his secrets.

Grinning wide, blood dripping from his mouth and leaking from his side, King Cai Meng Dai straightened. Unbeaten and unbowed.


Chapter 47

Wu Ying woke in the comforting arms of his lover. He swallowed the water dribbled down his throat, feeling it refreshing him and soothing his parched and torn throat. Made it possible for him to speak even as he noted the sweetness of its taste, the coolness. Water from the springs of Zhejiang, blessed by flowing over and through a dozen limestone caves and caverns that leached out impurities, leaving it with a unique taste.

That was not the only oddity. He could feel a comforting warmth pulsing through him, helping to heal the damage he had incurred. Impossible to heal it all, of course. The Heavens’ ire was not so easy to dismiss. Yet there was another oddity, in the distance. The domineering aura of the king, the surging power that spoke of one who was barely injured.

Nearly restored completely.

Which should have been impossible. Even the pill pulsing in him was stronger than anything he had ever consumed, and it barely papered over the damage done to him, like placing rice paper over holes in the wall and hoping the eastern wind would not peel them off.

More than the water, more than the pill doing its best to patch him together, more than his revitalized enemy, another urgent thought pressed upon him.

A greater injury. A crack that ran through his entire being, which threatened to split further apart as he exerted himself or his aura or his dao. As though he were two disparate beings, wrapped together in that same rice paper, but the rice paper was damp.

“What…what happened?” he could not help but ask as he pushed himself off his lover’s lap, though he wished he could stay there. He knew he should be in more pain than he was, even if the agony he experienced was enough to beggar nearly all of his past injuries.

Nearly.

“You almost died, you fool.” A hand, holding the damp cloth that wiped his face, bloody and dirty. Her voice hitched at the end, her hand trembling.

He felt his heart break at the sight. She was uninjured—physically, at least. Yet tears streamed down her cheeks, marring her makeup, leaving streaks under her eyes and staining her robes. Not that the blood and other liquids from his body had not done irreparable damage to them already.

“How could you?”

He knew she was not really asking that question so much as crying her despair. He could answer her, try to explain, but she probably knew all the excuses he would have made. He had no time, none at all, for that unleashed dao was a ravening maw, a bleeding hole in the Dao.

It sought to consume everything in its range. Already, it pulled up dirt, grass, and the very winds into it. Between that dao and the man who wielded it, there was something else, something he had only noticed in the distance till it was revealed. The thing that had worried him when he had fought the chike.

And now here…

“Demon.” Yang Mu said what they were both thinking, staring at the glistening abyss and feeling that oily, cloying chi permeating the air.

It made sense, all too much.

What kind of dao was it that required consumption, ever-ongoing consumption and domination? Not a normal dao, not an orthodox one. Perhaps not even the heretics would have accepted such a conception of reality. Though all was under the Dao, the Dao as practiced by humanity was one of balance.

The demons, whose belief systems, whose very existence, was different from the humans on this land—they would understand such a dao. Maybe even encourage its growth.

Impossible to tell now, to trace the twisted path that had brought this unholy amalgamation.

“Damn you,” Wu Ying whispered, and Yang Mu twitched. He noticed it, touched his chest where the pill he was certain she had fed him still burned. “Not you.” A head raised, upward. “Them.”

High above, clouds slowly began to disperse. No rain, just lightning and thunder and dragons and judgment, but not aid. No heavenly help, even now as the demons and a rebel who took their aid and disrupted their rules revealed themselves right beneath their eyes.

No assistance, for they had their rules, they had their orders, their methods of dealing with such incursions. Even if it was foolish and wrong, even if there might be those who raged against it, the Heavens would not change.

“Ah Ying…” Yang Mu whispered the words, full of concern. Not contradicting his thoughts, but concerned about such openly rebellious statements.

He did not care. What was the worst that could happen? They would not strike him down, not here. Their very rules forbade it.

Now, here, all too late, he could understand why he had broken and failed to integrate his soul and body. His was the rage of the farmer who had stared at dried fields and drowned crops, the peasant who had seen unjust rules enforced upon his village. One who had taxes extracted, over and over again, with naught returned but broken bodies.

His was the anger of a companion who had seen another punished, his life and values thrown off course by the demands of an uncaring bureaucracy. A cultivator who saw, all too starkly, that the Heavens were not perfect.

“Damn them, damn him.” He looked around, searching for his sword. Saw it lying beside Yang Mu. She noticed his gaze land on it, the twisted and melted weapon.

“Are you a fool?” she raged. “You can barely stand. And only then because I have fed you pills that would have been the envy of your sect. If my parents learn of how I used it….”

“Thank you, light of my life…” He held his hand out. “But do you really think we could flee him?”

“Yes!” she hissed. “Do you think I came unprepared?”

Surprise registered on his face. She shook her head. “I have a way to flee. To bring you, me.” She hesitated, then added, “We can take Sister Yuan too.”

“And everyone else?” There were so many others. Fewer though, each moment they spoke. That dao, unleashed, was consuming everything. The light that had blocked off the combined cultivation and auras of their opponents no longer worked, its effects shattered. Perhaps if Yang Mu had been at the tower, she could have done something about it.

The battle was turning again, the remaining Cai soldiers rallying. Their combined auras made them stronger than their opponents, and the allied cultivators were being pushed back. The remaining Wei loyalists, having left the damaged royal palace, were now caught, unable to retreat as remnants of the traitors slammed shut the gates and supposedly weakened opponents turned on them.

Losses, piling up everywhere. Even as they spoke, he could feel Elder Hsu’s lifeforce guttering, Elder Po’s missing, the Right Guardian’s only continuing because he burned his lifeblood to stay in battle. But his was a life nearly consumed. A single member of the Three Swords left….

“I cannot save them all,” Yang Mu said, softly. “Let me at least save you.”

Wu Ying hesitated, staring into her eyes. The desperate plea, the unspoken depths of her need, and the grief that would come when he answered. He could tell she knew she asked for the impossible from him. Even the wind could only bend so far. And he was not the wind.

Not really.

Not ever.

“I cannot…I wish with all my heart I could, but I cannot abandon them.” Wu Ying shut his gaze, searching, desperate to give her something, anything. Even a hint, a hope that they could survive this. He found nothing, for the man before them was stronger than they could ever believe. His dao, too great. His resources, too deep. His secrets, too obscure.

Eyes still closed, seeking a solution, he felt something pressed into his hand. A familiar worn hilt, the leather wrapped around it molded to the grooves of his hand over hours of practice.

He opened his eyes, to see Yang Mu standing. Smiling a soft, grim smile.

“Then we do this together.”

“I cannot ask you to.”

“You haven’t. But here we are anyway.” She smiled a little. “You promised to show me the world. It’s a pity we never got that far.”

Wu Ying froze, something sparked at her words. He stared into her eyes as a desperate plan bubbled at the edges of his mind, like leaking gas in the pallid swamp of his despair.

“What do you need?” she said, knowing the look in his eyes. Understanding that he had found another desperate gamble. Even after the failure of his last one, she was willing to back him. He could not have loved her more, for that unfailing trust.

“A chance.”

***

It was funny, if he thought about it. That after all his time, after all his efforts to grow stronger, he was once again sheltering under the arms of his martial sister and the cultivators of the Verdant Green Waters.

Even now, their Sect Head was fighting, doing his desperate best to keep the Sixth General, the Right Guardian, and himself alive. In another time, in another place, perhaps he might have been the Cai general’s equal. His element was of cloud, his dao a misty, ephemeral thing—and there were no clouds, no moisture to draw upon, not in this drought. What little he had pulled from the surroundings, from the plants, was still being burned away.

No, Wu Ying corrected himself, forcibly, as he ran. No, the Sect Head could not have won, not even in the lush and mountainous sect home itself, not against the king. That belief, that arrogance, was what had led them here. The man was a true monster, in all senses of the word.

They had no chance of beating him, even as the gathered forces arrayed before him charged over.

The last Sword of the Iron Pass led the way, death and grief in his eyes. Weapons—three of them, his brothers’ weapons and his own—hovering around him as he speared forward. Cutting through concentrated dao, the dark chi breaking apart as the concentrated focus and killing intent tore the world apart before it. He pulled deep on chi and lifeblood, trading distance for years.

Behind him came Fa Yuan, her dao of balance rolled out across her. She directed the last Sword, guiding him unerringly into the gaps of power. Finding the place of balance between conflicting daos, allowing them to progress faster and easier than otherwise. She would occasionally slice outward with her own sword, applying blade and intent with the care of a master carver, shaving away attacks that might otherwise strike them.

Behind was Yang Mu. She had her fans out, those magnificent, near Immortal-level weapons that she rode upon. She had them half-unfurled, ready to be used to deflect attacks, but still concealed their full strength. Hers was the second most important job, to transport Wu Ying as he lay upon her fan, healing even as he desperately focused within.

It took all the years of training, of self-discipline, to ignore the world outside as he delved deep. Desperately trying to patch together his body and form. To give him the strength to do what he needed. He knew he had to find the strength to do this, though he feared he had gone too far this time.

It took everything to ignore the world outside, but the winds—the winds still whispered to him. Bringing with them knowledge of the results of the battles. Sacrifices made.

Elder Hsu, dead. His body wrapped around a pair of Core Formation cultivators from the Cai, stabbed repeatedly as he finished his last act, breaking the necks and backs of his opponents before he expired.

Yin Xue, reinvigorated by the pouring black demonic chi from the king, his arm stealing wisps of energy. He fought, blade and fist joined together as he pounded the Wei into the ground, sending cultivators flying backward as he approached the edge of the main battle himself.

Over there, the Fourth Prince leading a cavalry charge right into the side of the fleeing First Prince of Wei’s people. Somehow managing to catch them as they fled. No sign of the First Prince of Shen anywhere, no sign of any but their guards, and many of them pale with fear. Somehow, Wu Ying knew, they would not find the First Prince again, not on this side of the veil.

Conversations, caught in snatches.

“…don’t die. You promised to show me the plum blossoms in spring…”

“—curse your family for ten generations, stand—”

“—swing right, right! HOLD!”

“—I can’t, please, no….”

And one, closer to him. A conversation that was almost detached.

“What do you think he’s going to try?” His martial sister, even as she cut another tendril of seeking chi and dao.

“I don’t know. Something stupid,” Yang Mu said, that tone of concern and worry still heavy in her voice.

“But will it work?” Heated now, as they neared the fight. Strained.

The crushing domain of the battling Nascent Soul cultivators bore on them. There was a reason this group was so small; only individuals with great aura control at the middle to peak of Core Formation dared even come close. That the Right Guardian, injured and missing a leg—no, both legs, somehow still managing to fight while flying—had made it this far was testament to his strength. That the Sixth General had lost his steed only and not his life, testament to his skill.

But it was not enough.

Wu Ying knew. Already, the shared aura of the group bowed under the pressure, crushed beneath.

“It will have to.” Yang Mu shifted, looked back at Wu Ying. Spoke softly and firmly, “You’ll have to run now.”

He hopped off the fan as it shrank, returning to her hand. Beneath his feet, the earth bucked and heaved around their small bubble of tranquility. The world rushed by, the wind itself howling as it was consumed by the one in the center of the maelstrom.

She turned forward, stepping fast and closing the distance to the Sword of the Iron Pass, who still struggled onward, blade blazing with light. She snapped both fans open and triggered their enchantments. A curving pair of crescent energy, following the impromptu shields that broke the man’s aura.

A moment later, an answer to their approach.

Yang Mu leaned to the side, caught the blast of dark and killing chi in the shadow of her fans, swallowed it whole, and then redirected it back at their opponent.

It took him by surprise, staggering the king. Long enough for the Right Guardian to thrust a jian into the side, pierce his body with the extended blade. Moments later, the weapon was ripped away, consumed. Long enough for the Sixth General to conjure a tiger’s paw, to strike downward at the king and leave giant rents in the ground and a line of blood on his opponent’s back. Long enough for the group to cover the distance of a rice field.

“Do you have a plan?” said the Sect Head’s strained voice, carried to them across the battlefield as he wove cloud and wind and dao, pulling portions of the swallowed world to strike at the king.

Of them all, the Sect Head bore the greatest burden. He wielded the king’s own desire against him, injuring him again and again, slowing the process of healing and consumption. Already, the wounds across his back were closing, the leaking chest wound slowing as it stopped pumping lifeblood.

What replaced it though was not human flesh.

“Do you?” Yang Mu asked, desperately. Perhaps hoping that the man had another option than Wu Ying’s.

“Wear him down. A technique like this, it cannot last forever. It is killing him, transforming him, to use it,” Yan Shu Ren said.

He drew a dozen talismans from his ring, threw them at their opponent. They were swept forward, but before they could be consumed, the Sect Head triggered the talismans to explode. Flame and overpressure assaulted Meng Dai, causing him to stagger.

Eyes went bloody, then cleared, but Wu Ying saw it now. The minor cracks in the man’s foundation, the same kind of cracks that ran through his own body. Flaws widened, as overflowing chi and dao immortal body contested against one another. “If I had a few hundred more talismans…”

The look of hope he gave Yang Mu had her shaking her head. She was rich, she was a formation master, but she had not the numbers nor the quality. Hundreds she might have, but few enough at the Core Formation and higher level.

Rich she might be, but only at the level of an individual—not a sect.

The Sect Head’s actions were not without reprisal. Meng Dai pointed a hand. A beam of darkened energy, three times in size, flashed toward the Sect Head. Too far away to stop it, the group could only watch as the image of the Sect Head in the distance was burned away, destroyed.

Only for another to appear a hundred feet away.

Illusions…or, perhaps, something more real than illusion. For the Sect Head was smoking, his skin and hair on fire, the dark flames that had burned the air and left a smoking scar across the land taking a few agonizing seconds for Shu Ren’s clouds to put out.

“Give us an opening,” Wu Ying said. “Get me close.”

He knew Meng Dai could hear them. He knew that, but still they had to coordinate. He could not trick his way close, only rely on his people.

At this last moment, he could only depend on them once again.

As he always had.

“Don’t miss,” was Shu Ren’s answer.

The “again” was left unsaid.


Chapter 48

Even if he lived a thousand years, Wu Ying would never forget what transpired next. His friends and allies, working together to give him the opening he required. The start, coming from an unexpected angle. Perhaps he might not even have realized it, but Yin Xue, on the edges, began it all.

He raised his hand, opened his demonic fist. Sucked in the swirling power, contesting the demonic flames and chi that glittered in the air. He did battle with the King of the Cai, pitting his nascent dao and will against the other, utilizing the demonic chi that flowed through his hand and his own control to disrupt his opponent.

In the end, he was but a Core Formation cultivator contesting a half-Immortal. He lasted all of two seconds before he was beaten. His arm, his eye, things of demonic origin and only ever held in check by the most delicate balance of dao and technique, were torn away, leaving a bleeding and sobbing cultivator behind, his entire body dragged forward.

Two seconds. One false prodigy. Nearly a hundred feet.

That was what it gained them.

Next came the real attack. A gathered cloud bank, spiraling downward. Slamming into the hungry body of all-consuming chi, a black void of greed and tyranny that spilled noxious chi and flames into the world. Dark clouds, laden with moisture, stolen from the heavens, utilizing wind and cold and moisture against the king. With it came the dao of his opponent, the illusions and mind games of the Sect Head.

It gained them nearly ten seconds before dao and cloud bank were drained in their entirety. Before the Sect Head staggered, his chi consumed and his aura damaged, as though a portion of his very soul had been ripped away. He reeled, and the image of him flickered, disappeared.

And another emerged, standing much closer than any would have imagined.

Meng Dai took a half second to strike, slamming a projection of his intent down on Shu Ren and driving him to his knees. He kept the pressure there even as he raised a hand to release a bolt of flame.

That hand never managed to complete its action as a legless guardian flew upward, flapping, enchanted ribbons holding him aloft. He had no sword, nothing that could pierce the immortal flesh. So he instead used his body, crashing into the raised arm and letting the attack release uselessly into the heavens.

Too close though, he had gone too close. The backwash from the attack caught the old man, burned away half his face. He was grabbed, thrown to the ground, and his body crushed beneath a stomping foot. A last-minute release of energy highlighted the body, burning flesh and skin, but was ended in moments as the ravening dao consumed it. There was a minor shiver, a brief jolt in the plane of reality, as storage ring and other precious equipment entered the body.

In that gap of space, a tiger’s-head projection roared into being. Chi chomped down, only broken apart moments later as it touched flesh and maw, barely even piercing the body. Not even half a second, as the Sixth General sagged to the ground, energy ripped away.

The last Sword of the Iron Pass tried a blade cut, filled with sword and killing intent and what was left of his energy. It didn’t even reach the man, not whole. All he did was attract the king’s attention to their group again.

Yang Mu caught the half-dozen solid bars of flame on her fans, buying them another three seconds. Brought them nearly within twenty feet of the man before they came too fast, too close, and the ones she returned curved back around. One she missed, and it caught her in her leg. The next caught her in her upper chest, burning through silken robes and into the body beneath.

The third, meant to end her life, was split apart by a rising blade.

Fa Yuan stepped around, cutting low and close. Splitting the blade at its point of control, where the twisting flame was held together by the chi of his technique, causing a backlash explosion that she had to push through. Superheated air singed flesh, dried eyes, and threatened to set hair and cloth aflame. She got them another second, the blade finding flaws, gaps in techniques.

Until he stopped being delicate and brought his crushing, overwhelming dao on top of her. She had no more leverage, no way to grip or find a balance point to shift things in her favor. It crushed her and Yang Mu and the last sword in the distance.

Not Wu Ying.

For he had gone around them, between.

Rushed close, using whatever aid the wind could—would—give him. Made himself as insignificant as the air one breathed.

Managed to make it all the way to within three feet, sword in hand. Close enough to lunge, to throw a cut. The beginning of an attack. It was subtly different from the one he had used before, an attack he had derived his own style from, after all.

Fa Yuan would have recognized it. The Sect Head certainly did, even at its inception.

Karma Severing Cut.

A weapon, a cut, meant to sever the karma of another. All the good, all the bad, all of it rebounding back at the same time. A technique that had made his Master afraid, a technique that had given him a premier place among the Verdant Green Waters, even if he hated the politics.

A technique that might have worked even against a king and half-Immortal.

Meng Dai moved, grabbing his hand before it could clear the blade from the sword, pushing back so that the blade slammed into its sheath again. The full strength, the full displeasure of a half-Immortal bearing down upon Wu Ying and breaking his arm, as casually as a child did a willow stick.

A famed technique.

Stopped.

***

They hung in silence, all of them. All attempts at the man’s life, at abeyance. In the distance, a war continued, life-and-death battles still waged. In this clearing, in this space, silence reigned. The air was choked with ash and particles of burning sulfur and flesh, the world too hot. For a moment, even the king’s raging, consuming dao quieted.

“Was that it? A stolen technique, one not even yours? That was your last gambit?” Meng Dai said, mockingly. He pressed down, hard, as Wu Ying tried to struggle, causing him to cry out.

“Not. Stolen.” Fa Yuan, pushing against his dao, managed to make it to her feet. “Gifted.”

“Not his though.” A sneer on his face, Meng Dai eyed Fa Yuan. “At least you knew better, knew to find your own path. Weak as it was.”

“If you kill him, if you kill me, my parents will come for you, they’ll come for your kingdom. They’ll call their friends. All of them,” Yang Mu said, desperately. Reaching for something, anything that she could use.

He laughed at her, pulsed his aura ,and crushed her. Caught, with his free hand, the flashing knife and crushed it and the talisman of transportation she had attached to it. Sifted the metal dust through his hands, the shreds of paper, and even that was then consumed by his dao.

Up close, Wu Ying could see the strain better. Saw how this unleashing, how the stone or core or whatever it was that lay in his heart was tearing him apart. Heavenly body, Hellish core, all-consuming dao. To balance all three, for so long, and to make it all work together. Meng Dai must have been a prodigy among prodigies.

“Let them come. I’ll add their heads to my collection,” Meng Dai said with a snort. “They’ll be there eventually, after all.”

Pain crossed her face as she listened to what he said. Yang Mu’s hand crept down, touching her belt, the fans trembling as they lay beside her. Her eyes narrowed in concentration, and Wu Ying knew she was about to try something foolish. Something that would get her killed.

From the look in Meng Dai’s eyes, the sneering contempt he shot her way, it was clear the man knew it too. More, he was focused on her. For all his arrogant words, he was wary about what additional tricks she might have, what gifts and enchantments the merchant might have been gifted. Because of that, he ignored the other Core Formation cultivators, even the Sect Head and Wu Ying.

“I. Will not. Let you. Win.” Pushing himself upward, Shu Ren stood, wavering on his feet. Though the words were challenging, Wu Ying sensed that the Sect Head had nothing left to give. The integration of his body and soul was incomplete, making him no match for the half-Immortal before. Now, empowered by that demonic stone, injured as he was, Shu Ren stood no chance.

Yet he was willing to try. One hand, held low, thin tendrils of mist gathering there as he built up one last desperate attempt.

All his friends, conjuring up strength by sheer force of will, pulling at stores they should not, ready and willing to damage their cultivation base to finish this. As he looked around, the wind cultivator saw the truth though, the despair in their eyes. The knowledge that though they might try, none expected to succeed.

All but Yang Mu. And that, of course, was why the king watched her. He too could sense that unbroken will.

Wu Ying scrabbled a little, got a hand around his broken arm, pulled at gauntleted fingers to peel them off. All he got was pain as the king closed his fingers, crushing him. It was not just physical; the king sent his dao and that burning chi down their connection, digging into immortal flesh and soul, pulling it away.

Thin connections, papered-over wounds holding soul and body together, began to burn, and Wu Ying let out a scream of true agony as his world was consumed.

Yang Mu shifted, extracting the scepter she had hidden. Raised it.

“Enough,” Meng Dai muttered.

His dao, that enervating, hungry, and ugly concept, woke up once more. It ripped the very air from the sky, tugged at the wind cultivator and lifted him by burning hand and body, the cultivators and the gathered chi they had gathered torn from them. Yang Mu clutched the scepter with both hands, refusing to let it go as it began to sputter to life.

While his opponent was focused on her, Wu Ying shifted his grip. From the unfeeling, metal-gauntleted hand holding him aloft to his own. Tugged free a ring.

Let it loose.

Watched it fly through the air, strike his opponent in the chest, hang there, as it was broken down and consumed.

Here was their true gambit.


Chapter 49

Meng Dai clutched his chest, stumbling a little as his eyes widened. He gasped, feeling his dao and the ravening maw that was his body and soul widening as it tried to consume that which had been gifted to him. His breathing shifted, struggling a little each moment, as his hand clutched at the ring, hesitating to cast it aside.

“What did you do to me?” Meng Dai snarled, having released Wu Ying in surprise.

The wind cultivator, arm flopping down beside him, the bones within broken and shattered—again— the skin surrounding his hand blackened and burned, smiled as he replied, “Gave you what you wanted.”

“What…what do you…mean?” Anger now, even as the king struggled to push through the fluctuations in his dao. He could feel it splitting around him, stretching wider and wider as he—it—tried to encompass that simple, almost nondescript ring.

“You wanted everything, our lives, the nations, and even this world. So I gave you one.” Wu Ying stood, feeling the overbearing aura that had pressed him down fade. Even the air pressure stilled a little, the ground and free earth flopping down as that hungry mouth struggled.

The others stood as well, many readying skills and techniques to launch against the king. They hesitated as the wind cultivator raised a hand to stop them as he backed away.

“A what? A world?” Then understanding reached him, comprehension of what it was that he gripped. Meng Dai visibly struggled, his hands twitching as he considered throwing away the ring. Fought against himself. He knew he should. Had to. For even attempting to pull the ring and its contents into him, Meng Dai’s cultivation base was cracking.

“Can’t do it, can you?” Wu Ying said. “That’s the thing about daos, about demonic influence.” He continued to back away, the winds supporting him as he retreated. His eyes were locked on the ring, on the king, who fought himself to throw away the ring before it broke down entirely. “A simple trap, based around who and what we are. You can’t throw away my World Spirit Ring, because it’s worth too much to you. It’s everything you’ve ever wanted, a whole world.”

A double-edged sword, this gift. If Meng Dai managed to cast the World Spirit Ring away, he would do so only by breaking a part of his own dao. Damaging himself and weakening who and what he was, possibly permanently. A mortal cultivator might compromise, but a demonic cultivation technique? One balanced against his mortal aspirations? Too many contradictions.

Then again, if he held on to the ring, he would tear himself apart attempting to consume it and its contents.

A trap, the best kind, the one where either choice was a failure.

“You gave up your World Spirit Ring at last,” Sect Head Yang said, joining Wu Ying and the rest of the group. As they watched, something shattered. The air picked up again and the group were forced to retreat farther.

The very air itself had altered, the light fading away into darkness. The only glimpse of light left was in the center of the man’s body as it leaked through the gaps in his fingers where the World Spirit Ring and fire and light dao escaped.

After all, it was an entire continent in there, a separate world.

“You know the story,” Wu Ying said, a little surprised.

“I am the head of our sect,” Shu Ren said, wryly. “Even a poor one would note the fight between a promising student and their Head of Gatherers. A simple inquiry, and she was quite willing to discuss how ungrateful and selfish you were, how you refused to accept a simple recommendation for your own good. How you were too young and mean-minded, too grasping.” He tilted his head to the side, where Yang Mu stood. “When you returned with the Merchant, I must admit, I was concerned as well.

“Greed and avarice, an overindulgence and a placement of importance in material things when young is understandable. When one is older, it is hoped that such small thoughts are released.”

“Or so the orthodox, secular sects would have you think.” Yang Mu snorted. “There is more than one path to immortality.” She nodded to the king, who was struggling, power pulsing through the surroundings. It rippled and the world bucked, causing the very earth and air to heave. Spatial and light and gravity and other daos warped as portions of the world within escaped the grasping hands of the king.

“Yes. Let us observe how well it has served him.” Shu Ren’s voice was so dry, if it had been a desert, not even the meanest of lives could have survived.

“Well, that’s all Ying’s fault, after all,” Yang Mu said. She looked over to the wind cultivator, then her eyes widened and she ducked, grabbing hold of him as he slumped. She helped keep him standing, eyes tight with concern. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing…nothing at all,” Wu Ying grunted. The pill that she had fed him was fading away, its energies diverted to fix his arm and the burns; the papered-over cracks of his soul and body were now tearing. He could barely see any longer. And in the distance, the ring that had been his companion for so many years, that had consumed portions of his chi and been part of his dao—those connections were severing, step by step, and in doing so, damaging him.

“If you say you’re just tired, or only resting, or barely injured…” Fa Yuan said, coldly, “I will strike you.”

Before Wu Ying could reply, another ripple rolled outward from Meng Dai. It threw the group backward a few steps, the Sect Head wielding his own spiritual aura to blunt the sudden blast of power. The world around them was washed clean—earth tearing free, roots set on fire, and the clouds above dispersing. A moment later, another pulse emerged, this time from the ring.

Wood and earth chi exploded, spatial formations breaking down with each moment. The earth that had been blasted clear and the darker soil beneath was rejuvenated, energy embedding itself in the ground to allow the wood chi to accelerate the growth of grass and weeds within. Spirit grass sprouted, dandelions and clover spread over the earth, even as fires burned higher and hotter, making even the ground melt.

As for the king, his body could barely be seen now, just a black outline of shadows that swallowed light and chi around it. However, his figure was now outlined in light, cracks of energy and chi escaping through the gaps in the man’s immortality.

To his great regret, Wu Ying understood what the man was experiencing. His own soul and body were similar, though even more broken. He just did not have the competing pressures of a demonic heart and an entire continent being consumed putting stress on that conception. Like a dike attempting to hold back a flood-engorged river, leaks appeared, chi and blood escaping.

“Exactly how big was that World Spirit Ring?” the last Sword of the Iron Pass asked, eyes wide, retreating another step in fear as a reality-altering pulse rippled outward. Once more, the entire group skidded backward, forced away.

Wu Ying glanced over, noted that Yin Xue was slumped over, carried in the arms of the Sixth General. He hesitated, then shrugged, realizing there was no point hiding it anymore.

“It was a true World Spirit Ring, though long disused when I found it. It only held a large continent’s worth of mass and matter,” he said.

“Only.” Fa Yuan’s voice was dry, then she looked around slowly. Her fingers began to weave together as she sent a message. “I recommend we retreat farther.”

“Agreed.” Sect Head Yuan extracted a half-dozen spirit steed talismans from his ring, casting them on the ground. The creatures that rose, forming their ghostly outlines with the talismans burning in their center, were on the smaller size for horses but more than sufficient for the group to sit astride.

Wu Ying was too weak to carry himself and was thus held close by Yang Mu as they took to the skies. In the distance, the Seven Tier Immortal Pagoda had taken off as well and pulled away. Even now, it was under fire by the Cai’s own moving fortress, twisting beams of chi crossing the air to impact shields of water and light and metal. It too returned fire, both spirit instruments damaged during the battle, though the Cai fortress looked worse.

Any other time, the twisting explosions of the far-off spirit instruments, weapons of war that baked the earth and threw the very foundations of the world into question, would be a sight to marvel upon. Now, their exchange of fire was but a mild counterpoint to the ongoing destruction and waves of restoration happening below.

Smaller groups fled as well, struggling to get away. Many had begun retreating the moment the king had released his demonic chi, struggling through the battleground and their enemies. Now, that added distance served them well as the earth bucked and the wind howled. It was impossible to take to the air without some form of protection against the unrelenting, pounding pulses of energy released by the dying king.

“The princes?” Wu Ying croaked, hoping someone had an answer.

Fa Yuan shook her head. “The First Prince is gone. The Fourth has acquitted himself well but had to utilize an emergency beacon to transport away when this began.”

“My people?” the last Sword asked.

“Sheltering.” Shu Ren gestured below to the grounded and burning palace. A smaller bubble had formed, layered multiple times, as the remaining members of the Wei loyalists—and perhaps some traitors turned loyalists again—hid. The remaining defenses of the palace had been turned on, pulling whatever energy they could to provide safety in that smaller bubble.

“I…”

“You’ll never make it,” Shu Ren said firmly. “We will return you, with all due honors, later.”

“Sect Head.” Yang Mu’s voice came softly, her hand raised and pointing. They followed it, seeing the small group in a trio of war chariots flying down from the fortress. Each of them held a group of three, the first a driver, the other two strong cultivators. Only the group’s enhanced vision let them pick out what was held in their hands. Well, everyone in the group but Wu Ying, who had to rely on the others to speak the obvious.

“They intend to stabilize him,” Fa Yuan said, grimacing.

“Do they have the time?” Wu Ying asked, uncertain. He was barely holding on to his consciousness now, the pulsing and tearing setting his own injuries ablaze. Yet he dared not leave, not yet.

“Maybe…” Shu Ren shook his head. “That man should have collapsed already. I would have.” A grimace, then he added, “I am unsure we can risk it.”

“Can we wait though?” Fa Yuan muttered, eyeing the center of the slowly expanding area of chaos. If it was pure destruction, it would have been easier to handle. But the expanding pulses were a flood of varying chi, from the escaped major elements of the World Spirit Ring to twisted spatial shears that tore up the land, compressing or expanding it without consideration. “Even I would fear stepping in.”

A slight inclination of Shu Ren’s head as the group hovered, allowing the expanding bubble of chaos to push them.

“I could…” Wu Ying spoke up, pulling himself upward and placing a hand on the hilt of his sword. He could use his left hand, he had trained with it. If he used the Dragon Rises or one of the Wandering Dragon cuts…

“You idiot. You’re not the only one here,” Fa Yuan said. “Not the only one who can or should sacrifice.” Then she nodded to the group of three. “We might not need to act.”

And it was true enough that the trio of chariots were having a hard time, fighting their way down to their struggling leader. The threads of aura that connected them gave them a guideline to utilize as they charged downward, the ghostly spirit steeds pulling them down burning chi and the very air as they plowed onward.

The first to fall was a formation master in the center. A twisting plane of force caught and jerked the chariot sideways. Failing to brace himself properly, he was thrown off, only to be battered by another surging pulse of power. Outside of the protection of the war chariot, his body was torn apart by the energy, a mist of blood and bone expanding that grew buds and a swarm of insects.

The next to fail was the lead chariot. Holding the line in front, the spirit mares ran out of energy before they reached the ground, the enchantments popping like soap bubbles in the air. The chariot itself tumbled down at greater speed, the driver throwing his hands out as he reinforced the vehicle’s protective glyphs.

Wu Ying swore he could hear the crash of wood and metal and flesh to unyielding ground, the harsh impact of myriad cultivators falling to their deaths. He could taste the blood that lay in his mouth, could imagine it was theirs.

He turned away, not willing to continue looking. Enemies or not, that was a painful death, especially as the energies kept escaping. The figure in the center was now more light than darkness, as though the energy he tried to contain released ever faster. Yet he still stood, by force of will, perhaps.

Not dead.

The last carriage, falling behind and sheltering the others, managed to land, the second carriage coming apart moments before it did. Its cultivators dying in a blaze of dark flame that swept into the center of the inferno, their lives and chi stolen to reinforce their leader. Wu Ying could now see it, could now spot what was keeping the man afloat.

A horrendous, horrible truth.

“He’s draining his people,” Yang Mu said. “He’s taking their chi.”

“Not just their chi. Life force and meaning too, their dao.” Something shone in Fa Yuan’s eyes as she triggered her skill. Her voice grew cold, dark and deadly, as she spoke. “He’s broken their pact, taken more than he has given.”

“Yes,” Sect Head Yan said simply as Fa Yuan stepped off the steed, floating into open air.

Wu Ying could not help it—he asked the winds for help. It hurt, using his spirit even that much, but he helped stabilize the air beneath her feet. She stepped forward, pushing so she stood only a single step behind the Sect Head. Her voice dropped, lower and lower, as she spoke.

“No longer is he balancing his cultivation. No longer is he the beneficent tyrant, or paternal despot. Now, the ravening beast that lies within is revealed.” She turned a little, a leg falling back. She placed her hand on the hilt of a sword, her voice barely above a whisper. “Now, the scales lie unbalanced.”

When she cut, it was not upward, like his own Dragon Rises or the Karma Severing Cut. It was a horizontal cut, as though shearing through the chains linking a scale. The entire structure flew apart, rebalancing the world by removing the weights in an unfair deal.

She did not speak the name of the attack, and he could see flaws within it. As she said, she was no sword prodigy. She had come up with this attack with the aid of his Master, not through her own conception.

It was still highly effective.

If the king had not been otherwise occupied, he could have defended himself. If he had poured even a touch of his own energy into the defense, he could have blocked it. But caught, forced to attempt to integrate the energy of an entire world, he might not have even sensed his end.

It wasn’t a physical attack that could be blocked. Even so, she was but a Core Formation cultivator, a single individual striking from afar after a long battle. The energy she had to exert, the extent of her attack, was only a fraction of the connections the man had. When she finished her swing, it tore through that place and time between the worlds, slicing apart karma and energy.

Tilting the balance back to true.

The backlash, the sudden loss of reinforcement, the ongoing pressure of the ring that had now broken down, the dimensional space only held in place by will and strength—it was too much.

The world blanked, the resounding explosion too intense for even the Nascent Soul cultivators within to grasp. Chaos, so large and wide that it shook body, mind, and soul.

A world emerged, an immortal body failed.

Agonizing pain and pressure. He could not see, he could not breathe, he could not hear but the roaring of a world rent asunder.

All he could sense, through a tenuous connection, was Yang Mu, desperately contending against death itself. All he could feel was the world bending around him, as a final gift was utilized. All there was—her words, uttered with absolute certainty.

“I will not give you up. Now, or ever.”

Then, finally, the darkness claimed him.


Chapter 50

It took the combined might of the surviving Nascent Soul cultivators, the altered and empowered spiritual instruments, and the aid of the Core Formation cultivators to stem the oncoming disaster long enough for immortal aid to arrive. Dragons, who had ridden the winds and clouds above, had returned upon sensing the impending doom, applying their own gifts to shunt the explosion of chi and the World Spirit Ring’s contents into another dimension. Their Immortal overseer wielded hammer and mace, his wife a mirror to capture light and chi energy and divert it. Other Immortals arrived soon after, and together, they stabilized the rent in space, that gaping maw of emptiness, and left it hanging in midair. A gateway to a new mystical realm.

Even then, the destruction that had occurred was widespread. Rolling hills had become tall mountains or been flattened into plunging canyons. A new river had formed, fed not by falling rainwater but by the newly born mystical realm’s own lands. Forests had been uprooted, while new ones had formed in the plains, massive tree trunks towering over the area after extreme amounts of wood chi had been poured into them.

For a hundred li all around, the land had been reshaped . More changes occurred farther out, but the alterations were not as drastic. Hills might have risen or fallen a few feet, an area where land and earth—shaded by hills and an overhanging mountain and the curve of the geography—turned into a desert. A tiny desert, a half li all around, that might not last. Even so, the soil had been drained of nutrients and swapped out while strange, unusual vegetation had bloomed.

In the ensuing period after the destroyed World Spirit Ring was tamed, a strange peace had fallen over the surroundings. The sky had lightened once again, cloudless skies returning. The Cai fortress, barely floating, had retreated rather than continue the battle with immortals in play.

Scouts indicated it had landed—or perhaps crashed—not far from the border, both formations and enchantments exhausted. They sat now on the other side of the old border. The army, emerging from the north, had diverted, headed for the fallen fortress.

The Seven Tier Immortal Pagoda now dominated the surroundings, hovering in place, watching over the open rift as cultivators rested and recuperated from the battle. Many of the loyalist Wei survivors had moved toward the new, much emptier Shen spiritual instrument, licking their wounds and counting their losses. More than one Wei nobleman or guardsman had quiet conversations with their Shen counterparts, seeking refuge from the coming calamity for themselves and their people. Others wrote long missives, intending to throw themselves on the mercy of the Wei king in an attempt to forestall his wrath.

After all, the death of the First Prince and his uncle—traitors that they were—was one thing. Not seeing their coming betrayal was a major concern, and even if they had shown their loyalty, it would still cast a long shadow on them. Such a loss and betrayal might be survivable if not for the total loss of the Imperial Palace.

The destruction of that spiritual instrument, an instrument that had lasted hundreds of years since the founding of the kingdom, was a major loss. It was only a minor salve to the open wound of betrayal and lost the Wei ruler must feel that it offered a new town from which they might exploit the mystic realm that had opened.

And thus, many who could flee, would.

The last remaining member of the Three Swords of the Iron Pass, Zou En Lai, leaned against the railing on the top floor of the pagoda, staring down at the world that buzzed below. Dark shadows under his eyes as he contemplated his past and future, grief making him wan and pale, his hair in disarray and unwashed for days. His sorrow was a palpable shroud around his body, soaking into the surroundings and weighing the world down with each moment.

“We will, of course, be happy to take you on. As an Honorable Visiting Elder to begin with, but eventually…” Fa Yuan let a little shrug reach her shoulders. “We have much need of one of your ability and skill with the sword.”

“Yes,” En Lai said, heavily. “Your losses are significant this time.”

She could not help but incline her head. Elder Hsu, Elder Po, Right Guardian Chang, Patriarch Yi Lai, and the Third General were the most prominent members lost; but many other Elders and cultivators from the inner sect and the other, ancillary sects had fallen. Some had perished when the shielding around the pagoda had failed, others when the overwhelming spiritual and killing aura of Cai Meng Dai had rolled outward, crushing spirits.

“War is nothing but loss. But gaining a blade master, one whose techniques are so different from our own, is some small compensation.” She smiled grimly, then added, “Especially if you are inclined to continue training our martial students.”

“I will.” He looked pained as he touched his hip, masking it a moment later. Fa Yuan knew the man still felt his injuries. He might never regain full use of his right leg; certainly his fluidity would be affected. “Better that I train your people now and have it become a style of your sect than see my martial line disappear.”

She did not ask if he had concerns about being a traitor. She was certain his feelings were jumbled and twisted: the loss of his brothers, the destruction of his sect, and joining the side that had destroyed his friends and family. At the same time, the Verdant Green Waters had not taken part in that particular expedition, and his own people, his own kingdom had tried to kill him.

Would likely try to kill him now if he returned.

“Then I’ll convey your wishes to the Sect Head.” Fa Yuan straightened. A part of her wished to speak with him further, to delve into his emotions and understand him. She found him intriguing, this man who had lost so much and yet found the strength to continue. A sword cultivator, but one who could see beyond the blade into the wider world.

However, duty called, all the more keenly now. She had delayed in speaking with the Sect Head about the topic he so intently wished to discuss with her, but even now, she was conflicted. The Right Guardian might have trained her, begun the process of handing over his duties and contacts to her, but she had not wished it.

Even so, the sect needed someone. Now, more than ever. Now, when…

“Do you think he survived?” En Lai asked, softly.

She did not need to ask who. They had all wondered. Many had been lost, some she knew personally. Others—well, others were embittered. Like Yin Xue, who had awoken after the explosion, his arm and face bandaged, angrier than ever. He had slipped out after cursing the tired cultivators watching him, fled the pagoda for hours only to return and isolate himself in his room. Something had shifted in him, and Fa Yuan feared it was not for the best.

No, she did not need to ask who the Sword spoke of.

“He has,” Fa Yuan said, firmly.

“Do you know, or do you just believe?”

“I know.” A slight twitch of her lips. “One of the gifts of my dao and training.” She could sense him, far in the distance. The karmic balance that sat between them, twisted and jumbled and out of sorts once again. It sometimes amused her, how, even if she and he might not consider the ramifications of the give and take of saving one another, of words spoken and actions taken, this invisible scale of karma and judgment still weighed them all.

“Good. It’s good. And will he…”

She finished the sentence for him, when he chose not to. “Recover? Only the gods know. And perhaps not even then. Ying—Elder Long—he has a tendency to surprise us all.”

“So I’ve experienced.” He turned again to regard the open rift. Nothing could be seen through the bright light that flooded out of it, smaller mortal figures scurrying around the opening itself. They were laying formation flags down, he knew. Not to stabilize the rift—the dragons had done that—but to create barriers to entry and exit, to emplace illusion formations and alarms.

No one knew what was within that new mystic realm, and unlikely as it might be to contain anything dangerous initially, one never knew what might have been drawn in—or worse, entered during that period of flux. After all, the changes in space and dimensions and even time had rippled out over thousands of li and potentially over hundreds of years.

There was a reason no one sane had dared venture inside. And the only expert of that realm—well, he was missing.

***

“You believe he will stay loyal?” Sect Head Yan looked tired. He had utilized precious alchemical pills to provide the necessary energy to revive himself—and many of those with him—to curtail the destruction after the king’s death. Now he was forced to recover in a chi-gathering formation in the heart of the Seven Tier Immortal Pagoda.

The energy pulled from the various spirit stones below was purified through both the chi-gathering arrays of the pagoda and also the array specifically set up to align with the Sect Head’s own needs. It sped up his recovery process but did require him to stay within the glowing formation lights.

“I do,” Fa Yuan replied. “His feelings of loyalty and trust to the Wei have tipped over entirely in the other direction. There is no coming back for him. Though he acts from a place of grief and anger, wishing to hurt those who took his brothers away, I believe he also seeks a future. He no longer sees one in this kingdom.”

“All the better. And the bodies?” Shu Ren said. Even sitting inside the formation, a light mist had gathered around the room, making the air heavier, her vision a little cloudier.

“We have collected the corpses of our fallen. As for Meng Dai’s, we continue to search. We have found a finger and ankle belonging to the man, but many believe the majority was consumed.”

“It’s best not to leave half-Immortal body pieces around,” Shu Ren said, firmly. “You never know what demonic beast will eat them and then become another calamity. Never mind whatever dark sect ritual there might be, utilizing such body parts.”

“Of course.” A slight hesitation, then she added, “And what do we intend to do with them?” After all, the instructions on how to acquire the body parts of the half-Immortal had been exacting. The preservation runes themselves meant only a few cultivators could be called over to finish the work.

“Why, we’re going to enact less foul rituals and make use of them, of course.” Shu Ren chuckled softly. “The Golden Merchant was not wrong—we are not that different sometimes.” Then, at the disapproving glare she sent him, Shu Ren shrugged. “We will utilize an old formation to extract the chi and immortal energy from the body parts. Those rituals can either be used to empower the sect’s formations or, in some cases, pills.” A shake of his head. “His beliefs and chi are too deviant for the second, however.”

Fa Yuan relaxed a little, and the Sect Head smiled grimly. “Most of this is a matter for the Left Guardian. He watches us, for deviations, for bending in our moral compass. Your job…”

“Sect Head.”

“Please, do not act the fool further, Elder Yang. Even temporarily, we need a Right Guardian, and you are the most appropriate individual. Or will you leave us open to attack?” He leaned forward, his voice dropping. “We might have emerged the least damaged of the group, but many of the alliances developed in the last decade are now in danger. The princes will war with one another, whether covertly or overtly, with the heir dead. And we must be prepared for it all.”

Fa Yuan was silent for a long time after he was done speaking. Eventually, she nodded, accepting her role and place. Even if temporary, though she knew all too well how a temporary position, a temporary agreement, could become a binding promise or permanent posting.

“And have you heard from them, yet?”

She shook her head. “It would take a long time for word to arrive. If they managed to arrive at their location and to ascertain how much damage he has done to himself, or to find a solution.”

“If there is one.” The Sect Head crossed his hands before him, placing them on his lap. “There might not be. I have only ever seen such extensive damage, such a twisting between soul and body, once before in a living cultivator.” Fa Yuan raised an elegant eyebrow. “It is why Body Cultivation is so dangerous. Why it’s not a preferred form of cultivation among the orthodox sects. Simple enough to refine the body, if you have the funds. But if the body and soul do not match…disaster.”

“Then, is there no hope for Wu Ying?” Fa Yuan whispered.

“There is always hope, so long as there is life.” The Sect Head smiled, and for a moment it was as though the clouds that hovered these last few days had parted, allowing sunshine to bear down upon them. “That is what gives life such meaning. Even to the last moment, there is always hope.”


Epilogue

He sat, hunched over, in his room, in the center of the cultivation stage that dominated it. A series of formation flags had been sunk into the flooring, a rudimentary aid for focus and chi gathering. Nothing special, nothing unique. Not even half as effective as the enchantments embedded in the dedicated cultivation rooms in the Seven Tier Immortal Pagoda.

It did not matter, not for Wen Yin Xue. For he required secrecy above all.

“Damn him. Damn them all to be reborn as a cockroach.” He rocked back and forth, holding his only remaining hand to his body, above his heart. In his hand, a small stone lay, not even half the size of a fist, sharp and jagged. So sharp that it had cut into his flesh when he picked it up. He had been holding on to the object for so long even the blood had stopped flowing, and small portions of his skin had begun to grow over the wound, over the stone.

It hurt, but no worse than his missing limb or his missing eye. Those were streaked black and red, the wounds raw and red. Demonic chi that had become part of his own cultivation base now rampaged through him, destroying his meridians, converting them.

He was dying now. Without the arm and leg and the controlling formations embedded in those, and the portions of his flesh that had attached the body parts to him, the demonic chi was killing him.

Demon and human were never meant to mix.

It was why he had looked for it. Found it. The chi within calling him to the spot, nearly fifty li from the epicenter. He had not been the only one there, but the other hunter had been easy to kill; he’d never even expected it. He had not intended to kill the man, but his control had been weak. He’d meant the shove to be light. It was not.

Fool, should not have tried to take what was Yin Xue’s. Not while so weak.

He should not have stood in Yin Xue’s way.

Hiding the stone until he returned, holding the king’s demonic second heart close till he was back, and avoiding the gaze of the cultivators had taxed what little resources he had left. Because, of course, his sect continued to stand in his way.

“Elder Wen, please. Let me see you!” the physician’s voice, some foolish peak Energy Storage fellow, called through the barred doors again. Yin Xue could not remember his name, though he had met him often enough treating Wu Ying.

Wu Ying.

Yin Xue bared his teeth. Damn that farmer, for taking so long to kill the king. He should have just given him the ring from the start. Made him absorb it all. And then, and only then, fought him with his sword. If he had done his job, killed the king like he had been tasked, none of this would have happened.

He would not be crippled.

Again.

“Go away. I am fine,” Yin Xue forced himself to call out, forced himself to sound normal. Damn fool, if he let the physician see the state he was in, he would insist on Yin Xue resting. On trying some useless method of healing. He would insist on taking away the heart, which was his only chance.

His only chance of healing and ascending.

Finally, then, he would be ahead of the farmer. Finally, he would take his place above the man. He was damaged, his cultivation shattered. He would never become an Immortal. He would be lucky to be even in Core Formation now. No, for all his rushing, he had finally fallen.

Now Yin Xue could rise.

If he used the heart.

So why was he hesitating? Why had he sat here for days now, holding the stone to his chest, feeling it leak even more poison into him, hesitating? Why?

Yin Xue knew the answer, even if he refused to speak it. He was afraid. The next step, there was no going back. There were no controlling formations, no safeguards to stop the demonic heart from taking over. If he absorbed it, he would lose his humanity. Not immediately, but eventually.

He would become a demon truly, with all a demon’s strengths and weaknesses. All its karma and its burdens. He might look human, perhaps, but inside…

Where it mattered, he would have given up his humanity. He would never climb to the Heavens. Not in this life, perhaps not ever. He could not read his future, could not discern how deeply this action would stain his rebirths. If he did this, he might never be able to take it back, no matter how long he spent in the Hells.

Or, perhaps, he would have to pay for it a thousand times over. Born again and again as the lowest of the low.

A scholar. A farmer. A detestable merchant. Or worst, not even human, but insect or animal.

So he hesitated, afraid to take this step. Dying by inches. Wondering if it’d be better to fall, here and now, rather than take this final step.

Should he grasp this last hope? Or give up, and be reborn?

What fickle fate, to give him such an option.
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Glossary

Ah — mostly a noise used when using a speaker’s personal name, rather than their generational and personal name at the same time. There is no significance to it beyond that, though the removal of a generational name indicates a closeness of relationships.

The use of Ah Khang—using both an informal address while also using his family name—is insulting, indicating a level of informality and callousness to forget his actual name at the same time.

Aura Reinforcement Exercise—Cultivation exercise that allows Wu Ying to contain his aura, trapping his chi within himself and making his cultivation more efficient and making him, to most senses, feel like someone of a lower cultivation level.

Biaoju (鏢局)- escort companies that worked with merchants to guard their wares during long treks. Pre-17th century or so, it was not very formalized; but by the 19th century, full companies with martial lineages were quite common.

Blade Energy/Chi—A specific type of energy that is harnessed by cultivators who have gained understanding of their weapon. Can be projected for more damage.

Body Cleansing – First cultivation stage where the cultivator must cleanse their body of the impurities that have accumulated. Has twelve stages.

Cangue — wooden pillory where head and arms are placed, far apart enough that the prisoner may not feed themselves.

Cao – Fuck

Catty - Weight measurement. One cattie is roughly equivalent to one and a half pounds or 604 grams. A tael is 1/16th of a catty

Chi (or Qi) – I use the Cantonese pinyin here rather than the more common Mandarin. Chi is life force / energy and it permeates all things in the universe, flowing through living creatures in particular.

Chi points (a.k.a. acupuncture points) – Locations in the body that, when struck, compressed, or otherwise affected, can affect the flow of chi. Traditional acupuncture uses these points in a beneficial manner.

Chike: Chinese equivalent of ninjas. Assassins, or individuals trained in the arts of assassinations and spying.

Chinese snake gourd – trichosanthes kirilowii is one of the fifty fundamental Chinese medicine plants. Also known as Chinese cucumber, but it sounds more xianxia as snake gourd. It’s a flowering plant that turns into the gourd later. Currently, the plant is being researched for its effects against HIV.

Cì Kè (刺客) - individuals trained in martial arts meant for assassination and spying, including the use of poison, camouflage, blending into the night and more. 

Congee — Chinese rice porridge. Best made with stock, though plain water is viable. Eight portions of water or stock to one portion rice, boil until rice is mushy. Meat, fish, and other items may be added to give flavor and nutrients.

Core formation – Third stage of cultivation. Having gathered sufficient chi, the cultivator must form a “core” of compressed chi. The stages in Core formation purify and harden the core.

Cultivation Exercise—A supplementary exercise that improves an individual’s handling of chi within their body. Cultivation exercises are ancillary to cultivation styles.

Cultivation Style—A method to manipulate chi within an individual’s body. There are thousands of cultivation exercises, suited for various constitutions, meridians, and bloodlines. 

Cun - A traditional Chinese measurement, measured as the width of a person’s thumb at knuckle. It is—in current, standardized measurement—3 1/3 cm or approximately 1.312 inches.

Dào—Literally translated, the Way (also spelled Tao). The Dao when capitalized speaks of the universal Dao, the one natural Way or Path. When not capitalized, it denotes a lesser way, a lesser truth.

Dāo—Chinese sabre. Closer to a western cavalry sabre, it is thicker, often single-edged, with a curve at the end where additional thickness allows the weapon to be extra efficient at cutting. 

Dantian – there are actually three dantians in the human body. The most commonly referred to one is the lower dantian, located right above the bladder and an inch within the body. The other two are located in the chest and forehead, though they are often less frequently used. The dantian is said to be the center of chi.

Dark Sects—These are considered ‘evil’ Sects. Their cultivation methods and daos tap into darker emotions and often include blood and flesh sacrifice and the stealing of chi from others.

Demonic Sects—Demonic Sects draw power not from the chi in the natural world but from the demonic plane. While not necessarily evil or harmful like Dark Sects, many Demonic Sects are hunted by Orthodox Sects due to the damage their presence can cause to the natural order of the world.

Double Soul, Double Body Sect—an orthodox sect with an unorthodox approach to recruitment, dedicated to the development of individuals with unusual body and soul configurations. 

Dragon’s Breath—Chi projection attack from the Long family style.

Elements—The Chinese traditionally have five elements—Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal, and Water. Within these elements, additional sub-elements may occur (example—air from Chao Kun, ice from Li Yao).

Energy Storage – Second stage of cultivation, where the energy storage circulation meridians are opened. This stage allows cultivators to project their chi, the amount of chi stored and projected depending on level. There are eight levels.

Guai — Chinese term for the more commonly known Japanese tonfa (baton with a stick protrusion a few inches from one end).

Heretical Sects—Sects practising unorthodox daos or cultivation methods. These heretical sects might not even focus on cultivation in the same manner as ‘orthodox’ sects.

Huài dàn – Rotten egg

Huang Qi (Yellow Chi / Life Energy) – also known as astragalus and is a medicinal plant used for immune support, heart disease, and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease.

Hún dàn - Bastard

Ji – Chinese halberd. Generally the axe side is not as prominent, but still has the spear top and spike at the back.

Jian – A straight, double-edged sword. Known in modern times as a “taichi sword.” Mostly a thrusting instrument, though it can be used to cut as well.

Jianghu (Jiāng hú)—Is literally translated as “rivers and lakes” but is a term used for the “martial arts world” in wuxia works (and this one too). In modern parlance, it can also mean the underworld or can be added to other forms of discussion like “school Jianghu” to discuss specific societal bounds.

Jiufeng (Nine Phoenixes) — was a god with nine heads, all its faces human, atop a bird’s body. The jiufeng was supposed to snatch the souls of those unfortunate enough to anger it.

Li – Roughly half a kilometer per li. Traditional Chinese measurement of distance.

Long family jian style – A family sword form passed on to Wu Ying. Consists of a lot of cuts, fighting at full measure, and quick changes in direction.

Lord Wen—Father of Yin Xue. The Wen family is a branch family of nobles born in the neighboring state of Wei and that defected.

Medicinal Baths— The process of creating a bath in which an individual may steep their body within to strengthen and reinforce the cultivator’s body. Uses a variety of different spiritual herbs and recipes, often concocted to specific physiologies. 

Meridians – In traditional Chinese martial arts and medicine, meridians are how chi flows through the body. In traditional Chinese medicine, there are twelve major meridian flows and eight secondary energy flows. I’ve used these meridians for the stages in cultivation for the first two stages.

Mountain Breaking Fist—Fist form that Wu Ying gained in the inner sect library. Focused, single, powerful attacks.

Nascent Soul—The fourth and last known stage of cultivation. Cultivators form a new, untouched soul steeped in the dao they had formed. This new soul must ascend to the heavens, facing heavenly tribulation at each step.

Northern Shen Kicking Style – Kicking form that Wu Ying learned at the sect library. Both a grappling and kicking style, meant for close combat.

Orthodox Sects—The most common type of Sect. Differentiated from other types by the cultivation type conducted.

Qinggong – Literally “light skill.” Comes from baguazhang and is basically wire-fu – running on water, climbing trees, gliding along bamboo, etc.

Iron Reinforced Bones—Defensive, physical cultivation technique that Wu Ying trains in that will increase the strength and defense of his body.

Sect – A grouping of like-minded martial artists or cultivators. Generally, Sects are hierarchical. There are often core, inner, and outer disciples in any sect, with Sect Elders above them and the Sect patriarch above all.

Shennong Bencaojing— or the Shennong Herbal Classics or the Classic of the Materia Medica is a work on agriculture and medicinal plants, traditionally attributed to Shennong, the Divine Farmer, who is supposed to have imparted his knowledge of medicinal and poisonous plants to farmers, causing the flourishing of agriculture in the country. In reality, it’s likely a compilation of oral traditions formed between 206 BC to 220 AD.

Seven Diamond Fist – Verdant Green Water’s Sect most basic fist form taught to outer sect members.

Six Jades Sect—Rival sect of the Verdant Green Waters, located in the State of Wei.

State of Shen – Location in which the first book is set. Ruled by a king and further ruled locally by lords. The State of Shen is made up of numerous counties ruled over by local lords and administered by magistrates. It is a temperate kingdom with significant rainfall and a large number of rivers connected by canals. 

State of Wei – The antagonistic kingdom that borders the State of Shen. The two states are at war.

Tael – System of money. A thousand copper coins equals one tael.

Tai Kor – Elder brother

Verdant Green Waters Sect – Most powerful sect in the State of Wen. Wu Ying’s current sect.

Wu wei—Taoist concept, translates as “inaction” or “non-doing” and relates to the idea of an action without struggle, that is perfectly aligned with the natural world. 

Yang Mu— Different cultures have different naming practices. While I mostly keep to the three names for most cultivators, outside of the Shen kingdom, it is not always common. In this case, Yang Mu only has a family name and personal name.

Chinese characters all have meanings, so names all have meanings. Often picked for a reason. In this case, Yang Mu is “to admire” translated, the Yǎng - 仰 being different than the one that Yáng (杨) Fa Yuan has.

Youtiao— Also known as Chinese donuts, basically fried donuts in two long lines.

Zhanjiao putou and Wushamao— The “spread-wing head cover” is also known as the wushamao (black muslin hat) and was the standard headwear during the Ming dynasty. It’s a full head covering with small “ears” like wings that stick out horizontally and a top edge that rises from the back. Head coverings were very common and used to denote rank in various imperial dynasties, including at one point to keep ministers from gossiping (the zhanjiao putou).

Zhurong— The god of fire and the south, and in some stories is descended from the Yellow Emperor himself. In more historical allusions, he is the Minister of Fire.


Notes

[←1]
Jiufeng (Nine Phoenixes) was a god with nine heads, all its faces human, atop a bird’s body. The jiufeng was supposed to snatch the souls of those unfortunate enough to anger it.



[←2]
Traditional Chinese timekeeping saw the day broken into twelve portions, with each “bell,” or portion, a two-hour block. This, of course, varied a little by the specific time period and dynasty. Additional splitting could occur, especially farther north, as daylight and nighttime hours were separated. Not surprisingly, timekeeping as a whole could receive a whole treatise.



[←3]
Our favorite monkey god is supposedly born from a stone.



[←4]
Chike: Chinese equivalent of ninjas. Assassins, or individuals trained in the arts of assassinations and spying.



[←5]
The “spread-wing head cover” is also known as the wushamao (black muslin hat) and was the standard headwear during the Ming dynasty. It’s a full head covering with small “ears” like wings that stick out horizontally and a top edge that rises from the back. Head coverings were very common and used to denote rank in various imperial dynasties, including at one point to keep ministers from gossiping (the zhanjiao putou).



[←6]
As I’m reading this interaction, I am reminded that not everyone will have the cultural context. The putdowns are a traditional practice, where the goal is to be more humble than the other. It’s almost a game, to see if one can laud the other party more while downplaying your own achievements.



[←7]
Taken from Sun Tzu’s famous Art of War, detailing strategies for various “grounds” one might find oneself upon and the best courses of action.



[←8]
Yes, from the same passage. It’s suggested that at intersecting roads, one finds allies to aid in beating the enemy rather than fight oneself.



[←9]
Using the Six Ministers government system here, drawn from Confucian classic zhouli, which had six ministers and ministries, their deputy minister, and below them, four courts or bureaus, which had directors and vice directors.  



[←10]
Also known as Chinese donuts, basically fried donuts in two long lines.



[←11]
With apologies to Du Fu, this is a twisting of the poem “Thinking of My Brothers on a Moonlit Night.”



[←12]
Further apologies to Su Shi, this is a twisting of the poem written on the Xilin Temple Wall at Mount Lushan



[←13]
Borrowing Leigong, the god of thunder here. He actually creates thunder; his wife—Dianmu—who, after being revived as an Immortal was forced to live with Leigong as his punishment, is traditionally the goddess of lightning. Mixing it up here a bit for story.
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