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SUMMARY


Time is a cultivator’s greatest ally, until it isn’t…

Emerging from the deep wilds, Sen is now aware of the dangers of his body cultivation method. A method he doesn’t know how to progress. With time running out until his body turns against him, Sen travels to one of the only places he might find the manual that could save him. A place he never wanted to go. The capital.

Of course, the heart of the kingdom holds dangers of its own. Sen is inexorably drawn into the convoluted web of power that controls the vast city. He must navigate court politics, ambitious sects, and the unwanted attention of a criminal cultivator organization.

As he races toward a lethal showdown with cultivator and mortal powers alike, dangerous secrets will be revealed, Sen’s resolve will be tested, and the name Judgment’s Gale will finally be earned.
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CHAPTER ONE

PROGRESS AT LAST
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Sen had thought he’d be happy to leave the valley of the fire cultivators behind, and he was…mostly. The only real downside was that one of the fire cultivators, Shi Ping, had come with them. Sen had gotten a heaven-chasing realm spear for taking on the task of bringing Shi Ping along and thought it was worth it. He had swiftly come to realize that it most certainly had not been worth it. Sen had known the man was lazy because Shi Ping had admitted it to him, openly, unashamedly, without hesitation, the very first time they met. What Sen hadn’t realized was that all of that laziness came with a nearly unbearable amount of whining. That whining had crescendoed to hitherto unseen heights in the last day or two. It had reached the point that Sen was giving serious consideration to just killing the man.

“Isn’t it time for lunch?” complained Shi Ping. “We’ve been walking for hours.”

Sen stopped in his tracks, turned, and glared at the man. Shi Ping jerked to a stop and went several shades paler. He seemed to recognize that he had, finally, come up against the absolute farthest reaches of Sen’s patience and was now in legitimate, mortal peril.

Sen growled two words through hard clenched teeth. “Stop. Whining.”

“I’m sorry, I just—” started Shi Ping.

“No more justs, no more buts, no more excuses,” said Sen. “You will stop whining, or I will kill you.”

Shi Ping seemed to find his backbone, or maybe it was his anger, because he glared right back at Sen. “This isn’t fair. I didn’t ask to come on this trip. I shouldn’t have to suffer because you made a deal with the matriarch.”

Sen grew unnaturally calm and still at those words before he said in a very soft voice. “Suffering? You think this is suffering?”

Shi Ping’s eyes went wide as Sen drew his jian and advanced on him.

“No, I just—” Shi Ping started to say.

In a move the fire cultivator never even saw, Sen drove his jian through the man’s leg. Shi Ping howled in pain as Sen calmly pulled the sword free.

“Now, you’re suffering,” said Sen, wiping the blade clean on Shi Ping’s robe. “I suggest you bandage that quickly or something will come looking for an easy meal.”

“You bastard!”

Sen sheathed his sword and gave Shi Ping a flat look. “Don’t fall behind.”

“I can turn around and go back any time I want,” shouted Shi Ping.

“Go ahead.”

“What?” asked Shi Ping, looking a little shocked and nervous, even as he hastily bandaged the wound.

“I said, go ahead. Go back. What do you really think is waiting for you there? If I read these tea leaves correctly, you’re on your absolute last chance with the matriarch. I think you know it, too. If you go back, I bet that all you’ll get is a swift death or expulsion from the order. For someone like you, expulsion is just a slow execution because you will not survive alone in the world. So, you can either quit whining all of the time, or you can go back. I really don’t care which you pick.”

Sen stalked away from Shi Ping and didn’t even bother looking back to see what the man did. A little farther up the road, Lo Meifeng slowed down to walk next to him. She eyed him curiously but didn’t ask whatever question was obviously on her mind. Sen rolled his eyes and looked at her.

“What is it?”

“I’m just a little surprised at you. I mean, sure, I’d have stabbed him yesterday or possibly after the first hour. You’re usually a little more patient than this.”

“Patience is for people who deserve it.”

“And he doesn’t?”

Sen gave her a sharp look. “Are you saying that you think he deserves patience?”

Lo Meifeng laughed. “Not in the slightest, but I’m not really known for my kindly feelings toward others. I’m curious why you think he doesn’t.”

Sen reached up and pinched the bridge of his nose. It didn’t provide any physical relief. Sen didn’t really experience physical pain any longer unless he was injured in some grievous way, but the action did provide a bit of a psychological balm. He glanced up at the sky and debated whether or not to tell her. There was a time not very long in the past when he would have opened up to her about it without hesitation. Now, though, everything to do with her was passed through a filter of distrust. He found himself wondering how she’d use whatever information he gave her to manipulate him again. He hated thinking and feeling that way, yet he couldn’t shake it either. He also knew there was some value in forgiveness, but she’d cut that path off when she told him she didn’t regret it. Part of him just wanted to forget the whole thing, while part of him wished he’d left her behind. In the end, though, he had to talk to someone.

“Ever since I formed my core, my anger has been harder to control. Well, no, that’s not exactly right. It’s like it’s been amplified, which has made it harder to control. Shi Ping just pushed on that anger until I couldn’t keep a leash on it anymore.”

Lo Meifeng frowned at that and fell silent for a while. Much to Sen’s disappointment, she didn’t have much to offer by way of encouragement.

“That’s a new one on me. I have a theory or two, but nothing solid. It could be something to do with the nascent soul that should be developing in your core. It’s connected to you, to your experiences, and you’ve had a rough year. It may have soaked in some of the anger you’ve experienced and, now, it’s reflecting that anger back to you.”

“Let’s say that’s true, how do I get a grip on it? I can’t just go around stabbing everyone who gets on my nerves.”

“Well, that’s not true. You absolutely can go around stabbing everyone who annoys you.”

“Ha. Oh, ha. You are so funny,” said Sen in his driest deadpan.

“Like I said, this is a new one for me. That nascent soul theory is the best I’ve got for the why, but it might not even be true. If it is true, I honestly have no idea how you’d deal with it. I suppose you could look for happier, less stressful things to do. Look for moments of enlightenment about the nature of calm.”

“Balance,” said Sen. “If I’ve been giving that nascent soul nothing but anger and stress, I need to give it something to balance those influences.”

Lo Meifeng shrugged. “It can’t hurt.”

“Thanks,” said Sen, and almost managed to not sound grudging about it.

Lo Meifeng almost managed to look like it didn’t bother her. “Sure. I hope it helps.”

After a while, Shi Ping came limping up behind them. Sen looked back at the man and raised an eyebrow.

“Any comments to share about the conditions?”

Shi Ping just shook his head and said, “No.”

Progress at last, thought Sen. Now, let’s see how long Shi Ping can keep it up. I give him until dinner. Yet, the man surprised Sen. Dinner came and went without more complaints or incessant whining. When the man refrained from moaning about everything the next morning, Sen found a little pity inside himself and made the man a healing elixir. Sen thought about making it weak enough that it wouldn’t heal the leg injury all the way, but Shi Ping’s limping really had slowed them down the day before. Sen hoped that the long afternoon and evening of pain would stick with the man for a while. He knew there were no guarantees, but Sen reasoned that he could always stab the other leg if the man got excessively obnoxious again.

In the meantime, Sen tried to reflect on things like the nature of calm and the feeling of peace. He didn’t experience any moments of enlightenment, but he hadn’t really expected to be blessed that way. He did draw some conclusions, though. Anger and violence were, in his experience, abrupt things. They usually came and went in a flash. His own experiences with them were unusual. Being hunted by demonic cultivators for all those months had kept his anger on a constant low simmer, and forced him to be ready for violence at the drop of a hat. Those kinds of things could take root in the heart if a person wasn’t careful, and Sen feared he hadn’t been careful enough.

On the flip side, he thought that things like calm and peace were more of a process. They were things a person had to strive for and actively cultivate, just like they cultivated qi. Starve a dantian of qi, and a person would have very few options available the next time they needed to perform a technique. He’d been starving himself of calm and peace, if not by intention, so did that make him more prone to anger and violence? Sen thought that it almost certainly did. He just wasn’t sure how to break those habits yet. Sen looked around and realized something. He caught up with Lo Meifeng.

“Have you seen Falling Leaf recently?” he asked.

“Not since this morning. She said she was going to scout ahead, didn’t she?”

“She did,” admitted Sen, “but that was almost six hours ago. It seems like she’d have come back by now.”

“You know her better than I do. Is this unusual for her?”

Sen had very intentionally withheld Falling Leaf’s true nature as a transformed spirit beast from Lo Meifeng. That meant that he couldn’t explain to Lo Meifeng that he really didn’t know what was normal for human Falling Leaf. She could be in trouble, or she could just be reveling in being free to come and go as she pleased. Still, if she had carried over most of her personality in the change, then a long absence like the one he’d noticed wouldn’t be out of character for her. He thought that he was probably just carrying some leftover paranoia from the days of being hunted.

“I guess not,” he said. “I should probably talk with her about making regular check-ins, though.”

It was maybe all of ten minutes later when Sen spotted Falling Leaf not just running but sprinting toward them down the road. Her face was locked into an expression of grim determination. Sen sighed.

“Oh, what now?” he said.

Then, he saw the bear-cat spirit beast that was chasing her, and whatever tiny bit of progress he’d made with his anger disappeared. Lo Meifeng also noticed the approaching girl and spirit beast.

“What is it with us and these bear-cat things?” she asked.

“What is that thing?” shouted Shi Ping, drawing his jian almost reflexively.

“It’s a spirit beast,” said Sen, “and I’m about done with this particular species of them.”

“It doesn’t seem like they’re done with you,” muttered Lo Meifeng.

“Yeah, I noticed that. Maybe it’s time that I send a stronger message,” said Sen.


CHAPTER TWO

MESSAGES
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Falling Leaf was closing on them fast, which meant that Sen had a finite amount of time to decide what he wanted to do. Of course, that limited time wasn’t quite as limiting as they had once been. Much as advancements in the formation foundation stage had refined his brain and improved the speed and clarity of his thinking, the transition into the core formation stage had done the same and benefited from a similar advancement in his body cultivation. That meant that decisions that would have once seemed absolutely rushed and been made on instinct more than reason were now things that he could approach with almost clinical detachment. He let his spiritual sense wash over the spirit beast and estimated that it was probably the approximate equal of an early or middle-core formation cultivator. That put it at least one solid step above him on the power scale.

Of course, raw power wasn’t everything, and the beast was coming at them in a very convenient straight line. Maybe it thought that brute strength would get the job done. Maybe it just wasn’t that smart. Either way, Sen meant to take advantage of that fact. He cycled for a variation of earth qi, metal qi, and what had become his go-to for most combat situations, lightning. Then, he drove that qi down, deep inside the world, searching for what he wanted and what he needed. He started walking toward Falling Leaf and the bear-cat spirit beast. It was the calm, measured walk of a man about to deal with an unpleasant task, but not shirking from it. As fleeing Falling Leaf saw him, she got a mildly concerned look, but he just bobbed his head to the left a little, indicating which way she should go. Once the bear-cat spotted him, it lost all interest in Falling Leaf and adjusted its course toward Sen. It was big enough that Sen guessed it probably weighed close to seven hundred pounds. Not that it would matter much with what he was planning.

Sen closed his fist and started hauling the combination technique up from the earth. It felt like it took the technique a long time to build up momentum, although he understood that it was really only a second or so. It just seemed like a long time because there was a bloodthirsty spirit animal bearing down on him with a jaw full of rending, tearing death at its disposal. Yes, thought Sen, it really does think that brute force will get the job done. Oh well. When the beast got within ten feet of him, it did what so many beasts seemed to do when they closed in on a kill. It leapt at him.

“Mistake,” said Sen, and let his fist launch up into the air like he was trying to deliver an uppercut to the sky.

A vaguely fist-shaped mass of stone and metal that had lightning coursing through it shot up from the ground. It took the bear-cat in its unprotected belly. The spirit beast that had been flying through the air with claws extended folded over that stone and metal fist like a limp doll. Sen heard as much as saw the lightning seek a home in the flesh and blood of the spirit beast. Then, the giant fist stopped moving. Of course, momentum had the spirit beast by then. It was thrown a good fifteen feet in the air. Sen took that opportunity to take a handful of steps forward to position himself for his next attack. There wasn’t going to be anything fancy with the second attack. As the smoking form of the bear-cat fell out of the air and came level with Sen, he simply hit it with every ounce of strength he could wring out of his body cultivation-enhanced muscles and bones. He even used a bit of core qi to enhance and reinforce his entire system. There was a noise like dry twigs being stepped on by something heavy, and then the bear-cat’s direction was altered again as the full force of Sen’s blow was transferred into its body. It flew back in the direction it had come from for nearly five feet before it dropped to the ground and commenced a tumbling roll that Sen thought would be really painful for anything with bones.

While Sen didn’t actually want the spirit beast dead, he wasn’t willing to give anything a full step more powerful than he was time to muster their resources. Letting his earth qi fall away, he seized the metal that had been in the fist and sent it flying toward the spirit beast. Some of it wrapped around the spirit beast’s throat. Sen made that metal grow spikes that drove threateningly inward. Even something that wasn’t very bright could get that message. If you make me mad again, I’ll just kill you now. The rest of the metal formed a web of strands that locked the beast’s legs into place. Given some time and effort, Sen expected the bear-cat could break free from all of that, so he gave it something else to worry about and hit it with another bolt of lightning. All of that metal touching the beast’s body made sure that the lightning went everywhere, rather than just driving into one spot. The desperate noise the spirit beast made at that point left Sen relatively sure that he had the thing’s attention. Sen walked over to where the bear-cat could see him. It thrashed weakly a few times but got exactly nowhere.

“Can you talk?” Sen asked.

The spirit beast didn’t say anything, but Sen was pretty confident he caught the spark of comprehension in its eyes. That was all he really needed.

“I’m going to assume that you understand me well enough to pass on a message. I’m tired of this. I’m tired of having to fight one of you every time I walk into the wilds or even into a forest. I’m tired of you targeting the people I know. So, it will end. Yeah, I’m sure you’re thinking all about the revenge you’re going to take and how your kind will hunt me down. Given that, here is the message,” said Sen, cycling up several kinds of qi. “I’ve done my best to steer clear of you for the last year. You have not extended me the same courtesy. It’s war now. Starting today, if I see one of you, you die. If I hear about one of you, I will hunt you. I will burn down your forests. I will flood your dens. I will bury you beneath mountains of stone and darkness until there is nothing left of your kind but stories and bad dreams.”

As he spoke to the immobilized bear-cat, he summoned rings of fire, stone, water, and the deepest shadow. He let them spin in circles above his head like halos of destruction and wrath. The bear-cat stared up at those halos like it was seeing the annihilation of its entire race given tangible form. Its fear was so palpable that Sen could actually smell the change in the spirit beast. Certain, for once, that he had gotten his message across loud and clear, he released the metal restraints and pointed out at the forest.

“Go, before I decide to start with you.”

The spirit beast stumbled to its feet and hobbled off into the forest as fast as its injured body would allow. When it passed beyond the range of Sen’s spiritual sense, he finally released the halos above him. He took several deep breaths, trying to calm the anger, no, the rage that was festering inside of him. When Sen turned back to the others, he was met with three very different expressions. Shi Ping looked like any loud noise would turn his bowels to water. Falling Leaf looked surprised and sad. Lo Meifeng had put on the rigidly neutral mask she wore when she didn’t want anyone to know exactly what she was feeling. She was the one who finally broke the silence.

“That conversation we had about you finding a way to temper your anger. Finding a way should move right up to the very, very top of your to-do list.”

“Oh, come on,” said Sen. “It wasn’t that scary.”

“The hells it wasn’t,” Shi Ping almost screamed. “You didn’t see yourself. With the fire, lightning, summoning a giant, and issuing genocidal threats. Oh, and casually punching that thing out of the air hard enough that I felt it inside my chest. Just what do you imagine scary looks like!”

Sen hadn’t really intended to send that particular message to Shi Ping, but maybe it was ultimately for the best. Sen sincerely doubted that the man was going to complain to him about anything short of an imminent threat of death any time in the near future. However unintentional it had been, Sen wasn’t too good to reap secondary benefits. In his recent frame of mind, he really was worried he might murder Shi Ping just to shut the guy up. With his enhanced senses, he could hear Shi Ping muttering under his breath.

“I thought that stunt back in the valley was a one-time thing, but no. Apparently, that was just another day of the week for this guy.”

Realizing that Shi Ping was probably going to continue in that vein for as long as they stood around, Sen decided to put a stop to it immediately.

“There’s still plenty of daylight left. Let’s keep moving,” he said.


CHAPTER THREE

ONE DAY
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Everyone let Sen be for the rest of the day, which suited him just fine. He had plenty to think about. It wasn’t until later in the evening that Falling Leaf pulled him aside and led him away from the camp a short distance. It probably wasn’t far enough to keep people from listening if they really wanted to, but it was far enough that no one would casually overhear their conversation. She stared at him for a long moment with those odd, green eyes before she spoke.

“The things you said to that spirit beast, did you mean it? Would you really do all of those things?”

Sen supposed he should have expected something like this, but it still caught him a little flat-footed. He really thought about it for a little while.

“I wouldn’t burn down their forests. That would be punishing every single thing that lived or grew there. That wouldn’t be fair or right. As for the rest, yes, I meant it.”

Falling Leaf immediately relaxed. “Ah, that’s fine then.”

“Wait. What? You don’t care if I hunt those things to extinction?”

She tilted her head a little to one side as if considering his words. “No. Why would I? They are no kin of mine. They chose their enemy poorly. Cubs should not tempt the wrath of dragons. All know this.”

“I’m no dragon,” said Sen, snorting a little.

“Not yet, but your teachers might as well be. The Feng most of all. You follow in their footsteps.”

Sen chewed on that for a minute. “Yeah, I suppose I do. Listen, there’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about.”

Falling Leaf stared at him for an uncomfortably long time before she jerked a little, seemed to remember something, and said, “Yes?”

“It’s your name. We really need to change it to something more,” Sen thought about how to phrase it, “human-like. It will help keep people from paying extra attention to you.”

Falling Leaf looked deeply unhappy about that idea. “Change it to what?”

“I was thinking something like Fa Ling Li.”

On hearing the name Sen came up with, most of the unhappiness drained out of Falling Leaf. “That’s not so different.”

“It’s not. I tried to keep it as close to your real name as I could.”

She paced a little bit, thinking about it, before she finally nodded. “If I must.”

“It’s mostly to protect you from people who might wish to…experiment on you.”

“Experiment?” asked Falling Leaf.

“Spirit beasts that transform the way you have are very rare. Very, very rare. There are sects that would want to study you. They’d lock you up at best. Some would want to dissect you, just to see how you work.”

“Dissect? What is that?”

Sen sighed. Of course, she wouldn’t know that word. “They’d cut you open, maybe even cut you up into little pieces. Hopefully, you’d be dead before they started. When you were with Auntie Caihong, well, there wasn’t much chance of anyone grabbing you. They just wouldn’t have dared. I can’t offer that kind of protection. So, whatever little things we can do to make you seem more like a human being, the less chance of someone trying to drag you off.”

“Fa Ling Li,” said Falling Leaf, like she was trying to get used to it. “It will have to do.”

“Thank you. I much prefer you alive and healthy.”

“You know, I might still die. Anyone can die. Life is uncertain.”

“I know, but we don’t have to make it easy on people.”

Falling Leaf gave Sen a look that he couldn’t quite parse. “What would you do if someone killed me?”

Sen didn’t even need to think about it. “I’d take a page out of Lo Meifeng’s book. Everyone involved, everyone I even thought might have been involved, would die.”

“What if it was a sect?”

“It wouldn’t change anything, except that I’d probably burn the place to the ground and salt the earth when I was done.”

She made an unhappy noise. “You weren’t always so quick to hurt others.”

“You asked me what I would do if someone killed you. You’re my best friend. My chosen family. If someone took you from me, stole you from me like that,” Sen took a shuddering breath, “there are no words for the ways I would make them suffer for that. But, yes, I am quicker to hurt than I was. The world is full of people who will kill you for bad reasons, or no reason at all, if you let them. People who hurt others for sport. People who see kindness as weakness. I have no mercy for those people. No compassion. If people come looking to harm me and mine, and they have, then I act.”

“You should protect what is yours, but don’t grow too fond of the killing. There is a kind of madness, a blood madness, down that path. It can consume your heart and your soul. I’ve seen it before. I would not wish that for you.”

Sen nodded in understanding. He’d seen it before in some of the bandits he’d killed. They had reveled in the violence. They killed because they liked it, because they needed it on some level. They took a kind of sick joy in watching the life leave someone’s eyes. No one could truly see into his heart, so they had no way of knowing just how far away from that Sen truly was. He’d never stopped hating all of the violence and the killing. He just didn’t try to run away from it the way he used to do. It was everywhere, inescapable, and running from it in one place inevitably meant finding it somewhere else. One could only face it or become a victim of it. Sen chose to face it. If that meant doing things he hated, he could at least take some tiny shred of comfort in knowing he hated it. It also gave him a way to monitor himself. If the day came when he didn’t hate it anymore, that was the day he’d have to start to worry. That might even be the day he’d have to seek out a fight he couldn’t win.

“Don’t worry about that. I don’t like killing now any better than I liked it on the day we met. I’m just better at it.”

“It is easy to grow to like the things we are good at.”

That gave Sen a moment of pause. She wasn’t wrong.

“Then, I will rely on you to remind me from time to time not to enjoy it too much.”

Falling Leaf shrugged. “If you wish.”

“I wish it wasn’t necessary at all, but I don’t expect that the world will grant me that wish. You know, sometimes, I wish that we’d just gone off and found a mountain of our own.”

“Really? Why?”

“Then, none of this would have been necessary. You could have stayed as you were. I wouldn’t be constantly getting into bad situations. It’d be peaceful. Maybe, we still could.”

Falling Leaf grew quiet and her eyes were far away. “There are many mountains. As strong as you are now, you could likely claim one. Build a Sen den for yourself.”

Sen snorted. “A Sen den? I like it. What about you? Would you build a den for yourself, or stay in mine?”

Falling Leaf shrugged. “Either. Both. Shelter is shelter.”

“We could go now if you want.”

There was a look of yearning in Falling Leaf’s eyes. She wanted to go back to the wilds, back to her mountain or, barring that, a mountain they picked. In the end, though, she shook her head.

“We can’t. Not yet. You need that,” she thought hard, “teaching book.”

“Manual?”

“Yes! You need that manual for your cultivation.”

“Maybe I don’t.”

Falling Leaf shook her head emphatically. “You need it. Your body change is incomplete. Unbalanced. It will serve for a time, but it will harm you if you leave it like this for too long.”

That was news to Sen and unwelcome news at that.

“How do you know?”

Falling Leaf shrugged. “How do you not know?”

Sen opened his mouth to answer, but he didn’t have an answer to give. It was his body. Shouldn’t he know? If he didn’t even know why he didn’t know, it probably wasn’t reasonable to expect Falling Leaf to know why she did know. The important part was that he was on a clock now.

“Do you know how long? Are we talking weeks or decades?”

Falling Leaf frowned. “A cycle of seasons? Maybe two? It’s hard to know for sure.”

“So, no mountain for us.”

“Not yet. One day, though, we can claim a mountain as the Kho has done and forbid it to all.”

“One day,” murmured Sen.


CHAPTER FOUR

CLEAR SPRING
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As they drew ever closer to the Clear Spring Sect, Shi Ping grew increasingly nervous. He never said anything directly to anyone. It seemed that the combination of getting stabbed in the leg and witnessing Sen’s impromptu declaration of war against an entire species had buried fear firmly in his soul. Instead, the man grew jumpier and jumpier, twitching at any unexpected sound, and eyeing the occasional passing traveler with open concern. Sen let that play out until he was certain they were less than a day out. He could have talked to the man about it sooner, but Sen was honest with himself. He just didn’t want to do it. Shi Ping annoyed him and watching the man squirm had been amusing. Plus, Sen had other things on his mind.

Right at the top of his list, as Lo Meifeng had astutely advised, was the problem of his anger. As often as he turned the problem over in his head, though, he didn’t see any easy solution. Sure, he could keep a tight grip on it, but that wasn’t the same as a solution. He’d never had anger like that before, not even toward those awful noble brats who used to beat him for fun. Oh, he had hated them, but his hate had been almost as impersonal as their beatings. They had seen him as an object to be loathed, and he saw them as objects to be despised. He didn’t think that anyone involved had really seen the others as people until the very end. That meant he had limited experience in controlling the kind of towering anger that sprang up inside him at the snap of his fingers or anyone else’s. If not for all those years of personal discipline, he worried that anger would have turned him into a true monster long since.

Even worse, that was just the anger as he was currently experiencing it. If it got worse, which seemed all too plausible and even likely given his track record, discipline simply wouldn’t be enough. He could learn more control, but everything had limits. He needed to address the root of the problem, and that was the real crux of his problem. He didn’t know what the root cause actually was. Lo Meifeng’s theory might hold water, but it might be wrong. Unfortunately, he didn’t have a better theory to work off at the moment. If the nascent soul growing in his core was the problem, though, it was a big problem. Sen couldn’t command enlightenment on whatever topic he wanted, regardless of how badly he might need it.

And, if Lo Meifeng had the right of it, that was exactly what he needed. He needed enlightenment about something…peace, joy, something. He saw that as the secondary problem. He wasn’t sure what the proper counterbalance to his anger would be. That made looking for it just a touch more complex. Maybe I need to find some of those monks that pursue inner peace and enlightenment, Sen thought. That path isn’t the path for me, but they might be able to help pin down what would help me get this under control. Sen reasoned that he didn’t need to embrace their way of life to glean a bit of insight from them. Who knew, helping him might even help them find their own way somehow. Although, that sounded a lot like wishful thinking to Sen.

His other major problem was the one he hadn’t even known about until Falling Leaf told him about it. His body cultivation was going to kill him if he didn’t complete the whole thing. Sen paused at that idea. Falling Leaf hadn’t said he’d die, just that the incomplete transformation would harm him. Still, given the reputation the body cultivation method had, it seemed reasonable to him to assume it would, in fact, kill him. A year, maybe two, and then things would start to go wrong. Sen was no longer part of that group of people who thought a year was a long time. With so much distance between cities just in the kingdom, let alone across the continent, he could burn up months just traveling. That was before taking into consideration what any of the sects might want from him, or want him to do, in exchange for the manual. Depending on how difficult the task was, he could very well die before completing it. Or, worse still, complete it and then die before he could get back to claim his prize.

With all of those cheerful thoughts weighing him down, he decided that dealing with Shi Ping would probably turn out to be something of a relief. So, he walked over to the man and gave him an unamused look.

“Spit it out,” said Sen.

“Spit what out?” asked Shi Ping, feigning ignorance.

“Whatever it is that has you eyeballing every shadow like a demon is about to jump out of it and eat your soul.”

“You’re going to the Clear Spring Sect.”

“Yes,” said Sen.

“The sect that my order was at war with less than a week ago.”

“Yes,” said Sen through gritted teeth. “I recall. I was there, after all.”

“I just don’t think that it’s a good idea for me to go there. Your prohibition on fighting doesn’t extend to individuals. I’ll be challenged constantly.”

“Then, don’t go.”

“You’ll release me?”

“You aren’t a prisoner. I didn’t drag you along in chains. If you sneak off in the night like a coward to avoid doing things that will help your advancement, it’s not my job to stop you.”

“I don’t care for your phrasing,” said Shi Ping.

“I don’t care for your personality, your ethics, your attitude, or your unwillingness to do anything hard,” said Sen, and then he smiled. “Well, I feel better now that we’ve shared. How about you?”

Sen doubted that Shi Ping could have looked more stunned if a moon cake the size of an ox cart had fallen out of the sky and landed in front of him. The man even had the nerve to look a little hurt by Sen’s words.

“Not everyone can be like you,” said Shi Ping.

“Like me? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Not all of us can be fearless heroes who face down armies without flinching and crush spirit beasts with brute force.”

“I don’t expect you to be that. I’m not that, not really. I just expect you to be a cultivator. You faced down tribulations before, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” admitted Shi Ping.

“Then how hard is it to simply face the things that are in front of you? How hard is it, really, to simply try?”

With that, Sen walked away. He wasn’t interested in hearing the man’s excuses. Any insights the man had wouldn’t be fast in coming if they came at all. Sen knew all too well that personal change didn’t happen overnight. He was living proof of that. Much to his relief, he saw Falling Leaf appear on the road ahead of them. It gave him an excuse to ignore Shi Ping for a while. While she had laughed at his insistence that she come back every few hours to check in with them, she had ultimately agreed to humor his, as she put it, silly human boy concerns. He was going to have to remind her not to say things like that around other people too often. As he, Lo Meifeng, and Shi Ping came up to her, Falling Leaf fell into step next to him. He’d noticed that she never willingly interacted with Shi Ping or Lo Meifeng. Shi Ping seemed to actively aggravate her simply by breathing in her general vicinity. As for Lo Meifeng, he’d asked about it when they’d had a moment alone.

Falling Leaf had just shrugged at him and said, “You don’t trust her.”

She’d said it like his judgment about the other woman was as absolute as disapproval from the heavens. That was all it had taken for Falling Leaf to simply discard an entire person from her world as not worth the time. Sen realized then that he was going to have to be very careful what kind of opinions he expressed to her about other people. The heavens alone knew what the transformed ghost panther might do to someone if Sen said he thought they were an active threat. Still, for all the complications, there was a real comfort in having her with the group. He didn’t question her loyalty or her motives. He also trusted her to speak directly to him about whatever was on her mind. If she wanted to do something or felt she needed to do something, there would be no games. She’d just tell him what it was, why she thought she needed to do it, and let it land however it landed. Given his experiences over the last year, that kind of straightforwardness was appealing to him on a lot of levels.

“Anything interesting ahead?” Sen asked Falling Leaf.

“No,” she answered and then seemed to think it over. “Well, there were a lot of buildings and a bunch of water cultivators a few miles ahead, but they weren’t interesting.”

Sen chuckled. “You do realize that’s where we’re going, right?”

“I do.”

“And that didn’t seem interesting to you?”

“Hum—” she started to say before she corrected herself, “people go boring places all the time. Ma Caihong took me to a lot of boring places. This place seems like more of the same.”

“Well, hopefully, you’ll find something of interest there. If it helps, I don’t expect we’ll stay long.”

Falling Leaf made a noncommittal noise. “There are things to hunt nearby. I can amuse myself if the…if you do not.”

“Fair enough. I didn’t realize you knew how to use a bow.”

“Bow? Why would I use a bow?”

That comment made Sen all kinds of curious and he was about to ask a lot of questions when he saw a group of water cultivators approaching. He eyed Falling Leaf.

“Were the people headed our way boring as well?”

Falling Leaf gave him an emphatic nod. “Yes. They were very boring. They didn’t even notice me. I was barely hiding at all.”

Sen gave Falling Leaf a sharp look. The way she had said the word hiding, it almost sounded like she was putting special emphasis on it. Another question for later, he thought.

“Are any of the water cultivators dangerous?”

She gave him a curious look. “Compared to you?”

Sen sighed. “Sure. Compared to me.”

“No, but most things aren’t anymore.”

Sen resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “Alright, how about compared to you?”

“Oh, then yes, almost all of them are stronger than I am,” she said with a frown. “I need to advance again.”

Sen was about to ask how she went about that now that she was human, but one of the water cultivators broke away and closed with them fast. Sen recognized her well before she reached them. Chan Yu Ming shot Sen a wicked smile and held out her wrists, as though she expected him to shackle her then and there.

“I’m ready for my abduction, you dastardly rogue.”

Then, Falling Leaf and Chan Yu Ming locked eyes and a feeling of dread took root in Sen’s stomach. He just knew that nothing good was about to happen. In unison, the two women spoke the same words.

“Who is she?”


CHAPTER FIVE

RECEPTION
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For a long moment, Sen wondered about his own reaction. Why was he nervous about this meeting? As far as he knew, Falling Leaf and Chan Yu Ming had never met, let alone had any bad blood between them. There was no reason why they should be at odds with each other. If anything, Falling Leaf would likely just decide that she didn’t care about Chan Yu Ming at all and not interact with the woman. As for Chan Yu Ming, he didn’t really know her well enough to guess at her thoughts, but she hadn’t seemed insane to him. He suspected she’d be fine as well. So, pushing that dread back into whatever place of false fear it had crawled out of, Sen got on with the introductions.

“Chan Yu Ming, this is Fa Ling Li, my oldest friend. She and my teachers all caught up with me after you and your sect had already gone.”

“Wait,” said Chan Yu Ming, seizing Sen’s arm. “Feng Ming was there? And I missed it!”

“Along with Ma Caihong and Kho Jaw-Long, yes,” said Sen with a nod.

Chan Yu Ming looked like Sen had taken away her favorite holiday, announced that her favorite food no longer existed, and maybe killed her pet all at the same time. Sighing, she shook her head a little.

“Well, I guess I wasn’t likely to ever meet any of them anyway.”

Sen took the opportunity to continue the introductions.

“Fa Ling Li, this is Chan Yu Ming, my…” Sen paused then, not entirely sure how he should finish that statement.

Chan Yu Ming looked deeply amused. She lifted an eyebrow, smirked, and said in a honey-sweet tone, “Your what?”

“My recent sparring partner,” Sen deadpanned.

Chan Yu Ming laughed before she turned a bright smile on Falling Leaf and gave her a very formal bow. “Fa Ling Li, it is very nice to meet you. I’m sure we’re going to be very good friends.”

Falling Leaf seemed a little startled by Chan Yu Ming’s almost aggressive cheerfulness. The panther-girl shot Sen an uncertain look as if asking his opinion. He smiled and gave her a half-shrug with one shoulder. She was going to have to decide for herself how friendly she wanted to be with the young woman from the sect. Falling Leaf hesitated for a moment before she returned the bow.

“It is nice to meet you, Chan Yu Ming,” said Falling Leaf.

“Good, now that we’re friends,” said Chan Yu Ming, “you must know some embarrassing stories about this unreasonably tall man.”

Falling Leaf hesitated again, casting an uncertain look at Sen, before she finally said, “Not many.”

“Really? How much of his time did he spend training for there not to be embarrassing stories?”

Falling Leaf looked much more confident when she answered that. “All of it.”

It was Chan Yu Ming’s turn to look a little uncertain before she nodded. “I suppose he must have, to be as good with the jian as he is.”

Sen took that moment to break back into the conversation and take the attention off of Falling Leaf, who was starting to get a vaguely panicked look in her eye. Sen gestured to Lo Meifeng, who had been unusually quiet for the entire exchange.

“I don’t think you met Lo Meifeng,” said Sen.

“I didn’t,” said Chan Yu Ming. “It’s nice to meet you, Lo Meifeng. Are you also an old friend?”

“A pleasure,” said Lo Meifeng. “And, no, more of a recent acquaintance.”

Before Chan Yu Ming could ask the question that Sen saw forming in her head, he reached back, seized Shi Ping’s robe, and dragged the man forward. He gestured at the very nervous fire cultivator.

“This is the infamous fire cultivator, Shi Ping the Lazy.”

Shi Ping heaved an enormous sigh. “Is that really how you’re going to introduce me?”

“Yes,” said Sen without reservation.

“I have other qualities you could point out.”

Sen considered for a moment and then said, “Some also call him Shi Ping the Gluttonous.”

Shi Ping glared at Sen. “No one calls me that!”

“I do,” said Lo Meifeng.

“You see,” said Sen, “I didn’t just make it up.”

Chan Yu Ming looked like it was taking a huge effort not to laugh at the man, which had sort of been the point. The less seriously people took him, the less perceived honor there would be in fighting him. The less honor there was in it, the less likely it would be that people would come out of the woodwork looking to fight him. Some still would, Sen knew, but not nearly so many. Shi Ping noticed the look on Chan Yu Ming’s face and, after a moment, seemed to understand the backhanded kindness that Sen was offering him. Shi Ping took a deep breath.

“Yes, I am Shi Ping the Lazy and Gluttonous. No bed is safe from my naps, no dinner table free from the fury of my stomach.”

Whatever tenuous control Chan Yu Ming had over her laughter vanished. Her peals of laughter echoed out into the forest. Before long, she was holding her stomach and shaking her head. Sen wasn’t sure how long it might have lasted, but the rest of the water cultivators arrived shortly after that. They cast stern looks at Chan Yu Ming, who wrestled her amusement back under control. After a moment, she inclined her head to the group of core formation water cultivators. Then, she gestured to each of the people in Sen’s party in turn.

“Elders, allow me to introduce Lu Sen, Fa Ling Li, Lo Meifeng, and,” she smirked, “the infamous fire cultivator, Shi Ping the Lazy and Gluttonous.”

The four Clear Spring Sect elders went from doing their best to look stern and imposing to hiding smiles and snickers behind hastily raised hands. Chan Yu Ming introduced the four elders, but Sen didn’t do much to make note of them. It wasn’t that they weren’t important, in their way, but rather that he doubted he’d interact much with them beyond this initial meeting. What he wanted from the Clear Spring Sect, he’d have to get from the sect patriarch, assuming they had it at all. Sen went through the motions, offering bows and semi-formal greetings. Falling Leaf did her best to not get noticed, which was thankfully easier than Sen might have expected. The core formation elders didn’t seem to care much about the peak foundation formation girl. They gave her a cursory look and then dismissed her from their minds. One problem solved for the moment, thought Sen. They paid a little more attention to Shi Ping, but Sen suspected that had more to do with his absurd introduction than anything else. They were all warily polite to Lo Meifeng, who was on the same cultivation level with two of the elders, and not far behind the other two. Yet, the sect elders reserved most of their attention for Sen. They kept looking at him expectantly, as though they were waiting for him to do something scary or demand something outrageous. The longer he kept not doing anything scary or making absurd demands, the more nervous they seemed to get. When it got to the point that they all looked ready to explode from unmet anticipation, Sen finally relented and asked them to do something.

“Elders, it’s been a long journey. Could I trouble you to guide us to your sect compound?”

With a task finally at hand, the elders all but fell over each other for the chance to lead them to the sect compound. Each of the elders made not very thinly veiled attempts to glean information from Sen about what he wanted at the sect. He deflected most of the questions with vague comments about merely passing through and having one or two minor matters to discuss with the sect patriarch. In fact, when he thought about it, Sen realized he wasn’t even being that deceptive. He didn’t plan to stay very long at the Clear Spring Sect and, while gaining the manual was of utmost importance to him, it probably would be a comparatively minor matter to the sect patriarch. The patriarch was directly or indirectly responsible for the lives of hundreds or maybe even thousands of people. What were the needs, however unique, of one man in the face of all of that?

It didn’t take very long for the elders to realize that Sen was either being intentionally cagey about his motives, or there was no inside information of value for them to capitalize on. They all seemed very disappointed by that, but Sen put that firmly in the category of a them problem. It wasn’t his responsibility to meet their expectations or help them jockey for position in their sect. After all, he’d already messed with the politics of the Clear Spring Sect far more than he’d ever wanted to do. So, any opportunity he could take to not do more of the same felt like a serious win in his book. When the elders finally gave up on him, Chan Yu Ming slipped into place beside him. He glanced over at her.

“How have you been? Was the trip back uneventful?” he asked.

“The trip back was tedious. It really was like herding cats. About half of the people that I was bringing back almost never leave the sect. So, once they were outside,” she trailed off.

“They weren’t in a hurry to go back,” finished Sen.

“Exactly. In some cases, I could understand it. We were a relatively long way from home, so to speak, so the healers were eager to snatch up some plants that we don’t see around here as much. As for the rest, they wanted to treat it like some kind of vacation.”

“So, you had to keep on them constantly.”

“I did. As for me, I’ve had pleasant thoughts of my impending abduction to keep me entertained. Did you bring rope?”

Sen eyed the smirking woman for a moment. “You do know that I’m not actually going to abduct you, right?”

“I’m going to pretend I didn’t just hear you trampling my hopes with your negative thoughts.”

Sen laughed but continued with his point. “I’m serious, though. I don’t need an entire sect hunting me for kidnapping one of their core cultivators. Plus, I have no idea who you actually are. You could have some big, violent family that would come looking for us if I did that. That’s a kind of trouble I don’t really need.”

“Well, you certainly know how to suck all of the joy out of a fantasy. Are you saying you don’t think I’m pretty enough to fight for?”

“I’m saying there’s absolutely nothing erotic about killing a bunch of people.”

Chan Yu Ming frowned at that. “Well, you have me there. As for the sect, they wouldn’t do anything. I’m not really one of them. I come and go as I please, which frustrates the elders to no end. As for my family, they would come looking for me, and it would be…tense when they finally caught up with us.”

“How tense?” asked Sen.

“Tenser than either of us would want to deal with.”

Sen nodded. It wasn’t exactly what he’d expected, but he wasn’t entirely surprised. He’d thought that there was a high probability that someone would come looking for her.

“That’s too bad,” said Sen.

“Why is that?”

“I do have a rope.”

Chan Yu Ming looked at him blankly for a few seconds before she laughed. “That’s just mean.”


CHAPTER SIX

KARMA
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Their first day at the sect was both calmer and more tedious than Sen had expected. He’d planned for more than a little burning resentment from the water cultivators over his interference with their little war. In fact, he’d expected a lot of that. Either those people had been ordered to stay away from him or there just hadn’t been time for it to build up to the level that people were bursting with active hatred for him yet. That wasn’t to say that it was nonexistent. He caught glares from a few people and one man stared at him with eyes that blazed with fury. Sen made a point to burn that face into his memory since he expected that guy was one who would do something stupid. That, in turn, would force Sen to do something dramatic and permanent. On the whole, though, the people seemed more stunned that he was there or even mildly grateful that he’d done what he’d done.

Sen wished that he’d had nobler reasons for his actions, as he feared he was getting a kind of perceived credit for being better than he actually was. He hadn’t put a stop to the battle for their sakes, not really. Oh, he had wanted to put a stop to killing and death because it was such a hideous waste. He’d also wanted it to stop because an active battlefield was an ongoing threat to everyone on it, and he’d been on it. In the end, though, it hadn’t been especially heroic on his part. After all, he’d threatened death on an even bigger scale if they didn’t do what he told them to do. He certainly hadn’t cared about all of those people individually, or been worried about their karma, or even especially worried about their souls. It had been a practical choice on his part, not a moral one.

Then again, maybe that didn’t matter to the people on the other end of that bargain he’d shoved down everyone’s throats. He supposed for the people who had been out there fighting, bleeding, and dying, why he’d put a stop to it mattered a whole lot less than the fact that he’d put a stop to it before they died. He knew from personal experience that unexpected improvements in your survival odds had a way of improving your opinion of others. For that matter, he wasn’t even sure how much his intentions mattered to karma in general. It was one of those topics that he’d touched on briefly with Uncle Kho and meant to circle back to, but had never found the time.

“That’s a terribly serious face,” said Chan Yu Ming.

Sen looked up from the plate of food that he’d been ignoring for at least ten minutes. “Is it?”

She nodded with a bemused look. “Whatever could you have been thinking about to create such a frown?”

“Karma,” said Sen. “I was wondering about how much intention matters to it.”

Chan Yu Ming looked a little surprised at him. “What an odd thing to not know.”

“Indeed, a very odd thing for someone at your level of cultivation to be ignorant of,” said the elder sitting on his other side.

Sen turned to look at the man. “I didn’t benefit from religious education as a child or any education for that matter. What education I did receive on the topic came around my other training. There were bound to be gaps. This is one of them.”

The elder seemed taken aback, realizing that he had, however unintentionally, been insulting. “My apologies. I suppose most of us do take that knowledge for granted.”

Sen inclined his head to the elder. “You couldn’t have known.”

“The answer to your question is complicated. In fact, people have spent entire lifetimes on it. At the most basic level, though, your intentions are at the heart of your karma. Let us say that you are walking down the street and something distracts you. You bump into someone. They fall down and break their arm. You didn’t intend to knock them over. You didn’t intend to do anything to them. So, in that sense, you don’t incur substantial karma.”

Sen frowned. “Substantial karma?”

“Harm was still done, so there is a karmic debt there. But, it’s far less than if you had picked that person out of the crowd, targeted them, and pushed them over maliciously with the intent to do harm. If you do something like that, then you incur a much deeper karmic debt.”

“It gets even more complicated than that, though,” said a woman from across the table.

Sen looked at her. She was a slender, pale woman with a heart-shaped face and inky black hair. He supposed she was what people meant when they said jade beauty.

“How so?” asked Sen, engaging for the first time with the people around him.

“Let’s go back to the original example. Let’s say that you’re distracted and you bump into someone. Instead of falling down, they drop the food they were carrying. On the surface, even less harm is done. It’s simply food and easily replaced, correct?”

Sen frowned at that. He knew very well how hard food was to come by for some people. Still, he could tell that the woman was trying to make a point, so he played along.

“In theory,” he allowed.

“Now, what if that was all the food that person could afford for the week to keep herself and her children alive? If her baby then dies because they did not eat, your karmic debt is far, far deeper than it might otherwise have been.”

Sen thought that over for a moment. “You can’t realistically expect to know things like that in every situation. How can you possibly judge the karmic consequences for actions under those conditions?”

The woman smiled at him, and his heart fluttered a little bit. He felt a sharp pang of sympathy for all of those blushing mortal girls he’d encountered over the years. It must have shown on his face a little because Chan Yu Ming kicked his ankle hard enough to hurt.

“You can’t know,” said the jade beauty, “which is the point. There are some few who can actually see the web of karma around us and, with great effort and insight, influence it. For most of us, though, it’s a mystery. The best we can do is to avoid intentionally doing harm and to put right those harms we do as best we can. However, even that is an imperfect solution. One can never truly avoid karmic entanglements, unless they become some kind of ascetic, shunning all contact with others.”

“That sounds like a terribly empty life,” observed Sen.

“It is, and an impractical one for cultivators. Too much of what we learn, we learn through…experience,” she said, giving Sen a thoughtful look that made him unaccountably nervous. “Although, even cultivators can benefit from periods of seclusion and solitary cultivation.”

“Liang Daiyu is, technically, correct,” said the man Sen was originally talking to, “but she paints an unnecessarily bleak picture. Remember, intentions matter, not just consequences.”

“But can’t you intend to do something good and still cause harm?” asked Sen. “How does Karma account for that?”

Liang Daiyu sat up a little straighter. “That’s an excellent question. And one without a straightforward answer. Obviously, it must account for such things, but there is no formula for understanding it. After all, none of us can truly know how good, how pure, our intentions are, so we can’t determine how deep or shallow a debt we incur when the intentions go wrong.”

“It almost sounds like the universe doesn’t want us to know.”

Liang Daiyu nodded. “That is one theory. Another theory is that, with sufficient self-knowledge, one actually could gauge those debts.”

“Who could ever know themselves that well?” asked Chan Yu Ming. “It sounds like it would take perfect self-knowledge to gauge one’s karmic debts. Perfect self-knowledge sounds like the kind of thing that would trigger a kind of immediate transcendence.”

“Perhaps, but that’s beyond the question of karma and intentions,” said Liang Daiyu. “That’s a matter of enlightenment.”

“So, are karma and enlightenment linked?” asked Sen.

Liang Daiyu looked like she was going to speak, but Chan Yu Ming beat her to it. “Yes. How could they not be?”

“I only have my own experiences to judge by,” said Sen. “I can see how they might be linked, but I could just as easily see them being independent things.”

“Think of it this way. Karma will, in one way or another, influence the kinds of experiences you have, the people you meet, the situations you find yourself in. All of that drives the opportunities for enlightenment that you experience. Let’s say, for example, that you’re a wandering cultivator,” said Chan Yu Ming with a gleam in her eye.

Sen didn’t expect he’d love where things were about to go, but he played along. “Sure. Let’s say that.”

“Now, if you’re a normal wandering cultivator with basically neutral karma, the odds are good that you’ll experience normal things. You’ll have some fights, sometimes you’ll have good fortune, and you’ll have some bad fortune. All very boring and mundane for a wandering cultivator. Now, let’s say that you have extreme karma, good or bad. Then you might find yourself in extraordinary situations. The kind of situations where you’d, for example, expose a demonic cultivator cabal, or bless an entire village with miraculous healing, or drive back a beast tide, or⁠—”

“We all understand,” said Sen, giving Chan Yu Ming a stern look. “Your point?”

Chan Yu Ming gave him a bright smile. “The point is that extreme situations are going to give you very different opportunities for enlightenment than regular situations. The kinds of enlightenment you might receive in those extreme situations are potentially going to be more extraordinary simply because your experiences are so different. Hence, you cannot disconnect karma from enlightenment.”

“Crudely put,” said Liang Daiyu, drawing Sen’s attention again, “but she has the crux of the matter surrounded. You say that you’ve experienced moments of enlightenment before. Do you recall how many?”

Sen thought back about it. “I don’t know the exact number offhand. Maybe two dozen.”

Silence descended on the table, which made Sen glance around at the dumbstruck faces of the water cultivators. Liang Daiyu seemed to recover first.

“Two dozen? In how many years?”

“At this point, six or seven I guess.”

Liang Daiyu’s mouth worked a few times without any noises coming out. Chan Yu Ming was staring at him like he’d casually announced that he was going to break through to the nascent soul stage in precisely three minutes and forty-seven seconds. The man who had originally answered his karma question broke the silence.

“You’re averaging three to four moments of true enlightenment per year?”

Sen found himself wishing that he’d asked other people a lot more questions about their experiences with enlightenment. It had just never occurred to him to ask about how often they’d had them. Still, he was already committed to answering. He nodded a little self-consciously.

“Um, yeah. Why? Is that not normal?”

Then, everyone was yelling questions at him.


CHAPTER SEVEN
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For the first minute or so, Sen tried to answer questions. Unfortunately, everyone was so busy yelling at him or each other that his attempts at answering went unheard. For the next minute or two, he just gave everyone a generally annoyed look. That didn’t seem to dampen their enthusiasm at all. Sen’s frustration swelled as they continued their verbal assault and he cycled up air qi. When it became clear that no one planned to stop anytime soon, Sen wove air qi through the entire room, stood abruptly, and spoke.

“Enough.”

The air qi he’d woven throughout the room amplified his voice so much that it shook tables, not to mention rib cages, and brought the entire room to silence. He looked around at the stunned group of water cultivators. They seemed to realize what they had been doing and a few even had the wherewithal to look embarrassed. The rest, however, looked like they planned to pick up right where they left off if at a lower volume. Sen had no interest in that. He gave the room a bow.

“Thank you for the meal and the interesting conversation,” he said.

Then, with a burst of his qinggong technique, he was out of the room, down the hallway, and out the nearest door to the outside. It was late evening by then, so most of the sect members were holed up inside, which Sen saw as a small blessing. He’d had enough of other people for a while. Unfortunately, he also didn’t know the layout of the sect very well. That made finding a place to be alone a bit more challenging. He wandered around for a bit, offering casual greetings to the handful of people who greeted him first. Eventually, he found himself outside of a small walled-off area in the middle of the compound. He recalled that Chan Yu Ming had pointed it out and said something about the spring the sect was named for being in there. Shrugging to himself, Sen walked around the wall looking for a door or an entrance. He didn’t find one.

That struck Sen as very odd. He could understand why the sect might want to limit how much exposure the spring got to the outside world, but cutting it off completely seemed like overkill to him. He supposed he could just fly over the wall. That would be a little ostentatious. Although, he supposed that would be one way to limit easy access to those who were core formation and above. He expected that only upper-tier inner sect members and elders could pull it off with ease. Still, he suspected that there was some other ploy at work. He walked another circuit around the wall, letting his hand trail against the rock. He let a bit of earth qi sink into the wall and had it follow him as he walked. If the wall really was solid, his earth qi shouldn’t disrupt it at all. He felt it the moment his earth qi slapped up against water qi. He stopped and considered the spot in the wall where he felt water qi. It looked like stone. It felt like stone. Yet, he was confident that his qi wasn’t deceiving him. If so, then that was a kind of illusion he’d never seen or heard about. He was impressed with how completely it mimicked the appearance of the rest of the wall.

He thought about it for a moment. This had to be some kind of test for the water cultivators. Given that the illusion felt solid to his hand, he didn’t think he could simply walk through it. That was too simple if this was meant as a test for advanced cultivators. No, he suspected that he would need to manipulate the water qi. He sat down by the wall and cycled for water qi. He let tendrils of his water qi explore the boundaries of the illusion. There was an arched opening hiding behind it that would get him access to the clear spring itself. That left the question of how best to deal with the illusion. He was a guest here, so he didn’t think they’d appreciate him damaging their carefully constructed test. Nor did he think that a brute force approach was the intent of the illusion. The illusion was no doubt designed to test someone’s ability to manipulate water.

He understood at least some of what was happening with the illusion. He had experience hardening water with his own techniques, so he knew that it could be done. He’d just never expected anyone to do anything with this level of permanence or detail. It was one thing to harden an edge. It was another thing entirely, probably a whole order of magnitude more difficult, to shape and harden water into something that felt like stone. Of course, he didn’t need to replicate the complexity. This was a master-level work, so master water cultivators would maintain it. The part he didn’t understand was the illusion. Making the water feel like stone was accomplishment enough, but making it look like stone? How? The longer Sen sat there, the deeper his concentration grew.

He spent hours exploring the illusion, and then those hours turned into days. He was vaguely aware that people came and went around him. He dimly perceived that people spoke to him, a few jeered at him, but he didn’t react. He was too deep inside his own concentration. After three days of focused attention, the answer finally became apparent to him. He’d figured out how to pass through the illusion after the first few hours, but he didn’t care as much about that. With little to no training in illusions, this was a golden opportunity to study how one kind of illusion worked while not under stress or duress. Sen didn’t fully understand the mechanics of the technique, but he worked out that the water was capturing and reflecting light in some way. He expected that there was probably some bit of enlightenment he hadn’t gained about water qi and water cultivation that would make that part clear. Still, he understood the illusion well enough now that he thought he’d be able to spot a similar illusion in the future without much effort. Satisfied with his efforts, he finally stood up.

“Finally ready to admit defeat,” said someone from behind him.

Sen looked over his shoulder and saw the same man who’d been glaring with hateful eyes when Sen’s group had arrived. The man had a sneer of utter contempt on his face. Sen wondered at the fact that the water cultivator had been so consumed with trying to get some reaction out of him that he had seemingly ignored any and all other responsibilities. With his attention no longer being almost wholly consumed with the study of the illusion, Sen had time to review some of what had been said to him during the last three days. This man had been particularly obnoxious, if not very original, in his insults. Sen considered the man for a moment.

“If your insults weren’t as weak and trivial as your cultivation, I might be forced to do something about them,” observed Sen.

The water cultivator’s face went red with rage as nearby people laughed at him. Before the angry man could think of something to say, Sen turned and, to any outside observer, appeared to walk straight through a solid rock wall. Sen heard gasps from some of the nearby people, and the despairing scream from the angry water cultivator.

“No!”

There was an impact and a cry of pain as the man threw himself against the stone-hard illusion Sen had so casually walked through. What a fool, thought Sen. If he’d spent all that time and energy on studying the illusion instead of insulting me, he might have figured it out for himself. Sen could hear a rhythmic sort of pounding as the furious water cultivator beat on the outside of the illusion. Sen ignored the noise and the man making it. If that guy didn’t have the sense to take advantage of all the information Sen had provided, such as the exact location of the illusion, and the fact that it took water qi to pierce it, there was probably nothing that would help him save a lot of time. A slap or ten to the back of his head might save his life, though, thought Sen. Turning his attention forward, Sen walked through an impossibly long tunnel. The tunnel was longer than the walls could possibly contain. Sen thought it was interesting that some kind of spatial manipulation was happening because that was well outside the domain of water cultivation. He wondered if the sect had changed over the long years since it was founded. He would have liked to study it, but he didn’t even have the rudimentary understanding necessary to glean anything of use.

After nearly ten minutes of walking, Sen finally emerged from the tunnel into a brightly lit expanse of meticulously tended grass and flower gardens. For a moment, he thought he might be in the middle of another illusion, but a quick examination with his earth, wood, and water qi revealed that where he was standing, it was all quite real. Sen found himself glad that he hadn’t simply tried to fly over the wall. He was willing to bet that there was a deeply unpleasant surprise waiting for any water cultivator who thought they could skip over the work of finding their way through the door. After taking a moment to examine his surroundings, the alchemist in Sen started frothing at the mouth in naked greed. Nearly everything in the gardens was useful in alchemy in one way or another, assuming you needed water-attributed ingredients. Sen’s hands twitched toward a flower before he stilled them. He wasn’t there to steal from this sect. He was there to see the spring.

Sen walked through the gardens for several hours—constantly reminding himself that the plants weren’t there for him to harvest—before he finally found the spring. It was massive. More like a large pond or small lake than what Sen typically thought of as a spring. It was also impossibly clear. He could see every rock and plant at the bottom. Most of all, he felt the qi of the spring. He hadn’t felt such intense levels of water qi since he was on the ocean. Yet, this qi was different, cleaner somehow, and he could swear that there was a kind of sentience at work. He couldn’t tell if there was something living in the spring, or if the spring itself had experienced some kind of an advancement. He wasn’t even sure if an advancement like that could happen. Spirit beasts advanced, so maybe springs could.

“Impressive, is it not?” asked someone who had stepped up beside Sen.

“Yes,” answered Sen absently. “It’s very impressive.”

“Almost as impressive as your own performance,” said the man.

Sen finally turned a wary eye on the man. He was a short man with a shaved head, some obvious lines around his eyes and mouth, and Sen couldn’t sense anything from him. The deeply suspicious part of Sen drew an immediate conclusion.

He offered the man a bow. “It’s nice to meet you, Patriarch.”

The older cultivator smiled at Sen like he’d been caught out in a little prank. “It’s interesting to meet you, Lu Sen. Or, is it Judgment’s Gale?”

Sen winced. “Lu Sen is fine.”

“Very interesting. So, you draw a distinction? You don’t see yourself as this Judgement’s Gale character?”

“Not all the time, certainly. That name, that man, is a story that’s mostly been made up by other people. You can’t live up to other people’s expectations all the time.”

“Very true. Still, some of it must be true. Very few people pass the tests.”

“Tests? Plural?”

“Oh yes. The door is the first test. The gardens are the second test. Anyone who knows anything about plants, and you most certainly do if the stories of your alchemy are at all accurate, would find those gardens almost irresistible.”

Sen shrugged and admitted, “I was tempted.”

“But you didn’t take anything. Why?”

“None of this is mine. These aren’t the wilds where you can take what you wish if you have the skills to get it and the means to keep it.”

“One might argue that our sect owes you a rather substantial gift of medicinal plants and alchemical reagents for your services after the battle.”

“One might,” said Sen, “and I’ll gladly take anything you choose to give me. But it isn’t up to me to decide what those gifts should be. It most certainly isn’t for me to steal those things from this place.”

The patriarch nodded in approval. “So, you’ve simply come to abduct the lovely Chan Yu Ming and be on your way?”

Sen’s jaw dropped for a moment before he stuttered, “No, I, of course not.”

The patriarch let out a gentle laugh and patted Sen’s arm. “I know. You’ll have to forgive me. My position doesn’t allow me to play jokes very often.”

A wave of relief passed through Sen. “Of course, Patriarch. But, how did you even know about that?”

“She might have made a few indiscreet comments where she shouldn’t have,” observed the patriarch with a bemused expression. “She seems rather taken with you.”

“I suppose she is.”

“And what about you?”

“Yes, I’m rather taken with me as well.”

The patriarch snorted. “Well played. It’s none of my business, really. Still, getting involved with her will inevitably mean getting involved with her family. That’s a complicated matter at the best of times.”

Sen frowned. “She hasn’t told me much about them. Just some implications that they’re powerful or important somehow.”

“They are, but I won’t speak of them beyond that. Those are her secrets to share, not mine. So, if you’re not here for her, what has brought you here?”

“I’m seeking a manual.”

“We have many manuals.”

“This one is special, rare. The Five-Fold Body Transformation manual.”

“Oh,” said the patriarch, looking startled. “I see. Hmmmm. Well, that is complicated.”

Sen felt his shoulders slump. “You don’t have it.”

“We do have it,” admitted the patriarch. “We just don’t have access to it.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

SEALED
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Sen tried to make sense of the patriarch’s words. How can they have it, but not have access to it, he wondered. His mind tried to come up with scenarios that might provide sense to the words, but he didn’t have much luck. The few things he did come up with were, even on casual inspection, absurd. Accepting that he wasn’t going to get anywhere without more information, he eyed the patriarch. The older cultivator was frowning out over the spring.

“I’m sorry, Patriarch,” said Sen, “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

“You strike me as a bright enough boy. Didn’t you wonder how a sect of water cultivators managed such a complex spatial treasure?”

Sen nodded. “I did wonder. I suppose I just assumed that you hired a specialist,” he paused and looked around, “or maybe a sect of specialists to do it for you.”

The patriarch laughed a little. “A reasonable supposition, but no. Long before my time, all of this belonged to one cultivator. She was a specialist, well, the phrase ‘unparalleled genius’ is probably a better description, in spatial constructions. Our sect took this place over after her death.”

Sen frowned hard at that description. “Your sect didn’t help her along to that death, did you?”

“Rather an impolite question, don’t you think?”

“Your sect members were assaulting those fire cultivators over exactly nothing, as near as I could tell. So, no, the question doesn’t seem especially impolite to me.”

The patriarch frowned but nodded. “Given your experience, I suppose it was a logical question. We didn’t kill her. She died fighting another cultivator. Some kind of rival, if our records are at all accurate. They killed each other. Mind you, this is all practically a legend even for us.”

“How long ago are we talking?”

“Twenty thousand years? More? Long enough ago that we can’t be certain that we even understand the calendar our own progenitors were using.”

“Fair enough and, I’ll admit, interesting. I’m just not sure I see the relevance.”

“Space and time are inextricably linked. If someone works with spatial qi and spatial formations, they are almost always well-versed in time-related matters as well. Among the various things we inherited from her were several time treasures.”

“Time treasures?” asked Sen with a bit of awe in his voice.

“Oh, don’t sound so impressed. One of those storage rings of yours is technically a time treasure. How do you think it manages to keep things fresh or alive? It slows down the passage of time inside the ring.”

“Oh,” said Sen.

“Exactly. It’s always less impressive when you realize that they’re relatively common. Except, in this case, we come back to that unparalleled genius part. One of the time treasures we have is room, a pocket dimension, none of us really understands it, but it essentially speeds up time for whoever is inside of it.”

Sen didn’t have to think very hard to imagine all of the ways that something like that would be useful to cultivators. He could have gotten in twice as much practice, or five times as much practice, in the same amount of time in the outside world. With the right resources on hand, you could jump from an initial core formation cultivator to a peak core cultivator in a matter of years. However, if they had such a thing, why wasn’t the Clear Spring Sect absolutely overflowing with powerful core formation cultivators or even nascent soul cultivators?

“I notice a distinct lack of peak core formation cultivators in your ranks, so I have to assume that the treasure isn’t as great as it sounds on the surface,” observed Sen.

“Young man, I think that you drastically underestimate the talent required to reach peak core cultivation. It’s not just a matter of having the right natural treasures on hand. Those can only push you so far. Do you think so many people bottleneck because sects want low-powered cultivators on the rolls?”

“Yes,” said Sen. “I think that’s exactly what happens.”

The patriarch gave Sen a stunned look. “If you believe that, then someone has told you lies, or you’ve been particularly unlucky in your experiences with sects.”

“Really? Just with what you have in these gardens, I could probably personally advance most of your sect by as much as half a major stage of advancement. Some of them, I could move an entire stage. I could probably start most of your qi-condensing cultivators on a road to body cultivation as well. Yet, here these natural treasures sit, unused, unharvested. But, sects fight, and fights do need bodies. Expendable bodies, most of all, and who could be more expendable than hundreds of qi-condensing cultivators?”

For a moment, Sen thought that the patriarch was going to strike him down, then and there, as a look of cold anger crossed the man’s face. Then, the older cultivator visibly forced that anger under control.

“So, you believe that sects intentionally withhold cultivation materials to keep people trapped at lower levels of advancement. All so they’ll have bodies to throw at their enemies.”

“I don’t think that’s the only reason sects do it, but I’d be willing to bet it’s one of them. Then, there’s just plain old human favoritism. Do you honestly expect me to believe that you and your elders don’t pick favorites and funnel opportunities and resources to them?”

The patriarch looked like he very much wanted to protest, but he just shook his head in the end. “No, I don’t expect you to believe that. You have, however, credited me with a callousness that I do not possess. I have no desire to see the youngest members of this sect killed in useless conflicts with other sects. I certainly wouldn’t condone intentionally slowing their progress just to use them for that purpose. Sects can be impersonal, but most of them aren’t heartless or mindlessly cruel.”

“That has not been my experience.”

“Then, what has been your experience?”

Sen gave the patriarch a searching look. “Do you really want to know?”

“I do.”

“In that case, my experience is that sects are arrogant, malicious, and only care about what benefits the sect, unless they’re pushed into a very tiny corner.”

“You don’t believe sects do any purposeful good?”

“No. I think whatever good they do is either incidental or designed to benefit themselves more than it benefits anyone else.”

“By that reasoning, why would we help you?”

“Because you want me to leave.”

“Wouldn’t it be easier to simply kill you?”

“You might find it easy enough to kill me, but I doubt anyone else in your sect would. And, I suspect, you know what would happen afterward.”

“That much is true. Killing you would doom this entire sect. Still, it’s very obvious to me that you’ve only ever dealt with sects from the outside.”

“I’d contend that’s where you get the clearest picture of a thing.”

“Perhaps, but there is also much you do not see from the outside. You say that you could likely advance nearly the entire sect with the treasures found in these gardens. Yet, you overlooked a few things in that assertion.”

Sen had grown weary of the discussion, but he did want something from these people. So, he played along. “What are those things?”

“For one, you overlook the question of talent. Regardless of how you may view yourself, I have it on the authority of people I have learned to trust that your alchemical talents are unique.”

Sen tried to brush that off. “I’m not that special.”

“Even I can see that you don’t believe that, as much as you might want to. Yet, it seems that it has truly never occurred to you that other alchemists simply cannot do what you find so simple. Our alchemists are very talented and very well trained, but even they would struggle to convert much of what is in these gardens into something useful. I wonder, is there anything in range of your senses here that you couldn’t find a use for, right now?”

Sen let his senses sweep the surrounding area, soaking up information about the many potent medicinal plants and herbs in the area. He ran across a few things that left him uncertain. So, he pointed them out.

“I’m not saying they can’t be used, but I’d need to study them more before I’d want to try it.”

The patriarch nodded. Apparently, he’d expected that answer from Sen.

“The other thing you overlooked is readiness. Just because someone can advance, it’s not a foregone conclusion that they should advance.”

“That sounds a lot like a justification for playing favorites.”

“It is, sometimes, but it doesn’t make it any less true. Take that foolish boy who tried to pick a fight with you outside. Could you help him advance?”

Sen hadn’t studied the boy all that closely, but Sen reluctantly nodded. “Yes, I could.”

“Should you?”

That brought Sen up short. It had been easy to make his case when he was talking in generalities. Applied to that specific case, though, Sen had a hard time convincing himself about that particular guy. In fact, he thought that more power was probably the very worst thing that could happen to that boy for a lot of reasons.

“No,” sighed Sen. “He’s already got all the makings of a bully. He probably is one to his juniors. Giving him more power would just make the problem worse.”

“Exactly. We’ve intentionally slowed his progress in the hopes that he’ll learn some compassion, if not some humility.”

“Don’t bother,” said Sen without thinking.

“Why?”

“Bullies like being bullies. They like holding power over other people. They don’t want to change. No amount of time will fix that.”

“Alright, then. Imagine that you’re a sect elder. How would you handle it?”

“Kill him. Barring that. Break his cultivation and cast him out.”

“That doesn’t strike you as unnecessarily harsh, callous even?”

Sen snorted. “It’s clear that no one has bullied you in a long time, or you wouldn’t have asked me that.”

“A fair point. I would ask that you please refrain from killing him.”

“No,” said Sen.

“What?” demanded the patriarch, losing some of his friendliness.

“I said no. I won’t seek him out. But if he comes looking for me the way that you know he’s going to do, I’m not going to let him off with a warning. Because we both know that won’t be the end of it. If he can’t kill me in a straight fight, he’ll try to ambush me somewhere, or poison me, or send someone else to do it. That is his nature. You only have to take one look at him to see the hate burning in his heart. I have no reason to invite all of those future headaches because he’s, what, the son of someone important?”

“Something like that,” admitted the patriarch, before he very obviously changed the subject. “It seems we have rather drifted off of the subject of the manual you want.”

Sen nodded. “You said something about a time treasure. I assume that’s related.”

“It is. The reason we can’t access the manual is that one of our elders was attempting the method. They took the manual into the time treasure with them. I didn’t object because very few people are willing to attempt the Five-Fold Body Transformation, so it wasn’t as though the manual was in particular demand. Also, the time treasure is in the sect.”

“I still don’t see the problem. Just send someone in to get the manual. I don’t need it forever. I don’t even need the original. A copy would be enough for my needs.”

“Honestly, I would have let you have the manual. It’s not something that I want to encourage people to try. The problem is that we can’t enter the time treasure. It’s been sealed, somehow, from the inside.”

Sen felt the sting of his own ignorance. “What does that mean, in practical terms?”

“It means we can’t even see how it was sealed, so we have no idea how to break the seal. The only other option is to find someone with the right knowledge of time and space techniques.”

“Where do I find someone like that?” Sen asked.

If he could get an expert, then he could get at the manual. That sounded a lot easier than trying to negotiate with some sect in the capital.

“I don’t know. We’ve had nearly a dozen people in to examine the treasure, the best and most experienced time and space cultivators this side of the Mountains of Sorrow. They don’t know how to get into it either. There may be some hidden master out there, or someone beyond the mountains with the right knowledge, but I don’t know how to find the former, and negotiating with the latter is a time-consuming process given the distances involved.”

Sen felt his hopes collapse. He doubted he’d have much better luck than the patriarch. He could, of course, send a letter back to Master Feng, Uncle Kho, and Auntie Caihong. They might know about someone that the patriarch didn’t, but he couldn’t wait around for their answer. He didn’t have that kind of time. It was made all the more frustrating because the manual was actually there, at the sect, but it might as well be at the bottom of the ocean. Much as he wanted to avoid the capital and all of the frustrating nonsense that would be waiting for him there, that was where he was going.


CHAPTER NINE

GOOD FOR MORE THAN ONE THING
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Sen considered everything that had just happened, nodded to the patriarch, and turned to walk away.

“Is that it?” asked the patriarch. “No questions? No demands?”

“You don’t have what I need, no way to give it to me, or no intention of giving it to me. Regardless of the reason, my business here is done,” said Sen. “I don’t have the interest or the time to waste on figuring out which reason it is.”

“You’re a core cultivator. You have nothing but time. Besides, simply because we don’t have what you came for, it doesn’t mean there is nothing here that you need.”

Sen hesitated at that, his eyes flickering to the spring. The longer he’d been there, the more certain he’d become that the spring was alive. Not merely in the sense that life pervaded all nature, but in the singular, self-aware sense. He was deeply, terribly curious about that spring, but he’d already wasted days learning about the water illusion. It had been a self-indulgence, although one with some practical applications, but he couldn’t afford those kinds of distractions anymore. Sen shook his head.

“Other core cultivators may have nothing but time, but I do not.”

The patriarch gave Sen a searching look then. Then, the older cultivator’s eyes went wide. “Oh, I see. You don’t just want the manual. You literally need the manual. I don’t understand, though. How did you end up on the path of the Five-Fold Body Transformation without the manual in the first place? It’s not the kind of thing that people stumble onto by accident.”

“I had an encounter with a divine turtle. He,” Sen considered how best to describe the encounter, “nudged me in that direction with some very specific advice about an elixir I was making. He gave me the name of the method, and not much else. I don’t suppose you read the manual or know of anyone else in the sect that did?”

“I did not. Body cultivation wasn’t an interest of mine when I was young enough for it to matter. By the time I really understood the advantages, well, it was too late to glean much benefit from it. Qi reinforcement helps me achieve some of the same results, if only temporarily. As for anyone else, it’s a body cultivation method with a very specific reputation for killing people. Not the sort of thing that piques most people’s interest.”

Sen sighed, nodded, and cast one last look at the spring. He so badly wanted to stay and examine that spring. I wonder if I could talk to it, thought Sen. The patriarch’s eyes tracked Sen’s gaze.

“You can feel it, can’t you?”

“Patriarch?”

“You can tell that the spring is alive and sentient. I can see it on your face. Take a day, just one day, and spend it here. You may discover something else that you need. Something to help with that anger I can see inside of you.”

Sen jerked at that. “Is it so obvious?”

“I’m a very old man who has spent most of his life dealing with younger cultivators. You’re clearly working very, very hard to contain it. Still, it’s hard to keep things like that hidden from someone like me. After you’ve seen a few hundred angry young cultivators, the signs aren’t difficult to pick out.”

The part of Sen that was deeply mistrustful of sects narrowed his eyes at the patriarch. “Why? Why encourage me to stay? You don’t really want me here.”

“An angry, sect-hating, core cultivator that very clearly punches above his cultivation level? Why in the world wouldn’t I want someone like that hanging around in our most sacred place?”

Sen blinked a few times. “I think you just made my point for me.”

“No. All of that is, believe it or not, besides the point. I’ve seen angry young cultivators before. More importantly, I’ve seen what angry young cultivators turn into when they don’t find ways to cope with that anger. You possess a frankly frightening amount of power already. If you do succeed in finding a copy of that manual, and I strongly suspect you’ll find a way to make it happen, you’ll become even more powerful. That kind of anger and that kind of power are a recipe for terrible things.”

Sen hadn’t thought about it in quite those terms before, but the patriarch had given voice to Sen’s own deepest fears about his anger. Yet, that perceptiveness alone didn’t account for the patriarch encouraging Sen to stay. Sure, he might become a danger someday, but it wasn’t even close to a foregone conclusion that he’d come back to the Clear Spring Sect looking for some long-delayed and nebulous payback. In fact, the odds were against it. With the way he accumulated problems and enemies, he'd likely have far more pressing problems down the road than making an example of a sect that had, in the end, not done anything to him.

“It still doesn’t explain why? I’m not a disciple here. You’ll probably never even see me again.”

“Is it really so hard to imagine that I just see a young man who is struggling and wish to help? It’s not as though it’s the first time that happened to you, is it?”

Sen opened his mouth to say something he’d probably regret, then forcibly made himself shut up and just think for a second. It wouldn’t be the first time a nascent soul cultivator went out of their way to help him. He just didn’t expect it from a sect patriarch. The patriarch clearly read the wariness on Sen’s face, so he continued.

“The other thing that being very old and very experienced teaches you is how to spot the people who will make it. While ascension is always a gamble, I can usually tell who will make it to core formation and who will break into the nascent soul stage. Assuming that you don’t get yourself killed or your body cultivation method doesn’t do you in, you will become a nascent soul cultivator. If you’re looking for a self-interested reason from me, perhaps I’d prefer it if you had some reason to think kindly of us when you reach that threshold.”

That was exactly the kind of pragmatic thinking that Sen expected from a sect, but he had the distinct impression that the patriarch had made it up on the spot. He’s giving me a reason I’ll accept, thought Sen. Sen found himself once again staring at the spring. It’s just a day, Sen justified to himself. I’m in a hurry, but I can spare one day. Especially if it will help me get this anger even a little more under control. Sen decided that the patriarch’s motives didn’t matter. Maybe he was just someone trying to do something kind for Sen. Maybe he felt like the sect owed Sen something stopping the fighting or helping out after. Maybe it was just some kind of consolation prize since the manual Sen wanted was out of reach. Sen nodded.

“All right. I suppose one day won’t hurt.”

The patriarch looked both pleased and a little relieved at Sen’s words. The older cultivator gestured that Sen should join him. The two men walked along the edge of the spring in silence for a time. The patriarch looked over at Sen and, after a moment of thought, he asked a question.

“You cultivate more than one kind of qi?”

“I do.”

“What do you do with them? What kind of techniques do you use?”

Sen frowned at the question. He wasn’t sure he even understood what the patriarch was getting at.

“I defend myself,” said Sen.

“So, combat techniques?”

“Yes.”

“Nothing else?”

“Well, there’s the alchemy. I use qi for that.”

“Ah, of course. I meant techniques that you control directly.”

Sen thought it over. “I made a house once.”

The patriarch stumbled at that. “I’m sorry. Did you say you made a house?”

Sen nodded. “Yeah, it took a lot of earth qi, but I made a house. I had rooms and furniture, even a well.”

“Anything else?”

Sen shook his head. “Not really.”

“So, you never try to use your qi to create?”

“Create what?”

“Beauty,” said the patriarch. “We all learn to fight. We must, but there’s more to life than violence. Qi has more than one use.”

With that, the patriarch gestured at the spring, and Sen felt the surge of water qi from the man. Sen braced himself for the attack, but it never came. Instead, water flowed out of the spring and floated over the patriarch’s hand. As Sen watched, the water swiftly reshaped itself into the shape of a blooming rose. Then, it changed into a tiny, translucent horse that appeared to gallop on the patriarch’s hand. Then, it was a falcon that swooped and dove around the patriarch. Sen was amazed that he could pick out individual feathers on the falcon’s watery body. The patriarch made a gentle gesture and the water returned to the spring. Sen was stunned at the patriarch’s casual mastery over water, but equally stunned that it had never occurred to him to try to make anything other than that house with qi. Sen knew he wasn’t particularly artistic, but it could have been a hobby, a way to give his mind a break. And he’d never thought of it. Sen offered the patriarch a bow.

“Your mastery is extraordinary,” said Sen, not knowing what else to say.

“You can get good at anything if you practice it for a thousand years,” said the patriarch with a smile. “Although, that wasn’t really the point.”

Sen nodded. “I think I understood.”

“Good. Here we are,” said the patriarch.

Sen looked around, but it was just a patch of ground more or less identical to all of the other ground they’d walked over getting to the spot. He lifted an eyebrow at the patriarch, who just gave Sen an amused, benign smile.

“I’ve found that contemplation in this spot has the best results,” offered the patriarch.

Sen sighed a little inside at the cryptic words, but he doubted the older cultivator had brought him to that exact spot as a joke. Sen settled on the ground. The patriarch looked out over the spring. The patriarch looked conflicted for a moment before he shook his head and turned his attention back to Sen.

“I hope your time here will be as beneficial for you as it has been for me over the years.”

With that, the patriarch walked away, leaving Sen alone with the crystal-clear water of the spring and his own thoughts. As eager as Sen had been to examine the spring, he found himself hesitating now that he was on the cusp of it. It was one thing to believe that the spring was sentient and capable of communicating. It was something else to actually try to do it. Rather than jump right in, Sen let his mind drift back to his time on the mountain. He recalled the days when he'd been trying to understand why different kinds of qi appeared in different places. There had been a moment then, when Sen had felt something, something just beyond his reach, a kind of active force at work in the world. Sen let himself breathe, slow, controlled breaths. He didn’t look for the life in the water. Instead, he looked for that force he’d so briefly brushed against on the mountain. He couldn’t even explain to himself why he was doing that, except that he had an intuition that he should, that he’d learn something if he did it in this place.

At first, he struggled to remember how he’d done it that first time. He tried to remember what he’d been thinking and how it had felt. He’d come so far since then, learned so much, but all of that accumulated experience was of limited value. After all, he hadn’t really been trying to do anything back then. He’d just been looking and exploring. He’d had a sense of wonder about the world then that had slowly been eaten away by killing, death, and fear. He searched inside himself, questing for that sense of wonder that he’d once had in such abundance. It was still there, still inside him, but buried deep, so much deeper than he would have expected. It was a miracle that it hadn’t been snuffed out completely.

He let that sense of wonder breathe, let it draw strength from him, let it fill him as it once had. And then, as it had done once before, the world revealed itself to him.


CHAPTER TEN

WILL AND WATER
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Sen had been through a lot in his time off the mountain. Enough that it was easy for him to forget that he’d seen very little of the world. For all the intensity of his experiences, though, they were limited in scope. As a veil was pulled back before him, Sen was given an acute reminder that he was very, very young. He didn’t see anything, at least nothing that he could recall later, but rather he felt something. It was a presence, something so vast that it reduced the unleashed presence of a nascent soul cultivator to nothing. Yet, so very unlike the presence of those often-terrible elder cultivators, this presence wasn’t harsh, or oppressive, or crushing. It didn’t need to be. It was old, so old, so far beyond ancient that Sen could sense that it didn’t have secrets as he understood the term. To something as young as him, all of its shallowest knowledge was transcendent beyond the scope of human comprehension and its wisdom fell beyond the dreams of devils.

Sen trembled in naked fear before this presence, fearing he had transgressed across some indelible line in the universe, that he had wandered in his childlike innocence into a place where only gods should tread. Yet, the punishment he expected never came. That vast will was aware of him. Sen was certain of that much. Yet, it paid him scant attention. I’m such a tiny thing, Sen thought. Why would it care? When the initial panic left him, Sen found himself trying to understand what this thing could be. For a time, he just observed in whatever way the knowledge was being carried to him. There wasn’t motion, precisely, but that will did act. He could feel its tendrils stretching out across the face of the world, moving qi, moving mountains, moving people, and, in another panic-inducing moment, Sen realized it had been moving him. Its touch was gentle, but behind that surface gentility there was an obdurate strength that would challenge the ravages of time, challenge the destruction of the void, and persevere in the face of all threats.

Is this the will of the world, wondered Sen. Yet, even that seemed insufficient a description. This was more than the world, more than the sun and the moon, this was the will of something deeper, something more profound. For a brief moment, Sen sensed the size of it, sensed just how far its reach truly extended, and his mind recoiled in simple horror. It was too much, far too much, for his mind to understand or even want to understand. Sen retreated out of deeply rooted concern for his own sanity. That single touch, brief as it had been, had very nearly been more than he could bear. He still felt parts of his mind shrieking and wailing, strained by merely brushing against that awful expanse. He pulled himself close, tightened his will and discipline around his own mind, commanded calm where chaos reigned.

It was a slow process, but this was something he had practice doing. He knew how to endure pain and assert his will over it. Bit by bit, he pitted his will against the insanity that gnawed at the edges of his consciousness. Inch by agonizing inch, he clawed those wayward fragments of his mind back into place. A sarcastic little piece of him that wasn’t even trying to be helpful observed that people wouldn’t think he was such a genius if they could see him now. What kind of fool encountered something that vast and went sightseeing? It would serve him right if he went insane after a stunt like that. Yet, despite that naysaying part of his soul, Sen understood that he was being given some kind of opportunity. There was wisdom to find in this moment, if he could locate it.

Sen tried posing questions to that vast will, but received no answers. He wasn’t disappointed. He suspected that any answer he got would likely be so profound that it would crack his sanity like a fragile eggshell. Then, he invited that will to show him what it would, and nothing happened. Sen considered the problem. Was he missing the obvious? Sen suspected he was. Maybe the opportunity was right in front of him. He was getting to see how something far beyond the concerns of cultivators managed power and will. So, Sen simply watched for a time. At first, it just looked like chaos to him. There was so much happening. He tried focusing in, but that only made the chaos worse. He couldn’t see how things connected. With that failure out of the way, he tried pulling back and getting a broader picture.

That was when things began to make sense. He didn’t understand all of what he was seeing, that was beyond him, but he understood pieces. He began to see that his sense of how qi should work was simplistic in the extreme. He watched as that will encouraged wind qi to gather in a secluded spot on a mountain. Taken in isolation, it seemed random. Yet, he could sense how that extra bit of qi in that exact spot provided a balance to a dense spot of earth qi hundreds of miles away in a parched place he assumed was a desert. That earth qi was there to help balance out an especially thick concentration of fire qi in an all-too-familiar valley. And all of those individual spots of qi made the sentient spring he was sitting next to possible. Yet, even that was in the service of creating what Sen was able to recognize as a natural formation that would help to stave off…something.

When Sen tried to reach out for that knowledge, he instantly withdrew. He could learn what it was, but it was another one of those things that was so vast and intricate that his flimsy mind couldn’t contain it. That was the tiniest shred of what was happening at any given moment. Yet, Sen thought he had learned the lesson he was best equipped for, or at least touched it enough to piece together what he’d need later. There were other ways of using qi than what Sen had learned, and his particular method of cultivating qi would let him explore those possibilities. He could build techniques the same way he built alchemical elixirs and, if he understood what he was seeing correctly, generate similarly outsized results. It would probably take him years to really work out the intricacies. If he could make it work, though, he might actually be able to create the kinds of miracles people thought he was creating now. Of course, he had to survive long enough to do it.

That jarring thought shattered whatever state of mind had granted him access to that look at the mechanics behind the world. Sen’s eyes snapped open, and it took him a moment to understand what he was seeing. While he had started out sitting on the ground next to the spring, he wasn’t there any longer. Instead, he was floating on a platform of qi he didn’t recall summoning, hovering over the very center of the spring. As if that wasn’t strange enough, the water of the spring had risen up around him, as if to shelter him in a bowl. Sen debated about whether to return to shore, but decided against it. He had a feeling that if the spring didn’t want him right where he was, he wouldn’t be there. Sen still felt a bit wobbly from what he’d just experienced, but he wasn’t about to pass up the chance to see if he could talk with the spring.

Sen took most of a minute to try to calm and center himself. He didn’t want to mess up whatever chance he might have at communicating with the spring because he was too rattled and rushed things. He brought the passive cultivation he did all the time under conscious control, not because it needed his help, but because the action was familiar. He felt the qi from the environment slide into him, move through his channels, and take up residence in his dantian. From there, he felt most of that qi pulled into that strange double helix formation and another drop or two of liquid qi was added to the substantial pool that had collected. As he kept that process moving, he felt his racing heart slow, and with that slowly coming under control, his thoughts slowed as well. He was careful to store away the insights he’d gathered, and just as careful to push away those thoughts that might all-too-easily drag him into madness. Only then, with his body and mind restored to something like equilibrium, did he release conscious control of his cultivation and turn his focus to the spring.

That was when Sen ran up against the very obvious problem that he didn’t have the first idea about how he might communicate with the spring. He could try talking to it, but it wasn’t like the spring was a spirit beast. It didn’t have any obvious way of listening to his voice, like a convenient set of watery ears. Then again, Sen thought, what do I know? Maybe it can hear. Deciding there was no harm in trying the obvious, he spoke.

“Can you understand me?”

Sen gave it thirty seconds before he concluded that, if the spring could communicate, it wasn’t going to be through anything so simple as speaking and listening. He considered what something like water would recognize and understand. Sen cycled for water qi and, unlike his usual directed approach, just sort of spread it around inside the water bowl the spring had formed. That got a reaction. Sen immediately felt an outside force of water qi press against his own.

“Okay,” said Sen. “I got your attention. Now what?”

Committing himself to trying anything that came to mind, Sen tried pushing a sense of his curiosity about the spring into the qi he had spread out. Again, there was nothing. Well, it was worth a try, he thought. With no better ideas to hand, Sen tried to push his consciousness out toward the spring. It was an odd experience, like how he imagined moving an organ to somewhere else in the body might feel, if less painful. He once more tried to infuse his curiosity in the presence of his expanded consciousness. That worked. It worked too well. His mind was immediately overwhelmed with thousands, maybe tens of thousands of impressions, images, and bright little gemstones of knowledge about using water qi. Unfortunately, that massive rush of information was too much for him. He felt hot blood splash across his lips from his nose before he lost consciousness.

When things started making sense again, Sen had the impression that more than a little time had passed. He wasn’t sitting anymore. He was sprawled out on something that was firm, but had some give to it. Had someone found him and brought him back to the sect compound? The pounding in his head made him not want to open his eyes, but his training was ingrained too deeply to give up such easy knowledge. He forced his eyes open and, again, had to take a moment to understand what he was seeing. He appeared to be in some kind of water cocoon that had been hardened to keep everyone and everything out. He looked down and realized that the spring had created a platform of hardened water for him to lie on while he was being useless and unconscious.

Sen pushed himself back up into a sitting position and reestablished his qi platform. The water beneath him dropped away, but the cocoon remained firmly in place. Sen reasoned that the spring was trying to protect him until it was sure he could protect himself. Nice of it, he thought. Sen once again pushed his consciousness out. This time, he thought he caught a sense of mild pushback, so he stopped there and just tried sending out a gentle hello. What he got back was tentative, hesitant, and vaguely apologetic. He got a trickle of images of jumping fish and swiftly moving water insects. It took a second, but he managed to interpret the message. It had gotten excited.

Sen lost track of time as he and the spring worked out a kind of shorthand language of images and impressions. Once they did that, though, and fine-tuned how much information Sen could handle at any given moment, things smoothed out. It wasn’t talking, precisely. Sen didn’t know if the spring couldn’t do that, or simply hadn’t learned how. Still, it was good enough. Having achieved his initial goal of communicating with the spring, though, Sen wasn’t sure where to take things. He was confident that he could push his understanding of water qi by leaps and bounds, if he provided the right prompts. He just didn’t know what those prompts might be. In the end, he settled on simply showing the spring his techniques, or toned-down versions of them.

That was when things got interesting from Sen’s point of view. In some cases, he got the impression that the spring found what he was doing hilariously inept. In other cases, he got vague approval. Yet, inevitably, he would get shown something that clarified what he was doing wrong or how he might do it better. After a few hours, he started to understand that with water qi techniques, it almost always came down to some combination of hardness, softness, and flow. To Sen, ideas of hard and soft had always been fairly absolute. To the spring, though, these ideas came in so many variations that Sen had trouble distinguishing them. He spent hours simply trying to mimic the varieties of hard and soft that the spring showed him. Often with the spring providing a perfect example right in front of him.

The idea of flow was both familiar and foreign to Sen. He was used to the idea of qi flowing, but the spring dissuaded him from thinking of flow as one thing. The flow of a gentle creek, for example, was nothing at all like the flow of a river during a torrential downpour. While he could execute different kinds of flow, he knew there was more there to understand that he simply wasn’t grasping. He decided that was alright. He didn’t need to learn everything now. He had the rest of his life, however long or short it might be, to expand on what he’d been shown. Yet, it seemed the spring wasn’t quite done with him.

Sen felt a pressure on his heart and his soul. It wasn’t so much in a specific place, as it was touching a specific thing. Something he’d been trying not to think about while communicating with the spring. However, the spring had spotted his anger just like the patriarch had. Sen did his best to communicate a sense of helplessness about the anger. Sure, he knew it was there. It didn’t mean he could do anything about it. The spring applied a little gentle pressure again, and then sent Sen images and impressions of water in varying states of hardness. Then, it followed that up with images of soft, flowing water. Sen frowned. The spring repeated the same cycle of pressure and images several times. Sen thought he had an idea of what the spring was getting at, so he pressed a sense of understanding at the spring.

He wasn’t dealing with his anger. He was caging it. Useful in the moment perhaps, but not a long-term fix. He thought the spring was telling him that if he continued on as he was, that anger would harden into something permanent that would become far more difficult or even impossible to dislodge. The spring was telling him that he needed to let that anger flow or his heart would never soften again. It was probably right, except that wasn’t a practical solution for him. He had to deal with people, which meant keeping a tight leash on that anger. Still, there might be other ways to purge that anger without simply killing everyone who bothered him. Sen hoped there was. Realizing that he had spent far more than the one day he had meant to at the spring, Sen did his best to communicate his gratitude to the sentient body of water. He struggled to interpret what he got back, but he thought it amounted to an invitation to visit.

“If I live long enough,” he said quietly. “Maybe, if I live long enough.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

YOU PEASANT
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Exiting from the odd enclosure that held the spring and the gardens, Sen was relieved that he didn’t find anyone waiting for him. At the same time, though, that lack of a friendly or hostile welcome from anyone left him even more concerned about just how long he’d spent communing with the spirit of the spring. Days probably, but it could easily be longer than that. The patriarch would probably be happy about that, even though Sen wasn’t sure he’d gotten anything he truly needed. He’d learned a lot of things that were interesting, but that wasn’t the same as necessary. Sen supposed that only time would tell on that account. It took Sen a minute or two of walking to realize that he didn’t remember where to go. He’d only been shown where his quarters were located once, and hadn’t even bothered to go inside of them. He stood on one of the stone paths that crisscrossed the sect compound and peered at the buildings, hoping that he’d spot something that would give him the right idea.

It seemed that his exit hadn’t gone as unnoticed as he might have hoped. He felt the presence of the angry water cultivator without even bothering to turn around. Sen truly did not have the patience to deal with an idiot at that moment. Closing his eyes and taking a soothing breath, Sen spoke.

“Your sect patriarch specifically asked me not to kill you. What do you imagine that means about how he judges your odds?”

“That old fool just knows not to cross my family.”

Sen turned and settled an icy gaze on the water cultivator. “Do you think that I care about your family?”

That seemed to give the man pause, but he kept approaching. “You would, if you were smart.”

“I’m in no mood for this nonsense. If you leave now, I’ll forget that I saw you.”

“Leave? But why would I leave? The show is about to start.”

“Really? You skipped right to hiring people?”

“You’re beneath me. I’d never sully myself by dealing with you personally.”

Sen let his senses drift out and found the people the idiot had hired. At least he’d been smart enough to hire core cultivators.

“That’s interesting,” said Sen, “because I very much intend to deal with you personally. Out of idle curiosity, just so I know, what’s your name?”

“I am Gong Jun De,” he sneered.

“Thank you. By the way, if you’re smart, you’ll be long gone by the time I finish killing your men.”

“I doubt that will happen. They’re professionals, and they have very specific orders. They’re not going to kill you. Just cripple you. We’ll see what kind of hero you are after that.”

Sen lifted an eyebrow at that as he cycled up a few different kinds of qi. “That was stupid.”

“Did you just call me stupid?”

“I didn’t call you anything. You are stupid if you hired people to try to do anything but kill me.”

“How dare you speak to me that way, you peasant! Do you know who I am?”

“No,” said Sen.

Before the noble could blather on any more, Sen sent a couple of metal-fused shadow spears hurtling at him. Sen didn’t really try that hard to hit the man, as he was far more concerned with the three other cultivators who were now closing fast on him. One of them was a water cultivator, one a fire cultivator, and the third was a wind cultivator. Sen suspected that Gong Jun De hadn’t been exaggerating about them being professionals. For most cultivators, fighting three other cultivators at a similar level of advancement with different qi specialties would be next to impossible. Most qi types just didn’t have the required flexibility. Sen expected it would be difficult. While he briefly considered summoning the heaven-chasing level spear that the fire cultivators had gifted him, he settled on the one that the Soaring Skies Sect had provided. No reason to show all his cards unless it became necessary.

Since the water qi specialist would prove particularly weak to lightning, he started with her. He leveled his spear at her and unleashed a bolt of lightning as thick as his wrist. She managed to put up a shield that deflected part of it, but enough got through that it stopped her dead in her tracks. Sen was experienced enough not to gloat or stand still. He dodged to one side, narrowly avoiding a wind blade, and sent three in return with a sweep of the spear. He didn’t expect the wind blades to accomplish much except distract the wind and fire cultivators, but it worked. That was how the wind cultivator wound up with a badly seared leg from the fireball Sen had sent flying his way immediately after the wind blade. Sen saw the look of rage on the fire cultivator’s face, so he activated his qinggong technique.

Rather than head directly for the fire cultivator or simply dodge, Sen aimed for the water cultivator who seemed to be regaining her feet. It was a good thing he moved, though, because the fire cultivator used a technique Sen had never seen before. The fire cultivator called it a meteor something or other. But several dozen white-hot pellets rained down where Sen had been standing. He wasn’t entirely certain he could have blocked that attack with no warning, based on the way those pellets all but evaporated the soil and stone they hit. As for the water cultivator, she spotted him coming and started to summon something, so Sen hid and threw up a dome of shadow that shrouded the water cultivator in utter darkness.

Then, Sen launched himself into the air. The pseudo-omniscience he enjoyed inside the shadow let him keep himself on target for her, while she had to guess at where he’d gone. Sen pushed fire qi into the spearhead. When he all but fell out of the sky on top of the water cultivator, she wasn’t ready for the aerial assault. The spearhead was so hot and being driven with so much force that it nearly split the woman in half. Sen could hear the other two cultivators shouting for the woman, and he let them wonder. It seemed that neither of the other cultivators was willing to risk hitting their teammate by launching a qi technique blindly into that oppressive darkness.

That was just fine as far as Sen was concerned. Working with earth qi was taxing at the best of times, but doing it while hiding was something Sen hadn’t practiced. He felt that lack of practice acutely as sweat beaded on his forehead. Still, he persevered as he pushed his qi down into the soil and rock beneath all of their feet. With his qi touching the earth, it was easy enough to pinpoint the general location of the other cultivators. They had taken up station just outside the dome of darkness, no doubt debating whether they should enter it to find their lost teammate. Sen pushed himself a little harder and launched two water blades at the cultivators. He felt them react to the distraction, felt the sudden burst of qi, and then launched his real attack. There was brief screaming as the razor-edged stone spikes drove up into the cultivators. Then, there was silence. Sen stopped hiding and let his spiritual sense sweep the area. The fire cultivator was dead, or the next best thing to it, but the wind cultivator had managed to get clear.

Sen dropped the dome of shadow and saw the wind cultivator perhaps twenty feet away. He hadn’t gotten away cleanly. The man was hunched to one side with a hand pressed to his stomach. Sen could see the blood welling between the man’s fingers. He also noted that Gong Jun De was nowhere to be seen. Maybe he wasn’t as stupid as Sen originally suspected if he had the good sense to run away. The wind cultivator forced himself to stand up straight as he glared at Sen.

“Who are you?” demanded the wind cultivator.

“Didn’t you ask before you took the job?”

“He said you were some trumped-up wannabe hero who needed to be taught a lesson.”

Sen nodded. “So, he left out some details?”

“Yeah,” snarled the wind cultivator. “Details. So, are you going to finish what you started?”

Sen eyed the man. “Only if you make me. I didn’t come looking for this fight. Although, I have no idea what this sect will do with you if they take you alive. Did you hurt anyone on your way in?”

The wind cultivator shook his head. “Not how we…how I work.”

Sen shrugged. “It’s up to you, I guess.”

Sen waited as the wind cultivator seemed to go back and forth. Twice, the man gathered what Sen suspected was as much qi as he could muster before he shook his head.

“No. I’ll take my chances with the sect. They might kill me, but they probably won’t. They’ll probably just put me to work for a while. I know you’ll kill me. Hells, now I know what it must have been like fighting us. All those different types of qi flying around. Honestly, who are you?”

“Judgment’s Gale,” said Sen.

“He damn sure didn’t mention that name.”

Sen lifted an eyebrow in surprise. “Do you recognize it?”

“No, but would you go start a fight with someone called something like that? For no extra pay?”

Sen gave it a moment of thought. “No, I don’t imagine I would. You didn’t happen to see which way he ran, did you?”

“No, but you never see weasels move, do you?”

Sen was trying to think of something witty to say when water cultivators started appearing from everywhere. It seemed like they had taken a really long time to Sen, but the fight hadn’t really lasted that long in retrospect. Then, Lo Meifeng and Falling Leaf were there, yelling questions at him like this had all been his fault. It hit Sen right at that moment that he could really use a nap.


CHAPTER TWELVE

CONSEQUENCES
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Lan Zi Rui was frustrated. He had been frustrated and growing ever more frustrated for the last two months. Ever since that wretched boy and that awful woman had left. He had been secretly relieved when they left. He still didn’t know how that boy had done what he’d done. He’d had no food for almost half a year. He’d spent most of that time in some kind of a cultivation trance. Lan Zi Rui hadn’t been concerned about it. People almost never came out of those trances. The people who did were almost never whole again, as though they left part of their minds in whatever place they had gone. If anything, he’d expected the boy to be more docile, more manageable, after the trance than before. It was why he hadn’t interfered with the trance in the first place. Oh, how he came to regret that choice.

Instead of losing pieces of himself, the damnable child came out of the trance more focused and powerful than when he’d sunk himself into it. Then, the boy had used some technique Lan Zi Rui had never seen before. The casual ease with which the boy had shattered Lan Zi Rui’s wall of force had frankly terrified the older cultivator. The older cultivator had spent entire days trying to piece together how an initial core cultivator had accomplished such a feat. Then that business with damaging the formation. The damage itself had been difficult enough to repair, as formations were not Lan Zi Rui’s strong hand, but the real difficulty had been trying to explain the formation to the less committed members of the cult. There had been endless questions that he’d never imagined he’d need to answer. He’d had to scramble to explain it all away.

The questions eventually died down, although he still saw people staring at the place where they knew that invisible wall stood around the compound. He saw their uncertainty, their doubt, and it ignited his rage at that boy all over again. Yet, even that wasn’t the source of his true frustration. It was the girl. She had been coming along so nicely. She’d been so desperate for someone to offer her safety and certainty. Lan Zi Rui had become a master at playing on exactly that kind of desperation. She’d been almost entirely bought in, almost ready to do anything he wanted. And he wanted so many things from her. He’d dreamed about her body. Yet, that boy had planted seeds of doubt in her mind that had grown in the months since he left. She still did her part, working in the fields and helping with the other tasks that accumulated in a large compound. What she didn’t do was seek him out for his sage wisdom anymore. In fact, she made a point to never let herself be alone with him.

Not that he couldn’t overcome that problem with a simple word or two. No, what stayed his hand was the boy’s final threat. The way he’d delivered it had chilled Lan Zi Rui’s soul. There had been no bluster or bravado to it. He had been calm, deliberate, and utterly certain. Not only had the boy meant it, but Lan Zi Rui had been sure that, given a bit of time, the boy could do it. If he could come out of that trance unscathed and apparently having mastered new power and skills, the cult leader wasn’t sure that there was anything that child couldn’t do if he set his mind to it. It was the mental image of Lu Sen returning as a nascent soul cultivator, shattering the protective formation, and taking his vengeance that haunted Lan Zi Rui. So, he looked for other ways to sate his needs. Hence the young man and woman he’d taken to his bed the night before who were dressing across the room.

It hadn’t helped. They’d been enthusiastic and entertaining, which had distracted him briefly, but he knew that would only work for so long. Sooner or later, he’d either have to give in to his lust, or he’d need to send that girl away. While his reason told him that the smart move was simply to send her away, his lust for her wouldn’t let him do it. He’d sought her out more than once to send her away and far from his sight, but then he’d see her and those plans would evaporate in a haze of unfilled desire. That push and pull between what he wanted and what he feared left him constantly on edge and bursting with frustration he couldn’t remedy. He’d even started convincing himself that the boy wouldn’t return for years, maybe even decades. Lan Zi Rui could have the girl all he wanted before then. The boy would never need to know. Yet, the cult leader was certain that the boy would know, somehow, someway, he would just know.

With those thoughts in mind, a spike of raw panic and terror drove itself into Lan Zi Rui’s soul when the presence of a nascent soul cultivator bore down on the entire compound. A moment later, he felt it as the protective formation was simply shredded with nothing more than brute force. No, no, he can’t be back already, thought Lan Zi Rui. No one can advance that fast. Then, he heard the sounds of panicked yelling and people running. Shaking himself free of the paralysis that had temporarily gripped his body and soul, Lan Zi Rui felt fury course through him. It wasn’t the boy. There simply hadn’t been enough time. That meant they were under attack from someone else. The cult leader threw on his robes in a flash and went out to meet the threat.

When he burst from his quarters, he scanned the compound and found nothing. Then, he looked up. Hovering over the compound like an imperious herald of doom, Lan Zi Rui saw death herself, and he knew her name.

“Ma Caihong,” he said.

He was stunned. He had met her once, long ago, and she had made it very clear to him how much he did not impress her. It had taken nearly a month to heal from her expression of displeasure at his suggestions. She had been a core formation cultivator then, more or less matched with him. Now, though, she was a peak nascent soul cultivator, and he was not. He had stalled at the initial nascent soul stage, and was a very weak one, little better than a strong peak core formation cultivator. It was more than enough to keep his followers in line and deal with most spirit beasts, but a threat like Ma Caihong was fundamentally beyond him. Even worse, he didn’t know why she had come or even how she knew he was here. Then, a terrible, bowel-loosening thought struck him. That boy, that impossibly powerful and gifted boy, had to have a teacher.

Summoning what courage he had, Lan Zi Rui drew a jian from a storage ring. He stepped onto a platform of qi and rose to face Ma Caihong. She let him rise so he could look directly at her. Terror tried to eat its way through his insides as he looked at her. She might as well have been carved from stone or ice there was so little expression on her face. He pointed his jian and did his best to put on a good front.

“Why have you disturbed the peace of my sect?” he demanded.

When she spoke, Ma Caihong’s words carried to every corner of the compound. “Sect? I see your understanding of the meaning of words hasn’t improved. This is not a sect. This is a cult.”

Lan Zi Rui ground his teeth in frustration. “Why are you here?”

“I’ve come to retrieve someone,” she said before a momentary look of consideration crossed her face. “Well, more accurately, I’ve come to retrieve everyone here.”

“You can’t make them leave against their will.”

She smiled at him then, and whatever tiny shred of hope he’d had that he might be able to talk his way out of this disaster died a whimpering, pathetic death inside him.

“I most certainly could, but they won’t have a reason to stay in a minute or two. Cults rarely survive the death of their founders.”

“Kill her,” screamed Lan Zi Rui.

While he hadn’t ever planned for this particular contingency, he had planned for the possibility that someone might come looking for him or a missing loved one. The place where Ma Caihong floated disappeared in a flurry of techniques. Fireballs, wind blades, boulders, ice spears, and even a stray bolt of lightning all concentrated on the place where she floated. Lan Zi Rui didn’t really think that they would succeed in killing her, but the distraction should be enough for him to escape. He spun around on his qi platform and flew away. At least, he tried to. A hand seized the back of his neck in a grip that felt like it was forged of cold steel. Then, the next thing he knew, Lan Zi Rui was crashing into the ground. The earth cratered around him, both compressing down and exploding outward.

Even with qi reinforcement running through his entire body, he felt bones breaking and muscles tearing. The pain was monumental. He hadn’t felt any real pain in hundreds of years, let alone anything on the level of what he was experiencing now. It burned away any rational thought. He just needed to get away. He staggered to his feet and swayed like a drunkard. He took two steps, then realized that he was in a hole. He looked up and up. The crater his body had made was nearly twenty feet deep. If he’d been thinking clearly, and not wracked with pain that screamed for attention, the distance would have seemed trivial. In his current state, though, that distance looked insurmountable.

“You know,” said a woman standing right behind him, “I don’t usually go in for this kind of fighting. But you’ve angered me, Lan Zi Rui.”

The pure contempt in that voice when she said his name felt like the kiss of death. Somehow, he’d kept hold of his jian. There was nothing left to do but fight. He spun toward Ma Caihong’s voice and drove a thrust at where her heart should have been. Except the thrust only met open air. Then, the cult leader watched in horror as something he barely even registered as a blur in the air passed through his wrist. The jian and his hand fell to the ground. He instinctively grabbed his wrist, but it did precious little to stem the blood spurting from it. He realized that he needed to do something to stop her, and do it now, or she was going to cut him into tiny pieces. He summoned his own qi. He remembered that she was a water cultivator. He had always had an unusual qi affinity, force, so she should still be weak to it, even if it was coming from a weaker cultivator. The loss of the hand disrupted his cycling, but he had enough stored to send a wall of force to where she stood, glaring at him like he was a particularly unsavory insect. Then, she was simply gone. He’d never seen anyone move that fast. Everything went white as her fist crashed into the side of his head like the world’s most delicate mace.

What followed was just one explosion of pain after the next as Ma Caihong beat him with a kind of icy savagery. He was vaguely aware of it when his legs were shattered. He only realized his arms were broken when he stopped being able to move them in useless attempts to fend off her blows. The pure devastation of his body in combination with the blood loss made putting thoughts together in any kind of order almost impossible. He did eventually register that he wasn’t being hit anymore. He managed to open one eye. Ma Caihong was looming over him with his blood dripping from her hands, not that she seemed to care.

“In case you’re wondering why this has happened,” she said, “I don’t want you to die confused. Lu Sen sends his regards.”

The last thing Lan Zi Rui saw in that life was the bottom of a shockingly small shoe descending toward his face.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

KARMIC CONSIDERATIONS
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Once Sen got Lo Meifeng and Falling Leaf to calm down enough to let him get a word in edgewise, their ire swiftly transferred from him to the Clear Spring Sect. As far as they were concerned, it had been the sect’s job, in general, and the patriarch’s job, specifically, to see to their safety. Letting a three-person team of hired killers get into the sect to injure or kill Sen was an epic failure on all fronts. While Lo Meifeng stormed off to find someone official to scream at for a while, Falling Leaf never let him stray more than two feet from her side.

“You know, the danger is over now,” observed Sen.

“Only the danger you know about,” she said, while her eyes never stopped searching the surrounding area.

Sen almost objected, but she did have a point. Instead, he changed the subject.

“How long was I in there?” he asked.

She paused long enough to give him an irritated look. “Don’t you know?”

“No. Things in there got…weird.”

She sniffed at him, using that single noise to convey a host of things to him. First and foremost, it told him exactly how disappointed she was in him for losing track of something so basic as the passage of time. It also conveyed to him that he should expect to be explaining to her, in detail, why it was he thought it was a great idea to run off somewhere without her to watch out for him. It also, somehow, conveyed to him that she thought he was far overdue for a bath and some basic grooming. Lastly, but not even close to the least important, that sniff informed him that she was very angry with him for making her worry. Sen was truly baffled about how she had managed to cram all of that into one noise, but there it was. Maybe it’s some kind of special qi technique, he thought. After a moment of thought, she finally answered.

“Three weeks.”

She’d hesitated a bit on the term weeks like she wasn’t entirely sure it was the right word, but Sen was still stunned.

“I was in there most of a month?”

She frowned but nodded. “Yes.”

No wonder he was so tired and out of sorts. That was a long time to go without sleep, even for him. Although, he also had no idea how long he’d been knocked unconscious by the spring. He wasn’t sure that really counted as rest, though. Knocking out a body cultivator at his level of development probably meant that he’d taken some kind of injury to his brain that had needed to heal. Still, it would help explain why he’d defaulted to basic fighting with the core cultivators instead of using any of the other options available to him. Fighting was second nature and barely took any consideration, but almost everything else required him to make some conscious decisions. While that might be a good thing to know about himself, it wasn’t something he was especially happy about.

The only upside to the whole experience was that the fight had seemed to let him bleed off some of that anger he’d been bottling up for a while now. It wasn’t gone, but it wasn’t waiting to jump out at anything or anyone who crossed his path. Even temporary relief from that anger was like taking a drink of cool water on a hot summer day. Still, he was none too pleased to learn that he had burned nearly a month of his limited time on sitting around and talking with a sentient spring, no matter how interesting it had all been. He’d expected to be in or at least near the capital by now. Sighing, Sen let it go. The time was already gone, and he couldn’t get it back. They’d just have to try to make up some time as they traveled.

Sen watched with some amusement as the water cultivators debated about what to do with the wind cultivator who had survived the fight. That reminded Sen about something, and he sent his spiritual sense over to the fire cultivator that he’d impaled. He did a double-take when he realized that tough bastard was still clinging to life if just barely. If the fire cultivator didn’t get attention in the immediate future, he’d die. Sen strongly considered not saying anything. The man had come to maim or cripple him in some way. If that decision led to his death, maybe it was his karma to die. The conversation about karma came floating back up into his mind, particularly the part about not being able to judge the full impact of any given choice. Sen didn’t want to accidentally condemn some kid to starvation and death by letting the fire cultivator die. Sen grabbed one of the water cultivators who didn’t look like he had an actual purpose in the area.

“Just so you know, that guy,” said Sen, pointing at the impaled fire cultivator, “is still alive. You might want to tell whoever is in charge.”

The young man’s eyes went wide, and he took off at a run yelling for some elder or another. Falling Leaf gave him a strange look.

“What?” he asked.

“He came to harm you. Why help him?”

“Karma,” muttered Sen. “I don’t need any extra bad karma.”

A moment later, the jade beauty from the dinner literally flew past Sen and landed next to the impaled man. She frowned for a moment, shook her head, and then pointed at Sen without ever looking his way.

“You. Come here.”

Sen traded a glance with Falling Leaf before he walked over to where she stood.

“Yes?” he asked.

“You did this?” she asked, waving at the stone spikes.

“I did.”

“Can you undo it?” she asked.

“I can, assuming you can treat him right here. Otherwise, the shock alone will kill him.”

“Yes,” she said, “I am aware of that fact.”

“Have you accounted for the fact that he’s a fire cultivator?”

She frowned and a line appeared between her eyes. “It shouldn’t be a problem.”

Sen lifted an eyebrow at that. Then, he started asking her about exactly how she planned to treat him and with what. The conversation threatened to erupt into an argument until Sen started countering with a list of alternate ingredients that would work better for the fire cultivator. Then, he wished he hadn’t brought it up because they didn’t have any of them on hand. Of course, they don’t have them on hand, thought Sen, because they’re all water cultivators. They’d never need them. In the end, Sen found himself forced to make something on the spot. It was ugly work, carried out almost entirely inside one of the many stone vials he kept in his storage rings. Sen applied heat and cold as necessary to cook the ingredients down to something useful. It wasn’t as good as it could have been or should have been, but there just wasn’t time to do anything better.

When the—Sen couldn’t bring himself to call it an elixir—concoction was done, he handed it over to the jade beauty. He positioned himself so he had a solid grip on the fire cultivator’s robes. He looked over at the woman. She gave him a nod. Cycling up earth qi, he almost yanked the spikes free, but then thought better of it. Instead, he did a kind of controlled erosion that wouldn’t do as much immediate damage. No way of removing the spikes was going to be damage free, but he didn’t have to make things worse than necessary. As soon as the stone spikes were gone, the jade beauty tilted the man’s head back, poured the concoction into his mouth, and then massaged his throat until he swallowed. With a gesture, she scooped the fire cultivator onto a qi platform and walked away with him.

“Well, Karma,” said Sen under his breath, “you better be nice to me for that one.”

Sen felt the approach of the patriarch before he ever saw the man. Unless they really worked at it, nascent soul cultivators were always obvious. Sen felt his anger start to bubble up again and pressed it back down hard. The last thing he needed to do was start an argument with the patriarch. Still, he had a question he needed to ask, and Sen was confident he wasn’t going to like the answer. When the patriarch stepped up next to him, Sen didn’t even look at him. He just asked the question as politely as he could.

“Patriarch, where is Gong Jun De?”

“He has fled the sect,” said the patriarch.

“I was aware of that much. I assume that you dispatched people to retrieve him.”

There was a very long, very awkward silence before the patriarch spoke. “I did not.”

Sen’s anger tried to flare, but he kept his cool on the surface. “The man hired people to, by his own admission, cripple me. He got them into this compound, past your security, and in position to execute a not very impressive ambush. My experience with sects is limited, but I have to assume that this violates at least some of your rules and traditions.”

The patriarch sighed. “It does. Several, in fact.”

“Then, I’m forced to ask, why isn’t he being hunted down and brought back here?”

“His family is very powerful. They could cause the sect considerable trouble.”

Sen took several deep breaths and did his best not to clench his fists. “Patriarch, I may only be an unimportant wandering cultivator, but even I know what guest rights are. I also know what the obligations of the host are. If I know these things, I have to assume that you know them.”

“I do,” admitted the patriarch.

Sen let that hang in the air for nearly half a minute before he broke the silence. “And you wonder why I hate sects.”

“Please,” pleaded the patriarch. “Wait. Let me explain.”

Sen walked away from the man and bellowed. “Lo Meifeng. Fa Ling Li. We’re leaving. Now. Where is Shi Ping? He didn’t get himself killed did he?”

“He didn’t,” said Lo Meifeng, after she hurried over to join him. “He’s probably still asleep. Without you around to enforce shame and discipline, he’s fallen back to form.”

“What a shock,” said Sen. “Fine. Take me to him. I’ll wake him up. I’ve got a silver tael that says he won’t like it.”

Lo Meifeng barked out a short laugh and shook her head. “Pass. That’s a sucker’s bet.”

Falling Leaf, who had put some distance between herself and the sect’s leader when he arrived, joined the small group. She gave Sen a questioning look.

“Why are we leaving now?” she asked.

Sen turned and stared at the patriarch. He was confident that the man could hear every word they were saying, so Sen didn’t raise his voice.

“There is no honor in this place.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

TRAVEL PREPARATIONS
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While most of the water cultivators didn’t know the details, everyone knew that something had happened by the way that Sen swept through their compound like a tidal wave looking for something to crash down on. Those who saw him coming made a point to be urgently needed in some other direction. The impression he made was not helped by the coldly neutral expression on the face of Lo Meifeng as she led him toward Shi Ping’s room, nor the oddly placid expression of Falling Leaf, who had seemingly accepted the turn of events as just one more strange thing the humans were doing. When they reached the right room, Lo Meifeng merely pointed at the door. Sen didn’t even break stride as he kicked the door open and started shouting.

“Shi Ping get your lazy ass out of that bed! We’re leaving!”

The fire cultivator shouted a couple of inarticulate noises while he thrashed in shock and then fell onto the floor. He stared up at Sen with an expression that couldn’t decide if it was furious, annoyed, or terrified. Sen gave him five seconds to decide before he bellowed a single word.

“Now!”

That seemed to snap the fire cultivator into full consciousness. He pushed himself to his feet and, drawing himself up to his full height, he started to give Sen a defiant look. Then, he really looked at Sen’s expression. His eyes drifted over Lo Meifeng, who gave him nothing. Then, he glanced over at Falling Leaf. She cocked her head to one side before she said, “I think he’s going to stab you again. I missed it last time.”

Lowering his eyes, Shi Ping grumbled something about needing time to pack. Sen glared at the man like he meant to punch holes through the fire cultivator’s forehead with his gaze alone.

“You have two minutes.”

“That’s not enough time!” complained Shi Ping.

Sen gave Shi Ping a smile that was all teeth and no friendliness. “Oh, I’m so sorry. Let me help you.”

With a gesture and flaring of wind qi, Sen dragged everything in the room other than the bed into one of his storage rings. Shi Ping’s eyes went a little wide.

“I’ll need my robes,” said the fire cultivator weakly.

Sen considered forcing the man to walk out of the Clear Spring Sect as he was, but that was just the anger talking. Discipline and shaming were not the same things. Shaming the man publicly would accomplish nothing useful, and more than likely turn a grudging companion into an active enemy. Sen didn’t need one of those sleeping in the same campsites as him. Sen mentally searched through the storage ring, pulled out some robes, and threw them to the man. He fixed Shi Ping with a look.

“Two. Minutes,” Sen reiterated before he stepped back out into the hallway.

Falling Leaf and Lo Meifeng joined him. It was Falling Leaf who broke the thick silence.

“No stabbing?” she asked, sounding a little disappointed.

Sen didn’t even get a chance to answer before Lo Meifeng laughed. She clamped a hand over her own mouth, but even Sen let out a brief chuckle.

“Not today,” he said. “At least, not if he gets out here in the next minute or so. Why? Do you want me to stab him?”

Falling Leaf thought about it before she said, “No. I would like to see you stab him, though. Tell me the next time you’re going to do that.”

Sen nodded and manfully resisted the urge to chuckle. Lo Meifeng’s shoulders, on the other hand, were hitching wildly as she tried to contain her laughter. Sen looked over at her.

“Is there anyone that you want to see me stab?”

Lo Meifeng gasped the words out between fits of laughter. “So…many…people.”

Sen rolled his eyes. “I probably should have known that.”

Lo Meifeng nodded, finally getting her laughter under some semblance of control. “You really should have.”

Sen might have responded, but Shi Ping burst through the door still adjusting his robes. Sen briefly considered messing with the man’s head but decided that it wasn’t worth the hassle. Besides, it would just make getting away from the sect an even longer process. That was something that Sen wanted to avoid. He looked over at Lo Meifeng and then at Falling Leaf.

“Do either of you need to pack anything?”

Lo Meifeng shook her head.

“One or two things I left in my room,” said Falling Leaf.

“You should go attend to that. We’ll meet you outside.”

“How long do I have?” asked Falling Leaf.

“As long as you need,” said Sen.

As Falling Leaf dashed off down the hall, Sen could hear the spluttering from Shi Ping. Sen looked at the man and lifted an eyebrow, inviting the question.

“Why does she get as long as she needs, but I only got two minutes?” demanded the fire cultivator.

“Because I know she’ll go to her room, grab her things, and meet us outside. She won’t decide to take a nap or go get a meal.”

“I know how to be quick when it’s important,” said Shi Ping, sounding affronted.

“Well,” said Sen, “there’s also that whole part about me actually liking her.”

“You were a lot nicer to me back at the Order of the Celestial Flame.”

“You whined a lot less back there, too. I even saw you put in an occasional effort. Something to consider moving forward.”

Before Shi Ping could think up some new complaint, Sen led them all back outside. They stood in a small group near the door, but not so near it that it would invite people to engage with them. Sen had had enough engagement with the Clear Spring Sect to last him a good, long time. He was mentally reviewing a map when he felt the presence of a core cultivator he recognized racing toward him. Oh yeah, he thought, I probably should have expected this. A moment later, Chan Yu Ming came to an abrupt stop right in front of him. He offered her a bland sort of smile. It was the best he could manage under the circumstances.

“You’re leaving?” she asked.

“I am.”

“Right now?”

Sen glanced toward the door, and then back to Chan Yu Ming. “Essentially. As soon as Fa Ling Li joins us.”

“But—” Chan Yu Ming started before she caught the intensely curious stare of Shi Ping and the benignly disinterested look that Lo Meifeng offered. “Can I talk to you in private?”

Sen didn’t have any particular desire to have the kind of private discussion that the young woman clearly had in mind, but he nodded. It wasn’t like he’d avoid having the conversation if he told her no. They’d just have it in front of an audience instead of without the audience. He followed her a short distance away from Shi Ping and Lo Meifeng. He waited in silence while she gathered her thoughts. Her expression firmed up into certainty when she settled on what she wanted to say.

“I heard about what happened. I’m sorry. That never should have been allowed.”

Sen shrugged. “Did you help him?”

“What? No, of course, I didn’t help him.”

“Then you don’t really have anything to apologize about.”

“Maybe not, but someone should do it. I doubt the patriarch did, the old coward.”

Sen sniffed. “He did not.”

Chan Yu Ming seemed to struggle for a moment. “Damn it, I thought I’d have more time for this.”

“For what?”

“You’re going to the capital, aren’t you?”

“I am. The Golden Phoenix Sect may have what I need. That’s assuming I can come to an arrangement with them.”

“It won’t be cheap if you can do it at all. They might refuse to even speak to you about it,” she said, although it sounded more like something she was telling herself.

“Then they’ll refuse. I can’t help what they’ll do.”

“You’ve never been there before, the capital. I can tell. You wouldn’t be so casual about all of this if you had, if you understood the dangers there.”

“I take it you have.”

“You could put it that way.”

“How would you put it?” asked Sen.

“I grew up there. It’s where my family…lives.”

Sen would have loved to know what word she discarded in favor of the word lives.

“It wouldn’t change anything if I did know. I still have to go there.”

“What could that sect possibly have that you need so badly that you’d go to the capital?”

“A manual. A very rare manual. One I can’t do without.”

“Isn’t there anywhere else you can get a copy?”

“There’s a literally insane nascent soul cultivator with a copy who might give it to me, or kill me, or enslave me. That’s option two at this point.”

“Oh,” said Chan Yu Ming. “Well, I see. Yes, I guess the capital probably is a better choice than that. Barely. Still, you need to be careful there. There will be people who know who you are. They’ll try to use you.”

Sen shrugged again. “Like I said, I can’t help what other people do.”

He glanced over at a movement in the corner of his eye. Falling Leaf was coming out of the building. Chan Yu Ming followed his gaze to the door and grimaced.

“Why the hells did Gong Jun De have to be such a fool?” she asked.

“It’s his nature,” said Sen, although he thought she probably wasn’t directing the question to him.

“That’s certainly the truth.”

Sen offered Chan Yu Ming another of his half-smiles and a respectful bow. “It’s time for us to go. I’ve wasted enough time in this place. Goodbye, Chan Yu Ming. I hope fortune smiles more on you here than it did on me.”

Chan Yu Ming hesitated for another second before she blurted out, “Let me come with you.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

DUBIOUS KINDNESS
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The question hung in the air between them like an unstable qi technique that might explode. With the question asked and Sen’s silence stretching out longer and longer, Chan Yu Ming looked increasingly uncomfortable and nervous. For his part, Sen’s initial instinct was to flatly refuse her. Sen liked Chan Yu Ming. He had deep respect for her martial skills. He enjoyed flirting with her and suspected that, if things continued on as they had been, the two would probably enjoy each other in bed as well. Yet, exactly none of that mattered to the decision in front of him. What mattered was his safety and the safety of those around him. He was acutely aware that he knew next to nothing about the young woman. She had been secretive about her past. He, of all people, could appreciate that someone might have information about their past that they didn’t want to share. He certainly kept plenty back. Even so, he wasn’t asking her to take him along. His secrets weren’t going to prove a threat to her.

Still, she might be useful. Anyone who could stand toe-to-toe with him while wielding a jian was a potentially valuable asset that he wasn’t in a great hurry to throw away. She was another core cultivator, which could help secure their safety in a bad situation. In the end, though, he didn’t understand her motives. Why was she so eager to come along? So, he just looked at her while trying to decide what he should say. More specifically, he was trying to decide what he should ask. When it became obvious that she was getting ready to simply flee to escape the shame or awkwardness, he relented.

“What could possibly make you want to come with me? There’s no treasure or secret knowledge waiting for you at the end of this journey. No promise of advancement or enlightenment. I’m the only person who stands to get any real benefit from going to the capital. Plus, that’s not a guarantee. I’ve mostly resigned myself to the idea that I’m going to have to go and bargain with a mad demi-god, which doesn’t stand to benefit anyone else either. Even I’m not good-looking enough for that to be a sufficient reason to face all of that. So, what’s your angle?”

It was Chan Yu Ming’s turn to be quiet for a long time. Sen got the impression that she was hoping that he’d grow impatient and move on from the question, but he waited her out. It wasn’t a question he could ignore. Maybe, if it had only been his life on the line, he might have been willing to just go with it the way he had with Lifen. Things had changed a lot since then. He might have his issues with Lo Meifeng and dislike Shi Ping, but that was miles away from being ready to risk their lives by making stupid, uninformed choices when he didn’t have to do so. Much more importantly to him personally, Falling Leaf’s life was in the balance. Bringing someone along without knowing what they wanted could put her in jeopardy. That was simply unacceptable. He couldn’t protect her from every danger, but he could damn well protect her from him being a moron.

The irony was that he didn’t need Chan Yu Ming to have some noble reason for wanting to come along. It just needed to be a reason that made sense, something that could compel someone to want to face those risks. If anything, he’d be more comfortable if she had some wildly selfish purpose for wanting to come along. If it was all about her, she’d be more likely to act for their common good until she got what she wanted. Granted, it’d be anyone’s guess what she’d do after that, but selfishness was reassuringly predictable up until people reached their goals. Chan Yu Ming seemed to accept that he wasn’t just going to breeze past the question if she said nothing for long enough.

“Does it matter?” she asked.

“You know it matters. You’re smart enough to know why it matters, too.”

Heaving a sigh and never quite meeting his eyes, she whispered, “I think you’re going to change the world.”

Of all the words that might have fallen out of her mouth, those words had not been anywhere on Sen’s list of predictions. He’d thought she was going to say something like she wanted to meet Feng Ming or that she expected that he would, in fact, lead her to a treasure or secret knowledge. Her actual reason sounded…absurd. It wasn’t that he thought she was lying. She’d looked far too embarrassed for that. It was that he knew that he wasn’t going to change the world. No one could do that. He honestly had his doubts that he’d survive this world long enough to possibly ascend to something better. He considered her words for a moment longer before he nodded.

“Then, the answer is no.”

At that, Sen made to walk away, but she grabbed his arm.

“What? Why? I told you the truth.”

“I believe you, and that’s the problem. That’s a terrible reason because it can only end in one way.”

“What way?” she demanded, anger and hurt making her voice husky.

“It’ll end in disappointment. I’m not some hero out of legend or some destined king. I’m a wandering cultivator who can’t stay out of trouble even when I’m trying. I won’t change the world. Eventually, you’ll realize that, and you’ll be disappointed. Maybe you’ll be disappointed in yourself for ever thinking it. You’ll definitely be disappointed in me for not living up to your expectations,” said Sen, and then he softened his voice. “It probably doesn’t look like it, but you should consider this a kindness, Yu Ming. I’m sparing you from all of that.”

“It isn’t your place to decide what I’ll believe.”

“No,” agreed Sen. “It isn’t, and I’m not telling you what to believe. But it is my place to make the best choices I can with everyone’s best interests in mind. It’s not in everyone’s best interests to let you come along if that’s why you want to come. What happens if, in the middle of a fight, you see me do something that shakes that belief? How would you react?”

Chan Yu Ming pursed her lips before she said, “I don’t know.”

“Neither do I. Would you want me along if you had that kind of uncertainty?”

She lowered her gaze to the ground and said, “No. I wouldn’t.”

“Look, I’m not saying that I want you to avoid me forever. I’d actually be really disappointed if you did.”

She looked up at that. “Oh, why is that?”

“It’s not often I can find someone who can push me to improve my jian skills.”

“Is that it?”

“And,” said Sen, dragging out the word, “we never did have that abduction.”

“No,” said Chan Yu Ming wistfully, “we didn’t.”

“So, we’ll have to take care of that at some point.”

She gave him a small smile. He could tell that she was still angry and hurt, but not quite as angry or hurt as she had been. Sen supposed that only time would smooth those troubled waters. He gave her another bow.

“Be well, Chan Yu Ming.”

“Be well,” she said, returning the bow and smirking, “Judgment’s Gale.”

Sen repressed his urge to beg her not to call him that. He suspected it wouldn’t help. He walked back over to the group, where everyone gave him curious looks.

“I expected her to ask to come along,” said Lo Meifeng.

“She did.”

“And?”

“I said no.”

Lo Meifeng and Shi Ping both looked a little shocked, while Falling Leaf looked untroubled. Sen waited to see if there would be more questions, but no one asked any. He didn’t expect that would last for long. So, he took advantage of the moment and started walking toward the compound gate. He wanted to put some figurative and literal distance between them and this place. Once that was done, he could finally get some sleep. Even if qi reinforcement and body cultivation could keep him going, even now, he still needed real rest on occasion. Falling Leaf fell into step beside him, looking at the water cultivators and their compound with her ever-curious eyes as they walked past them. Shi Ping and Lo Meifeng fell in behind them a moment or two later as their surprise wore off.

Sen didn’t bother looking at or speaking with anyone as marched through the heart of the Clear Spring Sect. He’d already said everything he meant to say. He thought there might be trouble at the gate when he saw the patriarch standing there. Sen didn’t really want to do it. He didn’t think the man deserved it, but there were proprieties to be observed. He paused just long enough to give the patriarch the bow his position demanded. The man looked a little mournful, but he just returned the bow and gestured. The guards opened the gates and let them pass. The small group marched out of the sect compound without a backward glance and set off on the road headed north.

Sen kept them moving at a fast pace for nearly six hours before he finally called a halt. He’d noticed a spot with an abundance of earth qi, and he wanted something a little more solid than a tent around him while he slept. Much as he had done back in the fire cultivator valley, Sen pushed his own qi down into the earth. All of the extra earth qi in the area made the work much simpler this time and soon a stone building with formations embedded in its walls emerged from the ground. While Lo Meifeng and Falling Leaf had seen him do such a thing before, Shi Ping gaped at the feat of crafting.

“Did you just—” Shi Ping began.

“Yes,” said Sen, cutting off the question. “I just made this. Now, I’m probably going to sleep for the next day or two. Wake me up if the end of the world happens.”

“What if there are more assassins?” asked Falling Leaf with brutal practicality.

“Yeah, then too,” answered Sen around a yawn.

At that, Sen opened the heavy stone door to the house and walked in to pick a room for himself. I should give these stone houses a name if I’m going to keep making them, Sen thought. What was that funny term that Falling Leaf used? Sen den? He considered that as he threw blankets onto the stone bed before rejecting the idea. It wouldn’t make sense to anyone except him and her. He flopped onto the blankets, and his eyes started closing of their own volition almost immediately. Something with house in the name, he wondered. I’ll ask the others. Maybe they’ll have an idea. Then, unconsciousness came to claim him and filled his mind with dreams of water, stone houses, and the hurt expression on Chan Yu Ming’s face.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

PROBLEMS AND PLANS
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Sen didn’t sleep straight through for a whole day the way he imagined he might. Instead, he found himself getting up periodically to make food, chat a little, and then go back to bed. As the hours of sleep slowly accumulated, though, Sen started to understand just how bone tired he had truly been. After the first day of sleeping way more than he was awake, he was finally rested enough to really feel how utterly exhausted he still was. Sen wanted to chalk it all up to his experience with the spring, but he didn’t really believe that. The kind of tired he was didn’t happen overnight or even over a few weeks. Now that he was clear of most of the threats he’d been under, he was sleeping off a year’s worth of stress and worry. Thankfully, the other three didn’t pester him about when they were leaving. Shi Ping seemed ecstatic that they’d only walked for part of a day. Then again, none of them was under pressure to find a fix to a problem that would kill them. Sen supposed that made doing nothing for a few days something that sat easier in their minds.

He had eventually remembered to ask the three for ideas about what to call the stone houses. Shi Ping, expressing his native laziness, suggested that they call them stone houses. Falling Leaf had shrugged. When pressed, she said to call it shelter. It was Lo Meifeng who finally came up with a name that Sen hated, which he was sure meant that it was also going to be the one that stuck.

“You should call them galehouses,” she said.

He’d given her a flat look that had made her giggle.

“Galehouses,” said Sen in his least amused voice. “Really?”

She’d nodded enthusiastically. “It’s distinctive, which makes it easy to remember. Plus, it ties them to you. You might as well get credit for putting up very sturdy shelter in places that people might otherwise have to fight off spirit beasts with nowhere to run.”

Rather than respond to that, which would surely have involved yelling and possibly throwing things at Lo Meifeng, Sen rubbed his face with his hands and then went back to bed. They ultimately spent three days in the galehouse before Sen decided that he’d gotten enough sleep that he almost felt human again. Even that awful anger seemed to have receded or at least grown less insistent. As they walked away from the stone building, Shi Ping looked from Sen to the galehouse and back again.

“What is it, Shi Ping?” demanded Sen.

“You’re just going to leave it?”

“What else am I going to do? It’s not like I can take it with us. Do you want to try cramming that thing into a storage ring?”

“I just thought you might dismantle it,” said Shi Ping a little defensively.

Sen gave the man an odd look. “Why would I do that? It’s not hurting anything. It’s not disrupting the local environment.”

“Well, aren’t you worried that someone will come along and, I don’t know, keep it?”

“Not really,” said Sen. “Not this far out from civilization. I expect people will use it the exact same way we did. They’ll take shelter for a short while, catch up on some rest, and then move on.”

Shi Ping frowned, and Sen waited for the man to say something else, but the fire cultivator seemed lost in his own thoughts after that. Maybe he just can’t wrap his head around putting in all that work and leaving it for someone else to use, thought Sen. Whatever the reason, Sen just soaked up the blissful lack of Shi Ping moaning about everything. When they stopped to eat lunch, which consisted of cold leftovers, Lo Meifeng gestured in a vaguely northern direction.

“Have you thought about how you’re going to approach the Golden Phoenix Sect?” she asked.

Sen eyed her dubiously. That sounded like the kind of conversation starter that was going to end with her making a suggestion. They’d almost entirely avoided that kind of conversation up until now, and he’d been perfectly happy with that arrangement. He was tempted to tell her to mind her own business, but the answer actually was kind of her business. If he was going to do something stupid, like try to steal the manual, then she’d have to make one kind of plan. If he was going to do things in a less violence-inducing way, she’d make different kinds of contingency plans. Trying to push his knee-jerk disagreeableness away, he nodded.

“I’m going to try to treat it more like a business transaction than anything else. I’ll find someone in the city to serve as a kind of envoy for me, and inquire about what they want in exchange for the manual or a copy. If I’m very lucky, they’ll be willing to sell me a copy at only vaguely extortionate rates and we can all call it a day.”

Lo Meifeng looked a little startled, but she nodded along. “That’s probably the best way to handle it. Using a middleman helps keep them from focusing on what they might be able to get from you personally. In fact, if they think it’s another sect or a powerful independent cultivator, that’s for the best. They’ll just ask for resources. They’ll ask for a lot. You know that, right?”

Sen nodded. “I assumed they would. Why settle for a little when you can make a tidy profit?”

“I’m not sure you really understand what I mean. A lot to you is a very different thing from a lot to a sect. Even small sects control a lot of financial and cultivation resources. For most people, five hundred gold tael is an almost unthinkable sum of money. For a sect like the Golden Phoenix, that’s nothing. They spend that much on an order of rice. They’ll make that much carrying out one mission for the government.”

Somewhere along the line, Sen had gotten used to the idea that he had money. By most people’s standards, he supposed he probably looked rich. When he needed to buy things, as a rule, he could afford them without needing to do a lot of thinking about whether he could afford them. Yet, if what Lo Meifeng was saying was true, he might well be out of his financial depth with the Golden Phoenix Sect. He almost certainly had more money waiting for him back on the coast. That money wasn’t going to be easily accessible unless Grandmother Lu had a shop in the capital. He didn’t know if she did, but he’d have to ask around. They might be able to extend him a line of credit and recoup the funds from whatever the business at large was holding for him. Even then, there would be practical limits. While the business in general might have a couple hundred gold pieces for him, somewhere, it didn’t mean that a particular branch of the business could get him that much.

“Well,” he said, “there isn’t much use speculating about the costs before I make contact with them. I can either afford it or I can’t.”

Lo Meifeng hesitated for longer than was normal for her before she said, “Feng Ming can afford it.”

“No,” said Sen. “I can’t lean on my teachers to solve every problem for me. It made sense with the demonic cultivators. They hate demonic cultivators. I knew that was something they’d want to do. This isn’t their problem.”

“I won’t pretend that I know Feng Ming’s mind, but I have to imagine that he’d prefer it if you got the resources you need. Even if it means leaning on him financially.”

“I said no. If I can’t secure a simple manual from a sect, I have no business being out in the world.”

“You have secured simple manuals from sects, which is the point. It isn’t a simple manual, and this isn’t some small sect. It’s a very rare manual and a very powerful sect. People get very strange about rare things, even when those rare things are stupidly dangerous. Maybe even especially when those things are stupidly dangerous. On top of that, you’ll be dealing with a sect that is absolutely steeped in its own arrogance. I know how you feel about that when it comes to sects. Even if everything goes smoothly, this is going to be expensive and personally challenging. You should use the resources you have available.”

“By resources, I assume that you mean yourself.”

Lo Meifeng took a deep breath. “By resources, I mean all of the resources you have available. Yes, I’m one of those resources, but I’m not the only one. When we get to the city, at least let me reach out to my contact there. Let me find out what, if any, financial support can be secured.”

Despite his misgivings about taking any advice from Lo Meifeng, Sen was tempted. If he could get that damned manual from the sect, even if it meant leaning on his master’s finances, it would solve so many problems. In the end, though, he’d meant what he said to Lo Meifeng. He couldn’t keep expecting his teachers to solve every big problem he ran across. At some point, he had to start taking responsibility for himself, and for fixing the problems that would inevitably crop up in his life and cultivation. He shook his head.

“No. I understand what you’re saying, but the answer is still no. I got myself into this particular mess with my body cultivation. It’s on me to get myself out of it.”

Lo Meifeng looked ready to yank out her own hair at those words, but she didn’t say anything else. He was grateful for that. He didn’t really want to have an argument with her about the subject. Before either of them could stumble into another difficult topic, Falling Leaf returned from one of her extended scouting adventures. Sen fixed her a plate of food, which the ghost panther-turned-young-woman happily accepted. She didn’t immediately report anything, which Sen took to mean that they’d only face the usual assortment of dangers that she considered boring, such as low-level spirit beasts and possibly some bandits. After she finished eating her food, she looked at Sen.

“We’re being followed.”

For a few seconds, Sen’s mind went into full paranoia. Had the demonic cultivators found him after all? Then, a much more reasonable, if no less troubling thought occurred to him.

“Oh no, please tell me it’s not…” started Sen.

“It’s the sect girl,” said Falling Leaf.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

WHERE’S THE SNAKE?
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Sen rolled his eyes and gave serious thought to going and yelling at Chan Yu Ming. Then, he thought about it a little harder. There was no upside to going back and yelling at her. It likely wouldn’t change anything. At best, she’d probably just follow them more discreetly. Plus, even if he knew she was following him, and she knew he knew she was following him, he couldn’t actually tell her not to travel in the same direction as them. So, all a confrontation would accomplish would be that he got to yell at someone. That sounded like a terrible use of his time and energy. So, he shrugged.

“That’s her business. It’s not an us problem unless she makes it one.”

“You really don’t care that she’s following you?” asked Lo Meifeng with a troubled expression. “And, let’s be clear here, it’s you she’s following around, not us.”

“Of course, I care that she’s following us around,” said Sen. “But what do you suggest I do about it?”

Lo Meifeng immediately opened her mouth and then hesitated. Then, she frowned. “Oh.”

“Yeah, you see my problem. There’s basically nothing I can do to make her stop, other than killing her. Do you think I should kill her, Lo Meifeng?”

“Of course, you shouldn’t kill her,” said Lo Meifeng, which surprised Sen until she spoke again. “We don’t know who her family is.”

“It disturbs me that you came up with the right answer for completely the wrong reason.”

Lo Meifeng shot him a less-than-amused look. “Obviously, she hasn’t actually done anything that warrants such an action. But, even if we were inclined to take that approach, it’d be foolish without knowing who else we’d be picking a fight with.”

“That is also true,” admitted Sen. “For now, I’m just going to leave her alone. Traveling between cities by yourself isn’t fun, and I would know. I’m hoping she’ll get tired of it and turn back.”

Lo Meifeng looked profoundly skeptical about that but kept her opinion to herself. Falling Leaf met Sen’s dark eyes with her green ones.

“Why is the sect girl following you?” she asked. “You told her she couldn’t come with us.”

Sen hemmed and hawed for a moment, not really wanting to get into it, but Falling Leaf deserved some kind of an answer.

“She’s got this idea into her head that I’m going to change the world,” said Sen. “So, she wants to be around for when it happens.”

Falling Leaf looked very confused for a moment. “You mean, she isn’t in heat?”

Lo Meifeng burst into laughter and Shi Ping, who had been unusually quiet throughout the conversation, snickered. Falling Leaf gave the pair a perplexed look.

“Oh, she’s definitely in heat,” said Lo Meifeng, before she added, “although, that other stuff she told Sen might be true too.”

Falling Leaf considered those words for a moment before she looked at Sen again. “You should go bed her.”

Shi Ping looked like his eyes might fall out of his head when he said, “What?”

She gave the fire cultivator an inscrutable look. “If he beds her, it may cure her lust. Then, she might lose interest and return to her own place.”

After a brief moment of being startled, Sen realized that this solution would make perfect sense to spirit beasts. He’d never discussed the topic of sex among the spirit beasts with her in any kind of depth, but he’d gleaned enough to know that, for them, it was an overwhelming imperative. He’d have to explain to her, in private, far away from Shi Ping and Lo Meifeng, that it didn’t quite work that way with humans. Instead, he just smiled at her.

“Why don’t we save that as plan b,” said Sen. “If the misery of traveling alone isn’t enough to drive her away, I can always try that.”

After a moment, Sen heard Shi Ping muttering under his breath. “Why doesn’t anyone give that kind of advice to the women I know?”

After that unfortunate peek into Shi Ping’s private affairs, Sen wasn’t going to say anything. It seemed that everyone’s hearing was acute enough to catch the complaint, though.

Falling Leaf gave the man a guileless look and said, “Maybe they don’t like you.”

Lo Meifeng added, “Or they have better taste.”

“Hey!” shouted Shi Ping. “I’m not that bad.”

Lo Meifeng didn’t even say anything in response to that. She just gestured toward Shi Ping, then she turned and gestured to Sen. Resignation settled on Shi Ping’s face.

“Okay, fine, but is that really a fair comparison? Nobody looks good standing next to him.”

That impishness in his heart that Sen hadn’t seen in a while took that opportunity to make an appearance.

“They do,” said Sen, pointing at Falling Leaf and Lo Meifeng.

Shi Ping stared at Sen for five full seconds before he said, “You’re an ass.”

Without another word, the fire cultivator started walking down the road at a brisk pace. Sen stared thoughtfully after the man.

“Did he just leave a meal first?” Sen asked.

Lo Meifeng looked a little startled. “I think he did.”

“We’re never going to be able to replicate that outcome, are we?”

“No, probably not.”

“I thought so. Pity. Oh well, we should get moving.”

Sen took a moment to use his fire qi to scorch the food remnants off the plates and utensils before returning them to his storage ring. Falling Leaf swiftly disappeared into the surrounding forest to resume her scouting activities, as Sen and Lo Meifeng soon overtook the grumpy fire cultivator. Sen kept them moving until nearly nightfall before he found a spot. Shi Ping looked very disappointed when Sen started putting up a tent and formation flags.

“You aren’t going to make a galehouse?” the fire cultivator asked.

“It’s not as easy as I make it look,” said Sen. “Besides, it’s a pleasant night out. It’s not going to rain. And I haven’t sensed anything even remotely strong enough to see through my formations, let alone cause the four of us any trouble. Spending a night in a tent won’t kill you. I did this on a daily basis for months at a time.”

“I like walls around me,” said Shi Ping. “Nice, thick walls that keep out snakes and predators and snakes.”

“You said snakes twice,” observed Lo Meifeng.

“It’s worth saying twice. They’re awful things. Just awful. I can’t stand them.”

“You realize that, as a peak formation foundation cultivator, there are only about five kinds of snake venom on the whole continent that could actually hurt you, right?” asked Sen.

“And what about the huge spirit snakes that can just swallow you whole or squeeze you to death?”

“How many of those do you imagine there are?” asked Sen.

“One is enough.”

“Let me rephrase. How many of those do you imagine there are casually hanging around by human roads?”

Shi Ping narrowed his eyes at that. “You never know. They’re sneaky things.”

“Well, I promise, if one of those snakes shows up, I’ll make sure it gets you first.”

“You’re a terrible person,” said Shi Ping. “I’m telling you about a real, legitimate fear, and you’re mocking me.”

Sen held up a hand. “I’m not mocking your fear. I’m mocking your paranoia. Those kinds of spirit beasts live in the deep, deep wilds. We aren’t anywhere near the deep wilds. So, take a breath and enjoy the cool night air. I might even make some hot food.”

Shi Ping perked up at that. Since he felt a little guilty about making fun of the man’s fear of snakes, Sen actually followed through and cooked a bigger and more complicated meal than he normally would, including rice, vegetables, pork, and even dumplings. Everyone seemed a little happier after the meal. Shi Ping, perhaps in a gracious mood, took out an erhu from a storage ring and played quiet music for them. For all the man’s faults, even Sen’s inexperienced ears could tell that man was an unusually gifted musician. After that, everyone else went to bed, while Sen stood watch. He wasn’t worried the way he had once been, but he and Lo Meifeng had agreed that they would split the nightly watch, as they were the least likely to be affected by short nights of sleep.

Sen relished the quiet time by himself. While Shi Ping’s whining had tapered off a lot since those first days out of the fire cultivator’s valley, it wasn’t gone by any means. It grated on him because, all things considered, they had enjoyed a relatively problem-free trip so far. It made Sen wonder if sect cultivators spent too much time safely holed up in their compounds. Maybe it skews their perspective, thought Sen. He was also a little relieved to be free of Lo Meifeng for a few hours. Aside from that one conversation, she’d been making an effort not to push him too hard about anything. He appreciated it, but there was a part of him constantly waiting for her to try to convince him to do something she knew he’d hate. It was tiring and frustrating. He reminded himself, again, that she was still preferable to some new person who he wouldn’t know at all.

Of course, as much as he’d tried to downplay it, the fact that Chan Yu Ming was trailing them worried him. Not so much that he thought she was going to try to do something to them, but rather that she’d get into some kind of trouble she wasn’t ready to handle. He didn’t know what kind of woodcraft she had, or even if she had any. For all he knew, she was doing all the wrong things that would attract spirit beasts to her location. Except, he reminded himself, that isn’t your problem. If she’d listened to you, there wouldn’t be any danger to worry about. She got herself into this, she can deal with the consequences by herself.

Even in his own head, the words lacked the ring of conviction. Sure, ignorance probably killed a lot of people, but this was one case where he could intervene. He was choosing not to. If she got hurt or killed, he wasn’t sure what kind of responsibility he’d have for that. It didn’t help that he had no desire for her to get hurt or killed. He just didn’t want her tagging along, looking at him with all those expectations he couldn’t possibly meet in her eyes. He was still trying to sort that out when Lo Meifeng got up to relieve him. He threw another piece of wood on the fire and encouraged it a little bit with fire qi. His night vision was better than hers, so a bit of extra firelight was a courtesy.

“Anything interesting happen?” Lo Meifeng asked.

“There’s an owl about a quarter mile that way,” said Sen, pointing in the right direction. “Aside from that, I haven’t noticed anything.”

“Good. I like it when things are quiet on the road,” said Lo Meifeng.

Sen glared at her. “You just had to say it, didn’t you?”

“Oh, come on, that’s a complete myth,” said Lo Meifeng.

No sooner were the words out of her mouth than they both heard a loud boom in the near distance.

“Myth, huh? You stay here. I’ll go check it out.”

“Why you?”

“Because you know it’s Chan Yu Ming. So, I might as well be the one to go deal with it.”

“What do you think she’s fighting?”

“Since the universe is mocking us, it’s probably a giant snake,” said Sen.

“Why a giant snake?”

“Because Shi Ping was complaining about them earlier. Honestly, I’d be a little disappointed if it wasn’t a giant snake. It’d feel like the universe wasn’t really trying.”

“Fine, I’ll watch the kids.”

“Thanks,” said Sen.

He took off back the way they had come earlier, moving as fast as his qinggong technique would carry him. It didn’t take him long to find Chan Yu Ming. She wasn’t being subtle. Sen was so certain that he’d find a giant snake when he arrived that it caught him off guard when he found her in a big clearing fending off half a dozen spiders that were as big as horses. He just stared at the big, creepy things for a long moment before Chan Yu Ming noticed him.

“Are you going to help or just stand there?”

“But where’s the snake?”

“What snake?!” she yelled at him while lopping off part of a spider leg that got too close.

“It doesn’t matter,” he half-complained to no one. “Sure, I’ll help.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

SO, WHAT WAS THE PLAN?
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At the sound of his voice, two of the giant spiders whirled to face him. Sen had never particularly liked spiders. They were a constant threat to anyone looking for somewhere cozy and dry to sleep on cold or wet nights. While most of their bites would just leave someone itching for a day or two, there was always the chance of running across one of the more dangerous spiders. While adults could sometimes survive one of their bites, kids never did. The venom was too toxic and their bodies too small, or so Sen came to understand later under Auntie Caihong’s instruction. Unlike Shi Ping, though, Sen’s dislike had manifested as a low-burning hate, rather than some kind of primal fear. So, the idea of helping Chan Yu Ming kill several oversized examples of a much-loathed childhood threat suited Sen just fine. What he hadn’t expected was for the spiders to have the faces of human beings. He’d never read or even heard about anything like them.

“Doesn’t matter,” he muttered, summoning a spear from his storage ring. “Fire and lightning kill most things.”

Cycling for those two qi types, he sent a bolt of lightning toward one of the spiders from the spear. Yanking the lightning qi out of the spear, he used it as the focal point to send a whip of white-hot fire crashing down on the other. Part of him expected that to be that. Yet, much to his surprise, the lightning simply played over the carapace of the first spider. That isn’t to say that the spider liked it very much. It opened its human mouth and let out a wholly inhuman shriek of pain and rage. Fantastic, thought Sen. Things worked out a little better with the second spider. While the spider dodged to one side faster than anything that big should be able to move, the whip of fire neatly removed two of the creature’s legs. That sent it lurching in an unbalanced stumble. Sen didn’t get any time to enjoy that minor victory.

The spider he’d hit with the lightning was racing toward him with its mouth open far too wide for a human being. Sen could see weirdly misshapen fangs in its mouth dripping with venom. A year ago, that sight might have made him pause in fear or horror, but he’d been through too many fights. He’d learned to push those things aside. He could be horrified after the fight was done. Instead, he broke Uncle Kho’s cardinal rule and let go of the spear with one of his hands. He stabbed two fingers at the spider and sent a compressed lance of blue fire right into that horrifying maw. The creature’s head simply vanished in an explosion of heat. Unfortunately, the spider’s body went mad at that point, crashing and thrashing all over the clearing, a threat to friend and foe alike.

Sen caught sight of the one he’d injured trying to flank him, but he had a second or two before it was going to attack. So, he surveyed the situation. Chan Yu Ming had managed to put down one as well. He hadn’t seen the technique she used, but the large puddle of water around the spider’s corpse told him there had been a technique involved. Unfortunately, three of the creatures had backed her up nearly into the forest. Sen decided that killing them one at a time wasn’t getting the job done fast enough. He suspected that if the spiders managed to push either Chan Yu Ming or him into the forest proper, it was going to turn into a very different kind of fight. One where the spiders would have a lot more advantages.

Instead, Sen took a page out of his own book and started cycling earth qi. He’d been using it more and more often and, while it still wasn’t easy, it was getting easier. He plunged his qi down into the soil. He wasn’t sure why that mattered, but all of the spiders suddenly turned their full attention on him. There was a heartbeat where nothing moved, then huge black bodies were racing toward him. Even Sen’s calm threatened to crack for a moment, but then he felt his technique finish taking shape.

“Too late,” he said.

What had been a forest clearing became a small sea of stone spikes and impaled spider bodies. There was silence all around them, except for the spasmodic crack of a spider leg slapping against stone. Sen just stood there for a moment, letting the fear and excitement he felt in every fight fade away. Then, with a gesture, he sent the spikes back down into the earth where they’d come from. He walked over to Chan Yu Ming, who was staring at the carnage with wide eyes. Now that he’d had a few seconds to think about the fight, he was feeling a lot more in a mood for that yelling match he’d taken a pass on earlier. Still, there were priorities to take care of first.

“Are you hurt?” Sen asked her.

Chan Yu Ming didn’t say anything for long enough that Sen wondered if she’d even heard the question. Then, she shook herself and turned her eyes toward him.

“No,” she said, her voice a little shaky. “Nothing serious anyway.”

“That’s good,” said Sen in a particularly dry voice.

“Thank you for helping.”

“Uh-huh. You do remember that I’ve actually seen you fight before, right?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” she said, fixing her gaze on the spider corpses.

“I mean that I know, for a fact, that killing these things wouldn’t have been hard for you. That they were giant spiders and had those creepy human faces sort of threw me off my game for a minute, but this fight should have been over before I got here.”

“Maybe you overestimated me. Not all of us can throw around fire and lightning and stone spikes the way you do.”

“Those were convenient and faster options for me, but I could have taken them all using nothing but a jian. That means that you could have taken them all using nothing but a jian. So, what was the plan? Let me play the hero, fall into my arms in a completely spontaneous outpouring of gratitude, and then I’d take you with me?”

Chan Yu Ming didn’t say anything, but Sen’s night vision was sharp enough that he saw her cheeks get subtly darker.

“Seriously?” he asked, seeing he’d at least gotten pretty close to the mark. “That was the plan?”

“It would have worked on most men,” she said.

At first, Sen thought that she was underestimating men. Then, he thought about Shi Ping’s mild or maybe not-so-mild desperation for attention from women. Hells, thought Sen, maybe it would have worked on most men.

“At least tell me you didn’t bait the creepy spider things to attack you.”

“No,” she sighed. “That part was real.”

“So, you just made sure to make a lot of noise, assuming I’d come and see what was happening?”

“You’re here, aren’t you?”

Sen felt a stab of annoyance. She was right. He had come running. Although, he probably would have done the same thing even if he hadn’t known she was the one who was back here. What he did when he arrived, though, would have depended a lot on what he found. Sen decided to take a moment to gather his thoughts and deal with the spider corpses. He walked over to them and split them open using wind blades. He dug around inside of them until he found their cores and pulled them free. He dropped those on the ground next to him. Then, calling up earth qi, he loosened and parted the soil under the spider corpses. He let them sink deep into the ground and, for good measure, he crushed them. He figured that they’d probably help the plant growth in the area. He took a minute or two to smooth out the surface soil and used some wind qi to gather up seeds. He spread those out over the clearing. A minor application of wood qi got them sprouting, which should help reinforce and stabilize the soil. Sen pulled out a water gourd and washed off the cores. Picking them up, he walked over and held them out to Chan Yu Ming.

“You did most of the actual killing,” she said. “You should keep them.”

“We both know that you would have done it if I hadn’t shown up,” he answered.

Rolling her eyes, she took the cores and made them disappear into a storage treasure. That was followed by some awkward silence.

“So, now what?” she asked.

“You should go back to the Clear Spring Sect. We’re not that far away yet.”

“Why won’t you let me come with you?” she demanded.

“I told you why.”

“That wasn’t a good reason to say no.”

“It was, in fact, an excellent reason to say no. The real question is, why do you want this so badly? I know why you said you did, and I’m sure that’s part of the reason, but that’s not enough to turn your life upside down,” said Sen, before a thought struck him. “Not unless there’s some specific thing in the world you think I’m going to change. Or maybe it’s that there’s something that you want to change that you were hoping to point me at. Is that it?”

Chan Yu Ming nodded. “Sort of.”

All of that anger that Sen had been keeping at bay rushed to the front of his consciousness.

“Hard. Pass,” said Sen in a tone that made the young woman flinch. “I’ve been used enough for one year.”

“It’s not like that,” said Chan Yu Ming.

“Oh, it’s never like that, except for the part when I get a world of trouble dumped on my head because someone else decided that I was the fix for their problem.”

“Sen, please, just hear me out.”

“Answer me one question first. Let’s say I play along. Let’s say I go to wherever it is that you want to go and we manage to change whatever it is that you want to change. Is it going to make me powerful, dangerous enemies who will probably try to murder me or have me murdered?”

Sen watched Chan Yu Ming close her eyes and take a breath. “Yes.”

Sen pinched the bridge of his nose. “At least you told the truth about it. The answer is still no.”

“Sen.”

“I’m dying,” said Sen.

“What?!”

“Yeah, my body cultivation is killing me. Or it will be very soon. That’s why I’m going to the capital. That’s why I need that manual. If I don’t complete this cultivation method, I die. I have a little bit of time to work with, and I have to spend that time trying to fix my problems. I can’t spend the next year on the run from assassins. If my situation were different, maybe I’d consider helping you. If the thing you wanted changed was important enough. As it stands now, I can’t afford the distraction.”

“What if I could help you get the manual? Would you help me then?”

Sen narrowed his eyes. “Can you help me get the manual?”

“Maybe. It’s possible, yeah.”

“I’m going to need something a lot more definitive than ‘It’s possible’ before I gamble my life on this.”

“My family could probably get it if I involved them. But, if I’m going to involve them, I need you to do your part first.”

“I’ve respected that you don’t want to talk about your family up until now because it really wasn’t my business. As of this moment, it’s my business. What is the story with your family?”

Chan Yu Ming was quiet for a long moment before she said, “We’re nobles.”

“Now, I know for sure that I don’t want any part of your problem.”

“Just because we’re nobles?”

“Yes, just because you’re nobles seems like a perfectly good reason to me. Because the last time I interacted with a noble family, I had to kill all of them.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN

ANGER MANAGEMENT
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“You what?”

“I killed them. That entire branch of their family. Gone. Doing that once was enough for me. I’ve no interest in going down that road again. And from what you said, it could come to precisely that.”

Chan Yu Ming scowled at Sen so hard that he could see it quite clearly even in the minimal light. “You didn’t care that I was a noble before.”

“I didn’t know that you were a noble before. You didn’t tell me.”

“Like you really didn’t know.”

“I didn’t know. I suspected. But as long as you kept things on the level of cultivators, it didn’t matter. Jianghu rules applied. Will the same be true in the capital? Will the same thing apply to your entire family?”

“No. Most of them aren’t cultivators.”

“That means mortal politics. I don’t involve myself that way. Cultivators are just,” Sen struggled to find the exact right word for what he wanted to say. “We’re just visitors in the mortal world. It’s not for us to interfere in their politics.”

“That’s easy for you to say. You’re a wandering cultivator. It’s no challenge for you to stay above it all. If you think you’re getting too involved, you just pick up and move on. As near as I can tell, your only family are old monsters that only someone with a suicide wish would challenge. It’s different for me. My family lives in that mortal world you occasionally deign to visit. They face real threats. They have expectations of me, and I have obligations to them. If I don’t interfere, my brothers could die, or my sisters could get forced into bad marriages. I can’t stay above it all.”

There it was, again. That world of family that Sen only understood in the most abstract ways. She might be right that she couldn’t stay above it all, but she might not. Sen honestly didn’t know because he didn’t have any context for what having a family like hers meant in practice. Even Grandmother Lu wasn’t truly mortal anymore. Although he worried about her more than ever now that he’d seen how so many cultivators treated those in the qi-gathering and early foundation formation stages.

“That may be true. You’re right. It is easy for me to be above it all because I don’t have any family. I never did.”

“I don’t understand. What does that mean? That you never had any family.”

“I grew up living on the streets. I must have had parents at some point, but I don’t remember them. If I had brothers or sisters, I never met them. So, I have no idea what responsibilities or obligations you feel you have toward your family or even why you feel you have them. It’s also clear that you take those things very seriously. Maybe that makes you a, what’s the word, oh, a filial daughter or sister. I suppose there’s nothing you can do about the fact that your family business is all tied up in mortal politics. You don’t choose what family you’re born into, at least, I don’t think you do.”

“I can see how that might make it hard for you to understand where I’m coming from.”

“It does. I’m sure that I must look terribly callous to you. But I also hope that you can understand where I’m coming from. No matter how strongly you feel about things with your family, it doesn’t change anything for me. I have no business meddling in mortal politics, especially mortal politics I know nothing about, most especially in the capital.”

“That’s not all of it, though, is it? You were at least considering helping me until you found out I was a noble. Then, all of a sudden, you didn’t want to know anything about anything. I know you said you had a bad experience with one family, but that’s one family.”

Sen took a breath. “Who said it was just one family I had a bad experience with? I didn’t have a bad experience with one noble or one family. I’ve had bad experiences with every noble I’ve ever met. When I was a child, all of the local noble brats took turns beating me for fun. Then, later, several of those same nobles tried to ambush and kill me. They tried to kill the closest thing I had to family, the woman I call my grandmother, even if we’re family by choice rather than blood. Then there’s Gong Jun De. He had noble written all over him, particularly when he called me a peasant. He said the word the word the way I might say rotting corpse. He is, isn’t he?”

“Yes,” she admitted. “He’s a noble, though not a particularly good example of one.”

“He tried to have me crippled. Even you tried to pull me into some political game that would most likely end with violence and possibly even my death. So, given all of that, can you honestly blame me for not being interested in your problem?”

“No, I guess I can’t. Yet, you clearly expect this kind of behavior from nobles. So, why are you so angry with me, personally?”

“I’m not,” said Sen.

“Oh really? You seem pretty angry.”

“I said I’m not angry with you, personally. And I’m not. I’m angry with everyone, constantly. It just came out a bit more because you gave me a reason to be angry with you. That poor fire cultivator I have traveling with me catches way more of it than he deserves because he aggravates me.”

“Why are you so angry with everyone?”

“That’s way too much to get into right now. I’ll give you a few of the highlights from the last year. Being hunted by demonic cultivators. Imprisonment by an insane cult leader. Betrayal. And, of course, killing a whole bunch of people that I never wanted to kill.”

“Okay, that is a lot.”

“Yeah,” muttered Sen. “It’s a lot.”

“You were imprisoned by an insane cult leader?”

“For about six months. It’s,” Sen had to push down another surge of anger, “a story for another time.”

“Then, after all that, I come along and try to trick you. You know, I wasn’t going to do it that way. I was going to explain everything, all of it, back at the sect. Then, I was going to ask for your help.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“When? After the dinner you stormed out of? During the three days you were in a cultivation trance? During the three weeks you spent locked up with the sacred spring where I couldn’t get to you? After that, you were leaving in a rage. I had maybe five minutes to convince you of something, and that wasn’t enough time to give you all of the details. So, I tried to convince you to take me with you. At which point, I could have explained everything.”

Sen went to object, but he couldn’t find a way to fault her logic. He couldn’t think of a time when she would have had a good opportunity to talk with him privately. Certainly not a time when he was in one of his better states of mind. He’d kept himself very busy during that visit to the sect, if not entirely by design. And, everything she’d done since did have the feel of things she was making up as she went along. Sen had been through enough disasters of his own making to recognize the signs. He knew he should just hear her out. It was the reasonable thing to do, the rational thing to do, and probably even the polite thing to do. But his anger just kept getting in the way.

It was getting in the way of everything, and he couldn’t keep going on the way he had been. At the rate Sen was going, Shi Ping was going to try to murder him in his sleep and be entirely justified in doing it. Sen also knew that while he could get away with that anger out in the middle of nowhere, he couldn’t go to the capital with that anger still burning hot inside of him. It would get him killed. He’d overreact to something someone said. It would spiral or escalate, and there would be a war in the streets. He’d no doubt take a lot of people with him, but he was certain that there would be nascent soul cultivators in the city. If things got bad enough, the royal family would ask one of those nascent soul cultivators and their entire sect to deal with him. Sen knew he was stronger than he should be, but he wasn’t deluded enough to think he could survive a confrontation like that. Those were the kinds of people who would know how to fight someone like him.

Then, the real horror would start. He knew perfectly well that if he died in the streets of the capital, his teachers would descend on that city like the avatars of cataclysm. Maybe the sects in the city could fight them off if they all banded together immediately, but Sen doubted the sects would do that. Cooperation wasn’t really the sect way. Some would abstain, thinking it wasn’t their problem. Some would refuse to get involved if one of their rival sects was taking a stand, seeing it as a convenient way to rid themselves of some hated competition. By the time they realized that Feng Ming, Kho Jaw-Long, and Ma Caihong intended to raze the city down to scorched and poisoned soil, it’d be too late. No, he needed to find a way to purge this anger, and he needed to do it now. He looked at the clearing where they’d fought those terrible spiders and a terrible idea came to him.

“Come with me,” said Sen.

“Where?” asked the suddenly nervous Chan Yu Ming.

“To shelter,” said Sen, keeping an iron fist wrapped around his anger.

Then, Sen set off toward the camp. Chan Yu Ming didn’t seem to have any trouble keeping up, so they made the trip back swiftly. He was a little surprised to see that everyone was awake, but that fight had probably been louder than he thought it was. Shi Ping stared at Sen and Chan Yu Ming like he expected someone to hit him. Lo Meifeng sighed and muttered something about another one. Falling Leaf just eyed the girl.

“Did you bed her?” the transformed ghost panther asked.

Chan Yu Ming looked shocked, but Sen just snorted. “No. We fought some spiders. Well, they were sort of spiders. Spiders with human faces. They were creepy.”

Falling Leaf nodded in recognition. “Yes, they are vile things. Did you kill them all?”

“All the ones I saw.”

“Good.”

“Spiders with human faces?” asked Shi Ping. “How big were they?”

Sen looked at Chan Yu Ming. “Horse-sized, do you think?”

“Ox-sized maybe,” she offered.

Sen looked at Shi Ping. “As big as horses or oxen.”

The man shuddered. “That’s almost as bad as snakes.”

Sen had several things to do and he wasn’t sure where the best place to start was. He looked around the campsite and finally decided.

“Pack up the tents. I’m going to make a galehouse.”

“What’s a galehouse?” asked Chan Yu Ming.

“Don’t distract him,” cried Shi Ping.

“You’ll see in a few minutes,” said Sen, walking over to his tent and taking it down.

There wasn’t as much earth qi concentrated at this location as the last one, so it took Sen a little longer. It also didn’t help that he was making it a bit bigger and more complex. He wasn’t sure what his exact timetable was going to be, so he wanted to make sure that the place had some conveniences built in. When he finally pulled the completed galehouse up out of the ground, Chan Yu Ming couldn’t seem to decide if she should stare at the stone structure or him. Shi Ping wasted no time hurrying inside to claim a room for himself. Sen extinguished the campfire that they’d been using for light and followed the fire cultivator inside. Sen immediately sat down at the table he’d made in the common area, pulled out the kit that Auntie Caihong had given him, and wrote a letter to his teachers that explained what he’d done and why. He didn’t know how much cover it would give Lo Meifeng, but it was the best he could do. He walked over and handed her the sealed letter. She eyed it and then lifted her gaze to him.

“What’s this?”

“It’s to keep you out of trouble if things go wrong.”

“What could go wrong?” demanded Lo Meifeng.

“My anger, it’s… It’s out of control or so close to out of control as to make almost no difference. I can’t go off and sit by a river for years or join one of those monasteries where people meditate to find peace. I don’t have enough time for those things to work. So, I have to deal with it a different way.”

“What way?” asked a very unhappy-looking Falling Leaf.

“I’m going to burn it out.”

“How?” asked Lo Meifeng, Shi Ping, and Chan Yu Ming at the same time.

“I’m going out into the wilds. Deeper than I’ve ever been. Maybe deeper than anyone has ever been. I’m going to fight. I’m going to find something that can actually kill me, and I’m going to fight it. And then, if necessary, I’ll do it again. You can find enlightenment on the edge of death. So, I’ll fight until there’s no anger left in me, no rage left to sate, or I find the enlightenment I need to understand how to live with it.”

Everyone started saying or yelling things.

“This is not a discussion,” roared Sen, bringing the room to immediate silence. “The problem is getting worse, not better. I don’t expect anyone to like this, but you do understand it. I need to fix this problem, and the slow way isn’t an option. So, unless one of you has a better idea that I can do right now, this is how it has to be. And no,” said Sen, pointing at Lo Meifeng, “you aren’t coming along. This is so ridiculously beyond any orders you might have gotten that it’s almost funny. I’m not getting you killed for this.”

“I’m coming,” said Falling Leaf, her gaze steady on Sen’s face.

“I know.”

Lo Meifeng seemed to bite back a lot of words and instead opted for one brief question. “How long should we wait?”

Sen thought about it for a few seconds, then transferred what he estimated was a month’s supply of food into a spare storage ring he’d gotten from… Sen strained his memory. He’d taken so many of the things off of dead opponents that he only knew it came from somewhere. He tossed Lo Meifeng the ring.

“If we’re not back in a month, I doubt we’re coming back.”


CHAPTER TWENTY

MORNING MATTERS
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While Sen was ready to leave right that minute, he realized it wasn’t practical. It was still dark out for one. Even though Falling Leaf was probably better equipped to travel under those conditions than any of his other traveling companions, it was an unnecessary risk. One that could be easily avoided with a delay of nothing more than a handful of hours. Beyond that, Sen reasoned he might as well sleep for a few hours before they left. While he didn’t necessarily need the sleep, it wouldn’t hurt him to get that sleep. No reason to skip sleep when I don’t have to, thought Sen. Then, there was the problem of Chan Yu Ming. It seemed she wasn’t ready to just let things go. She pulled him aside.

“Do you really expect me to just wait for you, here, for a month?”

Sen gave her a startled look. “No. I expect Lo Meifeng to wait because it’s literally her job. I expect Shi Ping to wait because he’s lazy. Plus, if I don’t come back, he can go home and no one will bother him about it. I expected you to leave once the sun comes up. I only brought you here so you’d have somewhere relatively safe to sleep.”

“Oh,” said Chan Yu Ming, looking like she wasn’t quite sure how to feel. “That was thoughtful.”

Sen shrugged it off. “So, you’ll be returning to the Clear Spring Sect?”

“I,” she hesitated, “I’ll decide in the morning.”

“As you wish,” said Sen, walking over to a room and looking in.

Seeing that it was empty, he stepped into the room. Feeling a prickling between his shoulder blades, he looked over his shoulder to see Chan Yu Ming staring after him. She immediately looked away, but not before he caught her. Sen couldn’t decide whether to be amused or annoyed and settled on neither. He closed the door behind him and, after throwing some blankets on the stone bed, stretched out to get what sleep he could. For once, he wasn’t plagued with bad dreams. As had become normal for him, though, he only managed to sleep for about three hours or, rather, he slept for two hours and then dozed for an hour while he obstinately refused to get out of bed. It was the need for tea that ultimately drove him to get up.

As usual, he took a little comfort in the familiar routine of brewing the tea. He also enjoyed that he could have a cup or two in relative peace. When he was drinking tea by himself, there was nothing to rouse his anger or steal his attention from the process. He could just breathe in the steam and smell of the tea, let the cup’s warmth seep into his hands, and then, when the moment was perfect, tip the cup against his lips and let a sip of tea slip into his mouth. That ritual of morning tea had been all but sacrosanct on the mountain, a moment of calm before the demands of the day bore down on him, and Sen had found that returning to that ritual eased something inside of him. Maybe it was nothing more than the comfort of the familiar, or maybe it was that the process reminded him of a time when things had been less complicated. He could never decide and wasn’t even sure that it mattered. What mattered to him was that it helped him maintain control.

Of course, if his plan worked, he wouldn’t need to lean on every crutch he could find to keep from incinerating everyone around him with white-hot rage. Even so, he thought he’d still prefer days that began with quiet tea over those that didn’t. He was firmly of the opinion that one could not have too many moments of peace and thoughtful calm in a life. Yet, he knew that moment couldn’t last. No one else was in the common area, yet, but he did hear the noises of someone stirring in one of the rooms. It would soon be time to go and finally come to some kind of terms with his anger. He didn’t necessarily need his anger to be entirely gone, as anger could serve a purpose. If burning it out of himself was what it took to resolve this issue, though, he would do what needed to be done. He didn’t need to be angry to fight the way some men did. He hadn’t been trained that way. Stripping that well of anger out of himself wouldn’t make him less effective. If anything, he hoped it would make him more effective, more coolly calculating in the face of enemies with inferior control.

Falling Leaf soon joined him at the stone table. He gestured at the tea, silently asking if she wanted any. She stared at the teapot with resignation and nodded. Sen poured her a cup and watched with a sort of detached curiosity as she consciously forced herself to drink the liquid. It was very clear she didn’t enjoy it, so he wondered why she insisted on drinking it. He’d have to ask her about it later when there were fewer prying ears in the vicinity. Sen realized, after glancing around at the otherwise empty common area, that the best time to leave was right then. There would be no awkward or insincere goodbyes, and no last-second attempts to talk him out of this course of action. Sen quickly cleaned up the tea set and stored it in his ring. Then, he gestured to the front door. Falling Leaf looked at the closed doors to the other rooms, and nodded thoughtfully. They slipped outside as dawn was sliding inexorably toward morning.

Sen paused for a moment to consider which direction to go. After thinking back about the map, he opted to take them west. There was almost nothing but unbroken wilderness in that direction all the way to the Mountains of Sorrow. Sen reasoned that would dramatically improve his odds of finding something that could realistically kill him. Falling Leaf, who had rarely chosen to speak to him directly as a panther, seemed equally reticent as a human girl. At least, she was once she was away from other people who talked all the time. Sen quickly realized that, cultivation level differences aside, Falling Leaf was still very much his superior in the art of moving through the wilderness. They soon fell into old habits with her drifting out and around him, looking for threats. The only difference was that, now, he wanted to find those threats. Yet, threats were in annoyingly short supply. Not that Sen had truly believed he could solve the problem his first day out, but it would have been nice. It wasn’t until they stopped to eat something that either Sen or Falling Leaf spoke.

“Is it normal for there to be so few spirit beasts?” Sen asked.

Falling Leaf considered the question while she finished chewing and swallowing some rice. It was something else she didn’t seem to enjoy. She shook her head.

“No. We should have seen something by now.”

“Have you sensed anything? Smelled anything?”

Falling Leaf sighed. “I barely smell anything at all with this nose. But, no, I haven’t smelled or felt anything.”

“I’m not sure if that’s good or bad.”

“Why would it be good?”

“Well, if there’s something really dangerous out here scaring everything else away, that’s good for me. If everything is gone because something called them away, that’s bad.”

“You’re thinking about that other ghost panther you met. The things he said.”

Sen nodded. “If the spirit beasts aren’t here, they’re somewhere else and in greater than normal numbers. I’m worried there might be another mass slaughter in a town or village.”

“If there were going to be, would you abandon what you’re doing now to try to stop it?”

That brought Sen up short. Would he abandon this quest in an attempt to stop another slaughter like that? He probably would, under the right conditions. Of course, he wasn’t in the right conditions or anything close to them.

“Possibly. If I knew exactly where they were headed, or at least had a reasonably good idea of where they might be going, yes. But I don’t know those things. We could spend weeks just trying to track them. I don’t have that kind of time to waste on a guess. I barely have the time to spend on this. If it wasn’t as important as it is, we’d already be back on the road to the capital.”

“Good,” said Falling Leaf, seeming satisfied.

Sen thought about trying to get a bit more out of her about what that good had meant, but she’d probably just say she was glad he had his priorities in order. Instead, he asked about something else.

“You don’t like tea, do you?”

Falling Leaf shook her head. “I do not. It’s bitter.”

“Then, why drink it?”

“The Caihong told me that everyone drinks it. That, to fit in, I would have to learn to drink it. So, I do.”

“She’s not wrong. Very nearly everyone does drink tea.”

Sen supposed that also answered his question about rice. Falling Leaf had no doubt been told that everyone eats rice and it might draw suspicion if she didn’t eat it as well. Then, she surprised him with a question of her own.

“Will the sect girl leave?”

Sen thought it over. “You know, I don’t think she will. She wants something from me. Or, she wants me to do something for her. Something she seems to think I’m uniquely suited to do. If she thinks she can’t find someone else to do it, she’ll be waiting when we get back. Why?”

Falling Leaf was quiet for a time before she finally spoke. “She was kind to me when you were locked away with the spring spirit. She kept others from bothering me. I’m…fond of her.”

Sen mulled those words over before he said, “You made a friend.”

Falling Leaf shook her head. “That word is…empty.”

“Empty?”

“It has no meaning. Humans use it to mean too many things. So, the word means nothing.”

“I guess that’s true enough.”

“I would not be angry if she came with us,” said Falling Leaf, almost hesitantly.

Sen was surprised, happy, and frustrated all at the same time. He was surprised because it was the first time that he’d heard Falling Leaf express a preference for anything not food-related since she’d become human. He was happy because she volunteered it with no prompting from him. He was frustrated because this would just have to be the thing that she had a preference about. Fortunately, the situation was murky enough that he didn’t have to commit to anything right then and there.

“We’ll have to see if she’s waiting when we get back. We can decide then what to do.”

Sen was relieved that Falling Leaf didn’t seem to pick up on his shameless hedging. He didn’t know what he’d think about Chan Yu Ming when this mad experiment was over. He might still want nothing to do with her problem, which would become a sticking point. At the same time, he didn’t want to torpedo whatever tenuous friendship Falling Leaf was developing with someone other than him. She’d been almost militantly disinterested in human beings other than him since they’d reconnected. He thought it was probably healthy for her to have at least one person beyond him that she actually liked on a personal level. I just wish it was someone other than Chan Yu Ming, he thought.

“We should get moving,” he said. “If there’s no spirit beasts anywhere nearby, we’ve got a long journey ahead of us.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

REPAYING FAVORS
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Sen landed next to Falling Leaf and slammed a lightning-wrapped fist into the face of a demon ape-lizard. The creature was hurled back from the panther girl with its jaw hanging at an odd angle and much of its skull caved in. Whatever the raw force of the blow hadn’t done to kill it, the web of lightning that pounded its brain had finished. Part of Sen was simply revolted by the massive things. While they had the heavily muscled build of apes, most of their bodies were covered in dark green scales. As if that wasn’t bad enough, they had long tails with barbed, bone spikes on the end. He had an ugly puncture wound in the back of one shoulder to prove it.

Falling Leaf had been distracted by her own fight with a different ape-lizard and hadn’t seen the one coming up behind her. Or, she’d taken for granted that Sen would intervene. It was a safe assumption. She had tried to yell at him for interfering in one of her fights a few days earlier. He had answered in a tone that brooked no arguments that he wasn’t going to let her die just to protect her pride or for any other reason. Not that she needed a lot of help. As the equivalent of a peak foundation formation cultivator, the transformed ghost panther wasn’t quite on a level playing field with him, but she was close. What she didn’t have that he did was half a decade of some of the best weapons training in the world.

She fought hand-to-hand, which meant she had to get close and stay focused on her opponent, while Sen could engage three or four enemies at a time with his jian or a spear, depending on the situation. While he couldn’t generally beat that many opponents all at once, he could keep them occupied. That, in turn, let Falling Leaf peel them away one at a time until Sen could finish off the rest. While Sen had privately had his doubts about this plan, it seemed to be working. He was slowly, but surely, purging that anger out of his soul one fight at a time. What he hadn’t found was the right epiphany that would let him manage his anger. So, two weeks in, they kept pushing deeper into the wilds, looking for more dangerous spirit animals to fight. It had been quiet for the first few days. Then, things had gotten more exciting.

They’d fought increasingly strange spirit beasts. In some cases, they were like the ape-lizards, bizarre amalgam beasts that always looked wrong to Sen’s eyes. They’d found more of the disgusting spider things on two occasions. Falling Leaf had assured him, after the first fight, that those human faces were just there to distract and confuse their human victims. They would still liquefy his insides and leave him an empty husk if he let them. In the second fight, Sen had simply cut them all into pieces with an incredibly thin stream of water under intense pressure. In other cases, they found spirit beasts that looked like their mortal counterparts but inevitably wielded some terrifying qi technique. They’d run across a couple of bears that had looked normal enough right up until they roared and revealed the metal teeth in their jaws. Those had seemed to make Falling Leaf unusually nervous. She’d also beaten one of them to death with a wild, almost barbaric ferocity, screaming incoherently the entire time she’d done it.

“What was that all about?” he’d asked her afterward.

“I ran into one of these when I was very young. Not even half-grown yet. It would have killed me if an older member of the pride hadn’t saved me. I’ve always been afraid of them.”

“And now?” He’d asked.

In answer, she reached into the bear’s mouth and tore one of its teeth out in a shocking display of raw physical strength. She held it out to Sen.

“Put a hole in that.”

Sen took the tooth and did as she asked, using metal qi to manipulate the tooth. He handed it back. She passed a heavy cord through the tooth and tied it around her upper arm with the tooth prominently displayed. She looked at it in satisfaction before turning her attention back to him.

“Now,” she said, “they can be afraid of me.”

After the bears, there had been the lightning cranes. Then, there had been one of those snakes that Shi Ping had been so afraid would come and eat him. It had been particularly difficult to fight because it constantly emitted a toxic, venomous cloud of gas. Sen had finally been forced to pin it to the ground using a combination of shadow-metal fused spears and stone spikes. After which, he cooked it to death using a stream of liquid flame. Once the toxic cloud had cleared, though, they discovered that meat was safe to eat. It seemed the giant snake’s venom was confined to its bite and that cloud. Then, Sen finally got the opportunity to do something he’d been wanting to do for some time. They had come across a small stream and found a small group of spirit oxen who were being harassed by stone tigers.

“Why don’t you let me handle this one,” Sen said to Falling Leaf. “I owe the spirit oxen a favor or three.”

He might have left out that he was worried that Falling Leaf’s up-close fighting style wouldn’t work particularly well against tigers that could manipulate stone qi. For that matter, most of his own preferred methods of dealing with spirit beasts weren’t going to work very well against them. This was going to boil down to a contest of their brute force against his brute force and skill. He unsheathed his jian and sprinted toward the nearest stone tiger. He didn’t really think he could get the drop on anything that skilled at stalking and hunting, but he gave it his best shot anyway. He started by hiding. Everything else would be useless if they felt his core-level qi. He used wind qi to carry his scent away and dampen the sound of his footfalls. Earth qi dampened the vibrations of his feet against the ground. Finally, he burned a bit of the liquid qi in his dantian to add extra reinforcement to his body cultivation-enhanced muscles, bones, and organs. Working all of those separate kinds of qi was an awful strain beneath the hiding technique, but it would be worth it if it got him close enough to launch an attack.

Yet, after all that effort, it wasn’t enough. The tiger still sensed his approach somehow. The only good news was that Sen had gotten within about ten feet of the tiger. He dropped his hiding technique and cycled metal qi to reinforce his jian. The tiger whirled to face him, crouching a bit to protect its belly and possibly prepare to spring at him. When he got within range it swiped at him with a paw that could have covered his chest. In the heightened battle state he was in, Sen could see the shiny, black claws extend. They looked like polished obsidian. Given that it was a stone tiger, the claws probably were obsidian. Sen’s jian moved almost of its own volition in a blindingly fast parry. Of course, at those speeds and backed with his strength, he supposed it was probably like getting hit with a ballista bolt. He heard a noise like stone shattering as the paw was slapped aside. Before the beast could so much as roar in pain or defiance, Sen had brought the jian back on line and driven the full length of the blade into the tiger’s eye and out the back of its skull. He twisted the blade to help ensure that the beast was dead and pulled the jian free.

He would have liked to enjoy that fast victory, but fate wasn’t going to smile on him that way. He wouldn’t enjoy that luxury of a fast win a second time. Then again, things weren’t as one-sided as they might have looked from the outside. Where there had been five tigers harassing the pair of spirit oxen, there were now only two. The other two had focused on Sen, clearly seeing him as the bigger threat. While Sen didn’t know that the oxen could kill two stone tigers, he was pretty confident that they could fend them off for a while. Now, all he had to do was survive. He glanced over at the stream and considered how he’d killed those ghastly spider things. He’d only used one thread of water with them because there hadn’t been much water qi handy at the time. Here, there was water qi for the taking.

As the tigers started trying to flank him, water whips with edges as hard as diamonds started lashing them. They would have been lethal strikes on almost anything else. On the stone tigers, they opened wounds that bled freely enough but didn’t come close to cutting the beasts into pieces. Once Sen saw that, though, he reassessed his initial evaluation of the situation. He didn’t need to personally brute force them to death. Instead, he took a bit of inspiration from the spirit of the water spring. He called water to himself and hardened most of it around him in a sphere. It might not stop the tigers, but it would certainly slow them down enough for him to change tactics. The water that he didn’t turn into a sphere, he used as whips. He was perfectly willing to engage in the death of a thousand cuts. The tigers were fast and managed to dodge some of his blows. He also couldn’t keep track of them as well through the visual distortion of the water sphere. Still, enough blows landed that he could see the blood discoloring the ground.

During that moment of distraction, something slammed into the water sphere from behind. The sphere held, barely, but it went careening away and Sen found himself bouncing around inside of it. The hardened interior was no more forgiving with his body than the exterior had likely been to the tiger that slammed into it. When his momentum slowed, Sen changed tactics. If he was the tiger, he’d only be a second or two behind, getting ready to bring down as much crushing force as he could. Sen took the idea of the water whip and expanded on it. Instead of a few whips with razor-sharp, hardened edges, he created a spinning mass of hundreds of tiny water wires that were diamond hard. There was an almighty howl of agony as one of the tigers was caught in that trap. Sen let his earth qi drop into the ground and looked around for the presence of something getting ready to pounce. He didn’t feel anything, so he retracted those water wires and let the technique drop. It was useful, but that technique had been mentally draining.

There wasn’t an identifiable body left of the tiger that had gotten caught. There was just a spray of shredded flesh, blood, and stone fragments that were probably the tiger’s bones in a circle around him. Sen couldn’t have named the primal instinct that warned him, but he dove forward. It almost worked. The second stone tiger had dropped onto him from above, no doubt using the heavy branches as a means to escape his wheel of watery death. Sen bellowed in pain as the tiger’s jaws clamped down on his calf. Its stone teeth punched straight through the muscle, but then they hit his bones. Much like the tigers themselves, his bones had been transformed and transmuted. It seemed that his bones had done better than theirs because the tiger’s teeth met the bones in his leg and shattered. In the back of his mind, the healer in Sen was already wincing at the thought of having to pull those stone fragments out of his leg. The rest of Sen was very fixated on surviving the next five or six seconds.

The tiger jerked its head way, shredding muscle and pretty much anything else those shattered stone teeth came in contact with. The fresh burst of agony drew another roar of pain and a swell of vicious anger. Sen did something he hadn’t tried, hadn’t dared try, since Emperor’s Bay. He tried to fuse two of his qi types. He was surprised to discover that, unlike shadow and metal, fire and earth qi didn’t fight him very hard. It wasn’t so much that they wanted to be together, but they didn’t really mind either. Sen used his good leg to push him a little farther away from the tiger. Then, he unleashed the technique. A massive hand of molten stone shot out of the ground and seized the tiger. The sounds the tiger made were things that Sen knew would haunt him, but he didn’t relent.

The hand dragged the tiger down into the ground where Sen had prepared a small pool of lava. He didn’t imagine the tiger would survive long in that environment, but he gave it thirty seconds anyway. That gave him a chance to pull out bandages and wrap them around his calf. He knew that wound would need proper attention, very soon, but the fight wasn’t over. With a gesture and a careful application of qi, he turned the molten pool into a block of stone with whatever was left of the tiger inside of it. Groaning, Sen pushed himself up to his feet and started limping toward where he’d last seen the tigers pestering the oxen. It turned out the oxen hadn’t needed his help once he’d drawn off the other two tigers. They had killed one and run the other off. The oxen walked over to him and offered gentle moos. Sen gave them a formal bow, or as close as he could manage on his very unsteady leg.

“A small gesture of thanks, for the benevolence the spirit oxen have shown me.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

HERD MOTHER
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Sen thought that it wasn’t really necessary, but the oxen insisted on taking him and Falling Leaf back to their herd. They spent two days sheltering beneath the considerable protection of the spirit oxen. Individually, a spirit ox was potent and formidable, although slow to rouse to action. As a group, few predators of any stripe were likely to tempt the wrath of the entire herd. Necessary or not, Sen was grateful for the opportunity to extract the stone teeth shards from his calf without worrying about something finding or attacking them. It was delicate work made more difficult by the excruciating pain involved. Falling Leaf tried to do it for him, but quickly bowed out when she realized that her qi and spiritual sense weren’t as finely tuned for the work as Sen’s. The task was made slower and even more difficult by the fact that he had to do most of the work blind. Still, he eventually extracted the last fragment and managed to cook himself a healing elixir before passing out.

Even with the aid of the elixir and the abundant qi resources available in the wilds, it took his leg most of a day to finish healing. Sen learned that most of the oxen could talk in the same way that Falling Leaf could talk before her transformation. They just didn’t bother with it unless they had something very important to say that they didn’t want to be misinterpreted. Since almost nothing rose to that level of importance, they spoke infrequently. He had been a little worried that there might be some friction between Falling Leaf and the oxen. She would have been a natural predator for them in her original form. She had waved off that concern.

“I like them,” she had said, as though that settled everything.

After a little thought, Sen supposed it did. It was on the second day, when his leg was close to finished healing that Sen had drifted apart from the herd, walking up to the top of a small hill to get a look at the surrounding area. They were so far away from anything like civilization that he thought there was a good chance that he might be one of the only human beings alive to have seen the area. It was mostly forest, although not quite the same kind of forest he had gotten accustomed to on the mountain. Up there, it had been almost entirely evergreens of one kind or another with their needles and sticky sap. Down in the lowlands where he was now, there was much more variety. There were ginkgo trees, pagoda trees, and even the occasional dawn redwood. He thought he even spotted a grove of plum trees in the distance. This was a wild, savage place, but there was also a kind of peace to be found in it.

For every fight they were in, he found half a dozen incredibly old and powerful medicinal herbs or alchemical reagents that were five times as potent as anything he had worked with. He suspected that many of them had made the transition from mere ingredients into legitimate natural treasures. They were all so powerful, in fact, that he hadn’t dared to use any of them in his healing elixir. He wanted an absolutely clear head when he worked with those plants and reagents. He knew perfectly well that more powerful herbs weren’t always a good thing. If a plant was too potent, it could end up doing more harm than good. And isn’t that why you’re out here, he thought a little grimly. Some anger is useful, even a good thing in the right context, but you nurtured that plant a little too well.

“I wished to thank you for intervening on behalf of the young ones,” said a female voice behind him.

Sen turned and faced the largest spirit ox he had ever seen. The cow was so large that she could look him directly in the eye. Sen had seen her moving among the other oxen, and they showed her tremendous deference. He bowed to her.

“I greet you, herd mother, and thank you for your hospitality. I was happy to help. Your people have done me more kindnesses than I deserved.”

“I greet you, Judgment’s Gale.”

Sen’s eyes snapped up in surprise. How did she even know that name, he wondered. He saw a light of placid amusement in her eyes.

“Our mortal cousins are everywhere. They hear much, and we all have an…interest in you. The cultivator who showed kindness. The cultivator who brings judgment. The cultivator who burns the sky and speaks to the water. We mark your passage, your comings and goings, and your absences.”

Sen grimaced at that reminder but didn’t comment on it. “I didn’t realize I was so interesting.”

“Perhaps not to others, but you are to us. I wondered why you were here, so far from your natural places. Yet, I see now that you are troubled. You came here looking for something. Tell me, child of the mountain, what do you seek so far from your own kind?”

Sen considered best how to explain it. “I require a kind of purification. Or enlightenment. There is an anger in me that has grown beyond control.”

“And you would spend it against spirit beasts?”

“Not all of them. Not even most of them. Those that attack mindlessly. Those that hate humans blindly.”

The spirit ox regarded him with eyes like pools of starless night. “If you travel much farther, you will find neither purification nor enlightenment, only death. Strong as you are, there are dangers ahead that will overmatch you.”

“Sometimes, enlightenment can only be found on the edge of death.”

“Perhaps, but what value is that enlightenment if you die immediately after you find it?”

Sen stared out over the wilds. Part of him knew he didn’t belong here, that he was intruding on a world that wasn’t his own. Yet, part of him felt like he could stay there and be content with the daily fight to survive and thrive. Much like with his unquenchable anger and his desire for peace, he was a man divided in himself. And, young as he was, he knew that a man divided wouldn’t be long for this or any other world. He pondered how to answer the cow, or if there was an answer.

“Perhaps it is of no value. Perhaps it smooths the way in the next life. Who can know? What I do know is that if I can’t find a way to tame this anger, it will mean death all the same. I will challenge those I should not. Offend those I should not. And my death will set in motion even more death.”

“So, not mere anger, but a madness of it.”

Sen considered those words and nodded. “Yes. I think so.”

“When you leave here, travel directly west. In a day or two of travel, you will find a barren, rocky place there. In it, you will find what you seek, or you will find your death.”

Sen let those words settle into him. Resolution or death. He wasn’t eager for death, but death was seeking him out all the same. If it happened out here, while he sought a solution, he didn’t think he’d carry much regret into the next life. If he could come to a resolution, that was just the first step in solving a much more complicated problem, but it was an absolutely necessary first step. He faced the spirit ox again and offered her another deep bow.

“I thank the herd mother for her guidance in this matter.”

The great spirit beast inclined her head to him and started to turn away, but seemed to reconsider. “Try to survive. Rare are those among your kind with regard for my kind. Having found you, we would prefer not to lose you.”

“My kind? Humans or cultivators?”

“Yes.”

With that, the herd mother plodded away. Sen watched her go and, with a bit of amusement, realized that even a slow plod for the giant ox covered a lot of ground in a hurry. Within a minute or two, she was down the hill and back among her herd. Sen turned his eyes west, straining to see this barren, rocky place, but it was beyond even his enhanced vision. A day or two, he thought, and then it will be done. One way or the other. Sen stayed up on the hill for a time and just cultivated. He knew that his passive cultivation would likely keep him well-supplied with qi, but much like making tea, the ritual of cultivation helped him keep steady and stay in control. As the afternoon began to inevitably fade toward evening, Sen came down off the hill and looked for Falling Leaf. He found her gleefully playing with the ox calves, who were far more rambunctious than their elders. She dashed between them or away from them. The calves, joyously unaware of the dangers that life had in store, thundered after her under the watchful gazes of older, more seasoned members of the herd.

He couldn’t help but notice the uncomplicated joy in both Falling Leaf and the calves as they played. He knew that Falling Leaf was aware of the complexities and dangers in the world, yet she had managed to cling tight to this one shred of innocence. He envied her a tiny bit for that. He was also happy for her that she could still feel that way. She noticed him standing there after a time and jogged over to him, a big smile on her face.

“Have fun?” he asked, smiling back.

“I did,” she declared.

“I’m glad.”

“We’re leaving, aren’t we?” she asked.

There was no chastisement or bitterness in the words, just a kind of quiet sadness that this peaceful interlude would soon end. Something in him broke open at her expression, and his vague intention to get a few hours of travel in that day died inside of him. He looked over at the calves, who were staring mournfully at Falling Leaf.

“Tomorrow,” he said. “We’ll leave tomorrow. Why don’t you introduce me to your new playmates.”

Falling Leaf beamed up at him, grabbed his hand, and dragged him over to meet the calves.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

YOU WILL STAY
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Leaving the next day turned out to be substantially more difficult than Sen expected. Every ox in the herd had to take a moment to come and, well, he wasn’t quite sure what they were doing. Offering their blessings? Wishing him good fortune? He didn’t know, but he smiled and bowed to each in turn. When that was finally done, he had thought they could go, but then the calves charged up and encircled Falling Leaf like she was their favorite big sister. All but one. Sen sighed as a lone calf came over and regarded him with big, serious eyes. That one had latched onto him for some reason the previous evening. It let out a gentle, sad moo at him that tugged at his heart.

“Oh, that’s just playing dirty,” he complained.

The calf just kept staring at him until he rested a hand on—Sen realized he didn’t even know if the calf was male or female—its head. The hair felt soft and warm beneath his hand, although, he wasn’t sure that would be true for someone without his body cultivation. He gave the calf a mildly reproachful look.

“I’ll come back and visit one day if I can.”

Sen was racking up more of those promises than he felt entirely comfortable with. Granted, he wasn’t promising that he’d come back no matter what, only if he could, but that list was growing. The calf turned its head up and pressed a soft nose into his palm before it turned and made its way back to the older oxen. He wanted to be annoyed, but it took Falling Leaf almost an hour to finish all her goodbyes to the rest of the calves. He was pretty sure they each got at least three personal goodbyes from her before the herd mother let out a single snort. The calves immediately fell back into the herd. Sen wondered if he should say something, but he settled on offering the entire herd one last bow. Falling Leaf jogged over to him and then waved to the herd. With that, they set off again. They’d been moving west for most of an hour before Falling Leaf spoke up.

“Thank you.”

He looked over at her. “For what?”

“For waiting. For letting me have that extra time with the calves. I know you were ready to go last night.”

“We couldn’t have gotten that far anyways,” Sen justified. “It made more sense to start fresh in the morning.”

Sen caught her amused smile out of the corner of his eye.

“As you say,” she said and left it at that.

Contrary to Sen’s expectations, they met no resistance as they made their way west. He had assumed that it would be nonstop fighting. While he had benefited from all of the earlier fighting, it had been taxing. Even with confining the violence to those things that intentionally sought them out, Sen had what he suspected was another small fortune’s worth of rare beast cores in a storage ring. He’d offered half of them to Falling Leaf, but she’d declined. Instead, she’d picked out a small handful.

“Why those ones?” he asked when his curiosity got the better of him.

“I can eat these,” she’d said as if it had been obvious. “For my advancement.”

“Oh,” said Sen. “You’re still advancing that way?”

“Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”

Sen realized that he’d simply assumed that when she transformed into a human form that her cultivation advancement would become more like his. Yet, he hadn’t had any evidence to support that assumption. Of course, eating the cores wasn’t quite as simple for her as it had been before. She had to grind them up and swallow the powder. Sen had watched the first time she did it and immediately realized that as much as half of the qi was lost by the time she could actually consume the powder. That would slow down her advancement for no good reason. The second time he saw that she was about to grind the core with a mortar and pestle, he just held out his hand. She eyed him dubiously but handed the core over. He poured a big cup of water for her and simply crushed the core with main strength. He dropped the powder and a few larger pieces into the cup and held it out to her. There was still some qi loss, but it was more like five or ten percent instead of half.

She’d stared at him in shock until he put the cup into her line of sight. Then, she’d snatched the cup from him and downed the mixture in a few big gulps. Sen didn’t really understand spirit beast advancement, so he wasn’t sure what to expect. She didn’t seem to experience any immediate boost in power the way that Sen would with a breakthrough. Yet, over the course of the trip, he’d felt the gap between them steadily shrink. Where he’d once needed to moderate his pace to keep things comfortable for her, she could now move at the speed he preferred. He’d grown more confident in his ability to judge the cultivation levels of human cultivators, but he was much less certain with spirit beasts. Still, if he had to make a guess, he thought that she was operating at around the level of an initial core formation cultivator. If she kept improving at her current rate, she’d soon be stronger than him again. When he’d mentioned that thought to her, she’d given him a strange look.

“Would that bother you?” she asked.

“Why would it bother me? Once you’re stronger than me, I can let you do all the fighting. That sounds like a win to me.”

“You’re not that lazy,” she said.

“Maybe I could learn,” said Sen.

“Don’t. Shi Ping is lazy enough for all of us.”

Sen laughed at that. “Yes, he certainly is. Although, he makes up for some of that by playing the erhu well.”

“Does he?”

“Most humans would think so.”

Falling Leaf thought about it and shrugged. “It all sounds like noise to me.”

“Hmmm. I’ll have to find someone who plays one badly, so you can see the difference.”

“If you must.”

Right around the time that Sen was ready to call a halt for the day, they abruptly stepped clear of the forest into a landscape that could only be described as desolate. There was nothing within sight but bare rocks and dead soil. While Sen was a tiny bit pleased and relieved to have arrived, he was also a little put off by the sudden change in the landscape. If for no other reason, he didn’t understand why the landscape was so different. Changes like that didn’t happen naturally. Natural changes happened gradually, over dozens or even hundreds of miles. Taking in the absence of life before him, Sen realized that something or someone had done this on purpose. Someone had wanted it to be that way. Falling Leaf was looking around with her usual curiosity, but Sen could see that she was tense and ready for something bad to happen. Sen frowned. Evening was nearly on them, and night would soon follow. One look was all Sen needed for him to know that he did not want to be in that place when darkness fell. He made a very easy decision.

“We should go back for the night. We can head in there in the morning.”

“Leave? Now? After you’ve come all this way to see me? No, that won’t do at all.”

The voice seemingly came from everywhere. Sen searched the area frantically, looking for any sign. He tried to extend his qi and spiritual sense, only to have them batted aside by qi and a force of will that dwarfed his own. Sen hadn’t faced down power like that since back on the mountain with Master Feng. He managed to keep his feet, barely, but Falling Leaf was driven down to the ground. She looked up at him with terrified eyes. She started to shout something, a warning probably, but Sen’s throat was seized in a hand that came out of nowhere before the words left her lips. A figure emerged from a concealment technique that been wholly, utterly invisible to Sen. He hadn’t even felt so much as a whisper of that technique. The man was taller than Sen, although lighter in build, and his pure black eyes burned with an inner fire that made Sen’s blood run cold.

“No,” said the man, “you’ll be staying.”

“Sen,” gasped Falling Leaf.

“Silence, kit. This fight is not for you. It is for him. I’ve watched this one. The foundling. The tool. The pet of chaos and the favorite of the heavens,” growled the man, jerking Sen closer. “You will stay. You will learn. Then, you will die.”

At that, the figure turned and hurled Sen over that dead landscape. Even as Sen desperately tried to draw in air and gain control over his flight, he heard Falling Leaf scream something at him.

“He’s a dragon!”

That revelation shook Sen so much that he lost control of the qinggong technique he’d been using to get control of his impromptu airborne careening. So, instead of touching down softly on the rocky soil, he slammed into it, bounced, and rolled. He felt sharp stones driven into his flesh by the force of his landing and felt lucky that was as bad as it got. If he hadn’t slowed his flight, he expected that landing would have broken half of even his reinforced bones. Yet, the landing, the injuries, all of it paled in the face of that one word. Dragon. Sen had spent most of his life coming up against people or things that were stronger than he was. But he’d also had options. He could flee or rely on allies to help him balance the field. Against a dragon, though, one of the true myths, a being both primordial and eternal, there was no hope of victory. No true chance of escape. As a spirit beast, Falling Leaf would almost instinctually defer to the dragon’s wishes. The herd mother had warned him that traveling farther west would place him in conflict with things that would overmatch him, but he had never dreamed it would mean something like this.

He had been looking for something that could push him to the brink of death, something that might open a door that would allow a moment of enlightenment to slip through. He might well have found it. He just wished that there was some sliver of hope for survival. Against something like this, there wasn’t. Yet, for all that, this was an opportunity. This was an opponent on which Sen could truly unburden himself of his anger. He could unleash the fullness of that fury without hesitation because it didn’t matter if he lost control. Death might be all that awaited him, but he could still use these moments before death to cleanse his soul before he passed once more into the cycle of reincarnation.

So, Sen unshackled his rage. He felt it course through him like fire. He felt the madness of it, embraced it, let it flow. He let it flow like water to every fiber of his being. He pushed himself up, felt the blood running down his body from the many open wounds, and roared his defiance. Sen drew his jian, knowing how pointless it was and not caring at all. He pointed the jian at the dragon who was a tiny figure in the distance.

“Come on, then! You say I’m here to learn! Then come and teach!”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

THE LESSON
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In the back of his mind, behind the rage-induced madness, a little part of Sen knew that provoking the dragon was foolish. Yet, that tiny voice of warning was lost in the need to hurt. Whatever constraints, conscious or unconscious, that had held Sen in check in the past fell away. He cycled for what had become his go-to weapon. The dragon was far, far faster than Sen physically, but it wasn’t quite faster than thought. So, in the fractions of a second that it took for the dragon to flash from where it had been standing to where Sen stood, Sen had erected a solid wall of lightning. The ancient reptile wasn’t slowed much by it, but it was enough for Sen to sidestep out of the way. Of course, not being slowed and not being affected were two different things. The dragon roared in pain and the sound was so much more than anything with a human form ought to be able to produce.

Sen felt his eardrums rupture with a stab of white-hot agony that drove him to his knees. Even as he felt the ground beneath him, intuition drove him to slump to one side. The dragon’s foot slammed into the ground where Sen had been a moment before, blasting a small crater in that spot. Ignoring the pain as well as he could, Sen cycled for earth qi and closed his hand into a fist. The soil around the dragon’s foot clamped down and hardened into stone. Sen didn’t know how he’d done that. He didn’t even care. He knew that it would only hold for a second or two. He activated his qinggong technique and blindly hurled himself away from the enraged dragon. Fighting up close with something that powerful was an instant death sentence. He had to keep his distance. With his eardrums ruptured, though, his sense of balance was all but nonexistent. He tumbled off the qi platform. A split-second later, a wind blade obliterate the construct and then detonated. He was driven hard into the ground, but he was still alive. It had been, what, five seconds of active combat with the dragon. He might have just set some kind of record by living for that long.

Realizing how irrational that thought was drove home to Sen just how broken and unbalanced he’d become. The pain in his ears was another misery and distraction that flared anytime he fell into something, or moved, or breathed. Of course, that pain just sent his rage escalating to entirely new levels. It’s a wind dragon, he thought. It’ll be weak against metal. Cycling for shadow and metal, he crushed them together with a kind of ruthlessly absolute will that would tolerate no dissent. The usual resistances either meant less to him now or were absent altogether, because he sent two dozen metal-infused shadow spears rocketing toward the wind dragon. To Sen’s surprise, the dragon chose to dodge. Sen used that moment to pick himself up on another platform of qi and fly in a different direction. Not wanting the dragon to feel like Sen wasn’t paying it enough attention, he sent half a dozen massive fireballs shooting toward the general area where he thought the dragon would end up.

Fearing that the dragon would cut him out of the air with another wind blade, Sen let himself drop back to the ground behind a rock. He spent an infinitely precious second or two to retrieve and down the most potent healing elixir he had in his storage ring. Hearing was too important in a fight for him to continue on in a deaf state. It had been a hard choice between one of his own elixirs and one of the powerful healing pills that Auntie Caihong had given him, but the pills always hit him hard. He couldn’t afford a wave of crippling fatigue as the pill restored him. Beyond that, there was precious little environmental qi in this little patch of deadness that the dragon apparently called home. Why it, or anything, would choose to live there Sen couldn’t imagine. Or, maybe, it was the dragon itself. Perhaps its mere presence was enough to do this to the place. Yet, that lack of readily available environmental qi meant his healing would rely on whatever qi he had stored away.

Fortunately, it only took a few drops of that pool of liquid qi to restore his hearing. Realizing he’d been stationary for three or four seconds. Sen rolled away to one side, got his feet under him, and simply launched himself through the air. The benefits of his body cultivation really paid off then, as his leap carried him nearly twenty feet. Or, it would have if a shock wave of force from the place where he’d been hiding hadn’t caught him and flung him head over heels for nearly fifty feet. He managed to control his landing better with his balance more or less restored. Yet, the rage inside of him demanded that he act, that he attack. He drew on the qi in his core and sent a water blade nearly ten feet across at the dragon. The dragon sent a wind blade to meet it. The techniques met in the air and held there for a long moment. Sen couldn’t believe it. He was matching the dragon’s strength. That elation cracked at the same time his technique broke. It felt like something inside him tore in half. He coughed up blood, and almost went down again, but anger and fear kept him standing. If he was the dragon, this is the moment he would close the range.

Sen cycled metal qi, choking back the bile that rose in his throat, pushing past the stabbing agony in his head, and he drove his jian forward. He filled the thrust with all the metal qi he could muster. He was as stunned as the dragon looked when the blade met resistance. Sen realized that he’d had his eyes squeezed shut against the agony that still tore at his guts and clawed at the inside of his skull. He forced his eyes open, blinking away the red haze from the blood tears that were leaking from his eyes. The dragon was staring down at the jian that Sen had managed to bury in its chest. Sen felt ice stab into his soul when the dragon raised its gaze to meet Sen’s.

“Ouch,” said the dragon.

The dragon nonchalantly reached up, wrapped a hand around the blade, and pulled it free from its own chest. With an equally casual movement, it tore the blade from Sen’s grip and broke it in half. Sen watched, half in disbelief, half in horror, as the broken pieces fell from the dragon’s hand to the ground. Sen looked back up and saw, of all things, disappointment in the dragon’s eyes.

“You really don’t live up to your reputation,” said the dragon. “I expected you to call down the wrath of the heavens on me.”

Then, the dragon hit him. Sen felt half of his ribs buckle under that blow before momentum caught up and sent him bouncing over dirt and rocks. Blood sprayed from his mouth and every time he tried to breathe, it became a battle to stay conscious. If not for the elixir that was already in his system, he wasn’t sure he could have stayed conscious. It was already working to repair the damage and restore his ability to breathe. Yet, the elixir was designed to heal, not to blunt pain, and there was so much pain. While his enhanced body could take a lot more punishment, when things did break, the agony of it was amplified. He couldn’t think. He couldn’t even remember what he’d last been trying to cycle, let alone actually cycling for anything. Another blow, this one to his stomach, sent him on another flopping, rolling, tumble over the rocky ground. At least, that’s what happened when he finally touched the ground again. Sen was certain that at least some of his organs had ruptured with that blow.

Realizing that he likely only had seconds to live, Sen decided that he was going to make the dragon pay in blood for this kill. He ignored the pain because it didn’t matter anymore. He ignored the way his body wouldn’t respond to half his commands because that didn’t matter anymore either. Those were only problems if he had plans for tomorrow. Tomorrow wasn’t coming, not for him, so he could put that all away. He felt a momentary pang of concern for Falling Leaf, but the dragon had very explicitly told her to stay out of it. He suspected that meant that the vicious old reptile planned to let her go. He thought about Uncle Kho and Auntie Caihong. He wondered if they would be disappointed by this death or consider it a fair way for a cultivator to go out. He thought they might be okay with it. After all, how many cultivators ever even saw a dragon, let alone fought one? He flashed for a moment on Grandmother Lu, but he had asked his teachers to keep an eye on her and, if necessary, to help her. It was a minor request, all things considered, and he thought they’d honor it.

Then, he thought of Master Feng. There were questions that Sen had always meant to ask the old man, about why he’d picked Sen, about why he’d never tried to ascend, but it had always seemed like there was more than enough time. Most of all, though, he asked himself what Master Feng would do in a situation like this. Sen smiled then. He felt bloody spittle drip from his bottom lip. He knew exactly what Master Feng would do. He’d make a statement. He would burn this moment into the dragon’s memory forever. So, that’s what Sen would do. He started cycling for everything. Splitting his attention that many ways hurt, but what was pain in the face of death but a minor, very temporary, inconvenience? It wasn’t like he needed to worry about healing from it. He pushed his qi channels to their limits, feeding each cycling pattern as much qi from his core as they could handle.

Then, he started layering it all together. Weaving it all together like a rope. Forcing the strands to merge, to fuse, to become something else, something more, something terrible. He wrapped that hideous, monstrous energy around his fist. Then, he fed it his pain, his anguish, and his regrets. So many regrets. How can anyone my age have so many? He fed it his killing intent, every last scrap of it, because why hold back in the last moments? Then, he fed it his rage. He pulled on that anger that had haunted him and hounded him. He drew on that inferno of fury until it was nothing but embers inside him, and then he drew on those. Hold nothing back, he thought. Nothing at all. While all of that felt like it had taken forever to his battered mind, he dimly realized that he’d been in the middle of that odd, almost accelerated state of mind he fell into sometimes when fighting. He lifted his eyes and saw the dragon bearing down on him, moving almost impossibly fast even to Sen’s enhanced eyes and thoughts. Then he let his gaze drop down to the hand where he’d summed up everything he had to fight with, everything he’d had left to give, or borrow, or spend.

He couldn’t even see his hand anymore. He didn’t even think that there was a human word for the color of that mass of qi around his fist. It didn’t look like a technique. It wasn’t a thing of beauty or balance. If hate could look like something, if it could take color, form, and shape, that was what was wrapped around his hand. Personified hate. More blood dripped from Sen’s lip. Sen didn’t look up as the dragon’s steps carried doom ever closer to him. He wasn’t calculating anything. He was too far gone for that, too deep into some other kind of relationship with the world around him. He was waiting until it felt right. He gathered himself. Tensed the muscles in his legs. He even tilted his head a little, as though it would help him hear the unseen moment when he should act. Then, it clicked. Whatever decided such things, whatever those perfect moments to act were, it had arrived. Sen drove himself upward, uncoiling like a spring, he felt more of his bones break under the force he exerted, but he did it anyway. He sent his fist lashing forward to meet the dragon’s. When their fists collided, Sen unleashed the hellish qi construction he’d forced into existence.

There was an explosion. Wind, metal, and earth ripped at him. Force and shadow buffeted his body. Water threatened to drown him or perhaps it was simply blood in his throat. There was a noise like the earth itself was wailing in agony. Then, there was nothing but silence and pain. Then, there was nothing at all.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

HEART DEMON
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Sen became aware that he was aware again. The last thing that he could recall was setting off that thing he’d made in what he’d assumed were his last moments in life. Thinking back, it looked like insanity to him. Maybe it had been insanity, but he thought, maybe, it was an insanity he’d finally, mercifully, purged from himself. He hadn’t felt so calm, so centered in a long, long time. Although, he supposed that being dead probably had that effect on people. Well, if he was dead and in Diyu, he supposed he should get on with the process. There was probably some forgetting soup on a bridge in his very near future. Opening his eyes, he didn’t see what he expected. There was no river, no bridge, and definitely no soup. There was nothing, or almost nothing. Of course, the one thing he could see was the one thing he really didn’t want to see. The damnable dragon was there. Sen wondered if they had both died.

It didn’t seem likely. He expected that last technique had probably hurt the dragon, but he doubted he could have mustered anything dangerous enough to kill it. Thankfully, the dragon seemed to have gotten over his killing fury. The ancient creature was sitting on a chair, sipping what smelled like jasmine tea, and reading a book. There was some kind of writing on the cover. Sen squinted at it, but the characters, or whatever they were, refused to come into focus. More importantly, even trying to read them made his head hurt. That gave Sen pause. Can souls get headaches? Sen’s teachers hadn’t spent much time on what happened when someone died or what it meant for souls, other than saying that people reincarnate, which even he had picked up simply from listening to people talk. Since it didn’t seem like he or the dragon were going anywhere anytime soon, he stopped procrastinating. Sen sat up and eyed the dragon warily. The dragon immediately closed his book and gave Sen an amused look.

“Damn,” said the dragon, “I bet myself that you’d pretend to be asleep for at least five minutes.”

Sen wasn’t sure what a proper response to that would look like, so he hazarded a guess. “Sorry?”

“It’s nothing. Oh, do get up off the floor. You look ridiculous sitting down there.”

The dragon waved a hand and another chair appeared. Sen didn’t know how to feel about this turn of events. He was happy that the fight hadn’t picked up where it left off, but that didn’t mean he felt safe or comfortable. He hesitantly went over to the chair the dragon had manifested and sat down. He glanced around again, but there was still nothing but a vast expanse of darkness all around them.

“Tea?” asked the dragon, drawing Sen’s attention.

The book had vanished entirely and there was now a small table with a tea set sitting between them. Sen’s own experiences with storage treasures meant that the appearance and disappearance of things didn’t surprise him much, but something was off. He hadn’t felt even the barest movement of qi. In fact, he realized, he couldn’t feel any qi at all. Knowledge about the state of qi around him had become so ingrained in his world that its loss left Sen feeling like he’d lost one of his senses.

“Am I dead?” Sen asked.

“Are you sure you don’t want tea? It’s really quite good.”

Sen decided that if he played along, the dragon might be more inclined to answer his question. “Sure. Why not?”

The dragon smiled, poured a cup, and handed it to Sen. They sat in silence while Sen waited long enough for the tea to cool a little. Then, he sipped. Okay, he thought, the dragon wasn’t lying. The tea is good. Sen inclined his head to the dragon in acknowledgment.

“Now, since you’re asking if you’re dead, I assume you noticed the lack of qi here.”

“I did,” said Sen.

“You’re not dead,” said the dragon.

Relief exploded inside of Sen’s chest but was immediately followed by confusion and concern. The dragon seemed to intuit the deluge of questions that were about to pour out of Sen because it held up a hand to stall those questions.

“You’re not dead,” the dragon repeated, “but you certainly deserve to be after that last stunt. I swear that the heavens and chaos colluded to keep you alive if only just.”

“Then why can’t I sense any qi?” Sen asked.

“Technically speaking, there is no qi here. Right now, we’re having this conversation inside of my mind. I supposed we could have tried to do it in your mind, but even your reinforced brain matter would have melted into something rather unpleasant after a few seconds. Plus, human minds are such messy, disorganized places. So full of memories and emotions that other things are constantly intruding. Honestly, I don’t know how you people get anything done. But this,” it said, smiling around at the empty space, “is clean, orderly, the perfect setting for a discussion.”

“You didn’t seem terribly interested in talking before.”

“You didn’t come to talk. You were also in no fit state to talk. I’m stunned you didn’t murder your feline companion at the first moment of disagreement.”

“I would never hurt her.”

A sound like a bell, pure, high, and sweet echoed around them and, for a brief moment, golden light flooded the space. It was bright enough that Sen had to close his eyes against it. When it faded, Sen found the dragon staring at him with an eyebrow lifted.

“Apparently not,” observed the ancient reptile. “I’ve seen holy vows with less weight and truth in them. It certainly explains why she’s so utterly fearless around you. What about the others you were traveling with? The smart one, the lazy musician, and that infatuated girl? Did they survive?”

“Of course, they survived. Why wouldn’t they have survived? Wait, what infatuated girl? Lifen?”

“No, the one that’s hiding from herself.”

“Chan Yu Ming?”

“Is that her name?”

“Yes, that is her name.”

“You didn’t kill her? I was certain you would.”

“Why do you keep saying things like that? Yes, I’ve been angry, but I can keep my temper if I have to.”

“My dear boy, you weren’t angry. You were mad with a heart demon. Mad with paranoia, rage, and a fear so deep that I never thought you’d escape it. Although, it’s nice to be wrong every once in a while.”

“A heart demon,” muttered Sen. “It never even occurred to me.”

“Of course not. By the time something like that takes hold, you’re generally beyond the point where you can see it clearly.”

“So, you helped me?”

The dragon snorted. “Help is a strong word. I mostly just entertained myself by throwing you around for a few minutes. It’s what you expected. It’s what you wanted. Actually, no, that’s not entirely true. I don’t think you even knew it, but you ventured so far out into the wilds to commit suicide. You couldn’t bring yourself to do it, but you knew something was wrong. So, you came out here to get something else to do it for you. It seems your master trained you a little too well, though. You kept winning.”

“I didn’t win against you. You could have killed me.”

“I suppose I could have.”

Sen rolled his eyes a little. The dragon clearly wanted Sen to ask why it didn’t go down like that. He decided it didn’t hurt to play the game a little bit.

“So, why didn’t you?”

The dragon smirked when it answered. “Killing you when you were insane and dangerous would have been a kindness of sorts. Your teachers wouldn’t have liked it, but they would have understood. Killing you after you purged the heart demon would have just been pitiful.”

“Pitiful?”

“Yes. Pitiful, for me. What honor is there for a dragon of my age and power in killing a core formation welp? And a human one at that. It’d be like you crushing an ant.”

Sen couldn’t quite make the words he was hearing correspond to the amused gleam in the dragon’s eyes. Sen got the impression that the dragon was playing some kind of game, but not one specifically for Sen’s benefit. It was more like a show for the benefit of some audience Sen couldn’t see or sense.

“Well,” said Sen slowly, “I appreciate your restraint.”

“As you should,” said the dragon. “Moon cake?”

Sen blinked in surprise as the dragon was suddenly holding a tray piled high with moon cakes. He thought about declining, then thought better of it. Why not have the moon cake? When he couldn’t come up with a good reason to refuse, he reached out and took one. As he bit into it, his eyes went wide in shock and delight.

“Good, aren’t they?” said the dragon a little wistfully.

“They’re amazing.”

“Sadly, they only exist in my mind anymore. The woman who made them died a very, very long time ago.”

“She didn’t pass the recipe down?”

“Oh no, she did. I even have it. I worked for her for almost half a year.”

“What?”

“I thought that there must be some secret ingredient she was using or some unique family technique. There wasn’t. It was just her. Food is a magic all its own, which I suspect you know. She just understood that magic better than anyone else.”

As Sen chewed contemplatively on the treat, something occurred to him. “Why are we having this meeting in your mind? Not that these aren’t delicious, but why can’t I go back to my body.”

“You certainly can, if you want to. I don’t think you’d enjoy it very much. Oh, unless you’re one of those people who really enjoy pain.”

Sen thought about how injured he’d been at the end of that fight. Then he thought about how much more injured he must have been after that technique exploded everywhere. Those were not thoughts to inspire happiness or comfort.

“I am not one of those people,” said Sen. “So, should I assume that my body is tucked away somewhere healing right now?”

“It is. I did pull a few pills out of your storage ring to help things along. That ghost panther kit is watching over your body.”

“Kit? You know, she’s hundreds of years old.”

The dragon nodded. “I do. She’s so young. It’s probably why she followed you out into the human world. The young are always so impatient, so impetuous. Also, I assume she didn’t have any elders around to forbid it. Not many of her kind left in the world.”

“No, not many. I’ve only met one other.”

The pair fell into their own thoughts for a time before Sen spoke up again. “Not to belabor a point, but you did tell me that after I learned, I was going to die.”

The dragon gave a serious nod. “Indeed.”

“So, you’re going to kill me?”

“What? No, we’ve been over that. You humans don’t need any help dying. You’ll die any time now. You, in particular, with that bizarre, incomplete body cultivation you have. Why in the world would you stop in the middle like that?”

“Wait,” said Sen, sitting up straight. “Do you know about the Five-Fold Body Transformation?”

“Is that what it’s called? No. My kind doesn’t use those methods. I can see what you’ve done. I can tell it’s incomplete. I know that leaving it that way will kill you. But I cannot guide your steps in that matter.”

Sen sighed. “That damn turtle.”

The dragon perked up. “Turtle? What turtle?”

“He called himself Elder Bo.”

“Bo put you on that mad body cultivation path? Well, he always did like to meddle. I remember, this one time, it must have been eight, no, nine thousand years back,” said the dragon, “he decided he was going to help this crane he just found on a beach.”

“What happened?” asked Sen, morbidly curious.

“It ascended! Can you believe it?”

Sen leaned back in his chair and, understanding that he wasn’t going anywhere for a while, just listened as the dragon talked about the divine turtle that had, perhaps intentionally, set his life on such a different trajectory.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

ALMOST FREE
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Shi Ping was happy. He was so happy he could barely contain it. That damnable man had gone off into the wilds with that beautiful, but deeply unsettling, young woman. He’d said if they weren’t back in a month, they wouldn’t be back. It was the last day, and there was no sign of them. He’d actually liked Lu Sen right at first, which made him an exception among the members of the Order of the Celestial Flame. Almost everyone else was terrified of, as one person had put it to Shi Ping, the multiple qi-wielding madman. Of course, it probably helped that Shi Ping had missed the demonstration of sky-searing power and impossible killing intent. He’d been injured and unconscious by the time all of that had happened. The young man had seemed alright and his swordsmanship was positively unnatural. Shi Ping had learned a lot in a very short time from the madman’s instruction.

That had all been before Shi Ping had been voluntold that he was going with the young man or else. He hadn’t been surprised, not really. He’d been expecting to get kicked out of the order for a while. He was an adequate fire cultivator and a better-than-average swordsman, but he didn’t like doing actual work. He never had. In an order that large, though, work was the way that you got by. It was how you paid your way. Of course, he’d thought that they’d just ask him to leave. That was something he’d dreaded. He’d had, all things considered, a cushy life in the quiet valley. Being thrown out would have meant returning to the regular world. He was a peak foundation formation cultivator, so there was always the possibility of getting into a sect, but that would have meant a likely repetition of the same process. The other possibility was becoming a wandering cultivator, but he’d seen those people. Most of them led violent and, usually, short lives, falling victim to sect members, other wandering cultivators, or even spirit beasts. It did not appeal to his laziness.

So, the order to accompany Lu Sen had come as an unwelcome surprise. Rather than deciding whether he’d become a wandering cultivator, it was decided for him. He didn’t understand why. There was nothing to gain from the arrangement. It wasn’t as though the madman was teaching him anything useful about fire cultivation, despite claims that he’d worked fire on a scale that dwarfed what nearly anyone else in the order could accomplish. No, instead, it had been endless days of walking through incredibly hostile environments with barely any breaks, countless insults, and even being stabbed. Shi Ping really wanted to hold that one against Lu Sen, but he’d been provoking the volatile young man. He counted himself lucky that he’d just been stabbed in the leg, instead of getting his head cut off.

He’d given serious consideration to leaving. He’d even planned how he’d just slip away one night. None of them really liked him, and he didn’t think they’d make any effort to find him. He didn’t know where he’d go, exactly. If he walked away from the order to travel with Lu Sen, he really couldn’t go back to the order. They’d very likely kill him, as the frustratingly self-righteous young man had predicted they would. Still, he’d entertained that idea of leaving right up until he’d seen a little piece of what everyone on that battlefield must have seen. Watching that young man summon a giant fist of stone from the earth in mere seconds had been, even Shi Ping could admit it, awe-inspiring. Watching him punch that spirit beast out of the middle of the air and send it flying, as though gravity was a mere suggestion, had shaken Shi Ping to the core.

He was aware of body cultivation, but it just wasn’t that common a practice. Most people went through the initial steps because it was practical and universal. It was more of a body cleansing and perfecting process in the initial stage. After that, though, it got increasingly complex and personal with a high likelihood of failure. That meant that the people who did body cultivation typically did it exclusively, while the majority of cultivators focused on spirit cultivation techniques. Dual-cultivators like Lu Sen weren’t common. Ones operating at the core formation stage were even less common. Shi Ping had not appreciated, had never even imagined, the kind of raw force that a core-equivalent body cultivator could generate until that fateful moment.

Yet, even that hadn’t been the worst of it. The way that young man had casually declared a genocidal war against an entire species of spirit beasts had birthed a cold terror in Shi Ping. He’d abandoned any thoughts of just leaving in that moment because he was convinced that Lu Sen was actually, legitimately insane. While a normal person might just shrug off Shi Ping’s disappearance one night, there was no telling what a crazy person might do. Lu Sen might shrug it off, or he might take it personally and hunt Shi Ping down. The very idea of that man hunting him had cost Shi Ping a lot of lost sleep. Shi Ping had been making a concerted effort not to aggravate the man recently. While the insults had still flowed pretty freely, Shi Ping hadn’t again felt like he was under the immediate threat of violence. At least, he hadn’t felt that from Lu Sen.

The women, though, were another story. Lo Meifeng put him into a cold sweat any time she focused her attention on him. He didn’t know how she and Lu Sen had connected, or why they stayed together, but Shi Ping could see what she was after five minutes in her presence. She was an assassin. Even in a world where killing was common, she was far too calm about it and far too comfortable with it. Given her late core formation advancement, he assumed she was very, very good at being an assassin. He’d gotten the impression more than once that the only reason she hadn’t simply disposed of him in the woods somewhere was that Lu Sen had told her not to. Given how erratic that man was, that wasn’t safety so much as standing on the edge of a crumbling cliff and praying that it didn’t collapse beneath you.

The girl wasn’t much better. His only consolation with her was that she didn’t seem to care about him at all. Granted, that meant that she wasn’t going to go out of her way to help him if trouble arose, but it also gave Shi Ping the tiny comfort of knowing that she probably wasn’t thinking up a range of deadly “accidents” that he could have on the road. Of course, he could see on her face that she was absolutely devoted to Lu Sen. If he ever asked her to kill him, Shi Ping doubted he’d last long enough to be surprised. He’d gotten a similar impression from the man. Maybe even a bit more from Lu Sen. May the heavens help the fool that thought to do her harm. Shi Ping believed right to his core that Lu Sen would make the death of that person a thing of dark legend.

Yet, despite the intensity of their bond, that relationship was deeply odd. He would have expected there to be something romantic or sexual there, and there just wasn’t. It was as if the two of them were simply oblivious to even the existence of such possibilities. Then again, when Lu Sen had women like Chan Yu Ming following him around, maybe he didn’t need to think about those things. The attraction between those two burned so hot it was a miracle they didn’t set fire to the forest every time they got within five feet of each other. Of course, some damn thing or another had made that situation all tense and complicated. At least that one didn’t seem like she’d kill him at the drop of a hat.

He’d expected her to leave after the madman went on his insane quest into the wilds to purge his anger. Yet, she’d stayed, and that had become uncomfortable very quickly. It seemed that she and Lo Meifeng didn’t get on all that well. He hadn’t been able to pin down any specific reason for it. He wasn’t even sure that there was one. Some people just didn’t like each other, and Lo Meifeng didn’t seem to like anyone. Shi Ping sighed a contented sigh, though. One more night and none of these things would be his problem anymore. He was almost free. He could return to the Order of the Celestial Flame with neither shame nor dishonor. He couldn’t be blamed for Lu Sen running off to die somewhere. Shi Ping estimated that they’d probably let him stay for another year or two since he’d willingly followed the madman as instructed. That wasn’t a lot of time, but it ought to be enough to firm up some kind of plan for what to do after they kicked him out again.

Shi Ping felt his heart leap into his throat when the door to the weird stone house opened. Then, his heart sank into the floor as the tall figure of Lu Sen stepped inside, followed immediately by the girl. They both looked different. Lu Sen looked a touch leaner and maybe a bit older. Yet, that wasn’t what gave Shi Ping pause. He’d seen a lot of expressions on that young man’s face, but there had always been a tension beneath them, as though the young man was locked in a constant struggle against pain or some inner conflict. All of that tension was gone, and so was all the anger. Lu Sen looked like a man in perfect, absolute control of himself. While Shi Ping would have thought that would be a relief, it wasn’t. Lu Sen had been dangerous before, but this new, calm, controlled version of him looked lethal.

The girl with her strange green eyes was different too. She’d always been odd, and more than a little protective of Lu Sen, but now it was as if she didn’t dare go more than a few seconds without looking at him. It was as though she needed reassurance that he was still there and still alive. Shi Ping had no idea what the two had gone through out in the wilds, but it had clearly been bad and affected both of them deeply. Lo Meifeng and Chan Yu Ming had risen from the table where they had been pretending their game of Xiangqi was a friendly one. Shi Ping had never cared for the strategy game, but they had all gotten a little desperate for distraction as the days bled away. Sen eyed them each in turn, but Shi Ping could read nothing from the look.

“The holiday is over,” said Sen. “We leave for the capital tomorrow.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN







LET’S TALK, PART 1
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That first night back, there had been a lot of questions about what he and Falling Leaf had done and seen. Sen offered them a very abbreviated story where he left out the sensitive parts, such as their encounter with the spirit oxen. As far as Sen was concerned, that wasn’t information anyone else needed. For her part, Falling Leaf said almost nothing, except to offer the occasional detail that Sen had neglected to mention or simply hadn’t seen during some fight. Of course, the question they all really wanted an answer to was whether or not he’d succeeded in purging his anger.

“Yes,” said Sen.

“That’s it?” asked Chan Yu Ming. “Just, yes, with no explanation about how.”

Sen mulled it over for a moment before he relented a tiny bit. “I fought a dragon.”

“You won?” asked an incredulous Shi Ping.

Sen looked over at the man and gave him a bemused smile. “No.”

Chan Yu Ming was leaning forward, her eyes wide, clearly expecting a detailed description of the fight and the aftermath. When Sen didn’t elaborate on any of it, frustration and disappointment had a short, brutal battle on her face before exasperation made a surprise entry to the field and stole victory. She glared at him. He met her glare with calm eyes. He had missed that calm so much.

“You know, it’s traditional to share the details of these experiences,” complained Chan Yu Ming.

“Yes,” said Sen, his calm expression never twitching, “with trusted friends.”

Sen noted that Shi Ping absorbed that quiet admonishment without any real feelings about the matter. Chan Yu Ming and Lo Meifeng both flinched. He got the impression that they both thought, or maybe had just privately hoped, that all would be forgiven once his anger problem was resolved.

With the reflexive, overwhelming anger out of the picture, he’d been able to think about what they’d done with a cooler eye. He could understand why they had both done what they had done. It wasn’t even that hard to see the situations through their eyes. That had softened him a little toward Lo Meifeng. It had been an extreme situation, and she had family involved. He'd justified enough irrational things in the last year to see how she could have justified it. He could even see why she was unrepentant about it. Yet, the fundamental betrayal and breach of trust remained.

As for Chan Yu Ming, well, he didn’t know why he’d expected anything else from her. She was a noble, and she wanted something. At the end of the day, she had no real investment in him as a person. He was a tool of the, apparently, right make for accomplishing whatever her end goal looked like. Using him to reach that end she wanted no doubt seemed practical and reasonable. For all he knew, it was practical and reasonable. He’d discovered that he found such a mercenary mindset less…offensive, now that anger wasn’t clouding everything. He’d probably even be willing to play along. But she couldn’t reasonably expect him to trust her at a personal level if that was the case. The best-case scenario there was a mutually beneficial business relationship. He turned his eyes from Chan Yu Ming to Lo Meifeng.

“Let’s talk,” he said and gestured to the door leading outside.

She’d followed him out of the house, where he’d erected a little twist of wind to keep their conversation private. Lo Meifeng met his gaze confidently enough, but he could see uncertainty swimming in her eyes behind the confidence.

“You’re still angry,” she said.

“No, not like I was. I understand why you did it, and even how you justified using me the way you did. I’m not feeling paranoid anymore that you’re going to betray me again at any and every opportunity. The situation was, if not unique, then not all that likely to repeat itself.”

Lo Meifeng looked genuinely relieved. “So, what now?”

“The first problem I have now is that I know you will betray me under the right conditions. With a clearer head, I realized that could be a manageable problem, except for the other problem I have now.”

“Which is?” asked Lo Meifeng, her brow furrowed.

“I don’t think that either of us actually knows what those betrayal conditions are.”

Lo Meifeng was silent for several minutes. Sen would have been very interested in knowing what she was thinking about and how she was processing the situation.

“I didn’t plan it,” she said. “I knew there was bad blood between the order and the Clear Spring Sect. But I thought the worst thing we’d run across would be a couple of idiots settling some private grudge. I could have dealt with that. I would have dealt with it. Taking you there really was just an excuse to see my brother with a convenient side benefit that you could learn something about fire cultivation. I just wanted to make amends.”

“I just realized that I never asked. Did you?”

“What? Make amends with him?”

“Yeah.”

Lo Meifeng let out a particularly bitter laugh. “You know, that’s the worst part of it. No. I didn’t. He didn’t even want to be in the same room as me, let alone talk things out. He didn’t care that I risked my life, your life, to get to him. He didn’t care that bringing you there probably saved a lot of lives. The only thing he wanted to discuss was how fast I could leave and never come back. He told me that, as far as he was concerned, his sister was dead. Betraying you, fighting in that battle, it was all, literally, for nothing.”

Sen had never known Lo Meifeng to be a particularly expressive person. Her reactions were typically confined to sardonic amusement, detached indifference, or icy deadliness. So, the unalloyed pain and grief on her face startled Sen. Then, he realized that she’d been carrying all of that around in silence since they’d left the fire cultivators’ valley. She wouldn’t have talked about it with Falling Leaf or Chan Yu Ming, who she didn’t know, let alone Shi Ping, a person she actively disliked. When it came to talking anything out, Sen was it for her. The only option, and he’d shut her out completely. He’d had his reasons, some of them justifiable, some of them even good, but it didn’t change the end result for her. She’d been suffering alone.

“I’m sorry,” said Sen. “About your brother, I mean. That he was so, well, I’m sorry.”

Lo Meifeng turned away at that point and did her best to wipe tears away from her eyes without him seeing.

“Thanks. I was so stupid. I should have known it would go like that. He was always unforgiving. I just hoped that with so much time since we last saw each other that he might have,” she sighed, “it doesn’t matter. I should… I should never have taken you there. It was selfish. I’m sorry.”

Sen had truly never expected her to apologize in any fashion for any of what had happened. So, he’d never considered what he’d say. At the same time, he had an intuition that Lo Meifeng didn’t want him to say anything about it. Realizing that nothing was going to smoothly transition them to something else, he went for the obvious subject change.

“I do believe that you didn’t plan that situation. Ironically, that makes dealing with my two right now problems harder.”

“How’s that?” she asked, her back still to him.

“If there had been a plan, I could have had you explain the plan to me. What drove it? When you made the decisions. How you made the decisions. I could have gleaned a lot from that about what might prompt similar choices in the future. In this case, you just reacted to the situation. I can glean a little, but not enough to make predictions.”

“I don’t imagine me simply saying it won’t happen again would make a difference,” she said, turning around to face him.

“Would it make a difference to you, if you were in my place?”

“No,” she said, some of that sardonic amusement back on her face. “It probably wouldn’t.”

“So, here’s how this is going to go. Since I can’t make accurate predictions, and you’re just too capable to cut loose, we’re both going to have to go about this the hardest way possible. I’m going to have to simply extend you a little trust. You’re going to have to earn the rest of it back. And I expect that will prove damned uncomfortable for us both for a while.”

“What if I fail?” she asked. “Will you kill me?”

“I’m not entirely certain I can kill you. But, no, I won’t try to kill you. I won’t do anything to you. You will simply cease to exist for me.”

Lo Meifeng’s eyes narrowed slightly at that last. As the implications really sank home, though, her face became ever paler and increasingly drawn. Sen was glad that he’d guessed right. Lo Meifeng had made her accommodations with death long ago. Killing her would be within her expectations. Reflecting on what she’d done with her brother, though, had given him a brief look at what she cared about. No, she didn’t fear death. She feared being disregarded by those who somehow mattered to her. Sen didn’t know exactly where he fit in that, presumably, very small group of people, but he had managed to land there somehow.

He continued. “You understand my meaning?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Good. Let’s both hope it never comes to that. Now, let’s go back inside. I’m tired and really would like a bit of sleep before we set off in the morning.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT







LET’S TALK, PART 2
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Just as he’d indicated in his initial statement to everyone, Sen had them up and on the road at first light the next day. He kept them moving too, stopping only briefly for meals. Most nights they camped. Shi Ping had complained, once. Sen hadn’t said a word to the man, simply looked at him with newly calm eyes. Yet, that look had stopped Shi Ping cold. It had stopped everyone cold. It wasn’t just a look or an expression. It had a weight that hadn’t been there before, as though Sen was physically pushing down on the other man with an invisible hand the size of a building. Later that night, after everyone else had taken to their blankets, Lo Meifeng had hesitantly approached Sen. He just gestured to a nearby rock. Once she’d settled down into place, he spoke.

“I spent a week with that dragon. It was educational. I learned some things.”

“Clearly.”

Sen smiled a little. “One of the things that I learned is why fortunate encounters happen.”

“Really?” asked Lo Meifeng with unfeigned curiosity. “Why is that?”

“It turns out that very old, very powerful things get very bored. All of them, apparently. I was the first thing that dragon had a conversation with in a long time. It decided that, since I was something of a captive audience, I might as well learn something. Honestly, though, it wasn’t about me. I was just a novel distraction. I think it probably would have taught anyone who had enough power to find it.”

Lo Meifeng snorted at that. “I doubt that.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ve seen you operate. I expect that before this boredom-induced learning experience that had nothing to do with you, you did something that was spectacular, stupid, and nigh-impossible.”

Sen stared into the campfire for a little while before he said, “There might be a sliver of truth in there somewhere.”

“You should just go ahead and add this to the list of things that make you ridiculous.”

A soft chuckle escaped Sen. “Probably so.

“A divine turtle and now a dragon. I’m starting to wonder what god’s life you saved in your last life.”

“It wasn’t as great as you might think. I had to practically die before all that special instruction happened.”

“How close was it?”

“Close. Honestly, I think I might have actually been dead there for a moment or two.”

“No wonder she’s acting the way she is.”

Sen didn’t need Lo Meifeng to tell him which she.

“It was bad enough for me, but you know how battles are. It’s all speed and fury and chaos. Everything is happening all at once, and there’s no time to think about anything but what you’re going to do in the next two seconds. She had to watch it happen.”

“That’s always worse.”

“Exactly.”

“She didn’t get included with the extra training.”

“I couldn’t say.”

“Oh,” said Lo Meifeng, her face moving into an expressionless mask. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

“You didn’t. I can’t say because I don’t know. I think the dragon might have, but she didn’t bring it up.”

“You didn’t ask?”

“It wasn’t my business. If she wants me to know, she’ll tell me.”

“Did you ask the dragon about your body cultivation?”

Sen laughed. “It was just about the first thing I asked. The dragon was magnificently useless on that topic.”

“So, there’s really no getting around going to the capital.”

“Not that I can see. Which will probably mean cutting some kind of deal with Chan Yu Ming.”

“Do you think you can trust her? Sorry, that was a stupid question. Do you think you can trust her to hold up her end of the bargain?”

“Probably,” hedged Sen, “since she wants something in return. But that’s not the real issue. The real issue is whether I can trust her family to come through. They’re the ones who will, in theory, get me the manual.”

“Be careful with her.”

Sen shrugged. “I’ll be as careful as I can be. A lot of this will depend on what she wants in return. The price may well be too high. I’ll find out for sure tomorrow.”

Lo Meifeng nodded and got up. “Wake me when it’s my turn.”

“I will.”
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Sen waited until they’d been on the road for a couple of hours before he fell back to walk beside Chan Yu Ming. She eyed him cautiously. He kept his eyes forward.

“Let’s talk,” said Sen.

“You’re different.”

“I am,” he admitted.

“I didn’t think you were ever going to talk to me.”

“I’ll admit, that was a possibility.”

“You’re certainly colder than you were.”

“That isn’t a bad thing. Considering where we’re going and the number of people there I’m bound to dislike, it’s an advantage.”

“You mean nobles,” said Chan Yu Ming with a sigh.

“I mean nobles. I also mean people from sects.”

“I thought you went out into the wilds to purge your anger,” she said.

“You don’t need to be angry to not like nobles and sects. They make it easy not to like them.”

Chan Yu Ming shot him a hot glare, but then looked away. “I can understand why you think that.”

“I truly hope you’re not convincing yourself that I’m some exception and that most people don’t think that way. Not saying something and not thinking something are very different.”

“Not every noble or sect member is a terrible person.”

“How many peasants and wandering cultivators have you asked about that?”

Sen could sense the growing frustration in the woman when she answered.

“None.”

“That’s not what either of us wants to discuss, so let’s just drop it. We can argue about it some other time if you really want to,” said Sen.

“I think that’s for the best.”

“Alright. So, explain this scheme of yours.”

“It’s not a scheme!”

Sen just gave her a flat look. “Then what do you call it?”

“It’s a,” she paused and thought, “plan. A clever plan that will get us both what we want.”

“Fine. Then please explain this plan of yours. What is it, specifically, that you’re trying to accomplish? And what role could I possibly play in it?”

Sen had expected her to jump all over this chance to explain things. She’d waited for more than a month to do just that. So, when Chan Yu Ming didn’t say anything, he turned to look at her. Her cheeks were bright pink, and she was looking everywhere but at him. What in the world is happening right now, thought Sen. Sen gave the silence another minute before he mentally gave up.

“Okay. It seems that, somehow, you’re not ready to have this discussion. So, when you are, come find me.”

Sen picked up his pace to walk away when she called after him in a harsh whisper.

“Wait!”

He slowed down until they were walking next to each other again. “So, you are ready?”

“I didn’t think it’d be quite this embarrassing. What do you know about how nobles handle marriage?”

“I don’t even know how peasants handle marriage. So, you should assume I know nothing.”

“Most marriages are arranged. It’s how most peasant families handle it, but it’s how all noble families deal with the problem of their daughters. They pick another family they want to ally themselves with and marry their daughters off to one of that family’s sons.”

“It seems to me that seeing daughters as problems is the real problem, but I guess that’s not a popular position.”

Chan Yu Ming shook her head. “No, unfortunately, it’s not a popular position. The exception to that rule, though, is when daughters go off and become cultivators. Generally, families put a stop to any talk of marrying their daughters off once they reach a certain stage of advancement.”

“What stage?”

“Core formation. At that point, you’re going to live so much longer than any mortal that marrying you off is, frankly, cruel.”

“Okay. That’s an interesting and disturbing peek into noble culture, but I’m not sure I see the point.”

“That’s because I haven’t reached the point, yet. Releasing daughters is the custom, but it’s not the law. Families can still insist you come home and marry.”

“Can they, though? I mean, I can maybe see them making the demand, but can they enforce it at that point? How would they enforce it? It’s not like they can drag you off by force.”

“There are other kinds of pressure they can bring to bear. For example, they can disown you. Refuse to see you. Deny you access to the rest of your family. I realize that doesn’t mean much to you, but you’ll have to trust me when I tell you that other people do care about those things.”

“Okay, I believe you. I still don’t get what…” Sen trailed off as it came together. “Your family has arranged a marriage for you.”

“They have.”

“Then, I don’t see what I can do for you if you’re not willing to accept those unpleasant consequences you were talking about.”

“They arranged it because they think it’s what’s best for me and the family. I need to present them with an alternative that looks more advantageous,” said Chan Yu Ming, giving him a significant look.

Sen stared blankly at her until he understood her meaning, then he burst into laughter. She put up with the laughter for almost half a minute before she lost her temper and hit him.

“Stop laughing! It’s not funny.”

“Yes, it is. Not the plan itself. That has a certain sort of logic to it. The idea that I have any role to play in it is hilarious. You just said it yourself. You need a better, more advantageous alternative. Your family will take one look at me and wonder if you’ve lost your mind. I’m not going to look like a better option to anyone. I’m nobody, from nowhere.”

“You only think that because you haven’t thought it through. You’re not some qi-condensing cultivator I found in some third-rate sect. You’re a core-formation dual cultivator. That alone makes you an almost mythological creature. Beyond that, you were trained by legends. Cultivators so powerful that even mortals know and care about them. Or a certain group of mortals at any rate. Along the way, you exposed a demonic cultivator cabal and ended a sect war. You’re well on your way to being a legend in your own right. Judgment’s Gale.”

Sen went to make his usual denials, but they rang hollow to him. She wasn’t wrong, exactly. He might know how flimsy all of those “accomplishments” were, but that didn’t mean they’d look flimsy to other people, especially non-cultivators.

“How would this even work? You’re going to show up and do what? It’s not like you can just introduce me as your betrothed. I’m very certain I remember hearing something about how I’d have needed to talk with your father about that.”

“Don’t worry about that part. That’s my headache to deal with.”

“Yeah, sure. We’ll see. Okay, let’s say that you, by some miracle, actually talk them into this madness. What happens next? Have you really thought about it? What are they going to expect from me? Or maybe I should ask, what favors will they expect me to fulfill for them? For that matter, what if they insist that we get married, I don’t know, now?”

The embarrassed blush that had faded as Sen started raising objections suddenly flooded back into Chan Yu Ming’s cheeks.

“I don’t think that they’d do that,” she said hurriedly. “It’s not how noble marriages are done.”

“Except, I’m not a noble. Who knows how they’ll react? If they take leave of their senses and decide it’s a good idea, they might decide they need to lock this deal in as fast as possible.”

“So, you’re saying you won’t do it?”

“I’m saying that you haven’t thought it through. I need that manual, but you can’t even guarantee me that your family can get it. I’m not going through with a charade like this on the off-chance that maybe I’ll get the manual at the end. I don’t have that kind of time to waste. So, if you want me to even consider this absurd idea, you’re going to need way better answers to all of those questions I asked you. More importantly, you’re going to have to convince me that, at the end of all of it, regardless of the outcome, I’m going to have that manual in my hands.”
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Sen’s chat with Chan Yu Ming seemed to shatter a number of illusions she’d had about her clever plan because she almost entirely withdrew from everyone else. He’d see her staring hard at nothing, shaking her head, and even occasionally muttering to herself. He assumed that she was trying to rethink her plan in a way that would actually have some chance of working, but he wasn’t holding out much hope. The young woman’s muttering got so frequent at one point that Lo Meifeng commented on it.

“I think you broke the princess.”

“She should have taken that month I provided to think up a better plan,” said Sen.

“That’s true enough. What about the other one?”

“What other one?” asked Sen.

“You talked to me. You talked to Chan Yu Ming. Are you planning a similar conversation with Shi Ping?”

“About what?”

“I have no idea. Maybe why the Order of the Celestial Flame sent him along with you.”

“Oh, that. I assume he knows already. It’s pretty obvious when you think about it.”

“Yes, it’s obvious to you and me, but I don’t think he knows,” said Lo Meifeng.

“How could he not?”

“Maybe he was too lazy to think about it.”

Sen wanted to dismiss that idea, but it was all too plausible. At the same time, it wasn’t really his problem. If Shi Ping didn’t want to reflect on his life circumstances, it wasn’t Sen’s place to do it for him.

“I could tell him, but what would that accomplish?”

“Maybe it would inspire something other than apathy in him.”

“Doubtful,” said Sen. “Don’t you think that all of his seniors tried that already?”

“Probably, but I find that certain realities tend to focus the mind, don’t you?”

“I still don’t see the point.”

“Maybe there isn’t one, but he’s not terrible with that jian. With some motivation and training, he could be useful.”

“All right, I’ll talk to him. If it doesn’t change anything, it’s not like I’ll lose anything.”

Sen thought about the best way to approach the fire cultivator but couldn’t think of a good one. If Shi Ping had already figured it out, then the conversation wasn’t likely to go anywhere. If he hadn’t, the conversation wasn’t likely to go well. Since he didn’t really want to have that conversation with Shi Ping, Sen put it off for several more days. Eventually, he got tired of the annoyed looks he was getting from Lo Meifeng and went over to walk by the fire cultivator. Shi Ping looked immediately nervous and got even more nervous at Sen’s words.

“Let’s talk.”

“About what?” asked the supremely cautious Shi Ping.

“About why you’re really here,” said Sen. “Do you know?”

Shi Ping was quiet for a few moments, before he ventured, “As punishment.”

Sen was honestly surprised that the fire cultivator hadn’t figured it out. He didn’t relish being the bearer of bad news, but Sen pressed onward. He shook his head and gave Shi Ping a significant look.

“That’s not why you’re here. They sent you with me to get rid of you. Permanently.”

“Permanently. I’m not traveling with you forever. I can tell you that right now.”

“Are you being intentionally blind to this? They sent you with me because they expected you to die.”

Shi Ping rolled his eyes. “What are you talking about that? That’s completely… utterly… damn.”

Sen watched as the realization settled over the man. It seemed that Shi Ping really hadn’t put the pieces together or had been working very hard to ignore the evidence. Sen felt a small pang of sympathy for the man. It was one thing to know that your superiors didn’t particularly care for you. It was something else entirely to realize that they’d purposefully sent you with a man who routinely drew the kind of violence that would crush you. Shi Ping alternated between looking sick and looking hurt before his expression settled on fury. He whirled toward Sen.

“You knew!” Shi Ping shouted. “You knew and you let me come along anyway!”

Sen maintained his placid expression in the face of Shi Ping’s anger. “And? I’m not a member of your order. I certainly haven’t taken any oaths to protect and preserve your life. I agreed to take you along in exchange for that spear. I took you along. My only obligation has been fulfilled.”

Shi Ping tried to attack Sen at that point, forcing Sen to brush aside punches and kicks as Shi Ping vented his anger on the only target he could reach. Sen let that go on for a while because he thought it would probably help Shi Ping’s state of mind in the long run. When the fire cultivator reached for his jian, though, Sen fixed him with a hard look.

“If you try to draw that blade, you won’t even see the blow that kills you.”

Shi Ping released the hilt of the jian, but he never stopped glaring at Sen. “So, why bother telling me?”

“Because I’m tired of you, Shi Ping.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that it’s time for one of two things to happen. The first option, and my personal preference, is that you simply go away. I don’t care where you go, although I wouldn’t show your face back at the Order of the Celestial Flame if I were you. But we’ve passed some villages. You could go back to one of those and stay until they ask you to leave as well. If you keep heading the direction we’re heading, you’ll get to the capital, although I doubt you have the money or ambition to survive there for long on your own. At this point, though, you can consider yourself well and truly discharged from your former order. They don’t want you back. That means you can go wherever you want and become whoever you want.”

Sen let Shi Ping process all of that.

“You said one of two things. What’s the other thing?”

“You keep traveling with us.”

“I thought you said…” began Shi Ping.

“You should really let me finish because there are several important details to that course of action. If you decide that you’re going to keep traveling with us, you bury this useless person you are now. All of the laziness, the whining, the overeating, it all dies right here, at this very spot in the road. You will find whatever spark of ambition let you reach peak foundation formation and breathe life back into it. You will train with me daily, without exception and without complaint. You will participate in every fight we face. And, no, you don’t get a week to think about it. You have one minute. I suggest that you think very hard about what kind of person you want to be, and make your decision based on that.”

Sen walked down the road and stood next to Falling Leaf. The two of them watched the fire cultivator mull over his choice.

“Why didn’t you just send him away?” asked Falling Leaf.

“To keep my conscience and karma clear. If I tell him to go and some spirit beast kills him two miles down the road, then I bear a lot of responsibility for that.”

“But you don’t like him.”

“I don’t like him as he is now, but he couldn’t have always been this way. He never would have reached the peak of foundation formation if he was. At some point in the past, he worked hard at being a successful cultivator. I don’t know if I would have liked that version of him any better, but I might have respected him. The way he is now, I don’t like or respect him. As for giving him the choice, if he decides that he’d rather be lazy and useless and leaves of his own volition, then that karma is all on him. If he stays, then maybe we’ll meet someone who will be more helpful and that we’ll all like a little more.”

“What if he stays and doesn’t change?”

“Then I expect Lo Meifeng will probably kill him.”

“I will,” said Lo Meifeng, stepping up next to the pair. “That wasn’t quite what I expected from that conversation.”

“He’s an inconvenience for us now. I imagine he’d be a full-blown anchor for us in the capital.”

“More than likely,” said Lo Meifeng.

“So, we deal with the problem now. If he leaves, problem solved. If he stays and actually changes, the problem is mostly likely solved. If he stays and doesn’t change, the problem gets solved another way.”

Sen didn’t enforce the one-minute deadline he’d set. It was a potentially life-changing decision. He gave Shi Ping five minutes before he walked back over to the fire cultivator.

“Well?” Sen asked.

There was a moment of hesitation and Sen was certain that Shi Ping was going to leave. Then, the fire cultivator looked at Sen.

“We’re wasting time,” said Shi Ping and started heading down the road.

Sen lifted an eyebrow at Shi Ping’s back and said, “So, we are.”


CHAPTER THIRTY

PRACTICING
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While Sen possessed a certain fondness for travel, given the time constraints he was under, the huge distances between locations on the continent was irksome. However, he still saw the weeks they had left to travel before reaching the capital as something of a blessing. One, it gave him some time to start processing the truly staggering number of things the dragon had tried to teach him. He’d only barely gotten a handle on the tiniest fraction of those things. Some of that was simply the lack of practice. He also had the sneaking suspicion that the dragon had been teaching him techniques and information meant for nascent soul cultivators. He fully expected that he would spend years unraveling all of that knowledge into practical skills he could use. Yet, that was little more than a background benefit.

The real reason he was happy for that time was that it gave him a chance to help reinforce Shi Ping’s new outlook on life. Sen had seen the man fall back into bad habits at the drop of a hat, so he didn’t give the fire cultivator any opportunity for it. Almost without meaning to do it, Sen put the entire group on a training regimen. In the morning, they all took an hour for dedicated cultivation. While Sen had his moving cultivation technique, he didn’t think that any of the others had anything similar. While an hour each morning wasn’t a lot, it was an opportunity for everyone to focus exclusively on their cultivation with no distractions. Sen did his best to explain his moving cultivation technique to all of them, but it was ultimately something they’d have to experiment with until they either found something that worked for them, or they gave up on it as a lost cause.

Then, they’d travel for most of the day. Shi Ping couldn’t keep up with the nonstop qinggong techniques that Sen, Lo Meifeng, and even, much to Sen’s surprise, Falling Leaf could maintain. Still, the walking pace of a peak foundation formation cultivator was a ground-eating thing, and they made decent time. Late in the afternoon, Sen would stop them for the day. Depending on what kind of weather he expected or the spirit beasts he sensed in the area, Sen would either put up a galehouse or tell everyone to set up camp. Then, the training began. The first couple of days, it was just Sen and Shi Ping. Sen could feel the frustration radiating off of Shi Ping as he corrected a hundred minor defects in the man’s stance and techniques. He kept waiting for the fire cultivator to explode in a rage, but it never happened. As much as he disliked the constant correction, it seemed that even Shi Ping could recognize that his sword work was being slowly transformed from competent to something better.

It seemed that Lo Meifeng and even the perpetually distracted Chan Yu Ming had recognized the same thing because they started joining in on the lessons. Sen didn’t try to teach them his styles of fighting. They didn’t really have the time for that and, on reflection, he wasn’t entirely comfortable sharing that much information with people he might, if things went terribly wrong, have to fight one day. Instead, he focused on helping them improve on what they did know. That was relatively easy with Chan Yu Ming because her style shared a lot of commonalities with Auntie Caihong’s style. They weren’t identical by any means, but sound principles always applied. Helping Lo Meifeng was a bit more challenging. Her style was sufficiently different from everyone else’s that Sen wondered where it had come from. He ended up needing to spar with her several times before he got the insights he needed. Fortunately, Chan Yu Ming was his equal with the jian for all practical purposes, so he’d often turn Shi Ping over to her while he worked with Lo Meifeng.

After the first week of that, he noticed that Falling Leaf would always hover nearby and watch. She didn’t use weapons or have any real interest in learning one, which wasn’t a problem most of the time. When the rest of the group was practicing with them, though, it left her utterly excluded. She never complained about it, but Sen racked his brain for a way to include her that wasn’t just patronizing in appearance or reality. Then, he struck on the obvious. Weapon training was all well and good, but he’d spent almost as much time learning to fight without weapons as with them. He decided they could all use a bit more practice with that. He discovered it was a good decision for a lot of reasons.

Most importantly for his primary goal, it was something that Falling Leaf could meaningfully participate in, benefit from, and provide benefit to the others. He knew firsthand from their time in the wilds just how effective she was at close combat. The others didn’t. Even better, her style of fighting was fundamentally different from everyone else’s. It was clear that Auntie Caihong had spent more than a little time working with her, teaching her some core principles, but it seemed most of their time was spent adapting the ghost panther’s natural inclinations into a fighting style that worked for her. Sen had gotten more than a little amusement out of pairing up Shi Ping and Falling Leaf to spar. The fire cultivator had been quietly, but obviously, dismissive of Falling Leaf. That had disappeared in a hurry when her feline-inspired attacks left him bloody and bruised, while she remained untouched by his counterattacks.

Lo Meifeng, not surprisingly, turned out to be the best unarmed combatant out of the entire group. Sen chalked some of that up to sheer volume of experience. Still, it was a valuable experience for all of them to face off against someone with superior skills. Sen was surprised to find out that Chan Yu Ming’s unarmed combat skills were worse than Shi Ping’s. She made up for some of those deficiencies with superior speed and strength, but the skill gap was still evident. He’d been so surprised by it that he pulled her aside to discuss it one night.

“I don’t understand,” said Sen. “You clearly had outstanding jian instructors. Were your unarmed combat instructors bad?”

“No,” she admitted, only ever half-meeting his eyes.

“Then, what happened?”

“I liked the jian, and I had a lot of natural talent with it. So, they let me focus on that once they pounded the basics of unarmed combat into me.”

“What happens if you lose your jian?”

“It hasn’t happened yet,” she said, a defiant look on her face.

“The fact that it hasn’t happened yet doesn’t mean it never will. This is foundational stuff. Master Feng spent years on this with me before he ever even let me touch a jian. Did no one ever suggest that you hone those skills after you mastered the jian?”

“Some people might have said something about that.”

“And?”

“I always meant to get around to it. It just didn’t seem like that much of a priority.”

“Really?” Sen said in his very best unimpressed tone.

“I know. I know it’s important, but I didn’t have the time.”

“You do now.”

She blinked at him a few times before she said, “No, I don’t. I need to…”

“Keep trying to make a bad plan work?”

“It’s not a bad plan,” she insisted before grudgingly amending that statement. “It’s not an entirely bad plan.”

“Well, you can work on your not-entirely-bad plan the other twenty-two hours of the day. Obviously, a couple weeks of training can’t replace years of practice, but maybe we can shore up the worst weaknesses that years of neglect have created.”

“You’re not in charge of me,” she said.

“Oh,” said Sen. “So, you don’t want to sleep in the galehouse and eat dinner with the rest of us, because you’re not really part of the group. You just happen to be traveling at the exact same time and in the exact same direction as the rest of us.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” she said, her eyes going wide with outrage.

“Dare what? You said it yourself. I’m not in charge of you. Of course, the house is mine.”

“You’re actually blackmailing me?”

“I’m encouraging you to do the thing you know you should be doing,” said Sen, before he grinned at her. “Also, yes, I’m blackmailing you.”

“Oh, I see. First, it’s blackmail. What’s next?”

Sen just looked at her for a moment before he stepped so close to her that he could feel the heat coming off her body. He smiled at her again, but this one was entirely wolfish in nature.

“I’m sure we’ll think of something,” he said, casually pushing a bit of loose hair behind one of her ears.

“I’m sure we will,” she said, her voice a little breathy.

Sen leaned his head in and Chan Yu Ming closed her eyes. Only for them to go wide with barely suppressed fury when Sen whispered in her ear.

“You should be practicing.”

“Practicing!” she shouted, only to realize she was shouting at an empty space.

Sen was already standing with the others, grinning at her again. His grin just got bigger as she stalked across the campsite with murder in her eyes.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

VENTING
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“Shi Ping, come with me,” said Sen, striding down the road ahead of the others.

Shi Ping fell in next to him without a word. The man had become a functional mute since making the choice to come with them. He’d answer questions directly put to him, but rarely volunteered to contribute to any conversation, even the most casual and frivolous conversations. Sen wished that he didn’t enjoy the man’s silence so much, because it made him inclined to just let the fire cultivator not participate in conversations. He knew some of that was just an overreaction to all the complaining and whining Shi Ping had done before. Sen also knew he was going to have to get over it. Letting Shi Ping self-isolate wasn’t going to end well, because it meant the man was bottling everything up. That could work for a while, but would eventually lead to an explosion. They walked for a good five minutes, leaving the others well behind, before Sen stepped off the road and leaned against a tree. Shi Ping eyed him.

Bracing himself internally, Sen said, “For the next ten minutes, you’re allowed to say anything you want without retribution from me or anyone else.”

Shi Ping jerked at those words. For a several seconds, he didn’t say anything. His eyes were wide and confused, probably looking for some kind of trap. He glanced around them. It took Sen a minute to realize that the man was probably looking for Lo Meifeng. It had become apparent during training that the woman frightened Shi Ping in some intangible way that Sen did not. Once he’d reassured himself that no one was waiting around to behead him at the first negative word, Shi Ping took a breath and glared at Sen. Then, a wellspring of anger and misery exploded from Shi Ping’s mouth. The words came so fast and were often so garbled that Sen only caught about half of what the man said, but it was enough to get the gist.

Shi Ping had a lot to say about Sen, his character, his training methods, and the brutal pace of travel. Yet, the litany of complaints that Sen had been expecting about things like food and being forced to sleep in tents never appeared. Toward the end, when the torrent had slowed, Shi Ping became more understandable.

“You’re such a self-righteous prick. You know that? It’s like you think that because you think something, that’s the moral high ground. I don’t think you’ve ever thought that you were wrong about anything! Let me tell you, you’re not so clean and pure as you think. You’re not always right!

“And who raised you, anyway? The way you treat people is unbelievable. It’s obvious that Lo Meifeng would do just about anything to get back into your good graces. What do you do? You give her just enough hope that it might happen, one day, that she keeps following you around. That’s not just callous, it’s monumentally stupid with someone that damn dangerous. One day, she’s going to wake up and realize what you’re doing. When that happens, you’re going to wake up dead.

“And the way you’re stringing along that girl from Clear Spring Sect is just cruel, or sick, or both. She’s so infatuated with you that she hasn’t figured out that you don’t intend for it to go anywhere. Although, I cannot for the life of me figure out why you’re not going to let it go anywhere. When I decided to stay, I knew what I was signing on for. I knew it was going to be miserable. Can you say the same thing for them?”

Shi Ping’s chest was heaving from the nonstop rant he’d just gone on. Sen waited to see if the man had anything else he wanted to get off his chest.

“Anything else?” asked Sen.

“It’s an injustice on a cosmic scale that you’re that much better looking than me.”

“That’s probably fair. Feel better?”

Shi Ping’s shoulders slumped in weariness, although Sen suspected it was more emotional than physical. “A little. Was there a point to all of this?”

“I wanted the whining and petty complaining to stop. It did, and I appreciate that. I also realize that not every complaint is petty and things build up. Everyone needs ways of venting their frustrations and anger. I learned that the hard way. If you don’t, you end up with a heart demon. Not an experience I recommend, by the way.”

“A heart demon?” asked Shi Ping.

Sen hadn’t explained many of the specifics of his trip out into the wilds, but he thought there might be some benefit to sharing that tidbit with Shi Ping. Sen nodded.

“What? You didn’t think I was naturally that angry and volatile, did you?”

“Actually, I did,” said Shi Ping, looking a little pale.

“You were just wondering how close I came to killing you under its influence, aren’t you?”

Shi Ping reluctantly nodded. “I was.”

“Closer than you’d like to know,” said Sen. “Well, I’m glad that that’s all out of the way.”

“You aren’t going to respond to any of that rant?”

“Do you really want me to?”

“Yeah. I don’t understand you. Maybe it will help.”

Sen thought it over. Shi Ping hadn’t been completely wrong about any of it, but he hadn’t been completely right about almost anything. Sen sorted through his thoughts and nodded.

“Alright. First, the training I’m putting you through is a very watered-down version of a tiny piece of the training I went through. I used to train like that every day, except I did it ten to twelve hours a day. So, anytime you think I’m pushing you hard, imagine going for another eight to ten hours. Next, everyone always thinks they’re right and in the right. So, there’s nothing special or unusual about me thinking the same thing. I’m also well aware that I’m no beacon of righteousness. I’ve compromised, and I know exactly what I compromised.

“As for who raised me, it was no one. No one at all raised me. I grew up living on the streets. So, I guess you could say that I raised myself. As for Lo Meifeng and Chan Yu Ming, there is a lot of context to those situations that you don’t know about. No, I don’t intend to explain that context. Suffice it to say that none of what I’m doing is quite as callous or as cruel as you imagine. I’ll also remind you that I declined to bring Chan Yu Ming along when we first set out. She came looking for me, not the other way around. “

Shi Ping straightened a little at that last part. “I forgot about that.”

“I thought you might have. So, feel like you understand me a little better?”

With a sigh, Shi Ping shook his head. “No. Not even a little. But I can’t say that you didn’t try. So, back to the others?”

“Oh, we’re not done with the venting part of the day yet.”

“We’re not?”

“Nope. Those spirit beasts you weren’t paying attention to are going to attack us in about five seconds.”

“Spirit beasts? What spirit beasts?”

Sen felt Shi Ping start to unfurl his spiritual sense, but it was too late. A massive snake with a body as thick around as Sen’s leg shot out of the trees toward Shi Ping. With its jaw stretched wide open, even Sen found the sight of it a bit unsettling. Of course, Sen wasn’t saddled with a crippling fear of snakes either. He closed the distance and batted the snake to one side before it could clamp its jaws around the petrified Shi Ping. The fire cultivator was standing there, his eyes wide, body trembling. Sen slapped him across the face.

“Fight or die, Shi Ping.”

The slap seemed to rouse Shi Ping, who glared first at Sen, and then at the snake that had almost ambushed the fire cultivator. Shi Ping drew his jian and started cycling up fire qi. Sen left Shi Ping to his fight, and went off to delay the rest of the spirit snakes. Sen could have simply killed them all, but he’d thought that would prove a wasted opportunity when he realized that snakes were trying to sneak up on them. So, Sen danced between the snakes’ striking bites as he used wind and water qi to redirect their venom qi techniques. Each time Shi Ping managed to kill one, Sen would let one or two more slip in that direction. Sen observed the fire cultivator closely, watching to see if the new training was taking or not as the man fought. He saw some progress. Shi Ping’s control was better, his form tighter, and he was incorporating fire qi techniques to distract or kill.

All in all, Sen was satisfied with the progress he was seeing. It wasn’t transformative progress, but it didn’t need to be. Even if Shi Ping wasn’t experiencing any moments of enlightenment about combat or the jian, he was at least better prepared to survive future fights. And, as much as Sen wished there wouldn’t be future fights, he knew those were useless wishes. Cycling up metal qi, Sen gestured. The head of every remaining snake separated from its body. Shi Ping stared at the sudden appearance of snake corpses and then turned burning eyes on Sen.

“You could have done that from the beginning?”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because there was nothing for me to learn by doing that. Letting you fight them gave you ample opportunities to learn.”

“Am I still allowed to complain?”

“Sure,” said Sen in amusement.

“I hate you.”

“Was I wrong?”

“No, which is why I hate you.”

Sen shook his head. “Well, hate me while you collect the beast cores.”

“Why am I,” started Shi Ping before he visibly stopped himself. “Fine.”

Sen waited to see if Shi Ping would fall back and start complaining anyway. When he didn’t, Sen decided that a reward might be in order.

“It’s not all bad. If you collect the cores, you get to keep them.”

Shi Ping brightened up at that. Every cultivator knew that there was a bit of money to be made from beast cores. “Really?”

“Really. Besides, are you really going to tell me you won’t take some pleasure in cutting these things up?”

Shi Ping got a contemplative look on his face. “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

“Well, get to it. The sooner you’re done, the sooner we get back and I start dinner.”

At the mention of the word dinner, Shi Ping all but pounced on the nearest snake corpse. Sen smiled inside a little. While the fire cultivator might refrain from complaining about food all the time, he still enjoyed it a great deal. And, when it came to motivation, Sen used what he had.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

TRUST
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While villages and towns pockmarked the countryside along the road, even the fast-traveling cultivators might only see one every other day out in the vast stretches of land between major cities. As the distance to the capital dwindled down to the point where they were only a few days out, the density of villages and towns increased substantially. This conformed to Sen’s experiences with other cities, where the city proper was supported by a network of nearby farming villages and towns that specialized in raw material production, such as mining or milling. Yet, he'd never seen that sharp spike in supporting villages and towns begin so far out from a city before. He eventually pulled Chan Yu Ming aside.

“You said you grew up in the capital.”

Chan Yu Ming, who had grown even more withdrawn as they approached the city, gave him a wary look. “I did. Why?”

“How big is the capital? I mean, how many people live there?”

“The capital is huge. It covers a dozen miles in any direction. There are millions of people living there.”

Sen shook his head as he tried to imagine a city that large and so many people crammed into it.

“How do people navigate something like that?” he asked.

Chan Yu Ming visibly relaxed when she realized that Sen was looking for the kind of prosaic information that any new visitor to the capital might want. She got a reflective look on her face, then she started speaking.

“Most of them don’t. The capital is one city in name only. It wasn’t always this big, but it swallowed up the surrounding towns and communities as it grew. That’s the way most people identify themselves. They don’t say, ‘I’m from the capital.’ They say that they’re from Mist Hill or Clover Vale or any of a dozen other sections of the city that used to be a separate town or village. Most people never really leave the part of the city where they’re born. They spend their entire lives in that one small part of the city.”

“That sounds restrictive,” said Sen.

“It isn’t. They can find everything they need or want from food to work to what passes for luxuries without leaving. Think about it. If everyone and everything you’ve ever known, understood, or loved, can be found within ten minutes of walking from your home, why would you leave?”

“I guess that’s fair.”

“They aren’t forbidden from leaving, either. They just don’t. At any rate, the true capital is at the heart of the city, where the royal palace and noble houses are located. Outside of that, you’ll find a ring of government buildings where the bureaucracy operates. Once you move beyond that ring of bureaucrats, the city starts to divide itself into distinct areas. Most of the city is fairly safe, especially for a core formation cultivator like you. The only people likely to start trouble with you are sect members, and even most of those will tread carefully with wandering cultivators who are at core formation.”

“That’s surprising. I’ve come to expect a lack of restraint from sects in their dealings with wandering cultivators.”

“It’s a delicate balance. Cultivators are often dismissive of mortal governments and their affairs, but they can’t do that in the capital,” she said, giving him a pointed look. “Imagine the kind of damage that an unrestrained fight between two core cultivators could do in a place where buildings are four stories high and right on top of each other. It would only take a handful of mishandled techniques to kill hundreds of people, destroy dozens of buildings, and disrupt the local economy for a generation. While the government can’t directly penalize the sect without an even greater loss of life, it can make life exceedingly difficult for the cultivators.

“After all, you must import everything you use in the city. That’s as true for a sect as for a merchant. Now, imagine if everything you try to bring into the city gets held up at the gates for two months. Sects can find themselves suddenly paying a fifty percent import tax. Merchants can suddenly become unwilling to do business with them unless they pay outrageous service fees. Any one of those things might not inconvenience a sect too much, but if you pile them all up, all at the same time, life becomes very hard, very fast, even for cultivators.”

“So, the sects keep their people in line better to avoid all of those inconveniences and greater expenses.”

“They do. It doesn’t entirely stop young cultivators from making foolish choices, but the threat of those sanctions makes sects very strict with their younger members. You should make a point of staying away from the part of the city called Crane’s Rise, though.”

“Okay,” said Sen. “Why is that?”

“It’s where the criminal element in the city operates from. They more or less control that area.”

“Criminals control an entire part of the city? In the capital? Why doesn’t the government just, I don’t know, clean them out.”

“It’s been tried. Dozens of times over the history of the kingdom. It doesn’t work.”

“What does that mean?”

Chan Yu Ming gave Sen one of those looks that very much made him feel his actual age. “You can’t end crime. As long as there are things that people want that they aren’t supposed to have or simply don’t belong to them, there will be crime. Sweeping out the organized power structures just opens the door for chaos as new would-be crime bosses vie for power. Instead, the government tolerates their nominal control of that one area, in exchange for them operating very quietly everywhere else in the city.”

“What happens if some criminal group ignores that rule?”

“Then, the government steps in and destroys that organization, usually with help from one or more sects.”

“Why would the sects get involved?”

“Cultivators become criminals, sometimes. It takes a cultivator to stop a cultivator unless you want a street full of dead city guards or soldiers.”

Sen nodded his understanding. “Thanks for your explanation. I don’t suppose you have a map of the capital, do you?”

“I never thought to get one. It wasn’t really like I needed a map. Besides, they’re not that reliable anyway.”

“True. Alright, I’ll leave you to your plotting.”

The tiny bit of calm that had come over Chan Yu Ming vanished in an instant. She gave Sen a smile that she probably thought looked cheerful, but came across as sickly. He almost felt bad for her. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that she didn’t want to get married, or at least she didn’t want to get married to whoever her family had picked out. It was equally clear that she hadn’t figured out a way to make her plan work and conform to Sen’s expectations. The part of him that took a bit of joy out of acting against expectations almost wanted to help her. If he was being honest with himself and he didn’t have the certainty of death looming over him, he probably would have played along for his own amusement. Ever since Falling Leaf had informed him of the literal deadline he was working under, though, he hadn’t been indulging those impish impulses the way he might do in other circumstances. So, instead of asking her about her clearly failed planning efforts, he fell back to walk with Lo Meifeng.

“You’ve been to the capital before?”

“I have.”

“We’ll need somewhere to stay while we’re there. I’ll also need somewhere to offload some beast cores that won’t get me robbed the second I leave the place.”

Lo Meifeng thought for a moment. “Finding lodging isn’t that difficult. Finding good lodging at reasonable prices, and I’m talking reasonable for the capital, is something else. It all really depends on how high your standards are and how much risk you want to take on.”

“I’d prefer somewhere we won’t be sharing our accommodations with rats and insects, can get baths, and where they make decent food. Not having people try to rob us in the middle of the night would also be nice.”

She nodded. “So, basically, anywhere that I’d willingly stay.”

Sen looked over at her and offered a half smile. “Yeah, pretty much.”

“There are plenty of those places in the city, but it’s always an open question about whether they’ll have open rooms. You can waste a lot of time going from place to place to find accommodations. It’ll take less time to find you alchemy shops where you can sell those cores. Most alchemists keep their mouths shut when people come in selling good beast cores. They want you to come back with more cores.”

“That’s good to know,” said Sen, thinking hard.

Sen knew what the obvious solution to the lodging problem was, he just didn’t love it. The obvious solution was to let Lo Meifeng travel ahead of them and make arrangements. There was still a part of him that thought that was a great way to get set up for some kind of betrayal. Still, he supposed he had to start extending trust somewhere. If he couldn’t trust her to find them rooms, the whole experiment was going to collapse in no time.

Sen didn’t let himself sigh before he said, “I assume you know the places with the best odds of meeting our needs.”

“I do,” said Lo Meifeng cautiously.

“Then, you should go ahead to the city first and make arrangements.”

Lo Meifeng’s face was frozen for a moment before she said, “I can do that.”

Sen extracted a bag of coins from his storage ring that had a mix of different types of taels and handed it to her. “Is that enough to get started?”

She briefly opened the bag, tilted it back and forth to get a sense of what it contained, and then closed it. “Yes, that should be more than sufficient.”

“We’ve got, what, about three more days to get there at this pace?”

“Yes,” said Lo Meifeng, “something like that. Assuming you don’t run into some kind of trouble you can’t get yourself out of.”

“Hopefully, we won’t run into that kind of trouble. Is that enough time?”

“It should be more than enough. I can meet you or have someone meet you at the southern gate three days from now.”

A bit of the old paranoia spiked inside of Sen, and he ruthlessly beat it down. “That sounds like a workable plan.”

Lo Meifeng glanced up at the sky, judging how many hours of travel she could reasonably complete before it got dark enough to make travel inconvenient. “I should leave now. If I make decent time, I could be in the capital by tomorrow evening.”

“I won’t hold you up then,” said Sen.

“Three days, then,” she said and started to move away at a significantly faster pace.

“Lo Meifeng,” he called after her.

She looked back over her shoulder, her face devoid of expression. “Yes?”

Sen had intended to issue a threat or a warning but changed his mind. “We likely have enemies there already. Be cautious.”

Her fixed expression softened into one of muted surprise and relief. “I will.”

Then, she was gone down the road, making liberal use of her qinggong technique. Sen stared down the road after her as his concern over whether he’d made a mistake warred with his determination to at least try to repair that relationship. He felt more than heard or saw Falling Leaf come to walk by him.

“That was hard for you,” she said.

“It was,” he admitted.

“Good,” she said.

“Good? Why is that a good thing?”

“Doing the difficult things refines your will and resolve.”

“Do you feel like I’m lacking in those areas?” he asked with a bemused smile.

Falling Leaf tilted her head to one side and said, “No, but you can’t have too much will or resolve.”

“No, I guess you can’t.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE







THE CAPITAL, PART 1
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For all that Sen had thought about it, imagined it, and tried to mentally prepare for it, the capital still stunned him. It was just so damned big. When he’d imagined it, he’d imagined something like Emperor’s Bay, just more of it. The reality of miles upon miles of buildings and roads ground that feeble image to dust. He literally couldn’t see the far side of the city even with his enhanced sight. Smells that had been unpleasantly present in the heart of Emperor’s Bay were strong on the air miles from their destination. As his eyes tracked over the sprawling mass, he could make out movement on the roads. The part of the city closest to him was near enough that he could see down into those streets and he felt a moment of mild panic.

There were people everywhere, moving back and forth, stopping, talking, arguing, and laughing. There were people leading carts and vendors selling food. There were more people in one stretch of road than the entire population of Orchard’s Reach. Sen felt an almost irresistible urge to turn around and go looking for the mad nascent soul cultivator who might have a copy of the manual. Sure, she might be crazy, but that was far better than a place that was insanity incarnate. Sen couldn’t imagine wanting to be in that place, wanting to be around so many others, to be constantly confronted by other human beings. There would be no silence in a place like that. There could be no peace. The longer he stood there staring down at the city, the more Sen realized that he hated it.

“Sen?” asked Chan Yu Ming.

He turned to look at her, to say that he wasn’t going down into that madness, but he stopped short. The young woman had barely spoken for the last few days, and Sen had left her mostly to her own devices. Looking at her now, though, he wondered when she had last slept. Short of being injured badly, it took a lot for core formation cultivators to actually look bad. Their recovery rate from pretty much every kind of normal affliction was stupendous. Yet, Chan Yu Ming looked…sick. There were dark bags beneath her eyes, and there was so little color in her skin that she almost looked like a corpse. There was even a bit of gauntness to her face that added to that impression.

“Are you feeling well?” asked Sen in genuine concern.

Chan Yu Ming abruptly looked away. “I’m fine. I’ll be fine.”

“You don’t look fine,” said Sen.

“It’s nothing you need to concern yourself with.”

Sen stared at her and kept staring at her until she looked at him again.

“What is going on?”

Chan Yu Ming looked like she wanted to get angry, but then she just looked tired and resigned. “I thought that I’d be able to think of a way to convince you, but I can’t promise you that manual. I’m relatively confident I can get it, but you want a guarantee. I can’t give it. I even thought about lying, but you’d have figured that out soon enough. If I did that, I doubt you’d ever speak to me again.”

“That’s probably true, but how is that connected to this?”

“Once I enter the city again, I’ll have to present myself to my father. Then, the preparations will begin for the wedding. I know who I’m to marry. It,” she sighed, “it will not be a harmonious marriage.”

“What does that mean?”

“Just let it lie, Sen,” she said in a tired voice.

“The man you’re supposed to marry, he’s that bad?”

The look that crossed her face in that moment was more telling than any words. There was a contempt on her face that only undiluted hatred could fuel.

“He is evil. He enjoys inflicting pain. He enjoys the suffering of others. He especially enjoys the pain and suffering of those who cannot threaten or harm him. The poor. The young. Everyone knows it, but his house is powerful, and they’re all just like him. So, it’s ignored or covered up. Admittedly, he couldn’t harm me even if he wanted to, but there are expectations of every bride,” she said with a visible shudder.

“I see,” said Sen, feeling like he needed to acknowledge her words in some way.

“I intend to murder him on our wedding night. There will be consequences for my family, for me, but I will not subject myself to his touch, or carry his seed, or raise a child tainted by his family line. If I could, I would scourge his house from the world. Every last one of them, man, woman, and child,” she said, before she offered Sen the bleakest smile he’d ever seen. “Have I disappointed you? I remember it so clearly. You towering over that battlefield with the sky on fire. It really did feel like the heavens had sent you there, and that all it would take was a single word from you to see us all swept away in a divine inferno. So, tell me, what is your sentence on me, Judgment’s Gale?”

Sen forced himself to remain silent. For a moment, he jumped to the thought that this was another attempt to manipulate him. And maybe it even was, but he didn’t think she was doing it on purpose. All he saw in her, all he sensed from her, was hopelessness. As for him, if anything, it felt like she meant to provoke him somehow. Although, he couldn’t imagine what that would accomplish. At least, he tried to tell himself that. If she could provoke him and start a real fight, there was one other way out of her predicament. He’d already proven he could defeat her. So, there was a story there already. Chan Yu Ming couldn’t accept her defeat at his hands and pursued him across the country. Then, very nearly at the gates of the capital itself, she fought him again, only to fall beneath his blade. It was very neat and tidy, for her. Someone might even turn it into a tragic play. She would get to flee into death, escaping a marriage she didn’t want and a murder that would harm her family’s interests.

There was even some mild protection built in for Sen, as it would be a matter under the Jianghu. However, he suspected that would prove flimsy protection from the wrath of a powerful noble family. Still, they were largely a mortal house, which meant they would need to arrange for other cultivators to hunt him. He’d have some time to put distance between himself and the capital. Except, he wasn’t going to let himself be provoked into a fight where he’d have to kill her. Sen wasn’t even sure he could make himself do it. Sen recognized that part of what allowed him to kill when anger wasn’t involved was a certain indifference to the people he fought. He wasn’t indifferent to Chan Yu Ming. He hated that she’d tried to trick him into doing what she wanted, but he didn’t hate her. That would have made life so much easier.

“I have no judgment on you,” he finally said. “You plan to kill one evil man. I don’t even know anymore how many people I’ve killed. I do know they didn’t all deserve it. How could I stand in judgment of you?”

Sen didn’t have a clear expectation for what her reaction to those words would be, but looking like he’d personally doomed her hadn’t been it. He saw her hand twitch toward her jian, but that was as far as it got. Maybe she’d simply recognized that he wasn’t going to give her what she wanted, even if she did start a fight with him. Instead, she lowered her head.

“I understand,” she whispered.

Sen went to turn away when a thought struck him. There was another way out that he hadn’t considered, mostly because he wouldn’t have expected it from Chan Yu Ming. But, if her family forced her to marry, and she carried out her plan to murder the groom, and she was hopeless enough, that might be enough to make that option look palatable, even preferable. Of course, he didn’t know that she’d do that, and he didn’t think that simply asking would get an answer he could trust. All he had to go on were his instincts about her and the situation. His instincts told him that if she walked down the path in front of her without some kind of outside intervention, it would end in her death. In the face of that, his arguments about staying out of mortal politics and uncertainties about what her family might expect felt, not untrue, but weak.

Yet, he wasn’t confident that he could or should intervene in what might well be her fate. Just as importantly, nothing had changed about his situation. He was still racing against his own death. Intervening would no doubt create problems and enemies that he might find it impossible to extricate himself from or avoid. He didn’t know what he should do. He only had his judgment to go on, and that was something he had more than a few doubts about. Sen turned away so he wasn’t looking at Chan Yu Ming, but he didn’t walk away. Instead, he looked to where he might get sounder judgment than his own. He looked to the heavens. I could use some guidance, he thought. If this is her karma, her fate, I’ll leave it alone. Then, he waited. He stood there in silence, listening, feeling, looking for anything that might point the right way. Just when he was certain that silence was the answer, he felt a tug on his soul. It was the lightest of things, and would likely have gone unnoticed if he wasn’t looking for guidance, but there it was.

Sen stood silently for a long moment before he spoke. “I need you to understand something. My priorities haven’t changed because my situation hasn’t changed. I’ll expect you to devote every resource, leverage every favor you’re owed, and enlist your family in getting me that manual.”

“What?”

“I’m saying I’ll help you, but there is a time limit. I can’t still be here in six months if I don’t have that manual. If I can’t get it, and you can’t get it for me, I will leave. I’ll have to.”

“I understand,” said Chan Yu Ming. “How long?”

To Sen, it sounded like she was having a hard time breathing. Since he suspected she didn’t really want him to see her that way, he didn’t turn around. Sen honestly didn’t know how long, but he understood that she needed some kind of time frame to work in.

“Three months.”

“That is, it’s not a lot of time for nobles,” she said, sounding very hesitant.

“I don’t have a lot of time left,” said Sen. “Now, let’s go. I want to see what kind of rooms Lo Meifeng got for us.”

Sen started down the road, no longer considering the size of the city. He didn’t look back to see if the others were following. He could hear their footfalls. Sen hoped that he hadn’t just made another terrible decision, but he’d committed himself to that path. He’d have to walk down it and hope that he was strong enough to bear the consequences. They passed through ever denser areas of buildings and ever denser throngs of people until Sen felt like they might as well be in the capital. He did, however, fall back to walk beside Falling Leaf. They’d known each other for so long that they almost didn’t need words. He had felt her growing apprehension as they closed in on the city proper. She shot him a grateful look and stepped closer. When the wall and southern gate to the city came into view, Sen grudgingly took his place at the back of the line, preparing for an extended wait.

Yet, they hadn’t been there for more than five minutes when they became the center of a lot of activity. Within moments of each other, a man who looked like he was some kind of messenger, a group of men in some manner of uniform led by a woman a few years older than Sen, and a group of city guards all strode up to them. The city guards immediately dropped to their knees and kowtowed. The woman leading the other group of uniformed men looked at Sen, and then her eyes drifted over to Chan Yu Ming.

“Princess,” said the woman, dropping her eyes respectfully. “We didn’t know you were returning.”

Sen turned toward Chan Yu Ming very slowly and fixed her with a flat stare. “Princess?”

“Yeah,” said Chan Yu Ming weakly. “I swear I was going to tell you.”

“We are going to have to have a long talk about this,” said Sen through clenched teeth.
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Sen mentally throttled the urge to yell at Chan Yu Ming. Of course, she’d left out that trivial detail of being royalty. Much as he might like to, though, he couldn’t really blame her for not bringing it up. Sen had his prejudices, and she knew about them. He didn’t like nobles. From her point of view, it would be an all too easy leap to make to assume that he’d see royalty as nobility, only worse, and she’d have been right. That was something they’d have to deal with later, though, because there was still a bunch of people standing there and staring at him instead of Chan Yu Ming, which did not make Sen expect that good things were about to happen. Taking a soothing breath, Sen turned back to the seemingly random assortment of people arrayed before him. He picked the person who looked the least like they were attached to some powerful governmental body. He was an excessively lean man with deep-set, nervous eyes and more silver than black left in his hair.

“How can I help you?” Sen asked the man, ignoring the affronted looks from all of the other people.

The man silently held out a sealed envelope. Sen took it, broke the seal, and slid a folded sheet of paper out. He glanced over it, then pulled a silver tael from a storage ring and tossed it to the man. The lean man deftly snatched the money from the air, only for his eyes to go a little wide. He offered Sen a deep bow.

“My gratitude,” said the man.

“Do you know where the person who sent the note is?” asked Sen.

The man nodded. “I do.”

“I’d take it as a kindness if you’d let her know we’ve been,” Sen looked at the other people waiting on him, “delayed.”

“Of course.”

Sen offered the man a shallow bow. “Thank you.”

The lean man disappeared back toward the gate. Sen next turned his attention to the city guard. He pointed at the one in front, assuming he was the one in charge, and asked, “Me or her?”

The guard looked up at Sen. “I do not understand.”

“Are you here for me or for her?” he asked again, hiking a thumb at Chan Yu Ming.

The man slammed his forehead into the ground. “We were sent to greet the princess.”

A little bit of relief passed through Sen as he looked at Chan Yu Ming. “They’re your headache.”

Chan Yu Ming looked frustrated, but she stepped apart from the group. At a gesture from her, the city guards sprang to their feet and trailed after the princess like ducklings after their mother. Sen finally turned his attention back to the one person who was apparently there to talk to him. He studied the woman for a moment. She looked caught between amusement and annoyance for a moment before she smoothed her features into a neutral expression.

“You are the one called Judgment’s Gale?” she asked Sen.

Sen said nothing for several moments before he ignored the question entirely and asked one of his own. “Who are you?”

The woman seemed startled that Sen hadn’t simply jumped to answer her question, which told Sen that the woman expected people to obey when she spoke. Her expression didn’t change, but Sen could see in the woman’s eyes that she was reassessing him in some way. He supposed he might have been more worried, but the woman and the men she’d brought with her were all mortals. So, any threat they posed was more likely political than physical. That didn’t mean he should antagonize her needlessly. Sen had been reflecting on the things he’d done under the influence of his heart demon. While some of the more objectively insane things he’d done could be laid directly at its feet, many of the simply offensive things he’d done had been driven primarily by his basic dislike of certain groups of people. Automatically taking a hostile stance hadn’t served him especially well, but he hadn’t gone looking for this woman either. She’d come looking for him. He didn’t think it was too much to expect her to identify herself or at least identify whoever had sent her before hiding demands for information in the form of a question.

“Do you always answer questions with questions?”

“Do you?” asked Sen with an amused smile.

The woman paused and seemed to realize that she’d done exactly what she was implicitly complaining that he’d done. A hint of a rueful smile ghosted across her face, and Sen sensed an inner rigidity bleed away from the woman.

“I suppose that’s fair. My name is Tiu Li-Mei.”

“Lu Sen.”

“Not Judgment’s Gale?” asked the woman, a little twinkle in her eyes.

“Only on the truly bad days. I’m hoping today isn’t going to be one of those.”

“I can’t really help with that. I was instructed to bring you this,” she said, holding out an ornately carved scroll case.

Sen stared at the proffered case without reaching for it. The case alone was probably worth more than everything Lu Sen had to his name. That meant it came from someone extremely rich, extremely powerful, and probably both. The exact people Sen didn’t want to be drawing attention from. Yet, the messenger had recognized Chan Yu Ming on sight, which meant that whoever sent this was probably someone he was going to have to deal with at some point. The appearance of the woman and the case before he’d so much as set foot inside the capital raised some serious questions, though. Unless the Clear Spring Sect or the Order of the Celestial Flame had sent word ahead about him, and why would they, no one should know he was coming. Yet, someone clearly had known. The question was how they had known. More importantly, how had they known the timing so exactly? Unless this poor woman had been sent to wait by the gate day after day, it seemed that someone had access to information they shouldn’t. That also likely meant that Sen couldn’t simply escape this problem by disappearing into the city. He’d no doubt find Tiu Li-Mei or someone very much like her waiting for him within a day or so.

Tiu Li-Mei frowned at Sen’s obvious reluctance to even touch the scroll case. “Is something wrong?”

“Who is that from?” asked Sen.

The woman’s eyes went a little wide at some thought. “Prince Zhang Jing. I apologize. I’m used to people knowing who I represent.”

Sen grudgingly took the case, opened it, and slid out the scroll inside. His eyes skimmed over the introduction and got to the meat of the missive. It was a casual invitation to visit with the prince. Sen schooled his expression to neutrality, rolled the scroll up, and slid it back into the case. Then, he handed it back to Tiu Li-Mei. He inclined his head to her.

“Thank you for delivering the message,” he said.

The woman looked down at the case in her hand like she wasn’t sure why she was holding it. She turned confused eyes on Sen.

“I was told that I should wait for an answer.”

Sen had worried about that. He understood exactly nothing about the local political situation and, loathe as he was to admit it, that was a problem entirely of his own making. He could have spent the weeks on the road at least getting a basic handle on those matters with nothing more than some simple conversations with Chan Yu Ming. He hadn’t bothered with it because he hadn’t expected to need the information after turning down her ill-conceived plan. Also, she’d turned largely inward during that time. More damning, though, was that he’d avoided it because he just didn’t want to deal with it. Even Sen could recognize that as a lousy reason to avoid gleaning potentially useful information, even if the recognition came too late.

If he knew the local political situation, even in general terms, he’d probably have a sense of who this prince was and whether he was someone Sen was willing to have himself tied to, however casually. Granted, that information would have been filtered through Chan Yu Ming’s biases, but even biased information would be worlds better than the big, fat nothing he had to go on. He couldn’t see all the potential ramifications of his two options, but he didn’t like them. If he said yes and the prince was an awful human being, that reputation would very likely stain Sen. If he said no, he could very well make an enemy of Chan Yu Ming’s brother. While he didn’t know how bad that would be, he didn’t imagine it would be a good thing. There was potential disaster down either path, but declining ultimately provided him with more options. If it came down to it, he could always fall back on the truth and say his commoner upbringing left him ill-equipped to respond to an unexpected invitation.

“Please convey my regrets to the prince,” said Sen. “I fear my existing obligations will likely leave me little time to socialize.”

Sen could tell that he’d shocked Tiu Li-Mei, even if she covered it well. Most people in the capital would probably commit murder for an invitation like the one Sen had just turned down. Of course, most people in the capital would likely have known what they would have been getting into by going. At the very least, he needed to talk to Chan Yu Ming about her family before he started accepting invitations to meet them privately, although he feared such invitations would soon become an impossible-to-avoid feature of his life. Tiu Li-Mei offered him a bow.

“I will convey your words to the prince,” she said.

“I am grateful,” said Sen, offering her a polite nod.

Sen watched the woman and her guards walk back toward the gate. Not too long after, he saw the city guards heading the same way. Chan Yu Ming came over to him.

“What did Li-Mei want?” she asked.

“Zhang Jing invited me over for a visit,” said Sen.

“He did? Why would he do that?” she mused out loud.

“I don’t know. I was hoping you could explain it to me.”

“What did you say?”

“I said no.”

“Hmmm,” said Chan Yu Ming, her face thoughtful.

Sen sighed. “You do realize that I don’t have any of the information you’re considering right now. I’m really going to need you to do some of that thinking out loud.”

“What? Oh,” she said, then her eyes went a little wide. “Oh!”

“Yeah,” said Sen. “Now, we’re reading from the same scroll.”
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Shi Ping and Falling Leaf had stayed back while Sen and Chan Yu Ming dealt with their respective welcoming parties, but Sen could tell they were both curious. Falling Leaf’s curiosity was either casual or dampened by her apprehension at the city looming over them. Shi Ping’s curiosity, on the other hand, was burning bright. Sen had ignored it while they dealt with the minor hassle of getting through the gate. Not that the actual passage through was a problem. That had gone very smoothly. It was that the city guards had sent someone back to lead them past the very long line of people who were waiting to get into the city. While Sen could appreciate the amount of time they had just saved, it had also made them very visible.

Then again, the spectacle they had been with messengers and city guards descending on them had probably dropped their chances of entering the city quietly down to zero. Worse, Tiu Li-Mei had dropped the name Judgment’s Gale right out in the open. He’d been hoping that name wouldn’t have reached as far as the capital, yet. With a known representative of a prince saying it, there would be talk and questions. Even if no one asked him directly about it, Sen expected people to start searching for stories. If they went searching, they would undoubtedly find them, or people would just make them up. Once they’d cleared the gate, Chan Yu Ming set them in the right direction to get to the right part of the city to find the inn specified in Lo Meifeng’s message. With fewer eyes glaring at them, Sen looked over at the pensive Chan Yu Ming.

“What did those city guards want? For that matter, how did they even know you were here? I mean, I get Tiu Li-Mei recognizing you, but random city guards?”

She sighed. “I suspect that the Clear Spring Sect informed my father that I had left the sect, presumably en route to the capital.”

“Then, he’s probably going to be expecting you to, how did you put it, present yourself to him sooner rather than later?”

“Yes, which is a problem. I almost wish you’d accepted that invitation from Jing.”

“Why?”

“Because he could help tell you all the things that I’m not going to get a chance to tell you.”

“Do you trust him?”

Chan Yu Ming hesitated before she said, “Jing is complicated and ambitious, but he’s also smart. If he didn’t know already, he soon will know that you arrived with me. He’ll probably see you as an opportunity, which means he’ll want to stay on friendly terms with you.”

“You didn’t answer the question.”

“It’s a more complicated question than you might think. I love Jing. I even like him. But trust is a different animal when you’re dealing with royal politics. I trust Jing not to act stupidly. I trust him to work toward his own best interests. If his interests align with your interests, I trust him to honor his agreements. But there is no such thing as total trust at this level. Everyone has too much to lose and too much to gain for that.”

“So, he’d stab me in the back the second it became more profitable for him to do that?”

“No. He’d tell you that whatever alliance or agreements you were operating under were concluded. Then, he’d stab you in the chest.”

Sen snorted. “Well, I guess that there’s a certain kind of honor in that. Still, how did he even know about me? Do you think the patriarch told your father about me?”

“I doubt it. He doesn’t want an angry visit from any of your teachers. Let alone all of them. Jing took in a man who specializes in divination cultivation when my father released him from service. The information probably came from him.”

“Why would a divination cultivator work for mortal royalty?”

“Why not? It’s an easy enough way to secure a very comfortable lifestyle and money. It also put him at a remove from the Jianghu.”

Sen frowned. “I can’t say I approve of meddling that way.”

“Not every cultivator shares your distaste for getting involved in mortal politics.”

Sen went to defend himself, but a few realizations kept him silent. However reluctantly, he had decided to get involved in mortal politics, at least peripherally. He wasn’t really in a good moral position to judge others making a similar choice. More relevant for the immediate conversation, he was implicitly criticizing Chan Yu Ming for her choice not to simply discard her entire family in favor of the cultivation life. It also wasn’t the first time he’d done it. He wasn’t really in a good position to take that stance, either, since it was a choice that he had never faced and likely never would face. It was an easy position to take when it didn’t cost anything, but not everyone was spared those costs.

“I suppose they don’t,” he said.

Sen and Chan Yu Ming fell into an awkward silence, but Shi Ping chose to break into the conversation at that point.

“So, let me see if I understand what’s happening here. You,” he said, pointing at Chan Yu Ming, “are a princess. And you,” he pointed at Sen, “are getting invitations to visit with princes. And the two of you have hatched some plan to get the princess out of something.”

Sen and Chan Yu Ming shared a look.

“Something like that,” said Sen, before he very obviously looked around at all the people. “And I suggest you make that the very last time you use a word like plan, or plot, or scheme unless you want to ensure the whole thing collapses.”

Shi Ping glanced around before he seemed to grasp Sen’s meaning.

“That’s fair,” he said before he focused his attention on Sen. “So, that brings me to my next question. Who are you? Seriously. What kind of person accidentally stumbles into a sect war, and follows that up by stumbling into the affairs of a royal family?”

“I’m nobody,” said Sen. “I’m not important at all.”

“Yeah, sure. Her family clearly doesn’t think so, or at least one of them doesn’t. How many people who aren’t important at all do you think get invitations to meet with a prince?”

“Why does nobody believe me when I say that?” complained Sen.

“Probably because all of the evidence suggests that you’re telling outrageous lies,” said Shi Ping without a trace of humor. “You pal around with sect patriarchs and matriarchs, princesses, and mythological nascent soul cultivators. You expose secret cabals and, if the stories are true, heal the sick, punish the wicked, and slap down sects that make you mad. Does that sound like someone who isn’t important at all?”

“That sounds like a story that someone made up in a winehouse,” said Sen.

“So, you don’t do all those things?” asked Shi Ping.

Sen closed his eyes and took a breath. “I liked it better when you didn’t talk so much.”

Both Chan Yu Ming and Shi Ping laughed at that. As the group moved through the city, Sen did his best to ignore how oppressive it felt to be surrounded by so many people. He couldn’t shake the impression that he was under constant observation. That wasn’t helped by the streetside vendors constantly shouting for attention as they tried to sell the little group food, clothes, and a hundred other things that Sen had little use for. Sen was also very wary. He could feel other cultivators wandering around in the same general vicinity, although none of them had come looking to start trouble. It seemed that Chan Yu Ming was right that the local sects kept a much tighter grip on their inner and outer sect disciples. Even though the cultivators made up a tiny percentage of the people moving through the streets, there were still more of them than Sen would have believed if he wasn’t sensing them himself.

Sen was also left unhappy with the muted levels of qi in the city. He supposed it was inevitable. With so many cultivators, there would be a high demand on environmental qi. Still, he didn’t like having to work quite so hard to maintain his own qi levels. Despite his expectations to the contrary, though, no one made trouble for them as they wound through the city. Still, he was very happy when, after getting some directions from someone, they found themselves at the inn. The attendant had been expecting them and passed out room keys in an efficient manner. When Sen inquired after Lo Meifeng, he was told that she left earlier, but the attendant didn’t know where she had gone. Trudging up the stairs, Sen let himself into his room and dropped onto the bed. There was a fatigue running through him that had nothing to do with his body, and he just wanted a few minutes of quiet and solitude. Without quite realizing it was happening, Sen drifted off to sleep.

He was brought back to consciousness when he heard a sharp rapping on his door. Sen was on his feet with his jian half-drawn before he recognized the noise as someone knocking. Sen took a moment to assess himself. He felt like he’d slept for a couple of hours. He took a moment to straighten his robes, before he walked over to the door, unlocked it, and pulled it open. Lo Meifeng was standing outside his door, looking down the hall nervously. As soon he opened the door, she planted a hand on his chest and pushed him back into the room, swiftly closing the door behind her.

“What are you doing?” Sen asked, sitting on the bed.

Lo Meifeng glared at him. “Why is there a prince downstairs asking about you and Chan Yu Ming?”

Sen groaned.
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“Are you kidding me?” asked Sen. “He’s here?”

Lo Meifeng narrowed her eyes at him. “Explain.”

“Oh, right, you weren’t there for that part. Short version is that Chan Yu Ming is a princess. She’s got at least one brother who, somehow, knew I was coming. He sent me an invitation to visit, which I, and I cannot stress this part enough, politely declined.”

Lo Meifeng was perfectly still for most of a minute. Sen became oddly fascinated as the woman didn’t even so much as blink. Then, she blinked, let out a low moan, and buried her face in her hands. When she finally let her hands drop, she looked at Sen as though she’d very much like to punch him. Sen lifted his hands defensively.

“Hey, it’s not like I knew about any of this. The prince’s people ambushed me when we were in line at the gate. That’s when I found out she was a princess. I would have told you about that if I knew. Just as a defensive precaution if nothing else.”

“I know,” said Lo Meifeng, sounding drained. “These are complications we, you, don’t need.”

“It’s not like I anticipated the whole prince thing. How could I have?”

“That’s a fair point. Listen, we’re going to have to talk about all of this later, but, for right now, you have to meet with him.”

“Do I?” asked Sen. “I mean, really, what reason would I have to do that?”

“Because he came to you. Declining when a messenger comes around is one thing. Especially if you really were polite. When royalty shows up in person to meet you, you meet with them. Otherwise, you create a political incident because you’re essentially saying he’s not important enough for you to waste your time on him.”

“I thought cultivators didn’t do that kind of thing.”

“It’s not usually an issue. For the most part, mortal royalty don’t care to involve themselves with cultivators. You’re just going to have to take my word for it that you must meet with this man. And, in the name of all that is sacred, don’t agree to anything. If he asks you to do something, say that you need to meditate on it.”

“Fine,” said Sen, standing up and stepping toward the door.

“Wait. Are you going dressed like that?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t you want to…” she started saying before giving him an amused look. “No, actually, this is better.”

“I’m glad you approve. You should probably go tell Chan Yu Ming that her brother is downstairs if she doesn’t already know.”

“I’ll take care of it,” said Lo Meifeng.

Sen eyed her suspiciously but left his room and walked downstairs. When they had come in, the bottom floor of the inn had been noisy with activity and guests. Now, there was nothing but silence. As Sen reached the bottom of the stairs, he saw the staff all kowtowing near the common area. There wasn’t a guest to be seen. He carefully threaded his way through the bowing staff until he saw a tall figure in extremely fine robes of deep blue with complex embroidery on them. Sen abruptly understood Lo Meifeng’s amused advice. Sen’s robes were meant for hard travel. While the material was high-quality and comfortable, it wasn’t fine. The man was curiously studying a painting on the wall. Sen glanced at it. It appeared to be a river with trees overhanging it painted in muted shades of blue and green, with occasional flashes of bright red flowers that drew the eye. Sen liked it, but he wasn’t sure if it was a good painting or not. Art wasn’t one of the things that his teachers had spent much time discussing with him.

The man finally noticed Sen standing there and turned to look at him. He had the same dark eyes as Chan Yu Ming, although his features weren’t quite as fine as hers. There was a very faint scar above one of his eyes and his nose was a little too narrow for his face, but Sen could almost feel the intelligence radiating off the man. Sen tried to remember if Master Feng had ever discussed the proper protocol for a cultivator meeting someone of a high mortal station and came up empty. With nothing to go on, Sen offered the man a formal bow, but not an especially deep one. He certainly didn’t drop to the floor. He saw an amused glimmer in the prince’s eyes as he returned the bow to precisely the same level as the one Sen had offered. Rather than speak, the man returned to his study of the painting. Not sure what else to do, Sen walked over and stood next to him.

“What do you think of it?” asked the prince.

“The painting? I like it.”

The prince laughed. “No thoughts on the composition or the use of color?”

“I have no training or experience in such matters. The only measurement I have for art is simple. Do I like it, or do I not like it? I like this painting.”

“If I asked that question of a noble, they would have spoken to me for an hour about it without ever actually telling me what they think. They would be afraid to say they liked it, for fear that I would not like it.”

“Do you like it?”

The prince laughed again. “And they never would have dared ask me that question. I do, in point of fact, like it.”

Sen glanced over at the staff who were still crouched on the floor, including a few elderly men and women. Sen recalled all too well how much Grandmother Lu’s joints had pained her before Master Feng had intervened with his pills.

“Do you mean to leave them like that?” asked Sen, gesturing at the inn’s staff.

The prince followed the direction of Sen’s gesture. He looked a little surprised, although Sen couldn’t tell if it was by Sen’s question or the fact that the staff were still there.

“You may go,” the prince said to the staff.

Sen walked over to the oldest-looking woman, who appeared to be in intense pain.

“Let me assist you, grandmother,” said Sen, offering her his hands.

He gently helped the woman rise to her feet. A quick scan with his qi told him a lot about what was ailing her. Sen didn’t have exactly what she needed on hand, but he had something that should help alleviate some of her worst ailments. He summoned a stone vial from his ring and closed her hand around it.

“This should help,” he told her. “Take it before you sleep tonight.”

The old woman looked at him with wide eyes. She nodded and then retreated from the room, clutching the vial to her chest. Once the staff were gone, Sen turned back to the prince, only to find the man studying him. It wasn’t a hostile gaze. It was more that the man couldn’t seem to decide what he was looking at.

“What did you give her?” the prince finally asked.

“A minor elixir. She’s very old and suffers great pain in her joints. It should help with that.”

A series of emotions played across the prince’s features before he schooled his expression back into a studious neutrality. Still, Sen had seen quick flashes of understanding, then guilt, and something else that Sen couldn’t quite identify.

“You could sense all of that with your qi techniques?” the prince asked.

“Yes, although it didn’t take any special knowledge. It’s a common enough affliction in the elderly. I could see the pain in her face.”

The prince nodded. “That was thoughtless of me. I shall have to make amends to her.”

“I’m sure she’ll be,” Sen paused, “overwhelmed.”

“Perhaps so.”

When the prince didn’t speak again, Sen let the silence play out. He had spent long hours on the mountain, sometimes entire days without speaking. Silence didn’t bother him. Instead, he let his eyes go back to the painting. He tried to figure out what it was that he liked about it and came up empty. He knew that he liked it, but couldn’t figure out why. It was something below the level of consciousness. The silence stretched out several minutes before the prince spoke again.

“You are an unusually disciplined man,” said the prince.

Sen glanced back at the prince. “Am I?”

“I have known people who have learned to endure such silences, but you are indifferent to it.”

“I’m a cultivator. Silence is nothing new to me. If anything, I prefer it to the constant noise of this city.”

“You don’t like it here.”

“I do not.”

“You are not like other cultivators I’ve met.”

“In what way?”

“You declined my invitation. Might I inquire as to why?”

“My teachers advised me to steer clear of mortal politics. I’ve found it sound advice.”

“Yet, you arrived at this city in the company of my sister, a princess. Many would interpret that as a political act.”

“She did not see fit to inform me that she was a princess. Your messenger let that secret slip.”

The man threw back his head in laughter. “Of course, she didn’t. Oh, Yu Ming. I presume you asked her about me.”

“I did.”

“What did she tell you?”

“That she loves you.”

There was another momentary crack in the prince’s control. That time, he looked shocked.

“I see,” said the prince, catching his equilibrium. “I expect she told you other things.”

“She did. She said that you’re complicated and smart.”

“I’d ask if she told you not to trust me, but I doubt you’d answer.”

“I would not. Since you’ve gone to all of this effort to meet me, I’m curious as to why. I’m more curious to know how you knew about me in the first place.”

“Would you believe that I’d heard the tales of Judgment’s Gale and wanted to meet the legend?” asked the prince.

“Probably not. We’re at too far a remove for those stories to have spread this far, I think.”

“You might be surprised. In any event, though, I was told you were coming. I was also told that you have little love for nobility.”

“A very accurate statement,” said Sen, unable to bury the ice that crept into his voice.

“Ah, so not just disdain, but earned disdain.”

“I think so. Others might see it differently.”

The prince returned to his quiet contemplation of the painting. He spoke without looking at Sen.

“I was told that your entry into my life could harbor great fortune or great disaster. I, of course, prefer the former. So, I wished to start us out on friendly terms. Assuming such a thing is possible.”

Sen took a firm grip on his knee-jerk reaction. He was determined to learn from past mistakes. “So, you want something from me? Need me to do something?”

The prince frowned. “No. At least, I wasn’t told of anything specific. I was simply warned, repeatedly, not to make you my enemy. Given your feelings about the nobility, I hoped that simply telling you what was happening might help us avoid misunderstandings. Beyond that, I was curious about you. You have been traveling with my sister, after all.”

Sen made a valiant effort to suppress a sigh and failed. “I wish she’d been this straightforward.”

The prince made a sympathetic noise. “Yu Ming has always been…”

“Always been what, Jing?” said Yu Ming.

Sen and the prince turned to face Yu Ming, who apparently had made an effort to look the part. She was wearing ornate red robes. Sen didn’t think the color flattered her particularly well, but he kept that thought to himself. She was giving her brother a challenging look as if daring him to say something negative.

“Lovely,” said the prince smoothly.

“I thought so,” she said before turning her gaze on Sen. “Well?”

“Well, what?” asked Sen.

“Don’t you think I look lovely?”

“Yes, but that’s always true.”

Chan Yu Ming beamed at Sen, who felt like there was some undercurrent at play he didn’t understand. That feeling turned into certainty as the prince looked first at her, and then at Sen, and then lifted a hand to cover his eyes.

“Oh, Yu Ming. Tell me you didn’t go falling in love.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

ROYALS
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Sen eyed Chan Yu Ming carefully. He was relieved to see that she gave her brother an exasperated look. He also took the precaution of cycling up some air qi and closing the room to listeners.

“Of course, I didn’t go falling in love. I just went looking for a better option.”

“A better option?” asked the prince. “What do you mean a better option?”

Before Chan Yu Ming could say anything, the prince held up a hand to stop her. He eyed Sen, frowned, and then turned his attention back to Chan Yu Ming. He studied her thoughtfully, then nodded.

“I see,” he said. “It could work. Maybe. It will require more than your usual level of subtlety.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Chan Yu Ming demanded.

“I mean that this will require some subtlety. As a general rule, you don’t have any,” said the prince, giving his sister a smirk.

“I have plenty of subtlety. Don’t I, Sen?”

Chan Yu Ming and the prince both turned and looked at him. Chan Yu Ming stared at him expectantly, and the prince gave him an amused look. Sen looked from one to the other before he turned and gestured at the painting.

“Have you seen this painting, Chan Yu Ming? I rather like it. What do you think?”

The prince howled with laughter while Chan Yu Ming glared at him.

“So, you think I’m not subtle?” she said.

“I think we met because you challenged me on a battlefield. Then, you followed me when I left the Clear Spring Sect. We haven’t been in subtle situations, so I lack the information to judge.”

“Battlefield?” asked the prince, all the humor gone in a flash.

“It was fine,” said Chan Yu Ming. “He only stabbed me a little.”

The prince turned a fierce look on Sen. “Stabbed?”

“In my defense, she challenged me.”

“It’s true,” said Chan Yu Ming. “I sought him out.”

The prince frowned unhappily before curiosity seemed to win out.

“And you won?” the prince asked Sen.

Sen nodded. “I did.”

“He was trained by Feng Ming,” added Chan Yu Ming. “I couldn’t pass up that opportunity.”

That got the prince’s attention, and he gave Sen another appraising look. “I suppose I should have guessed. It would have taken training like that to beat my sister, at least if what her teachers say is true.”

“It’s true,” said Sen. “She’s very, very good.”

“I was under the impression that ancient cultivators like that don’t usually take students.”

Sen shrugged. “They don’t.”

“Then, why you?”

“I honestly don’t know. If I had to guess, I think I was just in the right place at the right time.”

“So, mere luck?”

“No,” said Chan Yu Ming. “It wasn’t mere luck.”

Sen and the prince both looked to Chan Yu Ming.

“How so?” asked the prince.

“I saw what he could do. The part he conveniently left out of that story about the battle was how it ended.”

“We really don’t need to talk about that,” said Sen in a pained voice.

“We do,” said Chan Yu Ming. “He stopped it, Jing. Personally. It was one of the most terrifying, awe-inspiring things I’ve ever seen.”

The prince gave his sister a penetrating look. “How does one man, even one cultivator, stop a battle by himself?”

“He made a technique that covered the sky in darkness and fire, suppressed everyone on the field with a killing intent like nothing I’ve ever seen or felt before, and threatened to put a stop to the battle by simply killing everyone there.”

The prince was silent for a long moment as he stared at Sen. “And that worked? They believed him? They believed he could do it?”

“They didn’t believe anything, Jing. He could have done it.”

“Don’t oversell it,” said Sen hastily, before he turned his gaze on the prince. “I could not have killed everyone on that battlefield. There were at least a thousand cultivators fighting, and several of them were of a higher cultivation level than me.”

“I see,” said the prince. “So, you could only have killed almost everyone on the field.”

“There’s no way to be sure,” Sen hedged. “A lot of people would have died if I’d used the technique I made. More than any sane person would want on their conscience.”

“Would you have done it, if they didn’t capitulate?”

“Capitulate?” asked Sen, glancing at Chan Yu Ming.

“Surrender,” she said.

Sen let that question hang for a moment before he said in a very quiet voice, “Yes.”

The prince nodded before he clasped his hands behind his back. He went back to studying the painting for a time. Sen suspected the man wasn’t really looking at it, so much as using it as an excuse not to speak until he’d finished thinking something through. It was a good tactic, and Sen tucked it away for later use.

“You know,” said the prince, “I really do like this painting. Do you think the proprietors will sell it to me?”

“You know they will,” said Chan Yu Ming dismissively. “Who would say no to you?”

“Him, for one,” said the prince, waving a hand at Sen. “Although, Tiu Li-Mei said he was very polite about it.”

“He doesn’t count.”

“Oh?” asked the prince. “Why is that?”

“He’s a wandering cultivator, for one. They only have a vague relationship with mortal power structures at the best of times. Beyond that, he spent years training with not just one, but three nascent soul cultivators. His perspective on power is skewed.”

Sen opened his mouth to object, considered it, and then said, “She’s probably right.”

The prince nodded in acknowledgment before he looked at Chan Yu Ming. “It can work, but you’ll need assistance. Minimally, you’ll need Mother.”

Chan Yu Ming grimaced. “She won’t help.”

The prince rolled his eyes. “You always think the worst of her.”

“She’s given me plenty of reasons.”

“Regardless, you’ll need her help. I suspect you’ll find her more, let us say, open to helping you in these circumstances. You aren’t the only one who has strong feelings regarding the house of Choi.”

Seething hatred radiated off of Chan Yu Ming at the mention of the house of Choi. “They make it easy to have strong feelings about them.”

“That much is certainly true,” said the prince, before he abruptly turned to Sen. “I apologize. I took your participation for granted. Do you understand what she intends?”

“I do.”

“And you’re inclined to participate?”

“I agreed before I was fully aware of her status,” said Sen, shooting Chan Yu Ming a hard look that made her blush, “but yes.”

“Have you prepared him?” asked the prince.

Chan Yu Ming blushed a little more and said, “About that. I could use your help as well.”

The prince gave his sister a disapproving look that was profoundly paternal in nature before he shook his head. “I suppose it doesn’t interfere with my existing plans.”

Chan Yu Ming’s shoulders slumped in relief. “Thank you.”

“Prepare?” asked Sen.

“There are things you need to know about,” she thought carefully, “the local situation. I can’t tell you because I don’t have the time. I should have already arrived at the palace. Jing can explain them to you. He can probably do it better than I can since I’ve been away the last few years.”

Sen wasn’t sure how he felt about getting foisted off onto the prince for some kind of rushed training on local politics. It wasn’t any doubts about the prince’s ability to provide the information, but the prince clearly had his own agenda regarding Sen. Still, he had squandered his opportunity to get that information from Chan Yu Ming, so now he’d just have to make do with the resources available to him.

“Very well,” said Sen.

The prince nodded to him before he walked over to Chan Yu Ming. “It is good to see you again, Yu Ming. Even if it must be under these trying circumstances. I’ve missed you. You always keep things interesting.”

Chan Yu Ming smiled up at her brother. “I missed you, as well. Even if you do insist on being painfully boring.”

The pair laughed at what Sen realized must have been some inside joke.

“You should go,” said the prince. “You know how father will be if you take too long, and I need to speak with Lu Sen on a few matters.”

Chan Yu Ming nodded and looked at Sen. “Try not to do any you things before we get this all settled.”

“Me things? What do you mean, me things?”

“You know exactly what I mean,” she said. “No exposing demonic cabals. No infuriating sects. No terrifying acts of qi mastery.”

“I’m not saying that I agree with any of that, but I’ll try.”

Rolling her eyes, Chan Yu Ming left the two men alone in the room again. Once they were both sure she was gone, the prince turned another of those assessing looks on Sen.

“You like her,” said the prince.

“We’ve had some differences of opinion but yes, I guess I do.”

“Do you plan to marry her?”

Sen gave the prince a shocked look. “No. Not before we get to know each other a lot better than we do, at any rate. Plus, there’s the whole politics thing. I wasn’t lying when I said I try to keep out of it. I don’t think that cultivators should interfere. Like I told your sister, we’re just visitors in your world.”

“Visitors? What an odd way to describe it.”

“We aren’t really part of your world. Cultivators live by different rules. We have different expectations of each other. The entire goal of cultivation is ascension, to leave this world behind for another. How could we be anything but visitors?”

“A perspective I hadn’t considered, but fitting. As for marriage, don’t place too high a value on knowing the other person.”

“Why is that?”

“Familiarity is no guarantee of success. My wife and I were barely acquaintances when we wed. Now, I wouldn’t give her up for anything. I don’t mean to encourage you specifically with Chan Yu Ming. I just mean that a decision to make a marriage succeed is often more meaningful than attraction or knowledge about each other.”

Sen wasn’t entirely sure why the prince was sharing marriage tips with him, but he seemed to mean well. So, Sen tucked the tip away for later reflection.

“There were matters you wanted to discuss with me?” asked Sen.

“Yes. I understand what Chan Yu Ming stands to gain from all of this. I don’t understand what you stand to gain.”

Sen regarded the prince in silence before he made a decision. “There’s a cultivation resource I need, a manual, and she agreed to try and help me get it.”

“Try? You’re taking on a lot of personal trouble for something as intangible as someone trying to help you get what you need.”

“The manual is exceedingly rare. One of the sects in the city has a copy. I’m not confident I have the influence or resources to secure it on my own. I suspect a princess who is also a cultivator trying will go a lot farther than me trying.”

“Likely true, although the sects can be unpredictable in what they will and won’t do.”

“I know. They have their own politics.”

“Indeed. I cannot come to you every time we meet. Doing so once is explainable. You are, after all, a folk hero. I can claim curiosity. Doing so repeatedly will draw attention that neither of us would particularly enjoy. You will need to come to me at my home.”

“I can do that. How often?”

“For the moment, daily. It would be easier if you simply stayed there, but we need people to see you coming and going regularly for a time before that becomes practical. Arrive at midday. I’ll see to it that the guards know to let you in.”

Sen asked a few pertinent questions about where the prince’s home was located and how to get there. Then, stopping only long enough to buy the painting by dropping an obscene number of gold tael into the hands of the inn’s owner, the prince left. Sen stared at the empty spot on the wall where the painting had been. He felt Lo Meifeng come into the room behind him.

“So, how did that go?” she asked. “You didn’t start a war or anything, did you?”

Sen could see her smirk out of the corner of his eye. “No, I didn’t start a war. I’m just worried I’m in over my head with this.”

“Oh, now you’re worried about being in over your head. Well, I guess some progress is better than no progress.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

SPECULATION
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Prince Jing was usually a reserved man. He had taken to heart the admonition from both of his parents that you could learn more by listening than by speaking. Yet, on the way back to his home, the prince was all but silent. He kept thinking over his odd meeting with the cultivator Lu Sen. His visit had multiple purposes. On one level, he had simply been curious about the man who had so firmly declined his invitation. It was such an infrequent event in his life that he’d taken for granted that the man would come to him. When Tiu Li-Mei had informed him that the cultivator had declined in very firm terms, it had come as a legitimate shock. On further questioning, the woman who had served him for nearly ten years in increasingly important positions had become reticent. Beyond saying that the man was unorthodox but ultimately polite, she hadn’t wanted to speculate. When he pressed for her opinion, what she had to say had also surprised him.

“My prince, I don’t have an opinion about him that I trust.”

“Really? I don’t believe I’ve ever heard you say something like that before.”

“He’s strange. One minute, he comes across like a young man. The next, he’s like one of those old generals who seem like they can tell everything about you with a glance. And, there is something else there, something almost unnatural.”

“He is a cultivator. They can be that way sometimes.”

“I thought that, at first, but I don’t think that was it. At least, not entirely. I can’t think of a better way to explain it.”

That uncertainty on the usually unflappable Tiu Li-Mei’s part had intrigued him. Of course, there had also been the Diviner’s predictions that Lu Sen could be the making of him. That had been a powerful motivation all on its own. The revelation that the cultivator had arrived at the city in the company of his younger sister had been a surprise. He’d been aware that his parents had agreed to an ill-conceived marriage between her and Choi Zhi Peng, and that signaled her imminent and likely unhappy return to the city. To have her arrive in the company of the man the Diviner had singled out felt like a sign to him. In the end, he’d decided that, if Lu Sen wouldn’t come to him, he would go to Lu Sen.

Yet, for all that he’d tried to imagine what their first meeting might be like, none of it had gone according to Jing’s expectations. The young cultivator was deeply wary of him, as was to be expected, but Jing had underestimated just how deeply the young man loathed the nobility. The prince had expected dislike and been prepared to counter it. Despite the cultivator’s impressive self-control, he hadn’t been able to hide that loathing. It was so intense that it bordered on hatred. That the man had been willing to speak to Jing at all had been shocking in the wake of that discovery. Yet, for all of that, Lu Sen had been willing to speak to him. It made Jing wonder if he’d been advised by someone that not speaking to the prince was a potentially disastrous move. Jing wouldn’t have done anything if Lu Sen had refused him a second time, but he knew that some of his brothers would have taken foolish actions in the wake of the perceived slight.

He had wondered, briefly, if Yu Ming had advised the cultivator, but he’d rejected that thought almost immediately. Whatever that relationship was, and it was a tangled mess from what he’d seen, it wasn’t the kind of relationship that involved Lu Sen taking advice from Yu Ming. That was probably for the best, in Jing’s opinion. Yu Ming had many admirable qualities, but she was also prone to the errors in judgment common to all young people. Decisions driven more by passion than reason. Not that Jing himself was immune to such decisions. After all, he’d begun a very serious exploration of the options available to ensure that Choi Zhi Peng missed his wedding day courtesy of a hideously painful death. If the Choi family thought they were going to saddle his sister with that travesty of a person, they were both deeply and sadly mistaken. Not that Yu Ming would be in any real danger from the man, but Jing saw no reason that she should have to spend decades of her life dealing with him. Still, it was evidence that young people with strong feelings made poor choices.

No, Jing suspected that there had been an invisible hand at work in the background with Lu Sen, guiding the young cultivator toward the path of least trouble. Tiu Li-Mei had said another messenger had been waiting for the cultivator, which suggested that Lu Sen either had a contact in the city or someone had traveled in advance to make some kind of preparation. An older cultivator, perhaps, offering guidance to an inexperienced young cultivation genius? And Jing was confident that Lu Sen was exactly that, a cultivation genius. Yu Ming’s teachers had thrown that term around often enough when she was growing up and training. A sword genius, they had called her, and this Lu Sen had beaten her. Although, it was her description of how the man had ended that battle that cemented that impression in his mind.

He knew that cultivators aged differently from other people, but he was convinced that Lu Sen was likely the age he looked, or something very close to it. While Jing himself wasn’t a cultivator, every kingdom had to deal with the presence of cultivators. He had a good working knowledge of the stages of cultivation and what kind of power those stages conferred. If this Lu Sen had done what Yu Ming said he did, and Jing had no reason to doubt her description, that was a kind of power usually reserved for much, much older cultivators at very high levels of cultivation advancement. That would normally have been enough to give him pause. Massive power in the hands of someone that young was almost always a recipe for disaster.

Yet, almost in spite of himself, he liked the young man. Lu Sen lacked polish, certainly, but he also possessed a kind of straightforward indifference to rank that appealed to Jing. Lu Sen had spoken to him like a person, not a position. When he’d asked the young man what he thought of the painting, Lu Sen had simply answered him, rather than wasting time trying to decipher what the prince thought of it. In fact, the cultivator had been surprisingly honest about just about everything as near as Jing could tell, which wasn’t to say that the young man didn’t have secrets. It was very clear that Lu Sen was stuffed full of secrets, just not the kind of secrets that nobles were interested in.

Of course, as always, Tiu Li-Mei had been right. There was something unnatural about that man that went beyond the usual strangeness that surrounded cultivators. Jing had found himself equally unable to identify what it was. It was that lack of insight that kept Jing almost entirely silent on the way home. Yet, unnatural or not, he would help the man because Lu Sen represented a legitimate chance to extract Yu Ming from what would be a disastrous marriage. He found himself sitting in his private study, drinking tea he didn’t remember asking for, when his wife found him. She closed the door behind her and took a seat opposite of him.

“You met the cultivator?” Jao Chan-Juan asked.

“I did.”

“And what do you think?”

Jing paused and gathered his thoughts. “I like him.”

“But?” she asked.

“I think that he might well be the single most dangerous person I’ve ever personally encountered.”

“Aren’t all cultivators dangerous?” asked Jao Chan-Juan.

“They are,” he agreed. “Still, this Judgment’s Gale is something new. I just can’t put my finger on how or why. Perhaps it was simply his training.”

“Was there something special about it?”

“Yu Ming says that he trained with three nascent soul cultivators, and one named Feng Ming in particular.”

“Fate’s Razor?”

“I assume so. One might infer that he was selected specifically because there was something different about him.”

“Will he be of use to you?”

“No. At least, not in any traditional sense. I got the distinct impression that he isn’t terribly interested in the mortal world or its problems. He’s actively disinterested in mortal politics.”

“Really? Don’t most cultivators take at least a passing interest in the mortal political situation?”

“The ones who live here do, but he’s a wandering cultivator. They tend to spend less time in cities and pay less attention to mortal politics, but it goes beyond that with him. He told me that cultivators are just visitors. As such, they shouldn’t interfere with mortal politics. He seemed very sincere about it. Yet, despite that, he’s going to interfere anyway.”

“In what way?”

“Somehow, Yu Ming convinced him to play the part of a suitor.”

“She’s going to use him as a wedge to break herself free of the Choi engagement.”

“Yes.”

“And he agreed to do that? Why?”

“He gave me a reason. He said that he’s looking for a particular cultivation resource. A manual held by one of the sects here.”

“Do you think he was lying?”

“No. I think he was deadly serious about getting that manual. He seems to be hoping that Yu Ming and, presumably, the family, will be able to help him secure it.”

“You think there’s something else to it, though.”

Jing nodded. “I saw him and Yu Ming together. There’s clearly something there, although Yu Ming seems to have done something to muddy the waters.”

“You always assume she causes the problems.”

“She usually does.”

“She is headstrong sometimes,” said Jao Chan-Juan. “Still, you must be happy.”

“I’m happy there’s another option on the table, but I’m not altering my plans until I see how things play out.”

“Any insights into how the cultivator will affect your future?”

“No,” said Jing, “which worries me. I fear that I’m going to be a spectator to whatever happens.”

“That’s not necessarily a bad thing. Perhaps he’s going to draw attention away from you and your own plans. There are worse things than a good distraction. Will I be meeting this cultivator?”

“If you wish to. He’ll be visiting tomorrow. Yu Ming asked me to talk him through what he’ll need to know.”

“You don’t really have that kind of time.”

“True, but I can at least point out where the traps are. He is a cultivator after all. That’s going to insulate him in many ways. He can ignore a great deal of etiquette that other people can’t and get away with it. After all, it’s not like someone can simply have him killed.”

“That’s not true. Cultivators can die.”

“They can, but not without making a great deal of noise. I think that’s particularly true of this one. No, I expect that any would-be assassins are going to find that they’ve taken the wrong job if they go hunting for him.”

“Let’s hope that the Choi family wastes a fortune discovering that.”

“That would be nice.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

FATAL MISTAKE
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Sen was disheartened to discover that news of the prince’s visit to him, as well as Sen’s identity as a kind of folk hero and sect bogeyman, had spread through the city like wildfire. He supposed it had been predictable but it didn’t make him happy. It had drawn attention down on him that was, in turns, frustrating and anger-inducing. Messengers had started arriving within hours from what Sen assumed were minor political houses trying to edge some kind of advantage. He grudgingly accepted the messages but did not read or respond to any of them. There was no point until he could get some insights from the prince about which houses were actually important and which were not. Those continuous interruptions in his day were simply frustrating.

The reaction of the local sects to his presence had ignited his anger. He had felt the arrival of several cultivators who positioned themselves nearby and, between them, took to examining the inn with their qi and spiritual sense almost continuously. It was a constant distraction and annoyance. Sen might have tried to ignore it, but Falling Leaf had been feeling cooped up. Sen understood that feeling. After so much time spent out on the road, the city was stifling. She had gone for a walk. Under normal circumstances, Sen wouldn’t have worried about her. In the foreign environment of the capital, he kept an eye on her from a distance with his own spiritual sense. That was how he knew almost the instant that things started to go wrong. He felt qi flare from half a dozen cultivators who closed on her fast.

Sen didn’t bother with trying to navigate through the inn. He launched himself out of his open window, cycling wind qi to help him manage the rotation of his midair somersault, planted a foot on the wall of the next building, and launched himself upwards with his qinggong technique. He was hurtling over rooftops, even as he felt the fight happening. Falling Leaf hadn’t been caught too off guard, because he felt her distinctive qi flare several times. Then, the life of one of the people who was attacking her blinked out of Sen’s spiritual sense. On the one hand, Sen was thrilled. On the other, he knew he needed to hurry. With one of her attackers dead, the rest were likely to escalate things to a lethal level. He pushed himself harder, shattering roof tiles and, at one point, buckling a wall between buildings. Sen could feel the other cultivators hurling techniques at Falling Leaf and desperate concern exploded into incandescent rage. Sen didn’t know who they were and did not care. They had attacked Falling Leaf. It would be the final, fatal mistake of their lives. Sen planted his foot one last time and launched himself into the sky.

Sen summoned the heaven chasing spear from his storage ring and cycled lightning. He pressed that lightning into the spearhead until it blazed like a miniature sun. As he cleared the building, he felt the life of another attacker wink out of his senses. He took in the scene in a glance. Falling Leaf was bleeding from dozens of shallow cuts and half a dozen deeper ones. One of her wrists was locked into a shackle, but she’d buried her teeth in the throat of the person trying to shackle her and torn it out. Then, Sen descended on them like the hammer of a god. The spearhead dropped through the skull of one the attackers and passed cleanly into her chest before the lightning detonated inside them. The cultivator’s body was shredded and flew in every direction. Sen felt the hot spray of blood across his face, but it was just a fact that his mind casually noted before dismissing it for more important tasks. The last three attackers stared at Sen with a mixture of terror and horror. The closest attacker, a muscular man, recovered first.

“You dare! You’re courting—” was as far as he got.

A razor-edged spike of stone shot up from the ground, punched into the man’s groin, drove up through his chest, and exploded from the top of his skull in a shower of blood and brain. The last two, both core formation cultivators that were at least theoretically of a higher advancement than Sen, started launching their attacks. Sen had felt himself pass beyond the rage state and into that place of total, emotionless focus. He had enough time to identify the woman on the left as a wind cultivator, and the man on the right as a metal cultivator. Sen dismissed the man for the moment, knowing from experience and discussions with Lo Meifeng that metal cultivators struggled with ranged attacks.

Instead, he focused his attention on the woman. She tried launching wind blades at him. Sen had felt her cycling wind qi and momentarily devoted the entirety of his channels to wind qi as well, burning liquid qi to fuel his own strength. He felt it when her techniques were ready to coalesce. He reached out with his own wind qi and ruthlessly crushed the techniques at very nearly the moment they formed. The backlash from having half a dozen techniques broken almost simultaneously sent the woman into convulsions but that didn’t last long. Sen switched to cycling shadow and metal, driving them together with the force of his will. A web of metal-fused shadow strings burst from every shadow in the surrounding area and wrapped around her. Then, Sen pulled. Those strings cut through the woman, leaving nothing but a ragged pile of bloody meat that most people would have struggled to identify as having ever been human.

Sen didn’t know if the metal cultivator had felt the last of his companions die, or if he’d simply heard the sickly, wet plopping noises that the falling pieces of her body made when they hit the ground. But he’d arrested his charge at Sen and was just staring at that bloody pile. Sen dismissed the spear back into his storage ring and drew his jian. He cycled metal qi and reinforced the blade. There was no reason to risk potential damage to the edge when he could avoid it altogether. The metal cultivator turned to face Sen. The man’s face was ghostly pale and fear radiated off him, but so did anger.

“I have questions for you,” said Sen. “You will answer them.”

“Or what? You’ll kill me?” demanded the terrified man.

“No. Every time you don’t answer, I’m going to cut a piece off of you. Who sent you?”

The metal cultivator didn’t say anything, just lifted his dao and raced toward Sen. For all his fear, the man didn’t let it dampen the skills that had been drilled into him through what had clearly been countless hours of training. Unfortunately for that man, Sen had trained with far better and more dangerous people. Even more unfortunately for that man, anything resembling compassion had fled from Sen’s heart when he saw Falling Leaf bleeding with someone trying to chain her. Sen sent more liquid qi coursing through his channels and let it seep out into his body, boosting the already enhanced strength of his body cultivation-transformed muscles. When the metal cultivator came in for a slashing attack, Sen’s jian flicked out to parry the blow with all of that strength behind it. The dao shot out of the man’s hand to the sound of snapping bones and buried itself in a wall. The metal cultivator didn’t scream, but he jerked his injured hand back to cradle it. Sen felt nothing as his jian flicked out and severed one of the man’s ears. The metal cultivator did scream that time. Sen waited until the wailing cultivator managed to stifle his agony before speaking again.

“Who do you represent?”

The man stared murder at Sen but said nothing. The jian blurred through the air faster than sight and removed the thumb from the man’s sword hand. Sen regarded the man with a cool, indifferent face.

“I’m going to take a foot next,” said Sen, letting a little of his killing intent free.

The combination of pain, Sen’s killing intent, and the cold reality that he was about to lose a foot broke the man.

“The Steel Gryphon Sect.”

“Why did you try to take my friend?”

“Leverage. We wanted leverage over you.”

“For what?”

“I don’t know,” said the man.

Sen contemplated taking the man’s foot. It must have shown on his face because the man lifted his uninjured hand in a pleading gesture.

“I swear I don’t know!” the man screamed.

“Who sent you to do this?”

“Elder Tang,” said the man, bowing his head in shame. “Tang Ehuang.”

Falling Leaf came over to stand next to Sen. He looked at her, saw the shackle still on her wrist, and a bit of the rage bled back through. He drove his metal qi into the shackle and felt the crude suppression formation in it trying to block him. It took him less than a second to shred the formation. The shackle bent away from her wrist with a shriek and dropped to the ground. Falling Leaf let out a gasp of relief before she fixed her eyes on the metal cultivator. The man tried to stumble backward, only to realize he was in a fist of hardened air.

“Do you want him?” Sen asked, ignoring the burgeoning dread on the metal cultivator’s face.

Falling Leaf never took her eyes off the man when she answered. “Yes.”

Sen released the air qi he’d held the man with, and Falling Leaf pounced. Sen swiftly erected a kind of air shield in the immediate area so the man’s screaming wouldn’t carry to everyone in the nearby area. That screaming went on for a long, long time. When Falling Leaf was finally done venting her rage, Sen gave what was left of the metal cultivator a considering look. Then, he dismissed the man from his mind. Sen hadn’t wanted conflict with the local sects, but he wasn’t about to let them take Falling Leaf to prove it.

“Come on,” he said. “We both need to get cleaned up, and I need to take a look at those wounds.”

“They tried to cage me,” she said, the fury still hot in her voice.

“I know.”

“We should kill them all.”

“We did,” said Sen.

“Their entire pride.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

“Why?” demanded Falling Leaf.

“Because that would take a war. They have an army. We don’t. Plus, it would put all of these mortals in harm’s way. The people here don’t deserve to die because they got in the crossfire of a cultivator war. More importantly, I don’t want you to die fighting that war.”

Falling Leaf took a steadying breath, winced, and then nodded. “This is wisdom.”

“That being said, if they try something this stupid again, I will bring them a war.”


CHAPTER FORTY

BLAME
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As he’d been directed, Sen presented himself at the home of the prince. Although, words like palace and fortress sprang to mind as Sen stood at the gate of the walled compound. It seemed the guards had been expecting him because he was ushered inside quickly and shown to a sitting room. He was given tea and a plate of some kind of elegantly decorated pastries that Sen couldn’t immediately identify, although the red bean paste filling was familiar. He wasn’t left waiting for long before Tiu Li-Mei entered the sitting room. Sen went to stand, but she waved him back to his seat. She glanced at one of the other chairs, then at him, and seemed resigned to standing.

“Sit, if you wish,” said Sen. “I wouldn’t know or care if you were breaking etiquette.”

The woman inclined her head to him and sat. Sen poured her a cup of tea, waving away her frantic protests, and handed it to her. She reluctantly took the cup and waited for him to sip before she sipped her own. She hid it well, but Sen could sense that he made the woman nervous. He did his best not to focus on her too much. When she didn’t say anything for several minutes, Sen finally lifted an eyebrow at her.

“Were you sent simply to keep me company?” he asked.

“No,” she admitted. “I came to ask you a question.”

Sen thought he had a pretty good idea what question was coming, but he played along. “Of course. Please, proceed.”

“Were you involved in an altercation last evening?”

Sen took a moment to sip his tea. “I was.”

“May I ask what happened?”

Sen looked at her for long enough that the woman began to shift uncomfortably. “Several people tried to abduct my friend and wounded her severely in the process.”

“I see,” she said, her brow furrowed. “What happened then?”

“I slaughtered them,” said Sen in a conversational voice. “This tea is excellent, by the way. Do you know where I can acquire some?”

Tiu Li-Mei was staring at him with wide eyes. “You killed them?”

“I take those kinds of attacks on my people very personally.”

The woman looked a little pale to Sen’s eyes, but it didn’t bleed into her voice. “I see. Do you know who they were?”

“I do. One of them survived long enough to answer my questions. They were from the Steel Gryphon Sect.”

Tiu Li-Mei’s mouth tightened at the name. “You’re sure?”

“Very sure.”

Sen watched her for a moment before nodding. After he’d gotten Falling Leaf back to the inn, dressed her wounds, and forced several custom elixirs into her, he’d left her to sleep it off. Then, he’d gone to find Lo Meifeng. He’d found her pacing in her room. He’d leaned against the wall, arms folded over his chest, and just watched her pace for a while. Eventually, she turned an annoyed look on him.

“Could you not stand and stare that way? It’s creepy. It’s like having a statue glare at you.”

Sen snorted. “Sorry.”

“Walk me through what happened.”

Sen gave her an accounting of the earlier events. He skipped past some of the more colorful moments in the name of brevity. She had closed her eyes and let one of her hands clench into a fist when she heard the name Steel Gryphon Sect.

“And then what?”

“Then I gave him to Falling Leaf.”

Lo Meifeng looked startled. “What did she do?”

“She expressed the depths of her displeasure.”

“She killed him?”

Sen frowned. “Yes, I guess that’s a way to describe it.”

“Why would they do something this stupid?”

“You know why,” said Sen.

It had taken him a little while to figure it out, but that had mostly been because he’d been so angry. Then, he’d been distracted with tending to Falling Leaf. Once the fury had burned off and the healing was tended to, he’d been able to turn his mind to the more immediate problem. He’d been confused, at first. What the Steel Gryphon Sect had done ran contrary to everything he’d heard about how sects operated in the capital. Blithely grabbing people off the streets, or trying to, was not a good show of sect discipline. Sen acknowledged that it was possible that they had tried to grab her strictly because of him. On balance, though, there weren’t a lot of good reasons for them to do it.

He supposed that the list of demonic cultivators probably hadn’t included people in the capital, given that he hadn’t heard any stories that involved it. That suggested that any demonic cultivators located in the capital had escaped the recent purge. Of course, that was an incentive for them to avoid Sen at all costs. Drawing his attention that way was just begging for nascent soul-fueled destruction to rain down from the sky. No, the more likely scenario was that they had tried to get to him in order to get to someone else. Someone local. And the only local people he knew that mattered were Chan Yu Ming and her brother. Since Chan Yu Ming had been out of the picture for years while she was training at the Clear Water Sect, that only left one real candidate.

“The prince,” said Lo Meifeng.

“The prince,” agreed Sen. “I have to assume that they offended him in some way and that he’s putting some manner of pressure on them. I assume it’s economic pressure.”

“Why would you assume that?”

“Chan Yu Ming talked about it. She said it’s how her family punishes sects in the city when they act out in ways that the government doesn’t like. Higher taxes, delaying shipments, encouraging merchants to decline to work with the sect, that kind of thing.”

“It’s a smart move. Sects are expensive. Drive their costs up enough, and they can collapse under their own weight. Still, this wasn’t a good move on their part. It’s too blatant. They don’t even know what your relationship with the prince is. Beyond that, they clearly didn’t understand who they were dealing with when it came to you. If they’d looked into you at all, they would have known that a move like that could only end with a lot of dead people.”

“Loathe as I am to say it, I’m going to work from the assumption that the entire sect isn’t to blame for this. I think that this was just one overambitious elder being profoundly shortsighted. Probably whoever it was that pissed off the prince in the first place. I think Falling Leaf was just a target of opportunity. I’d bet that those idiots we killed were under orders to grab whoever they could get alone.”

“Well, you should be sure to thank your new friend for all the trouble he caused us. We have exactly zero chance of keeping anything even remotely like a low profile now.”

Those were the words in the back of Sen’s mind as he watched flickers of frustration and anger flit across Tiu Li-Mei’s face. She saw him studying her and closed her eyes for a moment. Then, she stood from the chair.

“You should come with me.”

Sen rose from his own chair and followed the woman deep into the heart of the building. He saw servants calmly but diligently going about their work. There was art placed in what Sen assumed were strategic positions. It was mostly paintings, but he also saw small sculptures and even vases set carefully on tables. They were obviously there to be looked at, rather than used. For all that, though, the decorations were understated, adding a sense of quiet dignity to the palace. Tiu Li-Mei asked Sen to wait, while she disappeared behind a heavy wooden door. He stood there in patient silence for several minutes, before Tiu Li-Mei came back out. Sen didn’t comment on it, but he could see that her hands were trembling slightly.

“The prince will see you.”

As Sen went to walk past the woman, he could hear her heart beating much too fast. He paused and looked at her. Then, he gently laid a hand on her arm and a little of his qi passed into her. He adjusted the biological reactions that were driving what he recognized as a panic response.

“Peace,” he said, and then went in to see the prince.

The prince was standing by a window and, much like Tiu Li-Mei, Sen could see the signs of a strong emotional reaction. While the man looked calm enough, the hand he held at the small of his back was clenched so tightly that the knuckles were white. His posture was too rigid. Sen’s enhanced hearing caught the rasp of harsh breaths being taken in through gritted teeth. Sen decided that waiting until the prince was ready to talk was probably the best move at this point. Instead, he glanced around what he assumed was the man’s office. Sen let a small smile cross his lips when he saw that someone had placed the painting from the inn on a wall in the room. It would be easy to look at from the heavy and scroll-covered table.

“It doesn’t happen often,” said the prince without looking away from the window, “but it seems that I owe you an apology. It wasn’t my intention, but I’ve dragged you into my conflict with the Steel Gryphon Sect. I’ve brought trouble to you, and I sense that trouble was the last thing you wanted in coming to this city. For that, I am truly sorry. I understand that your companion was injured. Is she well?”

“I tended her wounds myself. I expect that she’s all but healed by now, given how healthy her appetite was this morning.”

A sliver of the tension that was keeping the prince fixed in place seemed to bleed away. He turned to look at Sen.

“You’re a healer?”

“An alchemist, of sorts. The line between healer and alchemist can grow very blurry. Healers can do things that I’d never attempt, but the reverse is also true.”

“You told me that you came here in search of a manual and that one of the sects in the city held a copy. Is it the Steel Gryphon Sect?”

Sen considered drawing it out but that felt a bit too much like punishing the wrong person. “No. It’s the Golden Phoenix Sect.”

A wave of tension left the prince at those words. “At least there was some tiny shred of good fortune in this disaster. Still, since I brought this ill luck onto you, I wish to make amends. Tell me what you seek, and I will do what I can to acquire the manual.”

Part of Sen wanted to jump on the opportunity, no questions asked. Yet, Sen didn’t want to take advantage of the man’s guilt. The prince may have caused the situation, but only inadvertently. He hadn’t come to the inn with malicious intent.

“The manual might prove excessively expensive. I don’t know what the relationship between the sect and the government is, but they may ask for things you can’t or won’t want to give.”

“There are limits to my wealth and influence, promises I cannot make, but I would still like to try.”

Sen let that rest for a moment before he spoke. “The manual I need is the Five-Fold Body Transformation.”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

POLITICS
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With the immediate source of potential tension between them at least nominally resolved, Sen and the prince settled into a more relaxed conversation that focused on the reason that Sen had actually been meant to visit. The prince started by giving Sen a general overview of the local political scene.

“Should I assume that your working knowledge of the government in general is thin?”

“You should. You might even say that it’s nonexistent. I knew that this was a kingdom and that there was theoretically a government. That’s as far as it goes.”

“Theoretically?”

“I grew up on the streets,” said Sen. “There wasn’t much interaction with the government. I have some working knowledge about types of governments, but my teachers warned me that the reality is always a fundamentally different thing.”

“That is certainly true. Very well. There is a lot happening in the kingdom at any given time, so I’ll stick with what you need to know to survive here.”

“That sounds practical.”

“In theory, the royal family, my family, has uncontested authority over the kingdom. That is largely a fiction. There are a number of powerful noble houses that control a wide range of territories and resources that the kingdom needs to survive. That means that the royal house must often negotiate with these houses in order to keep the kingdom from simply collapsing. While there are dozens of minor noble houses that are little more than merchants with titles, there are perhaps a dozen major houses that hold substantial sway, and what you might call four great houses. For your purposes, you need to know about those four houses, because you’re about to infuriate one of them.”

“The house of Choi,” said Sen, nodding in understanding.

“Precisely. The house of Choi has always been problematic. They ruled briefly and badly for a short time early in the kingdom’s history. They were removed from the throne and replaced by my family. They’ve never forgotten that they once ruled, and unsurprisingly yearn to return their house to that position. In retrospect, we should have simply destroyed them at the time, but my ancestors feared the chaos that would ensue, so most of them were spared. Ever since, they have been a source of plots, insurrections, assassination attempts, successful assassinations, and general discord, but always at just enough of a remove that we cannot move against them.”

“Why?”

“Evidence. Politics is a game and a lethal game for those who play it. Yet, it’s also a sad kind of farcical theater, where we must put on a show to placate lesser houses. Without evidence, irrefutable proof, of their involvement, destroying the house of Choi truly would create the chaos my ancestors feared. It could ignite a civil war.”

“And even I know that those are bad for everyone.”

“Very much so. While your experience is evidence of a certain level of neglect on the part of the government, the situation as it stands is better than civil war or pure anarchy.”

“The neglected might not see it that way,” said Sen, his voice going a little cold.

The prince gave Sen a considering look before he nodded. “No, I don’t imagine they do. Yet, no government thinks in terms of the individual. It can’t. Governments think in terms of overall security, borders, and, when the time and resources can be spared, what will benefit the most people. For someone who grew up without a home or family, you would likely see charitable donations of food as an important and worthwhile investment. You’d even be right, at some level. Yet, if the choice is between making the donations or building and repairing the roads that connect our cities, where should the money go? Ensuring that goods and people can move from place to place helps more people. It lets us get soldiers where they need to be. It allows food to move from places where harvests were good to places where harvests were poor. Those might seem unimportant to a homeless child, but they prevent invasion and much greater starvation.”

Sen ground his teeth. “I won’t pretend that I understand all of the intricacies or that I think I’d do better, in principle. However, none of that helps the starving child on the streets.”

“I know,” said the prince. “And that is the burden. We know that our choices save some and condemn others, and then we must make the choices anyway. Can you truly tell me that you’ve never made choices where there was no best outcome, only less terrible outcomes?”

“No,” said Sen. “And I’ll admit that I’d prefer rulers who are at least troubled by those matters to those who simply don’t care.”

“A practical position, I suspect. We’ve drifted off the main topic. The house of Choi is problematic, and they hate my family. A feeling that we return in kind and depth.”

“This is what I don’t understand. If you hate them, why would your family ever agree to marry Chan Yu Ming to one of them? Setting aside the hate, she’s a cultivator. She was as removed from all of this as a person can be.”

The prince bought himself a few moments by sipping at his tea. He frowned down at it.

“Cold,” he muttered.

Sen cycled for fire qi and waved a hand at the cup. Steam started rising from the liquid.

“Better?” asked Sen.

Sen had to resist the urge to laugh at the startled look on the prince’s face. The prince lifted the cup to his lips and took another sip.

“Much better. Thank you. I’d never really considered that cultivators could use their powers for anything so mundane.”

“No one likes cold tea,” said Sen.

The prince nodded. “In answer to your question, I don’t know. And it wasn’t for a lack of trying to find out. My father made the decision, and now he refuses to discuss it.”

“Is that unusual?”

“It is. I’m the most likely to succeed him. So, he shares his thoughts on most decisions with me, if for no other reason than to help prepare me for the role. Yet, on this topic, he remains adamantly mute.”

“If that’s the case, do you really think Chan Yu Ming’s plan can work?”

“It can. I know that Chan Yu Ming would never truly consider it, but she can always simply decide to walk away.”

“The price is too high for her,” said Sen. “I suggested as much to her. She’d rather go through with the marriage than pay that price.”

“You may know that, and I may know that, but the possibility exists. As long as the possibility exists, it’s leverage.”

Sen considered his next words with much greater care than he usually would before he said them. “Wouldn’t life be easier for everyone if this Choi Zhi Peng just died?”

“It would,” said the prince. “Yet, it’s not enough that he die. If that were enough, I’d have invented an excuse to have him cut down in the streets by well-paid cultivator mercenaries. He’d need to disappear without a witness and, in doing so, abandon the wedding. That would become an affront to the royal family, and we could forever close the door to any future prospects of a marriage between their house and ours.”

“Do you think that’s what your father intends?”

“I’ve considered the possibility.”

Sen leaned back in this chair and closed his eyes for a moment. He’d been right. He was in over his head. He didn’t envy the prince the chore of trying to decipher the king’s intentions. While Sen could just cut his way out of most problems, the prince was swimming in deeper and murkier waters. Sen had no clue what a wrong choice in this situation would cost the prince. Sen supposed it would probably derail any plan for the prince to take the throne. Yet, Sen suspected that the consequences could be far worse.

“So, tell me about these other great houses I need to know about.”

The other three houses, the house of Xie, the house of Wu, and the house of Fong, were less actively hostile to the royal family. From what the prince told him the house of Fong was more often an ally than an enemy, while the house of Wu and Xie were decidedly neutral about the current situation. Sen didn’t immediately comment, just considered what that might mean in practice.

“Are they actually neutral, or are they just biding their time, hoping that you and the house of Choi destroy each other?”

“Oh, I’m sure they’re just biding their time. If my family fell, one or both would challenge for control of the country. For the moment, though, they’re content to leave things as they stand.”

“I guess that’s better than open hostility.”

“It actually is. The house of Choi has tried to enlist help from both at various points and been rebuffed in no uncertain terms. While they might take advantage of the situation if the throne were up for grabs, they’re no more interested in seeing the Choi on the throne than my family is.”

“Makes sense.”

The prince glanced out the window and sighed. “That will have to be enough for today. I have duties that, sadly, require my personal attention.”

Sen rose from his chair and gave the prince a bow. “Thank you for your instruction.”

The prince rose and gave Sen a similar bow. “Until tomorrow.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

I’D DO IT GLADLY
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The prince summoned a servant to lead Sen back out to the gate. He was pretty sure he could have found his own way, but he supposed that the prince and his guards weren’t comfortable having a stranger wandering around the building. Sen knew that he wouldn’t want strangers roaming his home if he had one. He’d barely left the prince’s compound before he sensed the cultivators start following him. Sen briefly wondered if they intended for him to notice, then realized that he was holding them to his standards of evasion and hiding. While he could debate his skill level in most things, he knew that his ability to go unseen was, if not unmatched, the next best thing to it. Sen devised a quick plan. He kept close track of the cultivators so he could time it properly. He waited until he rounded a corner, then he hid, and used his qinggong technique to reach a nearby alley. He wrapped himself in shadow and waited.

The cultivators who had been following him didn’t waste any time. He saw a very confused-looking man with an unfortunately patchy beard hurry into view. His eyes swept the entire area frantically. Sen was most interested in the uniform he wore. It was the same as the ones worn by Falling Leaf’s attackers. A moment later, three more cultivators converged on the man. There was enough environmental noise that Sen couldn’t make out what they were saying, but they all looked agitated and nervous. After another tense exchange, the group split up. Some of them went into nearby buildings, while others started searching the foot traffic and peering down alleys. Sen smiled as he watched one of the cultivators’ eyes pass right over where he was standing. He waited until the cultivator turned away to look somewhere else, then grabbed the man and threw him deeper into the alley. Sen stalked toward the man, his body still wreathed in shadow. The cultivator thrashed around in the garbage pile Sen had thrown him into before he realized that a large shadowy figure was closing the distance.

“You’re courting death,” the man said, although there was no conviction in his voice. “The Steel Gryphon Sect will see you dead for this.”

“I didn’t care about that yesterday. Why would I care now?”

“It’s you,” said the cultivator.

“Yes. Why are you following me?”

“We were sent with a message.”

Sen drew his jian and cycled for lightning. “I’m sure you were.”

“Not that kind of message!” the man shrieked.

“I don’t believe you,” said Sen, looming over the man and pressing the tip of his jian into the hollow at the base of the other cultivator’s throat. “If your friends come any closer, I’m going to kill all of you.”

“We really were sent with a message,” said a woman from behind Sen.

“You don’t stalk people you have messages for. Everyone in this damn city knows where I’m staying. You could have gone there.”

“Let the others go,” said the woman. “I’ll stay.”

“You’ll stay anyway,” said Sen, pressing the jian in enough to draw blood.

“Please,” said the woman. “This was my idea. They shouldn’t pay the price for it.”

Sen wasn’t particularly inclined to let any of them go. He didn’t believe the woman, but the other option was another bloodbath. There had been so much blood and death in the last year that it made Sen tired every time he considered it. In the end, though, it was the woman’s use of the word please that tipped the scale. He pulled the jian away from the throat of the man on the ground.

“If the other three aren’t gone in the next five seconds,” Sen said over his shoulder to the woman, “I’m going to send your sect another message.”

When no one moved for a moment, the woman snapped out an order. “Go!”

There was a scramble of footsteps and the other three cultivators raced away, no doubt to get more help. Sen didn’t even bother turning around.

“So, are you going to stall for time, or we should get right to it?”

“I didn’t come to fight,” she said.

“Assassins never do.”

“I’m not an assassin!”

“That would be more convincing if you hadn’t acted like an assassin,” said Sen.

Sen activated his qinggong technique and launched himself into the air. He tapped a foot against a wall and hurtled onto the rooftops. Unlike his rooftop trip the day before, he took more care not to leave a trail of architectural carnage in his wake. While he fully expected to run into more Steel Gryphon Sect members, no one got in his way. The cultivators he did identify were always at a sufficient distance that he was relatively confident they weren’t looking for him. Still, he was aggravated when he got back to the inn. He wordlessly collected the pile of scrolls and letters that were waiting for him and went upstairs. Sen had barely gotten back to his room when he heard a knock. A quick scan told him it was Falling Leaf, and he suppressed the urge to tell her to go away. It wasn’t her fault that other people had put him in a bad mood. He went over and let her in. She eyed him for a moment.

“What happened?” she asked.

“I ran into some Steel Gryphon Sect members.”

Her eyes went hard. Then, she was scanning him, looking for damage. “What did they do?”

“Nothing. Although, I have no idea if that’s how they expected it to go. I caught them off guard.”

“You let them live?”

Her tone told him all he needed to know about her thoughts on that matter. Sen couldn’t really blame her. She’d taken the brunt of the abuse from them. If he was in her position, he’d probably want them all dead, too.

“I did. I don’t want to develop a reputation,” Sen sighed, “more of a reputation for leaving piles of dead bodies behind me. That kind of reputation can attract a lot of attention, most of it of the kind none of us wants.”

“They should know better, now.”

“You would think. At any rate, nothing happened, so we don’t need to do anything about it. I’m taking that as a good thing for the moment.”

Based on the smoldering fury he saw in her eyes, Falling Leaf clearly didn’t share that opinion. Still, she hadn’t gone out looking for trouble. Sen had half expected to come back and find her gone.

“Did you learn anything from the prince?” she asked.

“I did. He thinks that they attacked us because of him. He’s involved in some kind of ongoing conflict with them. I didn’t ask for details, although I probably should have. I’ll ask him about it tomorrow. Beyond that, he just gave me a general picture of the local political situation.”

Falling Leaf frowned a little. “That will be helpful for you?”

Sen shrugged. “I expect it will.”

Falling Leaf fell silent for long enough that Sen wondered if she was still feeling the effects of the injuries she’d taken.

“You came to help me,” said Falling Leaf. “I didn’t thank you.”

Sen stood up and walked over to Falling Leaf. He looked her in the eyes.

“You don’t ever have to thank me for something like that. I will never knowingly leave you in danger.”

Falling Leaf smiled, but there was something sad in it. “You may have to one day. None of us knows what the future will bring. When I was young, I thought I would live with my pride for my whole life. Then, they were gone. You are my pride now. Even the Feng, the Kho, and the Caihong are my pride. Sometimes, you must sacrifice yourself. Sometimes, you must let others sacrifice for you.”

Sen shook his head. “No. I won’t sacrifice you. If that means we fall together, then we fall together. If that means I die so you can live, then I’ll die, and I’d do it gladly.”

“My life is not worth more than yours.”

It was Sen’s turn to smile if with less sadness. “Yes, it is. It is to me.”

Falling Leaf fell silent, her eyes distant. “I don’t like this place. This city. I can’t see the dangers here.”

“I don’t like it either. I promise we’ll leave as soon as we can.”

Falling Leaf never got the chance to answer as there was another knock on the door. Sen lowered his head, heaved a breath, and answered it. One of the inn’s staff was standing there and looking profoundly nervous.

“Yes?” Sen asked with an extra helping of weariness in his voice.

“I’m sorry to disturb you. There is someone asking for you. They were very insistent.”

“Did they say who they were?”

“They’re from the Steel Gryphon Sect.”

Sen felt Falling Leaf start getting her qi ready for violence behind him. He felt his own expression harden.

“I see,” he said. “I’ll be right down.”

The inn employee read the mood in the room, offered a hasty bow, and disappeared. Sen felt his anger bubble up in a way that had been almost entirely absent since his time with the dragon. He let his eyes drift over to where Falling Leaf stood. Her expression was openly murderous. Sen had no idea what his expression looked like, but he expected it was much the same.

“Let’s go greet our visitor,” he said.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

MAKING A DEAL
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Sen and Falling Leaf descended the stairs into the common area. While it wasn’t quite as empty as it had been when the prince had been there and the employees weren’t kowtowing, the common area was silent. The people who were there were hurriedly finishing meals or drinks and exiting. The cause for that reaction stood in the center of the room, projecting arrogance in every direction. The woman was tall and, like so many cultivators, unnaturally attractive, with sleek black hair and catlike eyes. But there was also a cruelty about her that bled through and marred the image of beauty. Sen made note of the Steel Gryphon Sect patch on her fine silk robes. When Sen and the glowering Falling Leaf entered the common area, the last of the holdouts simply fled the space. The woman turned an imperious gaze on the two of them.

“I am Elder Tang Ehuang of the Steel Gryphon Sect,” said the woman, giving the pair an expectant look.

When the only reaction she got was Sen placing a restraining hand on Falling Leaf’s arm, Elder Tang glared at them. When all that got was a look of cool disdain from Sen and one of barely controlled rage from Falling Leaf, the woman lost whatever patience she had.

“It seems that the two of you don’t know your place. Did no one teach you to show due deference to your betters?”

Sen rolled his eyes and turned to Falling Leaf. “Let’s go. We’re wasting our time here.”

As they turned to leave, the sect cultivator abandoned any pretense of civility. “Don’t you turn your backs on me you pathetic wandering cultivators.”

Sen felt the woman cycling qi and sighed. First, he slammed the full weight of his killing intent down on her. Then, he turned back to look at her. She was near the peak of core cultivation, so she wasn’t screaming and convulsing the way he’d seen some cultivators do under a similar attack. She had dropped her cycling. To Sen’s eyes, it looked like she was bending everything into staying on her feet. He saw a trickle of blood leak from her nose. Then, he applied the technique that the dragon had taught him. Sen still wasn’t certain exactly what it was. The way he applied it shared some resemblances to dropping his killing intent on someone, but its source was fundamentally different. The dragon had called it an auric imposition and seemed ecstatic that Sen had an intuitive grasp of the process that let them bypass, as the dragon put it, all those tedious details.

Unlike killing intent, which Sen had come to understand was derived from a very specific set of experiences and conditions, the auric imposition was more like a combination of cultivation strength and personality. The stronger the cultivation, the personality, and the will of the person, the stronger the auric imposition. Sen was still trying to piece together the details, but he could make the technique work, which was all that mattered to him in that moment. When his auric imposition crashed down on Tang Ehuang, she dropped to the floor. Sen walked toward her, mentally squeezing the woman with his killing intent and auric imposition. The blood started running freely from her nose and the corners of her eyes.

“You should choose your words with more care, elder,” said Sen, drawing his jian.

The Steel Gryphon Sect elder made feeble attempts to push herself away from Sen and the almost physical terror he was inflicting on her. She held up a hand, as though she could ward away the suppressive force bearing down on her with it.

“Wait,” she gasped.

“Otherwise, some pathetic wandering cultivator might take offense and remove your tongue. Well, I suppose that warning came a little too late. Perhaps you’ll be more polite in your future written correspondences,” continued Sen, turning his eyes to Falling Leaf. “Would you care to do the honors?”

“I would,” said Falling Leaf with a malevolent glee in her eyes.

Falling Leaf had only managed to take two steps before a weight of power and presence the likes of which Sen had only felt from his teachers bore down on the room. The effect was immediate. Falling Leaf staggered and Tang Ehuang let out a pained cry as the pressure on her increased from the second presence. Sen understood what was happening and reshaped his auric imposition into a kind of makeshift shield for him and Falling Leaf. It wasn’t perfect. He didn’t even think it was meant to be used that way, but it did shunt aside enough of the pressure that Falling Leaf wasn’t driven to the floor. Sen, who had far more experience dealing with those kinds of pressures, plunged his jian into Tang Ehuang’s chest. That drew another cry of pain from the woman. He hadn’t driven it deep enough to kill her, but it was deep enough that he could kill her before even a nascent soul cultivator would be able to stop him.

“That will be enough, young man,” said a deep, rich voice from the doorway.

The pressure on him increased enough that Sen grunted and felt his auric imposition trembling on the edge of collapse. In response, he pressed his jian a quarter inch deeper. That was deep enough to damage Tang Ehuang’s heart every time it beat. Given that he was still doing everything in his power to drive his killing intent into every inch of the woman’s body and soul, the damage was racking up fast.

Sen growled from between firmly clenched teeth. “We aren’t doing it that way.”

The stalemate continued like that until Tang Ehuang spasmed beneath the combined pressures on her. That very nearly ended her life then and there, as her own motion pushed the jian deeper into her heart. The nascent soul cultivator seemed to recognize that because he sighed and lifted the pressure he was exerting. Sen straightened up from the crouch he’d assumed over Tang Ehuang and turned to look at the newest addition to the little drama they were all playing out. What Sen didn’t do was ease up on the killing intent or the jian he’d driven into her chest. The man staring at Sen from across the room looked to be in his middle years, although that could well be an affectation. Having seen Uncle Kho transform from an old man into a young man had taught Sen exactly how unreliable the appearances of nascent soul cultivators were in judging their ages.

The man frowned at Sen. “You will release her to me.”

“No,” said Sen.

His tone wasn’t rude or obnoxious, just committed.

“You don’t really have a choice,” said the man Sen assumed was one of the top members of the Steel Gryphon Sect.

“There’s always a choice,” said Sen. “You just have to be willing to accept the consequences. This woman interfered with my business. Her actions saw my companion injured. She insulted us. Then, she meant to attack us for not being as impressed with her as she is with herself. There will be a price for that.”

“She will be punished,” said the man. “You have my word.”

“Not good enough.”

“My word isn’t good enough for you?” demanded the man, his face going stony.

Sen gave the man an incredulous look, then pointedly looked down at Tang Ehuang. “Why would it be? Especially given that your interest is almost certainly in making sure that a sect asset remains useful, not in actually punishing her.”

The nascent soul cultivator gave Sen an appraising look. “You say that there is always a choice if you’re willing to accept the consequences. Are you?”

Sen didn’t even need to think about the answer. “Yes.”

“You really are Feng Ming’s student, aren’t you?”

“I am.”

“It shows. There’s no compromise in that man’s soul either. Frankly, it’s a trait that most people could do without. We both know you can kill her before I can get to you, even if it means your death immediately after. So, what do you suggest?”

“You want her alive and whole, I assume.”

“I do,” said the nascent soul cultivator.

“I want her crippled or dead. I’m not sure that there is a middle ground to be found here.”

The nascent soul cultivator considered first Sen, then Falling Leaf, who had regained her feet and was glaring at him, and finally Tang Ehuang. The sect elder on the floor was barely conscious.

“All of her assets will be forfeited to you, including any sect treasures that have been given to her. We will also imprison her.”

“For how long?” Sen asked, letting nothing show on his face.

The nascent soul cultivator, who Sen was starting to suspect might actually be the sect patriarch, gave him another long, assessing look. Sen was sure that the man was trying to gauge the shortest period of time that Sen would find acceptable. The man opened his mouth, closed it after another look at Sen, and finally spoke.

“A century. She’ll be kept in a qi-suppressed cell for one hundred years.”

Sen gave the woman whose life he held in his hands a long look. Then, he pulled the jian free and withdrew his killing intent. “Done.”

The removal of the blade from her chest and sudden withdrawal of Sen’s killing intent seemed to be the final blows that Tang Ehuang could take, and her eyes rolled up into the back of her head. The nascent soul cultivator walked over and gave the woman a frustrated look. Sen had the impression that this wasn’t the first time that this man had dug the woman out of one kind of trouble or another. The nascent soul cultivator reached down, grabbed Tang Ehuang, and unceremoniously threw her over his shoulder. He started to walk away before he stopped and lifted an eyebrow at Sen.

“Would you have really killed her if we didn’t come to terms?”

“Without hesitation.”

The man nodded. “I thought as much.”

“If I can ask,” said Sen, “who are you?”

The man gave Sen a surprised look. “You don’t know?”

Sen frowned and gave the man a hard look, wondering if they’d encountered each other somewhere along the way. He didn’t look familiar to Sen.

“I’m sorry. No. I don’t believe we’ve met.”

“He didn’t even mention me. Typical. My name is Feng Bai. I’m your master’s brother.”

Sen stared at the man for a long moment, trying to process this new information, before he offered the man a respectful bow. “I am honored to meet you.”

“I don’t suppose that information would have changed the negotiations?” asked Feng Bai.

Sen gave that a moment of very serious consideration before he shook his head. “No. It wouldn’t have changed anything that she did.”

“No, I guess it wouldn’t have. Is he well?” asked Feng Bai.

“He spent most of the last year hunting demonic cultivators. He seemed to be in good spirits afterward.”

“Yes, I expect he would be after that. The next time you see my brother, tell him I said,” Feng Bai sighed and shook his head. “Just tell him I said hello.”

Sen could almost visualize the mountain of unsaid words in the air around them, but he just nodded. “I will tell him.”

“Thank you,” said Feng Bai, and then he was gone in a burst of qi and displaced air.

“Do you think they will do as he said?” asked Falling Leaf.

Sen shrugged. “Probably. At the very least, I expect he’ll make sure that absolutely no one else from that sect bothers us. I sincerely doubt he wants Master Feng showing up with a mind for vengeance. If anyone knows what that means, I bet it’s his brother.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

THE CONCERNS OF CULTIVATORS
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“You did what?” asked the horrified prince.

Sen didn’t think that the prince was actually asking him since Lo Meifeng had reacted in exactly the same way the evening before. On the one hand, he understood their reactions. Core formation cultivators didn’t usually stare down nascent soul cultivators and then, essentially, blackmail them. On the other hand, Sen hadn’t gone looking for that confrontation, let alone planned it. He’d been reacting on instinct, rather than some well-thought-out strategy. It was something that he felt he did too often, but it was hard to have a well-thought-out strategy for things you didn’t expect. Sen supposed that he could spend more of his time thinking up the least likely events he could expect to have happen to him, and then plan as though they were certainties. That idea didn’t appeal very much to Sen. He thought that would mostly result in him having a lot of plans that he never used while still making things up as he went.

“Yeah,” he finally said to the flabbergasted prince. “I pretty much backed him into a corner. Incidentally, if your main problem was with Elder Tang Ehuang, she’s going to be locked up for the next century.”

“How far along is your cultivation?”

Sen thought about it. “I’m initial core formation. Although, I’m probably not too far off from adding a layer to my core. I’m a little farther along with my body cultivation.”

“How powerful are you?”

“I’m not bad, but it’s not always about direct combat power. In a straight-up qi technique fight, either Tang Ehuang or Feng Bai could have beaten me. I might have made it a bit of a challenge with Elder Tang, but she’d have probably won in the end. With Feng Bai, he’d have destroyed me. So, I made those fights about something else.”

“How so?”

“With Tang Ehuang, I made it a literal battle of wills. That wouldn’t have worked with everyone, but she made it clear that her ego was fragile. Fragile egos don’t make for strong wills. With Feng Bai, I made it a metaphoric battle of wills. I was willing to commit to an extreme outcome. He wasn’t for several reasons. That gave me the better bargaining position.”

“I doubt I would have had the nerve to try a gambit like that.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to try something like that. You have a lot more to lose than I do.”

“I don’t know about that.”

“I do. You have a family, rank, wealth, a home, and the rest of your life. You have an entire kingdom to lose if you make a bad bet. I have a few close friends. I have some wealth, but that doesn’t matter as much to cultivators as you might think. That’s it for me. If I died today, it would hurt the people I’m close to, but there wouldn’t be many ripples in the pond of life. If you died today, it would cause a much more serious upheaval.”

The prince studied Sen for a moment before he said, “You say I have the rest of my life, but you didn’t mention that for yourself. As I understand it, cultivators at your level of development have nothing but time. Centuries and centuries of it.”

Sen froze. He hadn’t meant to reveal that particular bit of information to the prince. It wasn’t that he necessarily didn’t trust the prince with it, but it wasn’t information that the prince needed. It wasn’t information that anyone outside of his core circle needed to know. Still, he’d let it slip, no matter how inadvertently. The question was how best to deal with it. He could brush it off, saying that cultivators saw life and death differently. It was true enough that he could probably get away with it. He could also just ignore the implied question. It would still give the prince information, but the man would have to draw his own conclusions. Of course, Sen wasn’t sure he wanted the man drawing uninformed conclusions. Sen could also just come clean about it. The information would likely make Sen seem more dangerous and even less risk-averse than his reputation would suggest. The silence had apparently dragged on for long enough that the prince had gotten nervous or uncomfortable.

“I didn’t mean to pry,” said the prince.

“It’s fine,” said Sen, not thinking it was fine at all.

“If it’s a private matter, I understand.”

Sen ultimately decided that he’d rather seem more dangerous to his enemies than less. It might take a little of the pressure off as well. If people thought he was going to die all on his own soon without any need for outside help, they might just decide it was more practical to wait it out and see what happened than commit resources to the task of killing him.

“There’s a problem with my body cultivation. If I don’t fix it, I’ll probably be dead within two years.”

Prince Jing considered that statement and said, “I can see why you say you have less to lose. Is that why you need the manual?”

Sen snorted. “It’s not the only reason, but it’s certainly the most pressing reason.”

“You seem remarkably healthy for a dying man.”

“The real dying part hasn’t started yet,” said Sen in answer to the prince’s mild skepticism. “But it is coming. Soon.”

“Does Yu Ming know?”

“She does. It probably makes me even more appealing for her plan. If I don’t deal with this problem, she won’t have to worry about me for long.”

The prince shook his head. “She doesn’t think that way. She never has. Yu Ming has always been more passion than cold logic. It’s why she makes such terrible plans.”

“She does make terrible plans,” said Sen, “but she isn’t stupid.”

The prince nodded. “That’s true. She’s foolish, at times, but not stupid. More than one person has mistaken the one for the other, though. It was a relief to me when she became a cultivator. It’s a remarkably good shield for someone like her. Most people aren’t willing to try to take advantage of someone who can literally bring down the walls of their house.”

“What is she doing right now? She only gave me a vague sense of what to expect next.”

The prince’s brow furrowed. “I’m not entirely sure. I expected to be summoned after she returned, but that hasn’t happened yet. If I had to guess, though, I assume that she’s negotiating with our mother.”

“Negotiating? I never had parents, so I’m sure I missed a few things, but is negotiating something children normally do with their parents?”

The prince chuckled. “I don’t believe so. Yu Ming’s relationship with our parents is complicated. She’s willful, and our mother expected obedience. Needless to say, there is tension there. If she wants her plan to work, though, she needs Mother to help bring Father around. Mother will want things from her that Yu Ming will flatly refuse to do or that are simply impractical for a young cultivator. So, they’ll need to bargain for what they want.”

“What kind of impractical things?”

“It’s hard to know for sure. She might demand that Yu Ming settle in the city. She might demand that Yu Ming marry immediately and start producing children. Since that’s not something you’ll be willing to do, it’s off the table. But there will be some kind of concession involved.”

Sen shuddered. “No offense, but that sounds like someone who wants to control her children.”

The prince hesitated but nodded. “That is a fair assessment.”

“I sincerely hope that she understands that I will not be making any such bargains, and Yu Ming can’t commit me to one.”

The prince smiled at that. “My mother is formidable, but you stared down a nascent soul cultivator. I think even she will recognize the folly in trying to bring you to heel.”

“Good. As for the Steel Gryphon Sect, I don’t know the details of your conflict with them. If the source of that conflict was Tang Ehuang, though, you may find them more tractable now.”

Prince Jing nodded. “Perhaps. Time will tell on that account. I’m curious, though. Assuming you get everything that you came here for, the manual, freeing Yu Ming, what will you do then?”

Sen shrugged. “I’m a wandering cultivator. I expect I’ll go back to wandering. I may find a mountain to claim at some point and just become a story that people tell. In the end, though, ascension is the goal for every cultivator.”

“Ascension,” said the prince. “You leave the world behind and become a god?”

“That’s the theory, but it’s a bit of an open mystery. We know that ascending cultivators go somewhere. Personally, I’m not sold on the idea that we ascend to the heavens.”

“No? Why is that?”

“Because I’d make a terrible god. Most cultivators would make terrible gods. We’re all selfish. Most of us are petty and prone to violence. Being a cultivator doesn’t stamp out human failings. As often as not, it seems to amplify those failings. Maybe the universe really is so badly made that we ascend to godhood, but I hope that isn’t the case.”

“Then, what do you hope will happen on ascension?”

Sen shrugged. “That we go somewhere else. That it’s a place that helps us correct our failings, rather than making them worse. I doubt that’s what happens either, though. I expect that what actually happens is that we go somewhere else, and that nothing is really different except the stakes.”

“Why is that?”

“Because people are people. Do you think that being born somewhere else is really going to make them less flawed?”

The prince frowned at that. “No. If you think that, though, then why do it?”

“Once you step onto the path of cultivation, it’s very difficult to step off. The concerns of cultivators are very different from the concerns of mortals. You build everything in your life around cultivation. It changes the way you think, the way you behave, the way you assess risk and reward. In my case, it even changed my body in fundamental ways. It’s also nearly impossible to avoid making enemies, which means stopping is a good way to get killed by those enemies. If you can get to the point of ascension, you’ve become so powerful that staying is, in many ways, pointless. You can do anything you want. Have anything you want. You’ve literally met every challenge along the way and succeeded. I expect that by the time a person reaches that point, they’re ready to go somewhere else, for new challenges if nothing else.”

“When you talk about it like that, it makes the politics of the kingdom seem very small and inconsequential. Is that why you don’t like getting involved?”

“Well, involving cultivators in mortal politics is a bit like killing a fly with a hammer. We’re the wrong tools for the job. I don’t think your concerns are inconsequential. They certainly aren’t inconsequential for all of the mortals who live here. They’re just not particularly relevant to me.”

“Yet, you involved yourself anyway. I know that you’re after that manual, but it sounds like that’s something that you could have gotten on your own if you tried hard enough.”

While Sen liked the prince and even trusted him to a certain extent, he wasn’t willing to divulge the existence of those soul tugs to him. Instead, he offered a nonchalant shrug.

“She asked me to,” he said.

“And that was enough?”

“It was on the day I decided.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

LEGEND
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For the next few weeks, Sen found that his life took on a disquietingly calm quality. He wasn’t attacked or even accosted by anyone. However, the pile of scrolls and letters he’d been ignoring were replaced by newer versions of the same ones. He’d consulted with the prince on what to do about them, and the prince had said that simply ignoring them was the best course of action in this case. It would help reinforce the idea that Sen was a cultivator first and foremost. That would help him later when and if things with Yu Ming’s plan progressed. As for the princess herself, Sen hadn’t heard anything directly from her since they first arrived in the city. The prince said that he had seen her, briefly, but she hadn’t sent along any messages.

Lo Meifeng had found them someone to act as a representative for them to the Golden Phoenix Sect. While Sen would have liked to take a more active hand in picking the person, he knew he lacked the experience to know who would have the best chances of succeeding. He still struggled with trusting Lo Meifeng, but it was that or find someone himself. So, he grudgingly accepted her recommendation. Yet, beyond that first meeting with their new representative, Sen hadn’t heard a word about the sect or manual, let alone seen the man again. Sen had still been making daily trips to the prince’s home. The two men had struck up something of a friendship, much to Sen’s amazement. Still, those meetings were comparatively short, rarely lasting more than an hour or two to accommodate the prince’s other responsibilities, which Sen had slowly learned were many.

That left Sen to his own devices for most of the day, every day. Sen had spent the first few days exploring the surrounding area. While the city had seemed like nothing but an unbroken stretch of buildings and roads from a distance, there were actually small parks scattered across the city. Sen had found one that wasn’t too far from the inn, or at least not too far for cultivators. He’d taken to dragging Shi Ping out there at dawn most days to continue the man’s jian training. While Sen could see the annoyance in the fire cultivator, the man did not revert to his old habits of complaining. Sen wasn’t sure if it was progress, or if the man simply viewed the process as beneficial training that was worth the hassle. As long as the whining didn’t resume, though, it was good enough for Sen. It was during one of those morning practices that Shi Ping disengaged and cast an aggravated look around the park.

“You know we’re being watched, don’t you?” asked Shi Ping.

Using his practice jian, Sen pointed to four different spots in the park where trees offered cover that someone could use to covertly observe them. “Yes, I know.”

Sen had long since sensed the presence of the observing cultivators. As long as they were willing to keep their interference to observation, he was willing to let them do it. He didn’t see any gain in provoking a fight with them if they hadn’t come looking for one. He also didn’t care if they watched. It wasn’t as though they were going to learn anything that meaningful about him by watching him make minor adjustments to Shi Ping’s sword style. At best, they could report that he had a better-than-average understanding of the weapon. After he pointed to their hiding spots, Sen felt the quiet observers scatter, each going in a different direction. He didn’t know, for sure, that they were all from the same sect, but Sen suspected they were. The question he couldn’t answer without going to more trouble than he thought it was worth was precisely which sect they came from. He supposed he should make the time and expend the effort to find out. It just hadn’t felt like a priority.

Sen had also noticed that mortals would gather to watch them train. Most of them looked like off-duty city guards and house guards. Much like the cultivators, they kept their distance. Unlike the mysterious cultivator observers, these people didn’t take any steps to hide their observation. Instead, they watched openly and discussed what they were seeing. A normal person wouldn’t have been able to hear what they were saying, but Sen’s enhanced senses let him pick up their quiet conversations. Most of them drew absurd conclusions, which told Sen everything he needed to know about the quality of their training. A few of them, though, made observations that told Sen that they knew what they were doing. He was tempted to invite that small handful to join him and Shi Ping for some training, but he’d been holding off. If some of them were guards for local noble houses, he didn’t want anyone to think he was showing favoritism or support for those houses. That felt like a quick and easy way to make trouble for himself, the prince, and Chan Yu Ming.

Sen noticed Shi Ping frowning at one of the spots that Sen had been pointing to, seemingly surprised by the revelation. The fire cultivator gave Sen a curious expression before he shook his head.

“I guess they count, but that isn’t who I was talking about.”

Sen thought he knew what the other man was getting at, but he’d been trying to ignore them for a week now. “Oh? Who were you talking about?”

“Really?” asked Shi Ping. “You spotted four cultivators hiding in the trees, but you’re going to pretend you don’t see that small crowd of women over there mooning over you?”

Sen looked over his shoulder at the group that Shi Ping was talking about. Technically, there were two groups. There was a small group of women that Sen was pretty sure were nobles, and then there was a bigger cluster made up of what Sen assumed were peasants and the noble’s servants. Both groups included women that Sen considered far too old for him. When they saw him looking their way, many of the women looked away demurely, as though it was pure happenstance that they were there. Some of them didn’t look away at all, though, and it didn’t take any kind of genius to figure out what their expressions suggested. Sen sighed.

“No, I’m not going to pretend. I’m also not planning on doing anything about them unless they come over here and bother us.”

Shi Ping shook his head. “Only you would think of that cluster of opportunities over there as a bother.”

“They’re more trouble than they’re worth,” said Sen. “You have to realize that.”

“The nobles? Sure, they’re nothing but trouble. But the rest of them? I expect they have very realistic expectations. Peasants usually do, unless they’re crazed cultivation overachievers like you.”

“I am not a crazed cultivation overachiever.”

Shi Ping smirked. “It is extraordinary to me that you actually managed to find your way to the end of that statement with a straight face. Honestly, your control over your expression is unnerving at times.”

“Or, maybe it’s just true.”

“Well, since that’s obviously not the case, I’m going to stick with the extraordinary control explanation. Still, I am curious why you haven’t talked with any of those women.”

“You do realize that Chan Yu Ming is going to try to convince people that we’re together, right? How is that going to work if I’m off seducing half the noble girls in the city, or their servants for that matter?”

“I’m just saying that it’s a missed opportunity.”

“Then why don’t you go talk to them? It’s not like I’m keeping you here all day,” said Sen.

“Because they aren’t here for me. And any of them that said they were would be lying or trying to use me to find out more about you for their mistresses. Thanks, but no thanks. I’ll just keep looking for friendly young women who haven’t met you and don’t know that you exist.”

“They shouldn’t be that hard to find in a city this size.”

“It’s not impossible, but it’s not as easy as it should be. You made a big splash killing all those cultivators. Your legend is growing.”

“That’s not a good thing. I never wanted a legend in the first place.”

“Well, it’s a bit late for that kind of thinking. You’re stuck with it, now.”

“I could just change my name.”

Shi Ping rolled his eyes. “That wouldn’t help. You’d have to change your behavior for that to do any good. As long as you keep doing things like picking fights with sect elders and challenging the wills of nascent soul cultivators, the name isn’t going to matter. People will put the pieces together.”

“I didn’t pick a fight with a sect elder. She came looking for me.”

“You and I may know that, but stories take on a life of their own. As far as the people of this city are concerned, you picked a fight with a sect elder and crushed her.”

“That isn’t what happened,” said Sen.

Shi Ping shrugged. “Maybe not, but it is what people think happened. Or, it’s what they want to think happened. That distinction doesn’t make much difference when it comes to legend building.”

“That legend is going to get me killed. Sooner or later, someone is going to show up looking to kill the man behind the legend.”

“I’m surprised it hasn’t happened already,” said Shi Ping with a bit too much cheerfulness in his voice.

“You should at least pretend that idea doesn’t make you so happy.”

“Why is that?” asked a grinning Shi Ping.

“Because if Fa Ling Li sees you acting that way, she’ll probably kill you.”

The grin immediately vanished from Shi Ping’s face. “Oh, yeah, you’re right. I was just giving you a hard time.”

“I know, but she doesn’t really understand that kind of humor. It’s up to you, but you’ve survived this long. It’d be a pity to die over a joke.”

“Sometimes, I think she’s even scarier than you.”

“Really?” asked Sen.

“No. Not really. Not even a little bit. You’re terrifying.”

“I’m not that bad.”

“You once stabbed me because I annoyed you.”

“Right. I forgot about that.”

“I didn’t. Anyway, my suggestion to you is to get comfortable with that legend, because it isn’t going anywhere.”


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

HEAVENLY SHADOW
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The other thing that Sen spent his time on was something that he’d been neglecting at least partially on purpose. He’d return to the park each afternoon and sit on a large rock by a small pond. Sen suspected the pond was artificial, but he decided that didn’t bother him. The spot was shaded and buried in a well-maintained but densely packed group of trees. It was nearly a forest in miniature. While it didn’t fully dampen the constant noise of the city, it muffled it enough that Sen could relax a little. With a relatively secluded, quiet spot, and his heart demon seemingly well and truly behind him, Sen was reexamining an idea that had come to him in the wake of his core formation. It was an idea that he had avoided because he’d been too angry or simply too busy desperately trying to survive.

“Heavenly shadow,” he said aloud, as he’d done on a day that seemed so very long ago.

The words had come to him then unbidden, but carrying a spiritual weight that he’d recognized immediately. That they had accompanied his core formation suggested that they were inextricably tied up with his future, although he had no true sense of how. For the moment, he was simply trying to understand if the words were meant to, however obliquely, inform him that there was a technique to learn, or if they had been intended to alert him of something else. He even had to acknowledge the possibility that both things might be true. A part of him wished that these kinds of things were more straightforward. The rest of him understood that the obscurity and accompanying struggle to understand were purposeful. The harder he had to work to grasp the meaning, the more he would value it. Unfortunately, that understanding didn’t make the process less frustrating. He’d found that particularly true in this case because he had so little information to work from in his exploration.

There was the obvious. The first layer of his core had been formed largely using the shadow-dominant pill Auntie Caihong had given him and that flood of heavenly qi that triggered his advancement. Beyond that, though, he had precious little to guide him. More to the point, he suspected that, if he wasn’t on completely uncharted ground, there were likely very few people with the expertise to guide him, and none that he knew. Nor did he intend to spread around the exact nature of his core. While some might be able to get a general sense of it, he had too many enemies or potential enemies to go handing out the details. That meant that, like so much else about his cultivation, he had to figure it out on his own.

He couldn’t help a little twinge of resentment toward Master Feng. The elder cultivator explicitly said that Sen was an experiment in cultivation. That was all well and good looking down from the peak of the nascent soul stage, but it made life at the beginning of core formation damnably difficult. Sen could admit to himself that, given the choice, he might have picked a cultivation path with a bit more certainty, even if it did come with less flexibility. He let himself wallow in those feelings for a while before he shook it off. Wondering what he might have picked if he’d known what was ahead wasn’t a productive avenue. He didn’t pick those other things. He’d picked a path with maximum flexibility. If that meant he had to work harder than literally everyone else in the world to survive and thrive on his path, then that’s what he would do. He just needed to stop moping about the work and get on with doing the work. Otherwise, he’d start sounding like the Shi Ping of the not-so-distant past.

Sen let his vision turn inward toward his dantian. He felt more than saw his core because it was completely submerged in a pool of liquid qi that was putting pressure on the boundaries of his dantian. He’d have to do something about that and soon. Unfortunately, deep uncertainty about the nature of his core made him profoundly hesitant to add a layer on top of it. It was the same reason he so rarely drew on his core for qi techniques. Without a full understanding of his core, he was gambling anytime he used the qi in it. He’d gotten lucky so far, but luck was the ficklest of friends. It was as likely to abandon him as help him the next time he drew on his core.

If push came to shove, though, there were things that Sen could do to at least partially replicate the process that produced his first core layer. He still had spirit beast cores that he’d poured heavenly qi into that he could draw on. The time he and Falling Leaf had spent out in the wilds had yielded a few shadow-attributed cores. He’d claimed those specifically because he thought he might need them and because Falling Leaf had shown zero interest in them. While he couldn’t be sure that he’d get the exact same results under different conditions and a vastly altered mindset, he thought he could probably get close enough that the layers would bond without issue. Of course, that was a patch, not a solution. It might work, would probably work, once, but that could leave him with an unstable or fragile core.

The necessity of a stable core had been drilled into him by Master Feng, as well as the consequences of a fragile core. If it cracked before he reached the initial nascent core stage, he’d never get there. Of course, even if he got a fragile core all the way to the tribulation that everyone faced when transitioning to the nascent soul stage, the core wouldn’t protect the nascent soul. In short, Sen was very, very motivated to avoid patches and quick fixes when it came to adding layers to his core. What he needed was the right insight. Yet, all of his poking and prodding at his core hadn’t provided one. It was what it had always been to him. A mystery that he didn’t have the information to unravel. Still, he persevered because it was either that or go with other options that he felt certain would prove disastrous in the long run.

For a time, Sen simply sat and considered the core in that pool of liquid qi. He observed that odd double helix that continuously converted environmental qi into liquid qi. That had been a mixed blessing. On the one hand, it was pushing him toward another advancement years faster than he would otherwise have been able to achieve. It had automated a process to which most people had to devote substantial time, energy, and conscious thought. Granted, he had suffered in ways that he expected most other people avoided along the way to get that shortcut, but it was still a shortcut. Of course, that shortcut had also deprived him of the years that let most other people come to a clear understanding of their core and its capacities. It felt to him, as his cultivation journey so often did, like running through a forest in total darkness, always praying that lightning would strike and illuminate his surroundings enough to keep him from racing off of a cliff. The lightning did seem to keep coming but how long could that last? It was luck again, and he didn’t dare rely on it.

Sen had spent weeks beating his intellect against this problem and gotten nowhere. To him, it seemed like the entire thing had been specifically designed to thwart any attempt to reason his way through it. Yet, for all that the heavens might challenge cultivators, there was always a path to success. The path was often as narrow as a jian’s edge, but it always existed. If reason couldn’t show him the way, a painful revelation given all that he’d done and risked to quell his anger, that only left him with feelings and intuition. While marginally more reliable than luck, Sen struggled to trust them. It was all too easy to mistake wants for intuitions, and feelings could lie. His had for a long time. With the necessity of adding another layer to his core looming, though, he’d have to set aside those concerns, those fears, and trust that he could tell the difference between wishful thinking and truth.

Then, as he had done once before, he let himself slip down inside of himself. He projected himself into his dantian as something less than a body, but more than a shadow. Once more, the liquid qi suffused this alternate form, strengthening something in him he couldn’t name, only sense. He basked in the warmth of that strength and the support of the liquid qi before he pushed forward to see his core up close. The liquid qi parted before him, pulling back from his core, and he saw again what he had seen before. The sphere of his core still looked like it was made of dark gray liquid. Yet, to his ephemeral touch, it felt as solid as stone or steel or perhaps his own will. Stop trying to think your way through it, he admonished himself. You know that it won’t work. If it was going to, you’d have gotten a hint of it by now. With a sigh, Sen pushed back the part of him that wanted to think through every decision, every choice, and let that instinctual part of him that had given him the idea to widen his channels and expand his dantian move forward.

Sen extended his senses, letting them explore the core, not as a thing that must be analyzed, but as a cultivation mystery that needed to be understood. He let himself drift in that place, waiting to be shown what he needed, rather than trying to interrogate the insight out of his own body. He tried to grasp how the core felt and what it wanted. It was there, hiding at the edge of consciousness, almost in that place where vast and terrible powers adjusted existence to preserve balance and order. Sen resisted the urge to reach out for the answer, understanding that it wouldn’t work. He couldn’t take this answer, only experience it. Bit by bit, the comprehension dripped into him. Not something that could be formulated into words, not yet. It was too fundamental, too foundational, for that. If there were words for it, they could only be spoken in the language of stone and the crash of the wave.

Still, the knowledge passed into him. It was a visceral understanding of what his core was, and what it wanted. There were things that needed to happen, actions that had to be taken, and those things couldn’t always happen in open conflict. Some things happened in the shadows, literally and figuratively, and he had been pushed along a path to let him do those things. For one terrible moment, he thought he was being primed as an assassin, but he felt the quiet revolt in his soul, his body, and his core at the idea. He wasn’t sure what that ultimately meant for him, but his relief was nonetheless palpable. He also came to understand that the nature of his core and his capacity to hide were connected. However, the essence of that connection proved elusive. He felt it swimming in the depths of his soul, but that knowledge wouldn’t rise into view for a time yet. He would have to be patient.

While his conscious understanding of his core and the idea of heavenly shadow remained woefully incomplete, the presence of that knowledge on a visceral level seemed to unlock something. He felt the shift in his dantian, felt the surge in the draw on environmental qi. He was also aware that he was doing something in the real world that was pushing this process along. He pulled back from his dantian out of a concern that he might somehow cause the process of adding a new layer to his core to fail. The last thing Sen saw inside his own spiritual space was a mass influx of heavenly and shadow qi. This time, though, he saw all of the other elements twisting together and fusing with those two elements to make something more complex. Then, he rose out of himself and took stock of his surroundings.

Without even realizing it, he had withdrawn cores filled with shadow and heavenly qi from his storage ring. They orbited around him in midair as qi rushed out of them and into him. Yet, that was probably the least interesting thing that was happening. It seemed he’d intuited that he might face some kind of opposition and erected a cage of lightning, fire, shadow, earth, and metal that spun around him like a vortex. Beyond the bounds of that vortex, he could feel other cultivators trying to force their way inside, to reach him before he added another layer to his core. They shouldn’t have wasted their time. It was too late the moment he’d erected those protections. Even as they struggled against his power, he lashed out at them with killing intent and whips made of the multiple types of qi in the vortex. While his conscious mind dealt with that problem, the rest of him bent itself on squeezing together all of that qi inside of his dantian. Keeping himself safe while forming another layer to his core taxed the limits of his mental resources, but he didn’t relent.

He didn’t try to keep track of how long he held those other cultivators at bay. It didn’t matter. He’d keep going until the work was done, or he failed. When he could sense that the new layer of his core was ready to solidify, he started making modifications to the qi vortex around him. It wasn’t anything immediately apparent to the outside observer, but they’d know about it soon enough. As the second layer of his core locked into place around the first layer, doubling the protection around the nascent soul growing inside, Sen was able to redirect all his attention to the people who had violated that most sacred of cultivation traditions. They had tried to interrupt his advancement. Sen had no sympathy for anyone who would do that. He activated the modifications. One moment, there was a vortex of death around him. The next, all of the qi and force that vortex had contained was compressed down into four beams of destruction no bigger around than Sen’s pinky. Four bodies dropped with holes through their brains. Sen cautiously eyed the sky, waiting for a tribulation, but none arrived. Then, he waited to lose consciousness, because that happened to him all too often after an advancement. After a minute, Sen realized that he was just a man sitting on a rock with an expectant look on his face…and four dead bodies around him.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

INVESTIGATIVE ENDEAVORS
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Sen made an unhappy noise as he jumped down off the rock. It seemed like he was always surrounded by corpses of one kind or another. He knew that cultivators lived violent lives, but he couldn’t help but wonder if these kinds of things happened to other cultivators as often as they seemed to happen to him. Yet, for once, he couldn’t help but feel like this one truly hadn’t been his fault. The only way he could have been less actively pursuing conflict would have been if he were sleeping. With a gesture, he gathered up the now empty beast cores and placed them back into his storage ring. He wasn’t sure if he could use them the same way again to store qi, but it was worth the experiment to find out. After all, if he could fill them with whatever kinds of qi he wanted, that would make things like fueling formations a lot easier in the future. He’d become far less dependent on natural environmental features to determine what kinds of protections he could realistically put in place at any given location.

Granted, there were still practical limits. No amount of fire qi was going to make fire formations practical in a swamp, in much the same way that no amount of water qi was going to make water formations practical in excessively dry locations. Even so, more flexibility was almost always a good thing when it came to protecting yourself. Still cycling the air qi he’d used to pick up the depleted cores, he searched the bodies of the dead cultivators for anything of interest. All he found were the usual assortment of pouches, minor storage treasures, and weapons he’d come to expect from cultivators. He claimed those for himself, storing the weapons and pouches for later examination and pocketing the storage treasures.

What he hadn’t expected was not recognizing any of them. It would have been odd if he knew all of them, but he’d assumed that at least one of them would be familiar. That was how those sorts of things usually worked. Were these people some kind of assassination team? Had they not been given an explanation of his abilities? Were they just opportunists looking to rob him? He supposed a moment of advancement might have looked like the ideal moment to rob or kill him. People were usually distracted during advancements. Of course, if a tribulation had struck, he suspected that they would have gotten caught up in it. More importantly, as cultivators, they should have known that. It wasn’t just courtesy that kept most cultivators from interfering with advancements and moments of enlightenment. There was the possibility of legitimate danger dropping on your head from on high.

Sen considered the possibility that they’d been sent by people unhappy with his involvement with the wholesale destruction of demonic cultivation on this part of the continent and all of that lost revenue. He supposed that other cultivators, ones with more greed than scruples, were probably the source of most of those demonic cultivation resources. These people might have been some of those less-than-ethical cultivators, or at least worked for some of them. Still, the whole thing had been poorly executed. He hadn’t gotten much time to get a read on them, but they had only been on par with his cultivation. Anyone who knew what they were doing and knew anything about him would have known that was a losing bet. That suggested either a lack of information or a lack of understanding.

“Seriously,” said Lo Meifeng. “More corpses?”

Sen turned to look at Lo Meifeng, who was standing by the rock and giving the bodies an annoyed look. He shrugged.

“They came after me.”

“Did you do something to them to set them off?”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. Did you speak?”

“Very droll. While I appreciate your faith in my ability to trigger homicidal rage with nothing but my words, no, I did not speak to them.”

“Did they say anything?”

Sen shook his head. “I don’t remember them saying anything, but I was a bit distracted at the time with advancing.”

“I know,” said Lo Meifeng. “Half the city knows that someone advanced.”

“How did you know it was me? Or to come here?”

“When people started talking about a pillar of fire and lightning and half a dozen other things, you were pretty much the only option.”

Sen nodded. “Okay, that’s fair.”

“As for knowing to come here, I just assumed I’d find you unconscious and probably in a ridiculous position.”

“Such as?”

“Drowning in the pond. Twenty feet up a tree. Riding an ox. It could have been anything, really.”

Sen almost objected, thought it over, and sighed. “No, that’s fair too.”

Lo Meifeng nudged one of the corpses with her foot. “You figure out anything about these geniuses?”

“No. I grabbed their stuff, but I didn’t see anything offhand that would tell me who they were or where they came from. It doesn’t look like they’re from a sect, but that’s easy enough to hide. Once they take off their sect uniforms, they could be anyone.”

Lo Meifeng nodded, wandered away for a moment, and came back with a stick. She used it to push up the sleeves of their robes. Then she used it to drag the robes away from their necks.

“What are you looking for?” asked Sen.

“Tattoos, brands, or some other kind of distinguishing marks. Some sects use them. So do some criminal organizations.”

Sen hadn’t noticed marks like that, but he hadn’t been looking for them either.

“Anything like that?” he asked.

“Not that I saw. But I’m also not willing to undress them to look for marks in less usual locations. We’ll have to go through their things later. See if they were stupid enough to hang on to something incriminating.”

Sen considered for a moment. He was tired, and most of his qi had gone into the advancement, but he thought he had enough for a few more tricks. He waved Lo Meifeng back from the body she was examining and cycled up some wind qi. It took a few tries to get it right, but he managed to use it to cut away the attackers’ clothing. That finally revealed what Lo Meifeng had been looking for. Every one of them had a tattoo on their back of a large black talon from some kind of bird of prey. Lo Meifeng eyed the tattoos for a long moment before shaking her head.

“Well, I guess that explains part of it.”

“Care to enlighten me?”

“They are criminals. Cultivator criminals. Muscle for hire. They call themselves the Shadow Eagle Talon Syndicate, although that’s a really overblown name.”

“Why is that?”

“They only exist in the capital. They’ve tried expanding to other places, but it hasn’t gone well for them. Still, one thing is pretty clear.”

“What’s that?”

“Someone doesn’t like you.”

Sen laughed. “I wish that narrowed things down a little more.”

“So do I,” said Lo Meifeng.

“I’m pretty sure they’ve been watching me recently.”

“Why?”

“I noticed four cultivators keeping tabs on me. They kept their distance. Since I was trying to avoid trouble, I was willing to leave them be.”

“It didn’t work out that well this time, mostly for them, but that was probably the right call. If you notice cultivators keeping tabs on you again, though, you could think about mentioning it to me.”

Sen kept it off his face, but he was grimacing inside. He’d known he should tell her as soon as he noticed the cultivators watching him, but he’d kept it to himself out of distrust. If he had just told her, she might have grabbed one of them. Then, they would have had someone to question, instead of four dead bodies that couldn’t tell them much more than they already had. He nodded.

“I will.”

Lo Meifeng took the win for what it was and said, “Good. Now, are you planning on leaving these here like you did with those other cultivators?”

Sen thought it over and then shook his head. “No. I left those sect cultivators where they were to send a message. I’m pretty sure that when these four don’t come back, the Murky Pigeon Foot Company will understand what happened.”

“Murky Pigeon Foot Company?” Lo Meifeng laughed.

Sen smirked. “It’s my little way of expressing exactly how not impressed I am with them.”

“Well, don’t be too dismissive. There are people in that group who really could be dangerous to you.”

“Duly noted,” said Sen.

Sen gestured and air qi lifted the bodies off the ground. It took a lot more effort and concentration than usual, but Sen cycled for fire and incinerated the bodies. Releasing his fire qi, he used a bit of earth qi to open a hole and dropped the ashes into it. He smoothed the ground. Then, he realized that there was still blood and other, less pleasant things staining the ground. Grumbling to himself, he spent the next few minutes cleaning up the area. He saw Lo Meifeng giving him a quizzical look.

“Families come here. Children. The last thing they need is to find a bunch of blood and human waste all over the ground.”

“Most cultivators wouldn’t have thought of that. I wouldn’t have thought of it.”

“Most cultivators didn’t grow up spending half their time in alleys. I know what happens when things like that sit around in the open. It’s not pretty. It’s not really a problem for us, but it can make mortals sick. Now, let’s get out of here. I may not have been knocked unconscious this time, but I am still tired. I need to find a bed.”

As they made their way out of the park, Sen saw Lo Meifeng paying close attention to everyone they passed. He even felt her spiritual sense sweep the area a few times as they went. It seemed that she was still taking her bodyguarding seriously. As he’d become increasingly capable, Sen had thought less and less about it. Yet, in moments like this, moments when he was low on qi and exhausted, he could see the benefits. Still, it wouldn’t do to grow too reliant on that kind of protection. There would come a day when Lo Meifeng wasn’t around to watch things for him. Focusing his mind, he started doing his part to keep an eye on what was going on around them. He didn’t notice anything, and she didn’t mention anything to him. Sen took that as a good sign that he was probably safe for the moment. Once they got back to the inn, he took just long enough to explain to Falling Leaf and Shi Ping what had happened, suggested very strongly that no one leave the inn by themselves for a while, and then crawled into bed for some much-needed rest.


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

GENIUS
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“So, let me get this straight. He just went to the park, sat on a rock, and, since he wasn’t busy or anything, decided to advance his cultivation. Just like that. Oh, and, incidentally, he also fended off and then killed four other cultivators while advancing.”

“Yes,” said Lo Meifeng. “That’s about the size of it.”

Shi Ping was certain that, if he wasn’t a cultivator, he’d be getting a terrible, terrible headache. Every time he thought he was getting a bit of a handle on Sen, the guy went off and did something impossible, or stupid, or impossibly stupid. Advancements of any kind were a hideously dangerous time for any cultivator. They sapped a person of practically every bit of qi in their bodies and routinely left a person unconscious. So, of course, Sen decided to go off and do it in public, knowing full well that people were watching him. Then again, thought Shi Ping, no one expects other cultivators to try to interrupt an advancement. It was the casually killing those cultivators part that made Shi Ping’s blood run cold, though. Normal cultivators didn’t have the qi reserves or the mental agility to manage advancing and fighting at the same time.

“And then he cleaned everything up afterward?”

“He did. He was worried about the mortal children that might stumble onto the area. It was a little endearing, really.”

“Endearing? That’s your takeaway from all of that? Endearing?”

Lo Meifeng shrugged at Shi Ping. “What should I take away from it?”

“I don’t know. Maybe that we should all be very afraid of the guy who makes the impossible commonplace.”

Lo Meifeng rolled her eyes. “If you hadn’t figured that much out already, I don’t know why this would be the thing that made it clear.”

Shi Ping wanted to be frustrated with the annoyingly self-possessed, annoyingly gorgeous, annoyingly disinterested in him woman, but she had a point. It wasn’t like this was the most frightening thing that Sen had done. Yet, somehow, it had hit home in a way that other things hadn’t. A lot of the frightening things that Sen did were psychologically distant for Shi Ping because no one could do them. Watching the guy throw around four of five different types of qi gave the whole thing an air of unreality. It was like watching a miracle or seeing a character from a story come to life. You never quite felt certain about it after the fact. Advancing, though, was something every cultivator went through. Shi Ping knew exactly what it was like, exactly how hard it was, and exactly how dead he would be if someone interrupted him in an attempt at advancement. He would be very dead.

From Lo Meifeng’s description, Sen had seemed almost bored by the whole situation. He wasn’t even angry that someone had tried to kill him. It was like he’d just come to expect these kinds of things. Shi Ping couldn’t decide if that was an improvement from the rage-filled Sen or even worse. For all that angry Sen had scared Shi Ping, there had been a certain predictability to that guy. The calm Sen that they’d gotten after he’d wandered off into the wilds with the green-eyed girl was a whole new animal. The calm version might let something roll off his back, or he might slaughter half a dozen sect members and leave the pieces of their bodies lying around in the street.

“Aren’t you worried about what he’s going to do when he wakes up?” asked Shi Ping.

“I worry about what he’s going to do all of the time, awake or asleep.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“He once put himself into a cultivation trance for nearly six months. The person who came out of that trance was vastly more powerful than the person who went into it.”

Shi Ping realized he was just staring at Lo Meifeng with his mouth hanging open. “What? Nobody comes out of a cultivation trance after that long.”

“He did. I’ve just learned to accept that whatever we think of as the normal, fixed rules of cultivation are just very loose guidelines. I don’t know if that’s true for everyone, but it’s absolutely true for him. It also seems to be true for the people around him, on a limited basis.”

“How so?”

“I’d bottlenecked. I hadn’t advanced for decades and didn’t see any sign that it was ever going to happen again. I’d come to terms with it or thought I had anyway. Bottlenecks have happened to people a lot more talented than me. You always know it’s a possibility. Hells, it’s actually pretty probable. I figured that I’d gotten lucky, all things considered. I was in the upper middle of core formation, which isn’t bad. I’d get a ridiculously long life, and I’d have enough power that most people were never going to bother me.”

“I’m sensing a but,” said Shi Ping.

“But Sen broke that bottleneck for me.”

“That’s impossible.”

Lo Meifeng just lifted an eyebrow at him. “Is it?”

Shi Ping shook his head. Of course, that rule didn’t apply to Sen any more than all of the other rules seemed to apply to him. Of course, he’d just nonchalantly pushed someone else through a bottleneck because why not? It wasn’t like sects had been desperately searching for a way to do exactly that for tens of thousands of years and been met with universal failure.

“Well,” said Shi Ping, “I haven’t noticed any particular progress on my part.”

“Then you aren’t paying attention.”

“I don’t think I understand what you’re getting at.”

“That kid is a full-blown sword genius. I think maybe you haven’t understood the true depths of it because he treats it like it’s nothing. Well, no, he doesn’t see it at all because his frame of reference is one of the greatest swordsmen in history. But that’s not my point. He’s been working with you.”

“Yeah. So?”

“He’s been helping you with your style.”

Shi Ping nodded. “He has.”

“He didn’t train in your style.”

Shi Ping felt all of his thoughts grind to a halt at those words. He had known it, but only in a background way. Something vaguely acknowledged, but never directly considered. Once he did consider it, though, a lot of nagging feelings that had dogged him became instantly clear. The kind of corrections and insights that Sen had been offhandedly tossing out to him were the kinds of things that only someone who had trained in the style for years should have understood. It went well beyond the kind of corrections that anyone with good fundamentals could have offered. Shi Ping had known it, but he hadn’t seen it.

Lo Meifeng nodded. “There it is. He’s been doing the same thing with me and shrugging it off like it’s no big deal. Yet, I’ve seen how much you’ve improved. You probably haven’t seen it yet because I don’t think you’ve been in a serious fight in a while. The next time you are, I think you’ll be surprised. Frankly, I’m stunned that enlightenment and heavenly qi don’t rain down on him every time he deigns to pick up a blade.”

“If he’s really that talented, then why isn’t he getting enlightenment from learning and training with the jian?”

“That’s a question for the heavens, but I have my theory.”

“What’s your theory?” asked Shi Ping.

“He doesn’t want it.”

“What? He doesn’t want enlightenment?”

“Oh, he’s like every cultivator that way. He wants enlightenment and what it offers. He just doesn’t want enlightenment from using the sword. It’s not always obvious, but he hates violence. He hates killing.”

“He seems just fine with it to me.”

“He doesn’t shirk it. There is a difference between being willing to do something and wanting to do something. I think if he could go the rest of his life without ever doing violence again, he would. After all, how often have you seen him initiate violence?”

Shi Ping rubbed the spot on his leg that Sen had stabbed. He knew that event had colored his view of Sen. Thinking back, though, Sen generally waited until violence found him.

“Not that often.”

“Exactly. So, I think that he rejects the idea of getting enlightenment from things he associates strictly with violence. The heavens could force it on him, I suppose, but I suspect that’s counterproductive to their ends. So, he wanders around bestowing insights and training that are fundamentally better than either of us deserves. Once you grasp all the things he’s showing you, I think you’ll find that your cultivation is going to advance faster than you expect. Maybe even faster than you want.”

“Faster than I want? Is that even possible?”

“Yes. Just ask Lu Sen. He was weaker than you a year ago. Look at him now. Do you think he’s happy to be crashing through advancement after advancement? He barely has time to get acquainted with a cultivation level, let alone understand the nuances, before he’s starting over again. How long did it take you to really master your current level?”

“Years,” admitted Shi Ping.

“Now, imagine that you raced through three or four advancements in the same period of time. How confident would you feel about your mastery and control?”

“Not confident at all.”

“He’s getting by with a lot of raw talent and not nearly enough guidance. Mostly because there’s no one who can guide him. You or I could show him things with fire cultivation, tricks we know, insights we’ve had, but he’d need another seven or eight people like us or better than us to even start rounding out his education. And it still wouldn’t be enough.”

“Why not?”

“Because we can only show him what he can do with one type of qi. You’ve seen him throw together multiple qi types into one technique. Who can teach him about that? And that was before that dragon filled his head with the gods only know what kind of secret knowledge.”

“So, what are you saying?”

Lo Meifeng shrugged. “That we all better hope he’s a genius at more than just the sword. Because if he tries something that really is impossible with the kind of power he’s been throwing around, I don’t even want to imagine what it will look like when that fails.”

Shi Ping sat with that idea for a long moment before he shuddered.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

THE NEED OF THE MOMENT
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Sen resisted the urge to roll his eyes and darted into a narrow space between buildings. It wasn’t even really wide enough to qualify as an alley, but it was big enough for him to fit and wrap himself up in shadows. Then, he climbed the wall and rolled over the edge of the roof. He waited there as people frantically searched the alley below. Sen had grown increasingly tired of this nonsense. Ever since he’d killed the four cultivators in the park, the Shadow Eagle Claw Syndicate had been making attempts on his life. They ranged from the serious to the stupid, but they were all aggravating. There was a part of him that was tempted to simply kill them all, but the very idea made him feel tired. On the other hand, he thought, these people aren’t any better than bandits on the road. If I keep letting them go without consequences, any harm they do from here on out is at least partially on my hands.

Sen tried to weigh the karmic consequences. Was killing them worse than letting them go? Would their cumulative harm over the course of their lives ultimately be a greater karmic debt than the karma he would accrue by ending them now? As always, the truth of Karma was beyond him or likely anyone to fully measure. He could only make the best choices with the knowledge and insight he possessed. On balance, anyone willing to try to murder someone on nothing but orders was probably a terrible person. More to the point, they would try to murder him if they got the chance. His ability to escape didn’t make them any less guilty of their intention to murder him. With a little huff of resignation, Sen cycled for earth qi and let it slowly filter into the stone of the buildings. With a wave of Sen’s hand, the people in the narrow alley below were pierced with dozens of narrow, razor-edged spikes of stone that they could not avoid or flee from.

He extended his senses just long enough to confirm that no one had survived. He absently used wind qi to retrieve anything of value from them before he sank their bodies into the ground and sealed them in rock. He let his head drop back against the roof and took a breath.

“You’re not as sneaky as you think you are,” said Sen.

When no answer was forthcoming, Sen threw a small pebble at the woman hiding a roof over from him. It landed less than an inch from her foot.

“Yes,” said Sen. “You.”

He heard a sharp intake of breath before the woman stood up.

“How did you know?” she demanded.

“I never didn’t know,” said Sen, opting to keep the answer obscure and as frustrating as possible.

“You killed them,” she said.

“Yeah. I’m going to kill you too,” said Sen from his sprawled-out position.

He supposed he couldn’t look any less threatening. Of course, not looking like a threat and not being a threat were wholly different propositions.

“You weren’t killing everyone before.”

“You all clearly didn’t appreciate that mercy. You kept coming. So, now, I’m just going to kill all of you.”

“You’re going to kill everyone we send after you?”

“No. You don’t understand.”

Sen heard the woman’s feet shuffle a little. “I don’t understand what?”

“I’m not going to kill everyone you send. I’m going to kill everyone in your ridiculous little group. Eventually, one of you will tell me who made you my problem to begin with. Whoever gives up that information, I might let them live. Is that going to be you?”

Sen grabbed the crossbow bolt out of the air without even looking. Sen looked over at the woman who was standing there with the crossbow hanging limply from her hands.

“How?”

Sen slowly got up and examined the bolt. There was a residue on the blade. He shook his head. He didn’t know precisely what the poison was, but he was a poor candidate for poison under the best of circumstances. His body cultivation had fundamentally altered all of the normal processes that allow poison to work. Beyond that, with his alchemical knowledge and experience, he suspected he had a better-than-average chance of finding a fix before whatever it was killed him. He doubted the same was true for the woman who had fired the crossbow. A flick of his wrist buried the bolt in the woman’s stomach. While she was staring in horror at the projectile that was feeding poison into her body, Sen had cleared the distance from one rooftop to the next. He batted the crossbow out of the woman’s hands, shattering it into about a dozen pieces.

She reached for something on her belt, so Sen kicked her legs out from under her. When she kept fumbling for something on it, Sen realized that she must have the antidote. It made sense. The last thing an assassin would want was to die from their own poisons. Sen used his wind qi to rip the belt off the woman and deposit it in his hand. She stared at the belt for a stunned second and then lunged toward it. Sen backhanded her. She stared up at him in shock, blood dripping from a split lip. There were a dozen small vials arrayed on the belt. Sen pulled one out at random and incinerated it.

“Stop!” the woman screamed, before doubling over and clutching at her stomach.

Sen couldn’t tell if it was the crossbow bolt or the poison. He decided that it was probably both. He waited until she’d recovered enough that she could look up at him again. He picked another vial off the belt and bounced it in his hand.

“You’re a core formation cultivator, so you can probably survive whatever damage the bolt did. Assuming, of course, that you can get the antidote.”

“What do you want?” she asked in a gasp.

Sen ignored her. “I’m assuming that the antidote is hard to get or hard to make. Otherwise, your best bet would have simply been jumping off the building and making a run for it. So, that poison must work pretty quick, be excruciatingly painful, or both.”

The woman curled up around her stomach, while her breathing came in short, ragged bursts.

Sen continued. “I’m guessing it’s both.”

“What do you want?”

Sen waited until she looked at him again before he incinerated the vial in his hand. Her eyes never left his hand as he plucked a third vial from the belt.

“You’re going to tell me everything about your organization. How it’s structured. Who’s in charge. Where you keep things. Everything.”

“I’ll be dead before we get through all of that.”

Sen destroyed the third vial and plucked another one from the belt. “You’re assuming that I care if you die. I don’t. If you don’t tell me what I want to know, there will just be more lackeys tomorrow. In short, right now, the only person on this roof who cares if you die is you. So, I suggest you talk quickly.”

The woman’s words came haltingly at first, like she was having to force them out. As the pain from the poison ramped up, though, the words started pouring out of her. The only interruptions came when she spasmed in pain and seemed to lose track of everything else in the world. Sen encouraged the outpouring of speech by occasionally destroying another vial. He’d figured out which one was the antidote based on small changes in her expression every time his hand got near it or hovered over it. Still, she didn’t know that he knew, so it worked pretty well as an encouragement. Sen learned a lot in a very short period of time, even if it was a struggle for him to maintain his indifferent demeanor. He didn’t usually go in for torture and, whatever he might have thought at first, the amount of pain that the woman was in amounted to torture.

When it got bad enough that the woman simply couldn’t string sentences together anymore, Sen dropped the belt onto her. She fumbled at it until she got the right vial and tipped it into her mouth. Sen understood how such things worked well enough to know that she wasn’t going to be useful again for a while. Instead, he crouched down next to her. He waited until she met his gaze with her bloodshot eyes.

“I don’t want you to mistake this for mercy. You’re going to take a message back to your masters for me. Pack up and leave. The Slovenly Chicken Foot Gang is done in this city, one way or the other. If they make me do it, I’m adopting a scorched earth policy. As for you, if you think what you just went through was bad, I have things lying around that would make that seem like a restful nap. If I ever see you again, I’ll make you eat one of those things. Then, I’ll hang your blackened, rotting corpse from a wall as a warning to everyone you know and love. Do you understand me?”

The woman was shaking, and Sen didn’t think that it had anything to do with the residual poison. He gave her a smile that would offer no comfort.

“You can just nod,” he said.

The woman’s head started bobbing up and down so fast that it looked almost comical. Sen stood up and walked over to the edge of the roof. As he was getting ready to make the leap back to ground level, the woman worked up the nerve to speak.

“Who are you? Who are you really?”

Sen paused. He’d been resisting it for a while, but the world had a way of making you do things you didn’t want to do, become things you didn’t want to become. Sen decided this was just one more of those things. However much he tried to resist it, he kept finding himself drawn into situations that called for him to be something, if not precisely better, than more than Lu Sen could be on his own. He kept needing to be the kind of larger-than-life person that only existed in a story. He supposed that it was convenient that he had just such a story right at hand. It wasn’t really relevant that he was learning to hate that persona as much as he hated killing. It was the need of the moment.

“Judgment’s Gale,” said Sen, and then dropped from the roof.


CHAPTER FIFTY

DIRTY TRICKS
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“So,” said Sen, “how do you feel about helping me burn a criminal organization to the ground?”

Lo Meifeng gave him a narrow-eyed look. “What did you do?”

“I told the Foggy Falcon Toe Club to get out of the city or else.”

Lo Meifeng closed her eyes and took three deep breaths before she spoke again. “Why?”

“Because they keep sending people to kill me, obviously.”

“How long has that been going on?”

“Pretty much since I woke up and started appearing in public again. They’ve been really persistent about it.”

Lo Meifeng looked like she wanted to strangle Sen. “And why didn’t you mention it?”

“Well, I’ve mostly just been disappearing and making them look stupid. But they just keep showing up. So, I decided to take a different tack today.”

“I know I’m going to hate the answer to this, but what tack did you take today, Sen?”

“I killed most of them, tortured a bunch of information out of one of them, well, I say torture. It was her poison. She tried to shoot me with a poisoned crossbow bolt. I caught it out of the air, which just doesn’t get old. Anyways, I threw it back at her and, she was slow, so it took her in the gut. That poison must have been nasty stuff because she was writhing and moaning. I wonder what it was. I should have asked,” said Sen.

“Focus!” barked Lo Meifeng.

“Right. Sorry. So, long story short, bunch of dead people, torture, information, and then I issued threats of doom and destruction if they don’t clear out. I may have said something about a scorched earth policy.”

“Did it never occur to you to talk to me about this before you declared war?”

“It wasn’t a plan. I just ran out of patience with them. You can only let people go so many times before you just, you know, stop letting them go.”

Sen could see that Lo Meifeng was making a monumental effort to stay calm. He suspected that she was making that effort because the ground was still so very shaky between them. While he would have understood if she’d just yelled at him, there was no way for her to know that. Much like his efforts at trying to assess karmic consequences, she could only work with the knowledge and insights she had on hand, and he hadn’t been sharing many of his thoughts with her in the last few months. Beyond that, much of the information that she’d likely once taken for granted about him and his behavior was outdated or wholly inaccurate, thanks to him purging the heart demon. While she likely understood it as a good thing, generally speaking, she probably also saw it as a major hindrance to predicting him and his reactions to things. She gave him what she probably thought was an understanding expression, but looked more like someone ready to bend a piece of steel into a knot.

“I understand what you’re saying. I’m just saying that if I’d known something like this was coming, I could have planned some things that would have smoothed the way a great deal. Dirty tricks are my wheelhouse.”

“Dirty tricks?” asked Sen, not quite sure what to make of the unfamiliar phrase.

“Lethal tactics done in secret.”

“Ah,” said Sen, finally understanding.

It wasn’t even really a surprise. There had been plenty of hints along the way that her job involved some of the less savory elements of keeping a far-flung enterprise whole and functional. They’d just never discussed it. She hadn’t seemed to want to talk about it, and he hadn’t seen a need to pry. Now, though, it was relevant, which Sen took as the reason for her suddenly bringing it up. He also understood it for the gentle chiding that it was. If he’d trusted her enough to just tell her what was going on, she could have taken steps. And, she was right. There was nothing secret about the attempted assassinations. They’d been happening right out in public. The only reason she didn’t know about it was that the attempts had failed, and he’d intentionally withheld the information. It seemed especially petty in that moment because, like it or not, she had been assigned to protect him. He should have told her.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have kept this from you. I made it impossible for you to do your job here. Our issues notwithstanding, it was childish and petty of me.”

Lo Meifeng froze in place for several seconds, like she was afraid she’d startle him into some rash behavior like a skittish animal. Then, she slumped a little.

“I know why you did it. I even understand it. If you can’t trust me, why would you tell me about a situation where it would be so ridiculously easy to betray you?”

Sen never would have said those words out loud to her, but that had been in the back of his head when he decided not to tell her. Yet, of all people, it was Shi Ping’s words that kept coming back and eroding Sen’s sense of righteous indignation over what she’d done. It’s obvious that Lo Meifeng would do just about anything to get back into your good graces. Sen hadn’t seen that, or maybe he just hadn’t wanted to see it. There had been conviction in Shi Ping’s words, though. He believed it, which had somehow translated into Sen believing it on some level. That left him feeling vaguely guilty and more than a little like an ass every time he made an arbitrary choice to keep Lo Meifeng in the dark about something. In the end, it was just getting harder and harder to stay mad at her. It had been simplicity itself when his anger was only ever a breath away from exploding all over everyone around him. He’d been furious at everyone, all the time. With anything even remotely like an actual reason to be mad at someone, he could have kept the distrustful anger burning forever.

With the heart demon gone, he’d had to spend more and more time working at keeping it going. And that seemed like a lot of effort to put into something that was, most of the time, wholly unproductive. Yet, he wasn’t ready to simply forgive and move on. He’d done things on that battlefield that he regretted. Granted, he’d been the one who ultimately chose to step into that fight, but it hadn’t been an informed choice. That piece of his distrust was legitimate, and the anger he felt about it was legitimate as well. He knew that, at some point, he would have to come to terms with that and either let it go or send Lo Meifeng away. He also knew he wasn’t ready to do either of those things. As long as she was going to be around, though, he couldn’t expect the trust to only run in one direction. He needed to include her at some level or she just became someone he bantered with on occasion. That wasn’t viable for either of them. He didn’t need a witty ornament, and she wouldn’t stand for it. Not for much longer, at any rate.

“Yeah, I probably thought something like that,” admitted Sen. “I’m not sure that I was entirely wrong to think it. But it’s not useful, especially not in the current circumstances. If things proceed the way I think we both expect they will, I’m going to need you to do things other than be pretty and lob sarcasm at Shi Ping. No matter how much I may appreciate that sarcasm thing. I’m going to need you to deploy your actual skills. For that to work, you need to be in the loop and part of the planning, which means I have to at least shelve that distrust for a while.”

Lo Meifeng got a thoughtful look on her face.

“Be pretty?” she asked. “I know your burning lust for me must be distracting, but you’ll just have to learn to look past my incomparable beauty.”

“I appreciate your sarcasm less when you lob it at me,” said Sen.

“Too late. You’ve revealed your soul to me, Lu Sen. You can never take that knowledge back. Tell me, was it my eyes you fell in love with?”

“How is it that pretty and sarcasm are the things that you’re taking away from everything I just said?”

“Because those are things that maximize my amusement, and I’ve had very few opportunities to glean amusement from you lately.”

“You feel like that’s what we should be focused on right now? Your amusement? Not the sect of criminal cultivators I just threatened.”

“Oh, we both know you’ll get yourself into some absurd situation with them, do something impossible, then probably kill one of them in some very public and terrifying way. Then, if they’re really stupid, they’ll send more people after you. If you’re true to form, you’ll probably just make a big pile of their corpses in the middle of the street. All very predictable. My amusement at your expense, on the other hand, must be seized in the moment because it might be six months before I get another chance.”

Sen didn’t say anything for ten seconds as he thought over everything she’d just said. Is she right, Sen wondered.

Lowering his head a little and sighing, Sen said, “Proceed.”

“As I was saying, was it my eyes, or the unmatched feminine allure of my body? It’s alright, you can tell me the truth. I won’t clue in the princess.”

“If I just say it was your body, will this stop?”

Lo Meifeng threw back her head and cackled. “Not on your life.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

RELATIVE POSITIONS
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For all that Sen was braced for near-immediate retaliation from the Shadow Eagle Talon Syndicate, it didn’t happen. In fact, as near as he could tell, every cultivator in the city that he didn’t know personally was doing their level best to stay at least half a mile away from him. Sen didn’t necessarily consider that a bad thing, but it did run counter to expectations. He got nervous when bad things didn’t happen the way he expected, which was how he ended up getting a murderous look from Shi Ping and a mildly uncertain one from Falling Leaf.

“What is it with you?” demanded Shi Ping. “Yeah, there was that bit of trouble with the Steel Gryphon Sect, but things had calmed down since then. Were you just bored? You felt like you needed a war to keep from getting sleepy?”

“I would like to note that I didn’t actually do anything to make these people angry. I even made a point to stay out of their part of the city. They came after me, repeatedly, which means that someone sent them after me.”

“I know,” said Shi Ping. “I’ve just really been enjoying how nobody was trying to do anything terrible to me.”

“I don’t understand, though,” said Falling Leaf. “I know why they’re going to be a problem now. But why would anyone send them after you in the first place? We don’t know anyone here. Aside from those sect people we killed, we haven’t done anything.”

“Just because I haven’t done anything specific here, I’ve done plenty in other places. I’ve also caused plenty to happen. If you think all those demonic cultivators and their allies have forgotten about me, think again,” said Sen.

“Aren’t they all dead?” asked Shi Ping.

“The ones we knew about,” said Lo Meifeng. “Just the ones we knew about. Plus, whatever names they coughed up. Do you really think we got all of them? The continent is a big place. The recent purge certainly reduced the problem in this region, but I guarantee you that some got missed because they were more cautious or just luckier. Beyond this region, there are going to be plenty of them left. Some won’t care about what happened here, but others will have lost useful allies or access to resources. They’ll be angry about that. Don’t deceive yourselves. Sen has plenty of enemies out there, and we don’t know most of them.”

“Yeah,” said Shi Ping, “and don’t forget that he agreed to disrupt what is likely to be a very lucrative marriage for, well, whoever the princess is supposed to marry. I doubt they’re going to like that very much.”

Sen gave Shi Ping a thoughtful look. “How would they know?”

“Oh, I’m sure by now that your princess has talked with at least one of her parents about it.”

Sen gave Shi Ping an unamused look. “She isn’t my princess.”

“Yeah,” laughed Shi Ping. “Sure. You keep telling yourself that. When you get stuck having to marry her, remember this conversation. Anyway, my point is that she’s talked to someone. And in a place like a royal palace, there’s no such thing as a secret. Not for long, anyway. A servant heard them talking, or one of her parents said something where they shouldn’t have. The word is out or it will be very, very soon. I expect those people would like to see you dead, and they’d have the money to hire a group like the…what did you call them Sen?”

“The Disjointed Robin’s Toe Clan,” supplied Sen.

“Seriously?” asked Lo Meifeng. “How do you keep coming up with these things?”

Sen shrugged. “It’s a talent. Shi Ping has a point. We can’t assume we know who set this in motion or even why it’s happening. There are too many options, which means we’ll have to get it out of one of them.”

“You mean, before you exterminate them all, burn down everything they own, and salt the earth behind you?” asked Shi Ping.

Sen gave Shi Ping a look and said, “Yes, before all of that. Obviously, I can’t do it afterward. But we’ve gotten way off the topic I wanted to discuss with all of you. The biggest thing right now is making sure that nobody gets caught alone.”

Three pairs of eyes locked on Shi Ping. He tried to put on a brave face but wilted under the combined stares of the more powerful cultivators.

“I’m careful,” he said.

“You’re going out whoring,” said Lo Meifeng.

“You say that like I’m setting children on fire. I go to reputable places.”

Lo Meifeng shook her head. “I don’t care that you’re doing it. I care that it makes it difficult and inconvenient for us to find or help you if something goes wrong.”

“Oh,” said Shi Ping. “I see your point. Well, what if someone went with me?”

Sen lifted an eyebrow at the man. “Who?”

Shi Ping looked from Sen to Lo Meifeng and then to Falling Leaf. “Yeah, I didn’t think that one through.”

“Look, you’re just going to have to put your carnal pleasures on hold for a while,” said Lo Meifeng.

“No, I don’t. You don’t get to decide those things on my behalf. They’re not after me. And I doubt they’re going to storm a building full of courtesans to get me or try to snatch me in public. I’m not important enough.”

Sen had been casually watching Falling Leaf throughout the conversation. Some of it was just passive interest, but he was also looking for areas where she was confused. While he wouldn’t necessarily explain more in the moment, he could always talk with her privately after the fact to clear up any misconceptions. For the part of the conversation involving danger and tactics, she’d seemed attentive and focused. When the conversation had drifted into the realm of social acceptability, she’d started to look a little perplexed. What hadn’t changed was her natural instinct for danger. She had clearly felt the mood shift when Sen did because they both took an automatic step back from Shi Ping. Lo Meifeng, on the other hand, was giving Shi Ping such an artificially sweet smile that it made Sen wonder if the man was going to survive the next minute or two.

“I don’t get to decide,” said Lo Meifeng. “That’s extraordinary. When was it that you raced past me in your cultivation?”

Shi Ping’s eyes darted over to Sen, who just shook his head sadly at the poor, doomed fool.

“What do you mean?” asked Shi Ping.

“Well, the last time I checked, you were a peak foundation formation cultivator. However did you manage to jump all the way to peak core formation?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I only ask because the last time I checked,” said Lo Meifeng, the sweet smile dropping away to reveal an expression as hard as granite, “peak foundation formation cultivators didn’t mouth off to late-stage core formation cultivators unless they were desperate for a painful lesson in how the world works.”

Shi Ping paled at those words. Sen felt at least partially responsible for the existence of this situation. His complicated relationship with Lo Meifeng had likely sent a lot of very wrong messages to Shi Ping. Beyond that, Lo Meifeng didn’t spend a lot of time worrying about formalities. All in all, the atmosphere of casual equality pervaded everything. Yet, Sen knew it for the illusion it was. At the end of the day, Lo Meifeng could crush Shi Ping in any confrontation between the two that didn’t involve her being completely out of qi and mortally wounded. Shi Ping should also have known better, having spent way more time in sect or sect-like environments where people obsessed about relative rank. Sen had the impression that, in the Order of the Celestial Flame, Shi Ping probably wouldn’t have interacted with someone of Lo Meifeng’s rank very often. Sen watched as Shi Ping clasped his hands in front of him and offered Lo Meifeng a very deep bow.

“I apologize, senior. I forgot myself. It will be as you say.”

Lo Meifeng nodded. “Good.”

The group covered a few more things, mostly about keeping each other informed about their plans and schedules. The abrupt conflict between Lo Meifeng and Shi Ping, however necessary it might have been, had ground everything to a halt. After that, no one wanted to engage in casual conversation, guess about who wanted Sen dead, or anything that might keep them in each other’s company a second longer. Shi Ping left the room the moment it was clear they were done. Falling Leaf said something about being hungry and headed downstairs. Lo Meifeng was standing by the window and glaring down at the street like it owed her something.

“Are you going to tell me I was too hard on him?” she asked.

Sen walked over and leaned against the wall on the other side of the window. “No.”

“Really? I’d have thought you, of all people, would think it was some kind of stupid power play.”

“It is what it is. He’s foundation formation and you’re core formation. He forgot that. Like it or not, foundation formation cultivators do whatever the core formation cultivators tell them to do. That is how the world works. You were going to have to put him back in his place at some point.”

Lo Meifeng smirked at him. “You never do what more advanced cultivators tell you to do.”

“Yeah, well, no one ever said I was smart.”

“That’s true,” agreed Lo Meifeng.

Sen snorted. “Nice. By the way, I’m going to have to explain what whoring means to Falling Leaf thanks to you.”

Lo Meifeng laughed. “She doesn’t know?”

“No. It’s not something that would have come up in her education.”

“She was a bit sheltered, wasn’t she?”

“From some things,” said Sen.

“I can explain it to her if you want.”

Sen thought it over. “Patiently, Lo Meifeng. She’s used to me explaining things to her that she doesn’t understand, and I’m very patient with her.”

“I remember what happened to the last cultivators who did something to her you didn’t like. I’ll be as patient as she needs me to be.”

“Good, because I have something to do.”

“What’s that?”

“I’ve been doing casual patrols in the nearby area. Keeping an eye on things. Looking for people who aren’t cultivators who might be aiming to cause trouble for us.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” said Lo Meifeng.

“It doesn’t take a cultivator to burn down a building or poison food. Cultivators may be faster at killing people, but mortals are perfectly capable of doing it.”

“So, you’re just going to go on a patrol? Nothing special to do?”

Sen sighed. “Nothing but go fight those three cultivators who are waiting for me.”

“Us, Sen,” said Lo Meifeng in a tired voice. “Waiting for us.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

WAITING FOR A STUPID MISTAKE
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“You don’t have to do this,” said Sen.

Lo Meifeng shook her head. “I realize that, by and large, you’ve done most of your fighting alone. That’s probably skewed your perspective a bit. Helping you fight is actually what I’m supposed to be doing.”

“There’s just three of them,” said Sen.

“You do realize that Shi Ping would probably spit blood if he realized that you were talking about two middle-stage core cultivators and a late-stage core cultivator. Honestly, it troubles me that you take them so lightly. You aren’t going to catch everyone off guard and unawares. If they’re better trained than the people you’ve fought before, they’re a real threat. Even if they aren’t better trained, you should still treat them as a real threat. Being dismissive is exactly how most of the people you killed wound up dead.”

That brought Sen up short. He had been treating them dismissively. Lo Meifeng was right. That was a good way to get himself killed. Just as importantly, it wasn’t how he’d been trained. Master Feng had always told him to take every fight as deadly serious until he had a very good reason not to do so. He didn’t have a good reason to treat three core formation cultivators who were more advanced than he was lightly. They could be a deadly threat, particularly if they worked together in coordinated attacks. True, he’d been trained to deal with that, but that was no excuse to be stupid. He’d been letting his successes cloud his judgment, but they weren’t all combat successes. He hadn’t outfought everyone he’d faced. He’d out-thought several of them, and that was how he’d been trained.

Using brute force to solve every problem was a sucker’s bet because there was always something stronger out there. That was true even for peak nascent soul cultivators. Master Feng had pointed out that, if the heavens really wanted to kill him, they could do it. He’d also pointed out there were ancient spirit beasts wandering around that could probably do the same. He didn’t think that there were really that many of them, but that any existed served as a warning against too much hubris. Yet, he’d been ready to charge right into this situation and try to use brute force to deal with the problem.

“You have a point,” said Sen. “What do you suggest?”

Lo Meifeng cocked her head to one side and then smiled. “Let them stew.”

“What?”

“They probably know that you’ve been making the rounds. So, they’re waiting for you to go out and do them today. I say we let them stew until they’re ready to do something stupid.”

“Like what?”

Lo Meifeng shrugged. “Could be anything. Maybe they’ll send someone in to see if you’re really here. Maybe they’ll send someone back to get new orders. We’ll know it when we see it.”

“So, just do nothing?”

“Well, Falling Leaf had the right idea. One of us should go get some food. We might be here a while.”

“What if they all leave?”

“Then, we win for the day.”

“How’s that?”

“Not every victory needs a body count, Sen. If they leave without us having to do anything, then they wasted time and resources while we had dinner. That’s a win.”

Sen thought about that for a while before he nodded. “Alright. How likely do you think that is?”

Lo Meifeng shook her head. “Not very likely. I expect they’ll push for a fight.”

“Fair enough. In that case, I’ll go get us some food. Do you want anything in particular?”

“No.”

Sen went downstairs and waited around while the staff prepared a tray of food for him. He saw Shi Ping sitting with Falling Leaf. He was glowering at nothing and occasionally sipping at a cup of something. Fallin Leaf was cheerfully devouring plates of food and seemingly ignoring the man. It was probably the best strategy on her part. Plus, Sen suspected that she legitimately didn’t care what Shi Ping’s problem was or have any desire to talk about it with him. As long as he was willing to sit there and sulk in silence, though, she’d probably let him. Sen supposed that was better than the man going off to some brothel in an act of foolish defiance. Lo Meifeng wasn’t the kind to make idle threats. If Shi Ping tested her resolve, he’d come up on the wrong side of a deeply painful lesson. Whether he truly understood that fact was an open question that only time could answer.

Sen took the food back upstairs. He and Lo Meifeng ate a leisurely meal while the three cultivators who were waiting for Sen grew increasingly restless. They moved around more and more as time went by, as though they were worried that they’d missed him somehow. Sen pointed that out to Lo Meifeng, who nodded in agreement.

“If they’re going to make a stupid mistake, it’ll happen soon.”

“I kind of just want them to get on with whatever they’re going to do. I mean, sure, we’re well fed and not tired, but this waiting around stuff gets boring after a while.”

Lo Meifeng lifted an eyebrow at him. “Is that a commentary on the quality of my company?”

“I mean, you’re no Chan Yu Ming, but you’re alright.”

Lo Meifeng’s eyes went wide for a moment before they narrowed into dangerous slits. “Oh, there will be suffering in your future.”

Sen went to say something that would dig the hole a little deeper, but one of the middle-stage core cultivators bounding away over the rooftops caught his attention.

“Well, I guess you called it,” said Sen. “Do you think they went to get new orders or more people?”

Lo Meifeng frowned. “It could go either way. Regardless, now we should go say hello.”

“Divide and conquer?” Sen asked.

“Something along those lines.”

“Which one do you want?”

“I suppose I should take the late-stage core cultivator. It’ll seem strange if I leave him to you.”

“Do we care about that?”

“Yes. Just because there aren’t other cultivators that we can sense, it doesn’t mean there aren’t any others who can sense us. There are at least a few nascent soul cultivators here who can probably sense everything that happens inside the city walls.”

“Okay. I’ll follow your lead.”

“I doubt it, but we’ll pretend that’s what’s happening.”

Lo Meifeng, much as Sen had done once before, eschewed the front door in favor of the window. The pair of them made casual use of their qinggong techniques to get up to the rooftops and close with the pair of cultivators who had stayed behind. Sen made sure that he kept himself a little behind Lo Meifeng in a show of deference. Let everyone make what they will of that, he thought. Sen wasn’t above helping to muddy the waters where information about him was concerned. In fact, the less certain everyone was about the hierarchy in their group, the happier he would be. Lo Meifeng and Sen stopped on a rooftop and stared across a narrow alley at the cultivators who had been waiting for them. The late-stage core cultivator was a woman who, despite all of the beautification that cultivation provided during advancement, still managed to look unpleasant.

Sen couldn’t tell if it was just the way she was twisting her face up, or if she really was ugly. He supposed it wasn’t going to matter in a few minutes. The remaining middle-stage cultivator was, much to Sen’s surprise, a man who looked to be in his middle years. Either he had advanced incredibly slowly over the years, or he’d started exceptionally late and advanced very slowly. While the woman looked angry, the man looked grim, as though he expected everything to go terribly wrong for him in the immediate future. Sen thought that he was probably right to think that. Lo Meifeng inspected them both, gave the impression that she was wholly dismissing the man, and gave the woman a flat look.

“You think you’re clever, don’t you? Waiting until we sent someone away before you came out,” snarled the woman.

“Clever?” said Lo Meifeng. “If you think that’s clever, you’re in the wrong line of work. While you were out here doing…whatever useless things you were doing, we ate a nice meal and relaxed.”

“You don’t remember me, do you?” the woman asked in tones of pure venom. “I am Li Hua.”

Sen glanced over at the woman, but her eyes were fixed on Lo Meifeng. Sen was relieved that, for once, the personal grudge was aimed at someone other than him. Lo Meifeng gave the woman a harder look and frowned.

“You must have found it a much more memorable night than I did. It’s just so difficult to find good lovers, be they men or women. Rest assured, the problem was you, not me.”

While Li Hua spluttered in shock or outrage at Lo Meifeng’s words, Sen took the opportunity to start applying subtle pressure on the man. He’d gotten used to using his killing intent like a club, but he wanted to see if he could use it in other ways. The man just standing there seemed like a golden opportunity. Sen started with the tiniest sliver of killing intent he could manage and slowly, ever so slowly, started to build it up. Meanwhile, the woman had found her voice again.

“How dare you imply that I would sully myself that way?” Li Hua almost shrieked.

“Why are you offended? You did such a poor job of pleasuring me that I don’t even remember you. It seems as though I’m the one who was sullied in the affair.”

“You murdered my husband!”

“And you still went to bed with me?” asked Lo Meifeng, feigning shock. “You weren’t very loyal, were you?”

Whatever tiny shreds of self-control Li Hua possessed disappeared as rage overtook her. “Kill them!”

Li Hua was so enraged, that she didn’t even attack Lo Meifeng with qi. Instead, she simply threw herself across the alley, drawing a pair of war fans from a storage treasure. So livid was the woman, that she didn’t even notice that the man hadn’t moved. He was fixed in place, shuddering uncontrollably, the whites showing around his eyes, and his gaze fixed on Sen. Lo Meifeng, who had apparently been waiting for Li Hua to do something stupid, lifted a hand and thrust it toward the woman. A web of white-hot strands launched from Lo Meifeng’s palm and wrapped around Li Hua’s entire body. The move had been so swift that Li Hua didn’t have time to prepare a defense.

Even if Li Hua hadn’t been screaming in agony, Sen would have smelled the scorching clothes, charring flesh, and burning hair. Yet, as easy as it would have been for that to distract him, Sen remained focused. He continued to increase the pressure on the man, whose mouth had opened in a silent scream of terror. Sen started cycling for water, fire, and wind. A part of him noted that there had been a time when doing that would have been difficult. He also would have been awed at even being able to manage the cycling, let alone doing anything with the qi. Now, it was just one more thing. Sen recalled that Lo Meifeng had once told him that he set his bar for excellence too high. He wondered if his bar for wonder was getting too high as well.

In a process that probably would have looked almost instantaneous to anyone watching, Sen condensed water from the air and shaped it into six-inch spikes. He used his fire qi to bleed off the heat in the water and form ice spikes. Then, with a thought, he sent those dozens of ice spikes hurtling over the alley and into the body of the middle-stage core cultivator. In a reflective moment, he realized that he could probably have just used one ice spike and sent it through the man’s eye and into his brain. Still, he supposed it was better to be certain his enemy was dead than to be overconfident about how well a single attack would work.

Sen heard the sound of metal-on-metal and glanced over. It seemed that Li Hua had survived that initial attack of Lo Meifeng’s, although not without consequence. Most of the hair on her head had been burned away, and the rest of her was a hideous crosshatch of charred flesh and clothing. Despite the terrible pain she must have been in, though, she moved with the speed and grace of someone who had endured the kinds of countless hours of training Sen himself had endured. She was also using wind qi to lob wind blades at Lo Meifeng, and sprinkling in attacks using hardened whips of air. Lo Meifeng danced and dodged around these qi attacks, and sent small fireballs at Li Hua, who flinched away from them. After that fire web attack, though, Sen imagined he’d be wary of fire as well.

He considered intervening but decided that wasn’t appropriate. Especially if there were unseen observers. Whatever else had brought Li Hua to this place, there was something personal between her and Lo Meifeng. He’d let them settle it unless Lo Meifeng got into real trouble. Instead, he used his qi to loot the body of the man on the other roof, snagging the usual assortment of goods. However, he also got a necklace made of jade that had a staggering amount of qi stored in it. Since he wasn’t entirely certain what it was, though, he simply put it into a pocket for later examination. He kept half an eye on the fight between Li Hua and Lo Meifeng, but it became clear which way that fight was going to end when Li Hua stumbled. Lo Meifeng capitalized ruthlessly on it, severing the tendons in the back of one of Li Hua’s knees. The woman screamed, staggered, and fell. By the time Li Hua managed to get oriented, Lo Meifeng had conjured a blade made of pure fire and driven it into Li Hua’s heart.

Sen pretended he didn’t hear Li Hua’s final declaration of hatred as the life drained from her eyes.

“You stole everything from me.”

Sen was going to give Lo Meifeng a moment to herself, but an intuition sent him sprinting toward her. He didn’t have time to explain, so he simply lowered a shoulder, caught her in the middle, and swept her over a shoulder. He activated his qinggong technique, fueling it with core qi, and launched them into the sky. He felt the building they’d been standing on explode behind them. Having been in a situation like this before, he knew better than to ignore that explosion. He cycled hard and created a dome of hardened air behind them. He wasn’t looking in that direction, so he didn’t know exactly what hit the dome, but it was big enough and moving fast enough that it strained Sen’s limits to keep the dome intact. Unfortunately, the impact also added to their velocity and altered their trajectory. Unless Sen was badly misjudging, they were going to crash into the thick city wall at a speed that would probably be enough to kill them both.


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

HIDING FROM THE MAN
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Sen was vaguely aware that this situation would have sent him into a panic not so long ago. Before Emperor’s Bay and before the beast tide he’d faced in that abandoned town, the idea of careening toward a wall at high speed would have seemed like an insurmountable obstacle. Now, having passed through one crucible after another, those situational factors were just information. He was moving faster than he wanted to be moving toward something that would injure him and Lo Meifeng badly if he didn’t find a way to slow them down. Yet, that problem wasn’t occupying most of his attention, since he was already taking steps to deal with it. His mind was largely occupied with trying to discern how and why that building had exploded the way it did. He’d felt the surge of qi a second or two in advance, which he’d used to get them off the roof. The question was, where had it come from?

The most obvious answer was that it had come from another cultivator. Except, he hadn’t sensed anyone else nearby. That didn’t mean that there hadn’t been one. He could hide from other cultivators. While he hadn’t seen or felt anyone else do it, it stood to reason that the ability couldn’t be wholly unique to him. If he could hide from everyone, someone else could do the same thing to him. Yet, his teachers had always told him to look for the simplest explanations first before looking for some exotic explanation. Someone else with a hiding ability identical to his own sounded like an exotic answer to the problem. Had Li Hua done something? It was the simplest answer. One final attempt at revenge on Lo Meifeng made sense. Of course, that did leave the how of it unclear.

If the woman had triggered a technique powerful enough to destroy an entire building, he should have sensed something from her. Beyond that, the woman was either an air qi specialist or a wind qi specialist. There was a lot of overlap there, but neither type of qi should have been able to create devastation on that scale. At least, Sen didn’t think they should at the late core formation level. Maybe in the nascent soul stage, where he was pretty sure that summoning wind storms that were powerful enough to topple stone walls would prove entirely feasible. Then again, Sen could generate a lot of destruction when he was trying or being careless. Maybe Li Hua had tried to get creative in her last desperate moments. That explanation would fit most of the facts he had to hand, but it didn’t fit those facts well.

Li Hua hadn’t simply been on the edge of death at the end. She had been in the process of actually dying. Having been there himself, Sen knew what it took to pull off one last big technique. He had gone into the situation looking for that outcome or something similar and prepared himself mentally for it. While preparation wasn’t an absolute requirement, it did a lot to keep the mind headed in the right direction. He had also been angry, probably as filled with rage as Li Hua had been, with one key difference. He’d been finding ways to work past that rage for months. Her rage had been both blind and of the moment. Thinking past that kind of thing was, while technically possible, not very plausible. He had to admit that she might have set up some kind of formation as a fail-safe, but he hadn’t spotted anything out of the ordinary. An effect that big would have taken a powerful formation, and he was well-equipped to spot a formation like that.

No, the best explanation for what had happened was that some powerful third party saw Li Hua fail and tried to take advantage of the moment. If that was the case, then he and Lo Meifeng had more problems coming their way than just crashing into a wall. Having come that close to either killing or badly injuring them, Sen doubted that whoever it was would simply shrug and think, Oh well. Odds were good that something or someone was already coming. So, Sen needed to deal with the immediate problem of falling out of the sky at speed, and prepare, as well as he could, for whatever was going to follow in the wake of that event. He was already using that dome of hardened air he’d formed to create some drag that had slowed them to a less destructive speed, but the real problem was where to land. It wasn’t enough to just settle onto some rooftop. He’d be putting everyone in the immediate vicinity in danger if someone arrived immediately after to pick a fight.

His eyes scanned the area below, looking for anywhere he could direct them that would at least limit the mortal casualties. In the end, though, there was no helping it. He saw a park area, but it was both too far away and at a severe angle from their current direction. He might be able to redirect them there, but not without blowing through a lot of qi he suspected he was going to need very soon. Instead, he aimed for the roof of what looked like some kind of warehouse. He started summoning qi platforms that they crashed through, but each platform slowed their descent even more. By the time they touched down on the roof, they were floating more than they were falling. Sen leaned over and planted Lo Meifeng on her feet. She glared at him.

“What did you do?” she asked.

“Saved your life. You’re welcome, by the way.”

“I meant to that building.”

“Me? That wasn’t me. I was just waiting around for you to finish up your personal business. Someone else turned that building into a crater.”

Lo Meifeng paused, cast a dubious look back the way they had come, and then shook her head. “Then, we need to get moving, because someone is probably already coming.”

“That’s how I read the situation. Split up or stay together?”

“Stay together, at least for the moment. We should drop down to street level. It may not slow them down much, but it might make tracking us harder. We need to put eyes on whoever this is.”

Sen nodded and they jogged over to the edge of the building. Sen felt another twinge in his intuition, grabbed Lo Meifeng’s robe, and dragged her over the side with him. As they dropped through the air, Sen looked up and saw a big chunk of the roof and wall above them explode into rubble. He formed a vertical qi platform. He planted his foot against the platform and launched them away from the falling rubble. A few pieces still clipped him, but they were mostly annoyances that hurt, rather injured. He used air qi to cushion them as they dropped into a nearby alley. Sen immediately hid. Then, he looked at Lo Meifeng, who didn’t enjoy that same protection. Master Feng had said that he thought Sen might be able to do something similar for someone else eventually. Sen decided that this was the moment to find out if he could.

“Come here,” he ordered Lo Meifeng.

“Why?” she asked.

“Because I want to try something and you need to be close for it.”

“Even if I were interested, this is hardly the right moment.”

“Even I know that this isn’t the time for jokes.”

“Fine,” said Lo Meifeng, walking over until she was almost pressed up against him. “Close enough?”

“I hope so. Now, let me concentrate.”

Of all the things that Sen could do, his ability to hide was his oldest. Yet, for all the time he’d been able to do it, it was the ability he understood the least. His teachers hadn’t understood how it worked. Lo Meifeng hadn’t understood how it worked. Without guidance, Sen had been left to his own devices to comprehend it. Despite having spent a lot of time thinking about it, he’d never gotten anywhere. Some of it was simple hesitation to experiment with something that even nascent soul cultivators didn’t understand. Mostly, though, he was simply blocked by his own ignorance. Sen was keenly aware that there was so much he didn’t know. His recent time with the dragon and learning about auric impositions was just the most recent case in point.

Now, though, he didn’t have the luxury of being afraid to experiment. Whoever was out there, Sen hadn’t caught so much as a hint of their presence. That meant they were doing what he could do, or they were launching attacks from beyond a distance that he could sense them. Either way, he needed an edge here, and needed Lo Meifeng alive to help him. Setting aside his reservations and his almost superstitious fears about his own ability, Sen got down to the hard business of trying to make it do something he’d never made it do before. Since he couldn’t rely on knowledge to guide him, he’d try to do it the same way he’d done so many other things. He’d try to feel his way through it.

Ignoring the information his mind kept trying to force into the center of the process, Sen focused on the literal, visceral feel of the technique. There were layers and layers to it, but he refused to get lost in all of those nuances. There would be a time to explore those later. For the moment, he just needed to pin down the general sense of the ability. Sen didn’t think that it was exactly the right word, but it felt as though he was folding something inside of himself and around himself. It created an overwhelming sense that there was precisely nothing in the space he occupied. Exactly what he was folding was, for his immediate purposes, almost irrelevant. He just needed to replicate that feeling to include an area that extended past his own skin. His first few attempts failed miserably, but he kept after it. Kept pushing himself harder, willing that sense of nothing to push outward.

Every step of the way, it felt like the ability itself was fighting him. Like it didn’t want to do what he wanted it to do. He ignored that resistance, ignored his own mounting sense of urgency, ignored the trickle of blood he felt from his nose, and pushed harder. Inch by inch, he pushed it outward, forcing the area immediately around him to conform to his will. It felt like it took hours, but eventually Lo Meifeng was inside a small bubble that told everyone and everything around them that nothing was there. With an effort of will that felt laughably easy in comparison, Sen cycled shadow qi and cloaked them in darkness. Despite his belief that a ridiculously long amount of time had passed, he suspected that had mostly been inside his own mind. Lo Meifeng was staring off toward the warehouse that they had been standing on.

For a minute or two, nothing happened. Sen gritted his teeth and kept that bubble in place around them. Then, a figure appeared on the rooftop. He was a bulky man with a thick beard, although one he kept trimmed short. Sen could sense nothing about him. With all of his own senses dulled by the hiding technique, the man was simply too far away. Sen watched as the man glared around the area, and then felt it as the man swept the area with his spiritual sense. Sen worried that his altered use of the hiding ability might not work as effectively, but the man’s spiritual sense brushed past them without the slightest hesitation. The strength of that spiritual sense gave Sen pause, though. Whoever the man was, he was either an overwhelmingly powerful peak core cultivator or a formidable early nascent soul stage cultivator. Sen found himself leaning in the direction of the latter. The sheer force and range of the man’s attacks suggested something that went beyond core cultivation to Sen.

The man jumped down from the roof and began searching the area. However, the search was a half-hearted thing that the man soon abandoned with a muttered curse. Sen hadn’t realized she was doing it, but he heard Lo Meifeng release a breath she’d apparently been holding. She went to say something, but Sen waved her off.

“Once we’re back at the inn,” he said, the strain evident in his voice.

The pair kept mostly to the shadows, but Lo Meifeng kept shooting worried glances at Sen. Keeping that ability up and running was taking a toll on him that he wasn’t going to be able to just shrug off with a night of sleep. Yet, he didn’t dare drop it until they were somewhere he could put up obscenely overpowered protective and offensive formations. Eventually, they scaled the wall of the inn and went back in through the same window they’d left from. Sen didn’t say anything. He just started assembling formations around the room, forcing Lo Meifeng to stay within arm’s reach of him at all times. He dropped a small fortune of spirit beast cores on the ground to fuel those formations at need. Only when he felt the formations lock into place did he release the hiding ability. Then, he slumped to the floor, every last bit of his mental energy and formidable willpower spent.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

PROBLEMS AND SOLUTIONS
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“You’re not going to pass out again, are you?” asked Lo Meifeng in an extra-dry tone.

Sen gave her a death glare from where he lay sprawled out on the floor. “Just give me a minute. That wasn’t as easy as I made it look.”

“You didn’t make it look that easy.”

“Exactly! And I’m telling you, it still wasn’t as easy as I made it look.”

Lo Meifeng frowned and a sliver of genuine concern crossed her face. “Are you alright?”

“No. Not really. There might be a right way to do what I did, but I didn’t find it. I just brute-forced it the whole way. As you can see,” he said, wiping some of the blood off his face and holding up his hand, “there were some consequences.”

Sen let his head drop back against the floor and just reveled in the wonderful feeling of not having to do anything. To Lo Meifeng’s credit, she let him, choosing to sit down on her bed. While she wasn’t putting any overt pressure on him to talk or act, Sen could almost hear her thinking hard. He ignored that, and everything else in the known universe, for five glorious minutes. He wasn’t even close to recovered. He was pretty sure he was going to have to go digging around inside his own body and make an elixir or five to make that happen. But he was pretty sure he could manage a conversation. He pushed himself up into a sitting position and scooted until he could rest his back against the wall. Lo Meifeng gave him another concerned look that didn’t fade entirely.

“How much damage did you do to yourself back there?” she asked in a no-nonsense, don’t-you-lie-to-me voice.

“I honestly don’t know. I’d have to use qi to examine myself, and I’m not doing anything with qi for at least another half an hour. Otherwise, I actually might pass out,” said Sen, leaning his head back and closing his eyes. “So, that bearded guy we saw. Thoughts?”

“Powerful. Dangerous.”

“Yeah. I sort of got those things from the building exploding underneath of us. I was hoping that you might have more specific insights.”

“Nothing more than suspicions. I mean, by the time he was close enough that I might have sensed anything, you’d already done whatever it was you did. After that, I was basically blind spiritually. It was horrible, by the way. How do you put up with it?”

“Well, I don’t love it, but most of the time I don’t need to sense anything farther away than fifty feet.”

“Fifty feet? You can still sense things that far away when you’re doing that technique?”

Sen opened an eye and looked at Lo Meifeng. “Yeah. Why?”

“I couldn’t sense anything, at all, at any range.”

“Huh. I didn’t expect that. That’s what I get for messing with something I don’t understand.”

Sen closed his eyes again. He heard Lo Meifeng shuffling around for a few moments. Then, something damp was wiped across his face. His eyes snapped open and his hand shot out, wrapping around Lo Meifeng’s wrist. It took him a second to realize that she was just holding a damp cloth. He could see a smear of red on it from where she’d wiped it against his face. She looked startled and almost afraid. That expression faded when he let go of her wrist and closed his eyes again. For the next minute or two, she silently cleaned the blood off his face.

“Thank you,” she said.

“For what?”

“You had three chances to let me die back there. You didn’t. I’m in your debt.”

Sen didn’t have the energy to think about that, so he just said the first thing that came to mind. “Don’t say stupid things. I wasn’t going to leave you there to die. Like I told you before, I need live allies, not dead friends.”

“Would we be friends if I were dead?”

“Grievances are for the living because the living can make amends. Death washes all sins clean.”

“Do you really believe that?”

“It’s what Master Feng taught me. I think I believe it. Once someone is gone, there’s no point in holding grudges. Even if you somehow managed to find them again in their next life, it’s not like they’ll remember. At that point, the only person you’re punishing by hanging on to your grievances is yourself.”

Sen shifted around, looking for a position that felt better to his back. After ten seconds of useless adjustments, he gave up. He opened his eyes and looked at Lo Meifeng, who was pointedly looking away. He smirked and continued.

“I will say that if leaving you behind would have caused you horrible embarrassment, I’d have abandoned you immediately.”

Lo Meifeng burst into laughter and the somber mood in the room was broken.

“I believe that,” she said. “Whoever that cultivator was, I think we’ve just seen the face of the enemy.”

“Do you think he’s nascent soul level?”

Lo Meifeng seemed to give that question a lot of thought before she answered. “It’s hard to know for sure. Some peak core cultivators are absurdly powerful. They might as well be initial nascent soul cultivators for the sheer force they can unleash. If you survive that long, I expect you’ll be one of those people.”

Sen shrugged. “Maybe. It doesn’t make much difference now.”

“I guess it doesn’t. Still, core cultivators do have some limitations that nascent soul cultivators don’t, specifically on range. If he was a core cultivator, he should have been close enough that I would have felt him preparing those attacks. I didn’t. That doesn’t automatically make him a nascent soul cultivator. Just because I haven’t seen something before, it doesn’t make that impossible. It is suggestive, though. How did you sense those attacks?”

“I wouldn’t say I sensed them. I mean, I did, but not until they were right on top of us. It was just an intuition.”

“One time, maybe. Two times that close together, it wasn’t just intuition. It might not have been as obvious as seeing something in your spiritual sense, but you picked up on something. You should try to figure out what it was. If you can figure that out, you might be able to hone it a little finer. Make it something more dependable. That reminds me. I’ve been meaning to ask. What’s the range of your spiritual sense.”

“I never really thought about it. Why?”

“Sometimes, I think you’re seeing farther than I am. I’m just trying to satisfy my curiosity.”

“Well, I never really tested it with another person. My best guess is a mile, maybe two.”

“A mile! Are you serious?”

“Yeah, I think so. Give or take,” said Sen. “Let me guess. That’s more than it should be?”

Lo Meifeng didn’t exactly sulk, but she didn’t look happy. “It’s not…wholly unprecedented, but it’s not usual for someone at your stage of development. For most people at your development level, it’s about half that. Assuming it’s not closer to two miles than one mile.”

“Does it matter?” Sen asked.

“Well, you’re sensing at about the same range as I am. So, if we both didn’t sense that guy, it makes it more likely that he’s a nascent soul cultivator.”

Sen nodded. “I was leaning in that direction myself, but I wanted to hear what you thought.”

“You realize that it’s a massive problem if he really is a nascent soul cultivator, right?”

Sen looked from Lo Meifeng to the formations around the room and then back. “It did not escape my attention.”

“Okay, you clearly realized that he was an immediate danger, but it goes beyond that. We can only hide in this room for so long. The minute either of us goes outside or even leaves this room, we’re vulnerable to attacks that we’ll barely see coming.”

“That’s less of a problem for me. He couldn’t see through that technique, or ability, or whatever the hells it is. Granted, that only helps me, but it’s also something I can keep up all day. At least, it is as long as I’m just hiding myself. And, if he can’t see me, there’s a good chance that nobody else can either. But my being able to come and go as I please doesn’t help the rest of you. On the flip side, though, it may be less of a problem than you think.”

“How’s that?”

“I’ve dealt with a few nascent soul cultivators and they are, if nothing else, territorial. I watched Uncle Kho kill a handful of cultivators for having the nerve to simply step onto his mountain. There are a handful of big sects here and at least a few nascent soul cultivators. Obviously, they can’t be going around killing every cultivator who intrudes on their territory. I suspect the tradeoff is that the nascent soul cultivators agreed not to do anything in someone else’s territory. I’d be willing to bet that guy just stepped all over someone else’s territory throwing around power like that and doing massive damage to buildings. Setting aside how much that’s going to infuriate the mortal government, those areas are almost certainly under the nominal control of a sect. I’m sure you noticed that he didn’t hang around to look for us.”

“He didn’t, did he?”

“I bet he was running home before someone showed up to complain with a nascent soul-powered groin kick.”

“So, you think we’re, what, safe to move around?”

“Safe? Not even slightly. Safe from being attacked by a nascent soul cultivator every time we stick our heads up? Yeah, probably.”

Lo Meifeng was nodding along. “It makes sense. People that powerful living in such close proximity would have to have very strict rules about how they behave. Otherwise, this city wouldn’t still be here. If some nascent soul cultivator keeps attacking us everywhere we go, he’s likely to make some equally powerful people very angry, very fast.”

“Plus, I have to imagine that part of the deal the sects made to set up shop in the capital is that the most powerful cultivators would keep each other in line. While it’s probably too much to hope that the sects will do our work for us and just kill him, it’s probably not too much to hope that they’ll keep that guy pinned down hard for the foreseeable future. That little display isn’t just bad for him, it’s bad for all the sects. They aren’t going to want a lot of repeat performances.”

“So, who do you think he is?” asked Lo Meifeng.

“Exactly the same person you think he is. I think he’s the person in charge of the Shadow Eagle Talon Syndicate.”

“We can’t take him in a straight fight,” said Lo Meifeng. “Not unless we can get up close to him, and work together, and I’m not sure we could kill him even then.”

Sen didn’t say anything for a while because he wasn’t entirely comfortable with his own line of thinking. In the end, though, he didn’t see a better way.

“I don’t intend for us to fight him directly. Like you said, it’s really risky and there’s a lousy chance we’d win. What was it you said, something about lists, patience, and poison? Well,” said Sen holding up a hand with a storage ring on it, “I’ve got poison. Probably even something that can kill a nascent soul cultivator.”

“Just to be clear, you’re saying that you think we should assassinate him?”

“Yeah, that’s what I’m saying.”

“And you’re comfortable with that solution?” asked a clearly dubious Lo Meifeng.

“Gods, no. I’m not comfortable with it at all. But he’s not going to stop being a problem for us, even if he can’t come at us directly. I don’t feel like spending every minute I’m in this city looking over my shoulder for the next attack. Some problems, you can ignore. Some you can walk away from. Some problems, you just have to deal with or they’ll get worse and worse. I’m pretty sure that this is one of those. I wish there was a better solution, but assassination is the solution at hand.”

Lo Meifeng came over and sat next to Sen. “I’m pretty sure it’ll hold until tomorrow. Tonight, you need to get some sleep and make yourself one of those absurd elixirs of yours.”

“They’re not absurd.”

“I don’t know who told you that lie, because they are absurd. Just like you, they are absolutely, utterly ridiculous.”

Sen thought of about ten things to say but settled on, “I’m not going to win this one, am I?”

“You are not.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

WHAT HONOR?
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Two days, several healing elixirs, and a lot of sleep later, Sen felt more like himself again. Shi Ping seemed horrified at even the possibility that a nascent soul cultivator might attack them, while Falling Leaf seemed ready to storm out of the inn to find someone to kill. Sen told them both to just sit tight while he ran an experiment or two. His first stop was to see the prince. He was, not surprisingly, aware of Sen’s recent adventures and not particularly pleased.

“Do you know how many people died during that little escapade of yours?” demanded Prince Jing.

“No,” said Sen.

“Thirty-seven people. Those are just the ones we know about.”

“I am sorry about that, but I was only involved directly in two of those deaths. Both of those people were cultivators who came to attack us. I wasn’t the one knocking down buildings.”

“I know. That was Tong Guanting.”

“Is that his name? Burly cultivator with a beard.”

“Yes. He’s the head of the Shadow Eagle Talon Syndicate.”

Sen nodded. “I thought he might be, but I didn’t know for sure.”

“You didn’t know!” shouted the prince. “Do you routinely get attacked by people you haven’t met?”

Sen thought for a second. “Actually…Yes. It happens with an almost dreary regularity.”

The prince had seemed to be building up to what he probably meant to be an extended screaming or lecture session. That admission on Sen’s part seemed to bring that all to a crashing halt as the prince just stared at him.

“That really happens to you? Random people just attack you?”

“I don’t know how random they are, but people I don’t know or haven’t met before do attack me all the time. Some of that just goes with being a cultivator but not all of it. I’ve made some enemies.”

“You don’t say,” said the prince, rolling his eyes with theatrical flair. “If you don’t mind me asking, did you feel that you didn’t have enough of them here? Decided to make a few more?”

“This one isn’t on me. They attacked me first, unprovoked, while I was having a breakthrough in my cultivation. Then, they attacked me again with no provocation. At that point, I told them to get out of the city or I’d do it for them.”

“That seemed like a good idea to you? You didn’t think there might be repercussions?”

“I assumed there would be repercussions. I obviously didn’t expect them to knock down a building and kill a bunch of mortals.”

“So, now that you have their attention, why in the hells did you come here?”

“I’m testing a theory. I think Tong Guanting overstepped his bounds the other day. If I’m right, he won’t lift so much as a finger in my direction.”

“What if you’re wrong?”

“Then, he’ll probably kill me the minute I leave this place. I doubt he’d dare level your home just to get at me. No cultivator wants an all-out war with a mortal army. It’s worse for him because he has an organization.”

“Why does that matter?”

“For someone like me, I can just grab my people and slip away into the night. Sure, an army could chase me, maybe even catch me, but I’d have a lot of advantages. You can’t do that with an organization. Plus, once word got out that the mortal authorities were moving against him, every cultivator with a grudge would come out to take their vengeance. It’d be a bloodbath.”

“Why did they attack you in the first place?”

“I assume someone pointed them at me. I only had the one chance to ask, and I was so busy making threats that I forgot about it.”

“You said you were attacked more than once. Why did you only have one chance to ask?”

Sen tilted his head a little to one side as he studied the prince. For a second or two, he thought the royal was mocking him. Then, Sen realized that the prince probably hadn’t done that much of his own fighting over the years.

“Because everyone else was usually dead by the time it was over.”

It was the prince’s turn to study Sen for a moment. “How many people have you killed since you’ve been here?”

“I don’t count them. I can tell you it’s been more than I wanted to kill when I came here.”

“How many did you want to kill?”

“None. I came here to get that manual, not get into fights to the death or start a feud with a criminal sect. I was hoping to avoid killing anyone while I was here.”

“So, that’s not really something you’re good at?” the prince asked.

“Apparently not. I did have other reasons for coming here.”

“I’m glad you didn’t risk the lives of everyone here just to satisfy your curiosity. I think I’d have to be very angry with you if you did something like that.”

“No, if I just wanted to satisfy my curiosity, I’d have found some open-air market and done some shopping. Right out in the open, but also an easy place to run away from.”

“Isn’t running away dishonorable?”

“Probably. Honor isn’t usually at the top of my list of concerns when people come looking to kill me. If I need to run away to find myself an advantage, I’m perfectly willing to do it. Generals do it all the time, except they call it a strategic retreat or a tactical withdrawal. I guess it sounds better than, we ran away and will try again later when the odds favor us more.”

The prince laughed a little at that. “I’ve never heard it described quite that way before.”

“My teachers didn’t really believe in pretending one thing was something else.”

“So, you won’t die to preserve your honor?”

“What honor?” asked Sen. “I don’t have to worry about reflecting badly on a great house or noble family. One of the privileges of being an unimportant orphan is that I can ignore all of that. I don’t have to stand and fight against impossible odds just because someone will say nasty things about me if I refuse.”

“You’re not worried you’ll get an inaccurate reputation?”

“I already have an inaccurate reputation. If someone wants to publicly announce that I’m a coward or an honorless dog, I’d welcome it. Anything that blunts that Judgment’s Gale reputation is a good thing in my mind.”

The prince raised an eyebrow at Sen. “You don’t enjoy being a noble folk hero?”

“I don’t. It’s occasionally useful, but no one can ever really live up to those stories, can they? No one is ever as wise, noble, generous, or kind as the stories would make them out to be. I’m certainly not.”

“Is that what they say about you?”

“It isn’t, but the point stands. People tell those stories because they need or want something to believe in. So, they make their heroes into an ideal. The thing they’d want their hero to be, instead of whatever they actually are.”

“What do people say about you?” asked the prince.

“I haven’t checked in on it recently. The last time I did, they were talking some kind of nonsense about how the heavens sent me to be some kind of righteous wind that scours away the wicked.”

“Oh,” said the prince with a sour expression. “I can see why you wouldn’t enjoy that kind of reputation. It’s almost a foregone conclusion that you’ll fail to live up to it.”

“Exactly.”

“Very well. What did you come here to discuss?”

Sen opened his mouth to speak, and then really thought about what he was going to say in context. He shook his head and changed his mind, deciding to start with the second thing.

“Have you heard anything from or about your sister?”

Prince Jing winced. “I have, and it’s not good news. My father has decreed that her wedding will move forward.”

Sen sighed. “I guess it was too much to hope that little project would go smoothly. I can’t imagine that Chan Yu Ming took it well.”

“She did not,” said the prince with an amused smile. “As I understand it, there was massive water damage to a large portion of the palace. It’s going to cost my father a fortune to have it all repaired in time for the ceremony.”

“I take it your mother declined to help?”

“No. In point of fact, the word is that she made a very strong argument in support of Chan Yu Ming marrying literally anyone except someone from the house of Choi. Some of the options she offered as better than a Choi included a goat, a toothless beggar, a piece of driftwood, and a random houseplant that she pointed at.”

“A houseplant?” snickered Sen.

The prince nodded. “Yes, by all accounts, she was in fine form that day.”

“And your father didn’t want to hear it?”

The prince shook his head, although Sen read it more as disbelief than anything else.

“He just told Mother that the matter was settled. She was none too pleased by that.”

“So, this is going to be harder than everyone expected,” said Sen.

“It appears that way. Although, honestly, I’m not sure what could change Father’s mind now. It might be better if Yu Ming were to simply be, let’s say, carried away by a roguish cultivator hero.”

Sen shook his head. “I’m not kidnapping your sister, even if I’m pretty sure she’d love it.”

“What?”

“Nothing. The point is, I don’t want a mortal army chasing me halfway across the kingdom. When’s the ceremony happening? I need to know how long I’ve got to work with.”

“Six weeks.”

“Alright. I’ll see what I can come up with on my end after I deal with my current crisis and, hopefully, after I get that damn manual.”

“On that subject, I have inquired with the Golden Phoenix Sect about the manual. They’re being unusually reticent about it. I assumed they’d simply come back with a list of demands. Instead, it’s like they don’t even want to acknowledge it exists.”

Sen frowned. “The person we sent to approach them about it has, as near as I can tell, been getting the same treatment. I wonder what the issue is?”

“That, I don’t know.”

“I appreciate you making the effort.”

“You’re welcome. So, what was the other thing you wanted to talk about?”

Sen took a deep breath and plunged forward. “I’m planning to kill everyone in the Shadow Eagle Talon Syndicate and assassinate Tong Guanting.”

At first, the prince just looked flabbergasted. His eyes were wide and his mouth was hanging open. After a little while, though, Sen saw the spark of amusement in the man’s eyes. Then, the laughing started. Sen just nodded. He understood.

“Yeah,” said Sen. “I know.”

“That certainly won’t do anything to reinforce your reputation as a merciless divine wind sent to cleanse away the wicked.”

“The irony isn’t lost on me, your royalness.”

“Your royalness,” he wheezed between fits of laughter. “I’m going to have to use that. Yu Ming will hate it.”

“Just don’t tell her you got it from me.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

KEEPING PROMISES
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Sen considered the wreckage of what had once been a gambling den run by the Shadow Eagle Talon Syndicate. In the wake of his interrogation of…Sen thought back. He hadn’t bothered to get her name. He reminded himself that he really needed to do a better job of covering the essentials when he was asking people questions. In the wake of that interrogation, the group had done its best to move the operations they could. Unfortunately for them, there were just a limited number of available spaces, even in a city as big as the capital. Under the protection of his hiding ability, Sen had simply walked into the part of the city controlled by the criminal element and asked a few questions. Everyone there knew where the Syndicate had their businesses. Sen had made a mental list. He’d still visited the spots the Syndicate woman had told him about, but most had been abandoned. There had been traps set at a few of those places, but traps were hard to spring on someone you couldn’t see or feel coming. Sen had just left bodies in those locations.

As for the rest of the places he’d visited over the last few days, he’d all but filled his storage rings to capacity with stolen goods, cultivation resources, and money. A lot of money. He’d done his best to return the stolen goods, but it wasn’t always clear where they had come from in the first place. He kept some of the things he was certain he could use. The things he couldn’t return and had no use for, he left at City Guard stations around the city. It was possible that they’d have better luck than he did at getting those things back to their rightful owners. He’d gone through the cultivation resources with Lo Meifeng. He’d been worried that it might include demonic cultivation materials that he just hadn’t sensed. Most of it was, according to her, standard fare for formation foundation cultivators and useless for her or him. Sen knew that Falling Leaf didn’t advance the same way they did, but he let her look through them anyway. She’d poked at a few things and promptly announced that she didn’t want any of it. Then, Sen had let Shi Ping go through them.

“So, what can I have?” asked Shi Ping.

“Take whatever you can use,” said Sen waving at the pile on the floor.

Shi Ping had gone a little bug-eyed at those words. “I can just have whatever I want.”

“Yes,” said Sen.

“I don’t have to pay for it?”

“Shi Ping, I don’t know how to say this any more clearly. Take. What. You. Want.”

Sen had half-expected Shi Ping to grab all of it. Instead, the man methodically went through the pills, natural treasures, and a small collection of elixirs. He picked out about ten things and set them aside. Shi Ping seemed to waver over a few more but ultimately decided against them. In the small pile of things that Shi Ping had decided to keep, there was an elixir vial. Sen walked over, picked it up, and used his qi to scan it. Sen could tell that it was designed to help someone break into the core formation stage, but he was appalled at the elixir itself. It had clearly been made using substandard ingredients by an alchemist who had only been half-trained at best. He looked from the bottle to Shi Ping.

“Why would you use this? It’s garbage.”

Lo Meifeng came over and plucked the vial from Sen’s hand. He felt her qi examine it. She gave him a quizzical look.

“What’s wrong with it?” she asked. “This is better than most of the elixirs that people use.”

Sen stared at her in horror.

“That’s appalling,” said Sen before he looked over at Shi Ping. “Do not use that elixir. I’ll make you one that doesn’t look like it was made by a monkey and a child throwing things at a cauldron.”

Shi Ping frowned a little and glanced at Lo Meifeng, who was nodding furiously at him.

“Alright,” he said and gathered up the rest of the things he’d picked out.

“And don’t try to break through to core formation here,” said Sen. “When you’re ready, tell me. We’ll go outside of the city.”

“I’m not that irresponsible,” said Shi Ping, glaring at Sen. “I know there’s a tribulation coming my way. I wouldn’t do that in a city.”

“Sorry,” said Sen. “I’m sensitive about mortal bystanders at the moment.”

Shi Ping straightened a little and his expression softened. “That makes sense. I guess it is good to keep safety in mind.”

“Speaking of which,” said Sen. “It’s high time we found new lodgings. I consider it nothing short of heavenly intercession that this place hasn’t been burned to the ground, flattened by an earth qi attack, or otherwise destroyed.”

Lo Meifeng sighed but nodded. “You’re right. I just like this place. It’s clean, comfortable, and the owners don’t spy on their guests. That combination of things is hard to come by.”

Sen gestured at the bed and summoned some of his recently acquired wealth. Bags and bags of taels appeared on the bed. “Then go buy us somewhere to live. That might even be better. I can set up permanent or at least semi-permanent protections in a place like that. Certainly better than what I can do here.”

Shi Ping and Lo Meifeng stared open-mouthed at the bags.

“Where did all of that come from?” asked Shi Ping in awe.

“It was a donation from our friendly Shadow Eagle Talon Syndicate neighbors.”

“They just let you walk away with all of that?” asked Shi Ping.

“Let?” asked Sen. “What makes you think that there was anyone left to object?”

“You know that they’re going to come looking for all of this at some point,” said Lo Meifeng.

“I do. All the more reason to spend a bunch of it on something expensive they can’t just steal back. Also, a good reason for us to relocate sooner rather than later. We all knew there were risks to becoming cultivators, but I don’t want mortals getting stuck in the middle again.”

“I never signed on to fight a nascent soul cultivator,” said Shi Ping.

“Has one been bothering you?” asked Sen.

“I, well, no.”

“Exactly. I was pretty sure the rest of the nascent soul cultivators in the city were going to back Tong Guanting up hard into a corner, and it seems they have. Don’t get me wrong. If he can lay hands on me in his own territory, I’m a dead man. But out in the rest of the city, he’ll have to send lackeys. Lackeys we can deal with if need be.”

“Speak for yourself,” said Shi Ping. “You and Lo Meifeng can take care of yourselves just fine because she’s a late-stage core cultivator and you’re some kind of freakish cosmic anomaly. I’m pretty sure that Fa Ling Li can handle most people one-on-one, at least well enough to get away. I’m not like the three of you. If a core cultivator comes looking for me, I’m a dead man.”

“Why do you think we told you not to wander off by yourself?” asked Lo Meifeng.

“That’s not really my point,” said Shi Ping.

Sen looked at the pile of cultivation resources that Shi Ping still held in his hands. “Why do you think I let you take all of that? I’m not blind to the fact that you’re the person who’s the least equipped to face our current situation.”

Shi Ping stared down at the resources in his hands. “There’s no guarantee I’ll succeed at breaking through. What happens if I try and fail?”

Sen almost said something flippant, but there was genuine fear on Shi Ping’s face. He wasn’t just worried about the threats around them, or about not breaking through, he was terrified. It was a stark change from the man who had said Lo Meifeng couldn’t order him around. It seemed that Tong Guanting’s attack had rattled Shi Ping more than Sen would have credited. So, Sen pushed down the glib remark and really thought it over.

“Then, I’ll send you on your way with my blessings.”

“Just like that?”

“What’s the alternative? If you weren’t on the cusp of breaking through now, I’d have already done it. As an initial core cultivator, you’ll have a fighting chance in most situations. It’s not ideal, but it’s not an obscene level of risk. As you are now, it’s less a question of if than when you’ll get killed. And you’re right, you didn’t sign on for that.”

Seeming deeply relieved that there was an out for him if he utterly failed to break through to core formation, Shi Ping retreated from the room. Lo Meifeng gave Sen a curious look.

“Why not just send him away now?”

“Because he’s made actual progress. If I let him go now, I expect he’d be right back where he started in six months. That’s a lot of my time, energy, and training wasted. But I’m not going to make him stay just to die. Especially if things play out the way I’m starting to think that they will.”

“What do you mean?”

Sen shook his head. “It’s just a suspicion right now. There’s no point in spreading it around until I’m more sure about it.”

“So, what’s next on your agenda?”

“There’s another gambling den I’m going to wreck.”

The Syndicate had tightened up their security a lot since Sen began his one-man war of annihilation against them, but he’d been expecting that. He’d started by eliminating the people set to watch, the hidden ones, and then moved on to the ones who were theoretically guarding the place out in the open. All it had taken to clear out the customers was him dragging two corpses through the door and throwing them onto nearby tables. The staff were either more afraid of their boss or more confident than they should have been in their skills. Not that Sen had come out of the fight unscathed. He was sporting a deep gash in his side, several burns, and more superficial cuts than he could count. Still, they were all dead, and he wasn’t. That was the part that counted. He used his wind qi to gather up all of the loose money and direct it into his storage rings, stripped the staff of any valuables, and then took a moment to let his wind qi explore the building.

The discovery that these businesses were using empty walls and hidden spaces to store their money had been the real turning point for Sen. Not that he cared that much about the money, but he did care about hurting the Syndicate. He dashed through the building, scooping up the hidden riches, and anything else of value he saw. He didn’t waste time going through everything, though. Nascent soul cultivators could move very fast. So, he grabbed what he could. Then, he slipped out of the back and into the shadows. He moved away as fast as stealth would allow, but he didn’t go too far. He saw what he expected to see a couple of minutes later. A burly, bearded figure dropped out of the sky almost into what was left of the gambling den. The man stormed inside. There was a moment of silence, and then bellows of rage as the man destroyed the building with nothing but brute strength. Satisfied that he’d accomplished his goal, Sen slipped away into the night.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

NOTHING BUT BAD CHOICES
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Tong Guanting hadn’t felt this kind of rage in centuries. It was one thing to, however unwillingly, accept the demands put on him by other nascent soul cultivators. That was a matter of mutual survival if nothing else. He had seen nascent soul cultivators battle once, nearly a thousand years before. It had leveled a kingdom. Not a city but an entire kingdom. That event had left an indelible mark on his soul and guided his actions. He was aware of just how dangerous it was for nascent soul cultivators to lose control. Not that he particularly cared if a bunch of mortals died, but too much death was bad for business. And if Tong Guanting loved one thing in the world, it was money. He was also aware that money was largely meaningless for someone like him. He didn’t need it to buy food or shelter. He doubted there was an environment anywhere in the world that could actually kill him. He only ate food because he wanted to. What few cultivation resources that existed for someone at his stage couldn’t be bought. Even so, he still loved money. He loved the way it looked. He loved the heft of it in his hands when he scooped up golden taels. He loved that it could buy him anything he wanted if he decided that he wanted something.

Somehow, that damnable boy had figured that out and seemingly made it his purpose to steal every last tael that Tong Guanting had worked so hard to get. He wasn’t hypocrite enough to say earned. He didn’t earn money. Earning money was for peasants, not cultivators. What was even worse was that the kid was good at it. He’d been systematically killing all of Tong Guanting’s employees, stealing everything that was worth more than a copper tael, and vanishing. No, that wasn’t the right word for it. He’d have to be able to be sensed to vanish. It was like that kid was made of smoke. He came and went and no one felt him. The very worst part was that the boy was doing it in Tong Guanting’s own territory. Not that he could act against the kid even there. The other nascent soul cultivators in the city had told him, in no uncertain terms, that they weren’t going to let him kill someone who was barely into core formation in a fit of pique.

He'd known when he tried to kill the kid out in the open that would probably happen. It had been a calculated risk and, like it or not, sometimes they didn’t pay off. He’d run enough gambling dens in his time to understand that sometimes the other people won, even if you thought you had the game fixed. Of course, when the other powerhouses in the city laid down that decree, Tong Guanting had never imagined the river of money that the kid was going to siphon away, to say nothing of the small mountain of corpses he was leaving in his wake. That name, the one that had sounded so ridiculous at first, didn’t sound ridiculous to Tong Guanting anymore. He felt like he’d slapped a giant, and the giant was slapping him back…much, much harder. If he’d had any inkling of the trouble he’d be bringing down on his own head when he originally agreed to kill that kid, he’d have never taken the job in the first place. With everything the kid was doing, he’d gone back to the other nascent soul cultivators to complain about the restriction. It was not going the way he expected.

Feng Bai laughed. “You want us to let you turn your power against that boy because he’s costing you money?”

Tong Guanting glared at the patriarch of the Steel Gryphon Sect. “It’s not a joke. He’s bleeding me dry. He’s killing my people by the score.”

“He’s one man,” said a sweet voice.

Tong Guanting turned his eyes on Lai Dongmei, hot words ready to spill from his lips, only for those words to catch in his throat. He had to look away from her almost immediately. Lai Dongmei, the matriarch of the Golden Phoenix Sect, was so beautiful that it was physically painful for most people to spend more than a moment looking at her. It was unnatural to such a degree that even nascent soul minds rebelled at the very sight of it. Tong Guanting had often thought that she must have been heartrendingly beautiful even before she was a cultivator for what she became to be the end result. He expected that she was as close as he was ever going to get to looking at a goddess.

Lai Dongmei continued, “He’s a lone core cultivator, and barely that, against your entire organization. If he’s such a threat, send peak core cultivators after him.”

“I did!”

“And?” she asked.

“He hung them up on a wall like they were art.”

“In that case,” mused Lai Dongmei, with a cruel edge in her voice, “perhaps you shouldn’t have chosen a fight with someone you didn’t understand. Do you think a man gets a name like Judgment’s Gale because of his forgiving nature? As I understand it, he did give you a choice.”

“A choice? He told me to leave the city or else. I’m not going to let some core cultivator order me around.”

A slender, elegant man lifted a hand. Tong Guanting grudgingly turned to face the man. He hated Jin Bohai almost as much as he hated the boy. Jin Bohai had made his feelings about Tong Guanting perfectly clear several centuries earlier. The slender man had stated outright that the only reason he didn’t simply kill Tong Guanting was because Jin Bohai considered it beneath him.

“And we’re not going to let you take petty vengeance on a man more than a full stage below your cultivation because you were stupid. You’ve made half a dozen attempts on his life already. At this point, as far as I’m concerned, this is a disaster of your own making.”

“Then I intend to go and clean it up, personally.”

“No,” said Lai Dongmei. “We have been abundantly clear on this matter.”

“He’ll destroy everything I built.”

Tong Guanting couldn’t see it, but he could feel the smile on her face when she spoke.

“Yes, and won’t that be such a pity.”

“You intend for the boy to do what you cannot or would not,” snarled Tong Guanting.

“Yes,” said Lai Dongmei. “You are a cancer on the body of this city. If the boy can cut you out, all the better.”

“Besides,” said Feng Bai, “even if we’d allow it, you pathetic piece of trash, you can barely handle the student. You are in no way prepared to handle the storm of his masters. And they would come.”

For the first time in weeks, something other than rage filled Tong Guanting. “You mean, those stories are true?”

Feng Bai nodded. “They are. Do you think you’re ready to face down the wrath of my brother, the Living Spear, and Alchemy’s Handmaiden?”

It galled him to let the word slip between his lips, but he did it anyway. “No.”

“So,” said Jin Bohai, “sense has not abandoned you entirely. You have three choices. You can continue hurling your men against this Judgement’s Gale until he has killed them all. An eventuality that seems increasingly likely regardless of your choices. You can try to act against the boy directly, in which case we will stop you. Rather, they will stop you. I’ll simply kill you. Or, you can do as the boy demanded and run away with what’s left of your people. Personally, I hope you try to attack him again yourself.”

“So, I’m to have nothing but bad choices?”

“You speak as though you are due something more,” said Lai Dongmei. “You seek mortal riches above all other things. You built an organization that brings nothing but suffering to others. You are barely better than a demonic cultivator. I find it utterly mysterious how you ever managed to break into the nascent soul stage in the first place without becoming a demonic cultivator. Yet, it is that single bit of difference that has preserved your life and nothing more. You should take your life and be grateful.”

The ocean of loathing and contempt that Lai Dongmei poured into those words made Tong Guanting flinch. He knew better than to expect respect from these three. They had no more use for him than they did for a roach. They tolerated him, barely, only out of some vague acknowledgment of his cultivation stage. If they could be rid of him, though, they’d be happy to see it. If they could set the stage for someone else to destroy him, they were perfectly happy to do so. And even if they weren’t an immediate threat and deterrent to his desire to destroy the boy, the threat posed by the likes of Fate’s Razor, the Living Spear, and Alchemy’s Handmaiden was all but incalculable. He could run from them, but not forever. Still, if the boy died by someone else’s hand, or as part of a robbery gone wrong, that might be enough wiggle room to get everything that Tong Guanting wanted.

Before that, though, he needed to pay someone a visit and thank them for setting this catastrophe in motion in the first place. He couldn’t simply obliterate their holdings with a massive qi technique. The other people in the room with him would stop that. Still, he didn’t see any reason why he couldn’t just take a sword and kill everyone in their bloodline the old-fashioned way. He might not get them all before Feng Bai, Lai Dongmei, and Jin Bohai intervened, but he was pretty sure he could get most of them. Yes, it had been far too long since he exacted terrible retribution on someone. If he couldn’t get at Lu Sen, he could get at those who put Lu Sen in his path.


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

NECESSARY, DIFFICULT THINGS
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“Did you do something?” demanded the prince.

Sen squinted at the man. The prince was agitated, frightened, and gesturing wildly. Sen had never seen the man like that before. What he couldn’t understand was what could have possibly left the usually calm and collected man in such a state. Nor could he understand why the prince thought that Sen had done whatever it was. Sen had certainly done plenty in recent weeks, but nothing he hadn’t explicitly told the prince he planned to do.

“Yes?” Sen ventured. “Maybe. I think it kind of depends.”

“Did you kill them?”

Sen frowned. That was a very vague question considering what Sen had been up to.

“Yes? Maybe? It depends. Who are we talking about?”

“The house of Choi,” said the prince, his gaze trying to bore a hole through Sen’s forehead.

“Oh,” said Sen, relaxing. “Then, no. I mean, I might have gotten around to them eventually if there wasn’t some other fix for Chan Yu Ming. But I’ve been focused on the Shadow Eagle Talon Syndicate.”

“It really wasn’t you?”

“I honestly had nothing to do with that. I assume it was a massacre, or I doubt I’d be here answering questions.”

The prince pressed two fingers to his left temple and began rubbing it in a circular motion. Sen wasn’t sure if the man was thinking or trying to encourage a headache to go away.

“Yes, it was a massacre if an incomplete one. One man walked into their compound, drew a sword, and killed his way through most of their family. Sound familiar?”

Sen nodded. “Yeah, that sounds like some of the things I’ve done recently. Still, not me.”

“I know.”

“How?” asked Sen in genuine curiosity.

“Because you have no incentive to lie to me. If you did it, there isn’t anything we can do to you. We can’t even keep you in the city against your will without involving the sects, and I get the impression that they aren’t inclined to bother you at the moment.”

“Why is that?”

“Because most of them have said that they aren’t inclined to bother you at the moment.”

Sen laughed. “You actually asked?”

The prince gave Sen a cool look. “You’re an extraordinarily dangerous and powerful man. If I’d been wrong about you, and you turned out to simply be a wanton killer, I wanted a contingency in place.”

Sen wanted to feel offended, but he couldn’t quite dredge up the emotional energy for it. In the prince’s place, Sen would probably have wanted some kind of backup plan to deal with a powerful, crazy cultivator. He nodded.

“I guess that’s fair. Since it wasn’t me, do we have any idea who…” Sen trailed off. “Was it Tong Guanting?”

The prince sighed. “We don’t know for sure. The handful of people who survived the attack weren’t really in a state to give a coherent account of events. The descriptions we got of the attacker could have been him, or you, or my mother, or a flying cart. Since it was just one person and the number of deaths was, let’s say, excessive, I’m tentatively concluding it was a powerful cultivator. The sects don’t go in for killing local nobility for obvious reasons. That limits the pool of candidates.”

“And, since it wasn’t me, that doesn’t leave a lot of options. Still, who other than me has a reason to go after the Choi?”

“That’s what makes the timing suspicious. You’ve been putting a great deal of pressure on Tong Guanting’s organization. With you ripping apart his organization at the seams, we know he wants to kill you. Although, it seems you’ve found a fix for that problem.”

“Not me, although someone has clearly intervened to keep him from just wiping me off the face of the world. I’ll have to send them a gift of some kind.”

“My guess is that the Choi were the ones who aimed him at you in the first place. If he’s a bitter man, he may well have decided to blame them for his current situation and took action.”

Sen nodded. “It sounds plausible. He’s certainly angry enough to make those kinds of rash choices. I don’t suppose he did us all a favor and killed Choi Zhi Peng, did he?”

The prince grimaced. “He didn’t. Choi Zhi Peng wasn’t there when the attack happened.”

“Seriously? That lucky bastard,” muttered Sen. “What in the hells was he doing while his family was getting slaughtered?”

“I’m not entirely sure, although I can make some educated guesses. All of them are…off-putting.”

“Sounds about right, at least if what Chan Yu Ming told me is true.”

The prince gave Sen an odd look. “You always refer to her so formally. If you’re going to try and sell yourself as a rival suitor, you’re going to need to break yourself of that.”

“Chalk it up to the fact that I don’t really know her that well. Besides, with the house of Choi in shambles, I have to assume the wedding is off.”

The prince closed his eyes and leaned his head back. “It isn’t.”

“What?” demanded Sen.

“Father is adamant that the wedding move forward.”

“Why? It was one thing when the house of Choi was strong and powerful. Now, though, won’t the other houses just swoop in and take all of their holdings?”

“That seems the most likely scenario. As for why? I don’t know, and Father refuses to disclose his thoughts on the matter,” said the prince, lifting a hand to stop Sen’s next words. “Yes, it’s suspicious.”

“It’s more than just suspicious. It sounds like your father is trying to buy them off with Chan Yu Ming.”

“I know.”

“And what do you plan to do about it?”

“I don’t know. Without understanding what’s driving Father’s decision, I can’t make an appropriate plan.”

Sen gave the prince a narrow-eyed look and then stood. He offered the prince a bow. “Thank you for your teachings, Prince Zhang Jing. They were very enlightening, but I don’t believe it’s necessary for me to take up any more of your time.”

Sen turned and walked toward the door. The prince called out after him.

“I failed your test, didn’t I?”

Sen paused with his hand on the handle of the door. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

“The Diviner warned me. He told me that you had no use for nobles. That you think we’re all selfish and stupid.”

When Sen said nothing, the prince carried on.

“You’ve decided that I’m one of those, haven’t you?”

Sen considered it for a moment. “Are you still breathing?”

“What? Of course, I’m still breathing. Why?”

“Because that’s how you know that I haven’t decided that you’re one of those.”

“But you did decide something?”

“Yes.”

“May I ask what you decided?”

Sen didn’t look back when he answered. “No.”

Then, he left the prince’s home.
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Despite what the prince clearly thought, Sen wasn’t angry with him. He’d just realized something that he thought the prince was choosing to overlook. Sen could come and go from this situation with the royal family as he saw fit. The prince couldn’t. For Jing, that situation was permanent, and he needed to operate within its established rules. His association with Sen was, more likely than not, the kind of thing that would harm him more than help him. Especially with the things that Sen expected he was going to have to do next. By walking away in a fashion that convinced the prince that Sen was done with him, it offered the royal a kind of insulation. No one would call the prince to account for the things that Sen did if that relationship was fractured.

It had stung more than Sen had expected. He genuinely liked the prince, seeing in him the flicker of possibility of what nobles could be but so rarely were. Feigning that he’d found the prince wanting in some way had been trying, but he’d done hard things before. He was quite certain he would have to do them again. He couldn’t skip the necessary things just because they were difficult or painful. He hoped that he’d get the opportunity to explain the situation later, but he knew better than most that the world often got in the way of what people wanted. Still, better by far to leave the prince with the wrong impression and a level of protection, than leave him an obvious target of retribution for those who couldn’t get at Sen.

What Sen found at least a little bit amusing was the idea that Tong Guanting had largely solved a problem for him. Oh, the man certainly hadn’t intended to help Sen. Odds were good that he was just lashing out at whoever he could reasonably get his hands on. Still, he had, however obliquely, done Sen a service. With so much of the house of Choi dead, he suspected that it wouldn’t be difficult to solve Chan Yu Ming’s problem permanently. Lo Meifeng had been getting more and more restless recently, forbidden as she was to accompany him on his excursions into the criminal part of the city. It wasn’t that he doubted her skills or her usefulness. He'd have been happy to take her along, but he couldn’t realistically hide her and him the way he’d need to that deep into Tong Guanting’s territory. Something like this, though, was something she’d probably find interesting. He’d have to bring it up with her and see what she thought.

Even as he was thinking all of that, Sen had summoned a spear to his hand. He’d felt the group of cultivators approaching him in a clump and, by the time they came into sight, lightning was already crackling around the head of the spear. The entire group came to a dead stop when they saw the spear leveled at them. Sen had schooled his expression into an emotionless mask. A few weeks ago, these same cultivators might have sneered or called out taunts. They were, after all, all of a higher cultivation level than Sen. Yet, every last man and woman paled at the sight of him standing there, clearly prepared to fight with them. It wasn’t an idle threat, either. He had cut, stabbed, burned, crushed, and eviscerated his way through people just as strong as them and under much worse conditions. The apparent leader of the group waved a hand at the rest, who all backed off. Then, he stepped forward and offered Sen a bow.

“I am Chin Hao-Yu of the Golden Phoenix Sect.”

When Sen didn’t so much as twitch, the man seemed perplexed about what to do next.

“Are you the one they call Judgment’s Gale?”

Sen provided only the most infinitesimal nod.

“The matriarch of our sect wishes to speak with you regarding the request you submitted to us.”

“I have an agent for these matters. Speak with him.”

Chin Hao-Yu got an affronted look. “It is a great honor to be invited to speak with the matriarch.”

“Perhaps, but that assumes that you are who you say you are. I don’t trust you. I don’t trust anyone who shows up in force to deliver a message. It rather suggests that you mean to take me somewhere regardless of what I say.”

Chin Hao-Yu’s face darkened. “You dare question the honor of the Golden Phoenix Sect?”

Sen felt torn between utter weariness and the urge to laugh. “In my experience, those words are almost immediately followed by someone doing something incredibly dishonorable.”

Sen had the feeling that the situation was about to devolve into violence when he felt the presence of a nascent soul cultivator approaching. He let his killing intent fill the spearhead until the lightning turned void black and gave off the hazy purple afterglow he’d come to associate with Heavens’ Rebuke. He didn’t know if it would do anything to a nascent soul cultivator, but he wasn’t about to let any nascent soul cultivator get that close to him without at least preparing. The group of cultivators were all staring at his spear with looks of such deep fear that Sen felt like he might as well have summoned a devil up from the hells. Chin Hao-Yu even took a stumbling step backward. When the nascent soul cultivator descended on them, the group of Golden Phoenix Sect cultivators dropped to their knees. Sen glanced around and realized that all of the mortals had simply fled. Sen gawked for a moment as the single most beautiful person he’d ever seen landed on the street between him and the other cultivators. She gave his spear a speculative look, which gave Sen enough time to regain his mental equilibrium.

“I am Lai Dongmei, matriarch of the Golden Phoenix Sect,” she said, giving Sen a small smile.

Sen considered the situation objectively. While he might have stood a chance against the core cultivators, he didn’t stand a chance against them and the nascent soul cultivator. With nothing better on offer, he just gave the woman a smile in return.

“Hello,” said Sen, giving the sky a curious look. “The weather in the capital is very strange.”

The woman seemed taken aback by his words. “How so?”

Sen shrugged. “It doesn’t normally rain beautiful women with sad smiles where I come from.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

WHAT MAKES YOU THINK I’M PLAYING
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It took every last bit of Sen’s considerable self-control not to burst into laughter at what followed those words. Every last one of the cultivators who had originally approached Sen were staring at him with expressions that ranged from simply aghast to, in the case of the leader, furious and aghast. It was like they couldn’t comprehend how he had dared to utter such words to their honored matriarch. As for the matriarch herself, her mouth moved soundlessly once or twice before she seemed to remember herself. She turned and gave the kneeling cultivators a look of mock surprise. She waved a negligent hand in their direction.

“Leave us,” she ordered.

Their looks of shock, horror, and anger almost instantly converted in ones of surprise and, in the case of the leader, hurt. Oh, so that’s how it is, thought Sen. I wonder how long he’s been carrying around that doomed and unrequited love? Yet, none of the cultivators dared to defy their matriarch. They rose and started to shuffle away, although most of them took the time to shoot dirty looks his way. Chin Hao-Yu looked like he was ready to rush over and stab Sen in the eye. Sen didn’t bother looking at them. He simply looked through them, as though they had ceased to exist the second that Lai Dongmei dismissed them. For all practical purposes, they had. While they were taking their time in leaving, Sen let his killing intent and lightning qi drain out of the spear before he stored it. Once Lai Dongmei seemed satisfied that her minions were out of earshot, she turned an amused look on Sen.

“Were you trying to put me off balance?” she asked.

Sen cocked his head to one side for a moment before he casually walked closer to the woman. Once he was close enough that both of them could theoretically do something drastic to the other, he gave her a half-smile.

“Would you like me to put you off balance? I could always catch you if you fall.”

There was another moment where she looked like she didn’t quite know what to do before she finally spoke in an almost disbelieving tone, “Are you flirting with me?”

Sen clasped his hands behind his back and took another step toward the woman. He gazed into her dark eyes for a long moment.

“Yes,” he said in a low voice. “Would you like me to stop?”

“I’m the matriarch of a sect,” she said.

“So, you are. Fortunately for me, it’s not my sect. That leaves me free to simply appreciate you. After all, how often does a man have the opportunity to stand in the presence of perfection?”

If Sen hadn’t been standing so close to her, even he might not have spotted it, but a faint blush appeared on Lai Dongmei’s cheeks.

“Aren’t you worried that I might strike you dead for daring to speak to me this way?”

Sen let a thoughtful expression settle over his features before he shook his head. “No, I’m not worried.”

Lai Dongmei lifted an eyebrow at him. “And what makes you so confident?”

Sen leaned in a little and Lai Dongmei did the same. Sen let his voice drop to nearly a whisper.

“You didn’t ask me to stop.”

“No. I didn’t,” she admitted with a small smile.

“It must be terribly lonely. Always the matriarch. Always the nascent soul cultivator. Always the impossible ideal in someone’s eyes. How long has it been since someone looked at you and just saw…you?”

There was a look on the woman’s face that Sen couldn’t entirely understand, but he recognized parts of it. There was need there. There was also a hunger.

“A very long time,” she said, before lifting a finger and trailing a fingertip along Sen’s jaw. “A loneliness of which I expect you have some small understanding.”

“A little. People who spend enough time with me get used to it, eventually. I doubt the same is true for you. Of course, I’m spared the burden of position.”

The matriarch walked a slow circle around Sen. “Are you, though? I am merely a matriarch, while you, well, you’re a story. A folk hero. Almost a legend in your own right. What burdens does that carry?”

Sen smiled at her. “More than I’d like. Are you trying to put me off balance?”

“No. Although, I have the sneaking suspicion that very few things can put you off balance. I’d just like to understand the man who means to seduce me.”

“I don’t imagine that will pose much of a challenge. I’m a simple creature.”

The matriarch laughed. “Oh, I know that’s not true. You’re a series of masks, all of them interesting. With that fool Tong Guanting, you’re the ruthless killer and thief. With those you don’t trust, you’re cold and imperious. With the prince, you’re approachable and friendly. With me, you play at seduction.”

Sen let his eyes trail the length of Lai Dongmei’s body, before he met her gaze. He let some of his very real desire for her show through, not on his face, just in his eyes.

“What makes you think I’m playing at seduction?”

Lai Dongmei froze in place. Sen couldn’t describe exactly what the difference was, but it felt as though that look from him had stripped away some kind of pretense from their interaction. The faint blush that had appeared on the woman’s cheeks came back and much more visibly.

“If we’re to continue this conversation,” said Lai Dongmei, “I think it should probably be somewhere more private.”

“Somewhere with a door,” Sen offered helpfully.

“Somewhere with a bed,” countered Lai Dongmei.

“I suddenly find myself with no pressing engagements,” said Sen. “Lead the way.”
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Three days later, as Sen lay in Lai Dongmei’s bed, the woman herself sprawled on top of him, he realized that he was probably going to get an earful from just about everyone. He considered that prospect for a moment and decided that it was completely worth it. Lai Dongmei made an inarticulate noise of quiet rage when someone with a death wish knocked on her door. She didn’t actually scream go away at the person, but that feeling radiated off of her in almost tangible waves. Sighing, she rolled off of Sen, rose, put on a robe, and answered the door.

“What?” she demanded of whoever was out there.

The tone she used was hard enough that it could have shattered steel. So, Sen wasn’t surprised when he heard a hasty bevy of words issued in an extremely nervous voice. Then, Lai Dongmei nodded and promptly slammed the door in the person’s face.

“Is the real world intruding?” Sen asked.

“It is,” she said before turning around and looking at him.

Sen expected that she’d tell him that some sect crisis or another was demanding her attention. Instead, she just stared at him for a long moment. Then, she took her robe back off and climbed on top of him again.

“It’ll wait until tomorrow,” she said in the voice of someone who had just decided something very, very firmly.
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“Wasn’t there something you wanted to talk about?” Sen asked. “I mean, before all of this.”

While he waited for an answer, he lowered his mouth and ate one of the berries that Lai Dongmei had put out on her smooth, taut stomach. She shivered as he did, and then sighed discontentedly.

“Yes. It’s about that manual you want so badly.”

Sen ran a finger along her inner thigh, causing more shivers. “You don’t have it.”

Lai Dongmei sat straight up, sending the berries in every direction. “You knew?”

Sen gently pushed her back down onto the bed and began placing the berries back on her stomach. “I suspected. It was one thing when your people were giving the person I sent the runaround. When the prince’s people were getting the same treatment, I figured that there had to be a pretty compelling reason for it. You could have extracted a lot of advantages by giving him the manual. The simplest answer was that you didn’t have it to give.”

“I’m sorry. I would have given it to you or to the prince. Well, maybe not give. I’d have charged either of you outrageously for it.”

Sen nodded. He’d been slowly learning how sects handled things like selling cultivation resources. With rare cultivation manuals, outrageous pricing was the norm, regardless of how bad a reputation the actual techniques in the manual had. He’d been prepared to pay just about any price they asked for it and pay it gladly. After all, it was mostly going to be Tong Guanting’s money and resources funding the purchase.

“Did you ever have it?”

“Not since I assumed the role of matriarch. We supposedly had a copy at some point, but it was gifted or stolen. The records are hazy about it. Intentionally, I suspect.”

Sen couldn’t hold back his sigh. He’d suspected something like this was coming, but it was still a disappointment. He wasn’t looking forward to tracking down Fu Ruolan, the probably crazy nascent soul cultivator. He ate another berry off of Lai Dongmei and let the happy little noises she made distract him. If the manual wasn’t in the capital, it wasn’t in the capital. Being frustrated about it wouldn’t help matters. He’d just have to settle his business in the city and be on his way.

“Is there something else you want? Something we might actually have?”

“It’s less that I want the manual, than that I need the manual. I was nudged onto that body cultivation path by a smug turtle that I’m starting to think wants me dead.”

“You met Elder Bo?” asked Lai Dongmei.

“Does everyone know that stupid turtle?”

Lai Dongmei laughed. “Only if they’re nascent soul cultivators. Most of us have had at least one encounter with him.”

“And no one decided to make him into soup? I’m surprised.”

“I wonder why he pushed you onto a body cultivation path that would be so difficult to complete,” mused Lai Dongmei as she picked up one of the berries and popped it into her mouth.

“I don’t know. If I’d realized what a monumental pain in the ass it was going to be, I might have asked a few more questions. Although, the tribulation was a pretty big distraction.”

“I imagine so. They just get worse and worse as you go along. I’ve been putting off advancing again for a long time because of that.”

Sen was about to ask her more about that, but someone knocked on the door. That time, Lai Dongmei was less restrained.

“Go away!” she yelled, before grabbing a pillow and hurling it at the door.

In the hands of a mortal, a pillow was a fairly safe object. In the hands of a furious nascent soul cultivator, it hit the door hard enough to send a crack right down the middle. There was a terrified yelp from the other side of the door and the sound of someone running away. Sen tried not to laugh and almost succeeded.

“You’re going to have to go back out there at some point,” said Sen.

“I know,” she said. “It doesn’t mean I have to be in a hurry for it. I don’t get to be Dongmei very often. Once I go back out there, I have to be the matriarch again. It’s tedious.”

“Then, leave.”

“Sure, I’ll just up and quit being the matriarch of the Golden Phoenix Sect. Nobody does that.”

“Why? You’re a nascent soul cultivator. You can do whatever you want. It’s not like anyone can make you stay.”
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The next morning, after a ridiculously long and vigorous bath he’d shared with Lai Dongmei, Sen was getting dressed.

“It’s a little depressing watching you put your clothes back on,” the woman observed from across the room. “I don’t suppose I can tempt you to stay.”

Sen shamelessly stared at the still-naked Lai Dongmei and smiled. “You know you can. But I’m pretty sure that your sect thinks I’m holding you hostage in here. I keep waiting for them to break down the door to rescue you from that worthless peasant of a wandering cultivator.”

Lai Dongmei snorted and started getting dressed. “They wouldn’t dare. So, what’s next for you?”

“I still have one or two things to take care of here before I go looking for that manual. I’m not quite done with Tong Guanting, yet. And there’s that nonsense with the royal family.”

“Yes, the wedding. The word is that you’re her true love and will disrupt the proceedings somehow. Won’t all of this complicate that?”

“It might, except everyone knows that it’s all made up. In the end, I’ll just kill Choi Zhi Peng if he’s too much trouble.”

Lai Dongmei gave him a troubled look. “It might be made up for you, but it may not be as made up for Chan Yu Ming. She may be more invested in the idea than you are.”

Sen nodded in acknowledgment of the point. “Maybe, but my agreement with her was to get her out of the wedding. Beyond that, she knows my priorities.”

“What about Tong Guanting? You’ve practically bankrupted him. You’ve killed most of his people. What’s left?”

“Oh, I’m going to murder that man.”

A very profound silence settled over the room. Sen glanced over to see Lai Dongmei staring at him.

“I know you’re absurdly powerful for your advancement, Sen, but you can’t beat him in a fight.”

“Who said anything about fighting? I said murder. I don’t need to put a sword in his eye to kill him. There are other ways.”

“You’re serious? You really think you have a method that will kill him.”

“I know I do.”

Lai Dongmei considered those words for a moment before she nodded. “Once you wrap up your murdering and wedding disruption, you should come back here. I thought of some other things we should try.”

“Well, how can I turn down an offer like that?”


CHAPTER SIXTY

ACTIONS AND CONSEQUENCES
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Sen made sure that he kept a neutral expression as he walked through the Golden Phoenix Sect compound. He didn’t imagine for one minute that anyone in the place was ignorant of how he’d spent his time there. Still, he thought sauntering around was bad form. Plus, it seemed likely to trigger an act of violence from at least one of the dozens of angry, heartbroken men and women who glared at him as the matriarch of their sect escorted him to the gate. While Sen was working hard to not offend people he’d rather not fight, the matriarch looked positively smug about the whole thing. When Sen had asked about it in a hushed tone, she’d just smiled at him.

“What are they going to do about it? As you said, I’m a nascent soul cultivator. They can’t make me do anything. All they can do is talk about me, and that will only happen once.”

“Yeah, that’s fine for you, but they might attack me in a murderous rage.”

She let out a light laugh. “No. They’ll think about it. A few of them will fantasize about it, but none of them will actually do it.”

“Why is that?”

“Because none of them wants to find out what I might do about it. Not everyone is as cavalier as you are about nascent soul cultivators.”

Sen nodded. She probably had a point. Not that he was actually cavalier about them. After all, Sen worked very hard to not get seen anytime he invaded the territory of the one who wanted him dead. He doubted he’d be in any more of a rush to tempt the anger of someone who was the absolute final authority in his own organization, if he was part of one at any rate.

“That makes sense,” he agreed.

“Then why do you look nervous?”

“I just know what’s waiting for me. There’s going to be yelling. I might get hit a few dozen times by my friend.”

“Not much of a friend.”

“Actually, she is,” said Sen. “She’s just very protective about my general health and well-being, and I’ve been going off and doing dangerous things by myself a lot lately. She wasn’t happy before I disappeared for the five days.”

“A lover?” asked Lai Dongmei in a too casual tone.

“Would it matter if she were?” Sen asked, just as casual.

The matriarch’s expression soured briefly before she huffed a little sigh. “No. I don’t suppose it would matter if she were.”

“I don’t know if all those ridiculous stories about me actually cover this ground, but I don’t take many lovers.”

Lai Dongmei glanced at him before she shook her head. “None of the stories I heard mentioned it one way or the other. Fawning, unrequited adoration comes up a lot, but nothing about you actually doing anything about it.”

“I’m sure you of all people understand exactly how off-putting that kind of attention can be.”

“Some men, most men, would love it.”

“Well, I don’t. I gave serious consideration to giving myself a scar on my face for a while. Then, I realized that it’d probably just go away the next time I advanced my cultivation.”

“It wouldn’t have helped,” said Lai Dongmei. “In fact, it probably would have made it worse. You’d have looked dangerous, mysterious, and still been absurdly attractive.”

“Really?” asked Sen.

“Yes. It’s not rational but that doesn’t make it any less true.”

“Good to know.”

They came to a stop just before the gate. The often elusive but never quite gone mischievousness in Sen’s soul came out for a moment. He offered Lai Dongmei a deep, formal bow. She rolled her eyes before offering him a shallower one.

“Do come back before you leave the city. I don’t know exactly where Fu Ruolan is, but I may be able to help you narrow down where to look.”

“I’d appreciate that,” said Sen, grateful for any help in finding the mad nascent soul cultivator, “but I’ll come back regardless. Assuming the gate guards will let me in.”

Lai Dongmei cast an imperious glare at the gate guards who were pretending not to be listening in on the conversation.

“They will,” she stated in the tones of an absolute command.

“Then, I look forward to our next meeting.”

“As do I.”

With a wink and a smile, Sen walked through the gate and back out into the city. While his little interlude of relative safety had worn some of the razor edges off of Sen’s paranoia, it only took a couple minutes of walking before he was on high alert again. He didn’t really expect an attack, but he didn’t see that as a good reason to invite one by being negligent about his own safety. He did take his time about making his way to the house that Lo Meifeng had acquired for them with a suspicious speed. She’d announced that purchase less than a day after he’d loaded her down with money. Sen had almost made the mistake of asking her about the details of the purchase, then better sense had taken hold. He was certain that he didn’t want to know the details.

Sen had spent the better part of two full days reinforcing the walls around that relatively modest structure. He’d applied everything he’d learned about formations in his time away from the mountain making that place as secure as he possibly could. He’d also taken a cue from Uncle Kho and set up formations to help concentrate the environmental qi on that property. His formations weren’t nearly as efficient as the ones Uncle Kho might have done, but they almost tripled the qi density in that small area. Given how thin the qi in the city was, it was like walking into a wall of qi every time he set foot on the property. If he hadn’t known all of those protections were in place, and seen plenty of evidence that Tong Guanting was limited to sending underlings to bother people outside his territory, he doubted he’d have gone with Lai Dongmei. There would have been too much danger for everyone.

Of course, danger came in lots of forms, which was why Sen was dragging his feet on the way back. He didn’t normally avoid the consequences of his actions, but he didn’t normally do things that were quite as selfish as having a tryst in the middle of a crisis. And it had been selfish, something that was just for him. He’d wondered briefly why he’d done it in the first place, but the answer was obvious. He’d been pushed onto a body cultivation path that put a very firm cap on his life if he didn’t complete it. He’d been pushed into intervening between the fire cultivators and the water cultivators. He’d been pushed into fleeing for his life from vengeful demonic cultivators and their minions. While he recognized that he had to own some of the responsibility for all of those situations, outside forces had been acting on him, driving his choices, and he’d been tired of it. Going off with Lai Dongmei had been, in some small way, an act of rebellion on his part.

It hadn’t been the responsible thing to do. It certainly hadn’t been the smart thing to do. It had simply been the thing that he wanted to do, instead of the thing that he needed to do, and that had been enough in that moment. Of course, he’d also left everyone else to wonder what had become of him. They had probably worried. Then, they’d probably gotten angry, and rightfully so. And he’d left them to stew in that worry and anger for days. Sen knew that what was about to happen wasn’t going to be pretty, and he’d brought it all down on his own head. Taking a breath to fortify himself, Sen stepped through the formations that guarded their temporary home.

He hadn’t known quite what to expect, but the punch that took him across the face hadn’t been the first thing he’d expected. It wasn’t a tap to get his attention either. Someone had put their all into it. His body had been sufficiently hardened by his cultivation practices over the years that it didn’t break his jaw, but it did hurt. It also flung him across the small courtyard. Sen looked back to where he had been standing and saw Falling Leaf standing there, fists clenched, and eyes alight with fury. Sen considered her briefly before he pushed himself up to his feet. Once he was upright, she stalked over to him and punched again. They repeated that process enough times that Sen stopped counting. When it seemed that she’d finally vented enough of her anger, she spun away and walked back inside without a word. Sen stood up, brushed off his robes, and went inside. Lo Meifeng and Shi Ping were waiting for him. Neither looked happy to see him.

“So, not dead,” said Lo Meifeng.

“Pity,” said Shi Ping.

It was a little surreal for Sen to see those two as a united front, but he supposed that stranger things had probably happened…at some point…maybe.

“Not dead,” Sen agreed. “Do you two want to tell me all the things you have to say together or take turns.”

“I want to know what in the hells you’ve been doing for the last five days at the Golden Phoenix Sect,” said Shi Ping.

Sen looked at the man and shook his head. “You really don’t.”

Shi Ping didn’t pick up on it, but Lo Meifeng did. This time, it was her eyes that lit up with fury.

“Unbelievable. You just wandered off without a word for five days so that you could have sex?”

Shi Ping’s head whipped around to look at Lo Meifeng. “Wait. What? He was off having sex? With who?”

“Yes, Sen, do tell? Who was so intriguing that you decided that it was fine to abandon us in the middle of everything that’s going on?”

“That’s not really an appropriate question,” said Sen.

“If you didn’t want inappropriate questions,” said Shi Ping, “maybe you shouldn’t have acted like an ass. I want to know, too.”

Sen thought about digging his heels in, but he supposed it was going to end up being an open secret, if not public knowledge, very soon. Sighing, he lifted his hands in surrender.

“Lai Dongmei.”

Sen watched as that information reached their minds and slowly sank in. Shi Ping’s mouth sort of fell open, and the man stared at Sen like he was some kind of strange, mythical animal that appeared in front of him. Lo Meifeng’s reaction was less amusing, but probably more appropriate. She buried her face in her hands for a moment before she gave Sen a look of defeated weariness.

“I just wish that I thought you were lying,” she said, before she turned and walked away.

Sen could hear her muttering under her breath and he was sure he heard her say ridiculous, impossible, and pain in my ass at least three times each. Sen looked at Shi Ping who had recovered from his initial shock. The man was shaking his head and clenching his jaw.

“I just,” started Shi Ping. “You. It wasn’t enough that you had beautiful women chasing after you and helping you. No, that wasn’t good enough for the great Judgment’s Gale. You decided that you needed to go out and find the literal most beautiful woman alive and go to bed with her?”

Sen tilted his head to one side. “Is that a rhetorical question?”

“I hate you so much.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

BACK TO BUSINESS
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“I’m just saying that you could have sent a message,” said Lo Meifeng.

Sen held his tongue for three seconds, making sure he wasn’t about to make things worse, before he answered. “And what should I have said in the message?”

“That you hadn’t been kidnapped. That you were fine. That you were,” Lo Meifeng trailed off.

“Yeah,” said Sen, “that was the part that tripped me up. I wasn’t going to tell you what I was really doing in a message that anyone could intercept. And realistically, after five days, would it have really changed anything? I get what you’re saying. I should have let you all know that I was okay. I knew you were going to worry. I am sorry about that part. But I also know you. You would never have just accepted some vague assurance that I wasn’t under duress. And, frankly, it wasn’t anyone else’s business.”

“I know you haven’t figured this part out yet,” said Lo Meifeng with an unusual chill in her voice, “but every damn thing you do is our business.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“It is because we’re the ones it’s most likely to blow back on. Every time you pick a fight with a sect, or take sides in some political situation, or decide to bed the nascent soul matriarch of the biggest sect in the city, it puts us in the line of fire. By the way, I hope you haven’t deluded yourself into thinking there won’t be any fallout from the last one.”

“What? Why would there be?”

“You’re not that stupid. Naïve sometimes, but not stupid. Not unless you’ve decided to be. Her list of would-be suitors and lovers could stretch from here to the ocean. So, naturally, you wander into the situation, ignore the existence of all of those people who would now gladly murder you, and spend most of a week locked in a bedroom with her. And you think nothing is going to come of that?”

“It’s not like I married her,” said Sen, feeling a little defensive.

“A fact that I’m certain calls for offerings to at least one god or goddess that has more wisdom than you. Also, not really relevant. What is relevant is that, as usual, you’ve made enemies you won’t know until they decide to act.”

At that, Sen’s patience ran out. He stood up from the chair he’d been sitting in for his lecture.

“Enough! I understand that you’re angry with me. But I am not going to apologize for the time I took for myself. Two years. Not even two years. That’s what I have left at the rate we’re going. So, if I decided that I could take a handful of those days and forget about the fact that I’m dying, forget about all of the killing, forget about stupid mortal political situations, I will not let you try to make me feel ashamed about that. You don’t have the right. You can complain at me all you want about how badly I failed at communicating what was going on. I have that coming. You don’t get to judge how I choose to spend what little time I have left.”

Lo Meifeng’s face had gone ashen beneath Sen’s abrupt tirade. Sen turned and started to leave the room.

“Where are you going?” she asked in a weak voice.

Sen looked over his shoulder at her. “To do what everyone seemingly wants me to do. I’m getting back to business as usual. I still have a nascent soul cultivator to murder.”

“Sen,” said Lo Meifeng, “that isn’t what I meant.”

“Isn’t it?” asked Sen, before he left the room.
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While Sen was at the house at times over the next few days, he wasn’t present in any meaningful way. When he was there, he kept himself locked away in a room that he was using as a makeshift bedroom and alchemy laboratory, only occasionally coming out to eat something. When he wasn’t sleeping or working on alchemical projects that he refused to discuss with anyone, he was gone. When the others offered to go with him, he refused them all with a flat expression and said that they couldn’t go where he was going. It was true, as far as it went. Only Sen could hide from the normally all-seeing spiritual sense of a nascent soul cultivator, but he could tell that his coldness and withdrawal from the group had them all worried. Yet, he didn’t see another way.

If he really was going to have to go and find Fu Ruolan, that was a danger he refused to drag others into. It was one thing to risk himself on a quest to find a mad cultivator when he was already dying. It was something else entirely to ask people who weren’t dying to face a situation where their deaths weren’t just possible, but probable. Beyond that, he had taken Falling Leaf with him once before where his death had almost occurred. It had changed her. He refused to take her with him when his death was a near certainty. Sen refused to have that be her final memory of him. He also knew that there was an element of cowardice in it. He didn’t have it in him to watch her die. It would be too much. It would break him. So, when he left the city, he planned on leaving it by himself.

Still, leaving by himself didn’t mean that he had to leave them all in a terrible situation. He could resolve some of the problems and dangers he’d created for them in the city before he did. To that end, he’d been plotting Tong Guanting’s entry into his next incarnation. The cultivator criminal had been busy during Sen’s brief break. He’d consolidated what was left of his men into one location. Sen assumed it was meant as either a threat or a lure, but that wasn’t the building that interested him. The building that Sen was interested in was the one that Tong Guanting had tried to keep hidden. It had taken a while to find it. The nascent soul cultivator had hired someone to put up misdirection formations. They didn’t hide the building so much as make people want to focus their attention on other nearby places. Sen had also identified a number of nasty defensive formations.

Whoever Tong Guanting had found for the work had been good, but Sen had spent countless hours working with formations with his life and the lives of others in the balance. It had propelled his knowledge in ways that only life-or-death scenarios can. It took a little mental effort, but he figured out how he’d bypass those formations one by one without setting them off. That was important. He needed those formations to look like they were still active and working properly until he was ready for them to alert Tong Guanting that something was wrong. Sen couldn’t be entirely sure that the building contained the remains of the Shadow Eagle Talon Syndicate’s fortunes, but all the precautions suggested that’s what it meant. He’d also spent more than a little time tracking Tong Guanting’s movements. Sen wanted at least a general sense of where the man usually was at any given time, so he could make his move at the most opportune moment.

For all the complaining that the others had done about his little vacation, Sen had the sneaking suspicion that it was ultimately going to benefit this particular project. Sen understood just how hard it was to maintain constant vigilance. If he’d attempted what he was planning a week earlier, it might have failed. He suspected that everyone would have been too vigilant. With Sen’s reappearance in the city, he expected that everyone in Tong Guanting’s employ had been very vigilant for a couple of days, yet Sen hadn’t acted. He was able to very nearly watch the apathy start to set in. Guards paid less attention. Patrols happened less frequently. In the end, too much time had passed since the last attack. He imagined that they were all thinking that Sen had finally gotten tired of persecuting their entire organization.

He supposed they were even right about that in some ways. If they were just a gang of formation foundation cultivators and core cultivators, he probably would have tracked down their leadership from the get-go and killed them. A power struggle would have taken place and the group might have simply fallen apart from the internal strife. Even if it didn’t, it would have been a long time before they were as organized and functional as they had been. Sen hadn’t spared anyone and the ranks of the Shadow Eagle Talon Syndicate had dropped precipitously. Just as importantly, unlike a regular gang, those people were more difficult to replace. The number of cultivators looking to become full-time criminals was exceedingly low. Cultivators were, as a rule, spoiled for options that didn’t involve crime if they spent even a little time looking.

In the end, though, Tong Guanting was simply too much of a danger for Sen to leave the man alive behind him. That was especially true if he planned to leave Falling Leaf, Lo Meifeng, and Shi Ping behind when he left. Tong Guanting was exactly the sort of man to take out his anger on the people he could reach. As long as Sen was in the city, being visible and interesting, the other nascent soul cultivators would keep a close watch on Tong Guanting. Once Sen left, he suspected that their interest would swiftly wane. That is when the man would strike out at the people Sen cared about. Since Sen couldn’t be sure that they’d leave the city to protect themselves, he’d just have to take some preventative measures.

Still, he didn’t rush things. He took his time. He watched. He waited. He developed countermeasures to things he suspected that Tong Guanting might try. Most importantly of all, he worked on the alchemical surprises he was cooking up just for the nascent soul cultivator. It turned out that making things that hurt people was infinitely easier than making things that helped them. Still, Sen didn’t just need things that could hurt a person. He needed something that could hurt a nascent soul cultivator. So, he worked and refined his elixirs until he was almost afraid to get near his own creations. It was only when he’d perfected the deadly little gifts that Sen decided it was time to make the final move in his war on Tong Guanting.


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

THE TRAP
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For all that Tong Guanting was doing to keep that one building out of mind for everyone, Sen didn’t believe for a moment that it wouldn’t be defended. In fact, he expected heavy resistance. That meant that he needed to either work very quickly or very quietly once he got inside. Otherwise, he ran the risk of someone getting away to warn Tong Guanting. While Sen was confident that he could kill the man, he had zero confidence that he could accomplish that goal while also trying to avoid getting crushed into a bloody paste by the nascent soul cultivator. His plan depended on surprise, not direct force. The main advantage he had was that no one was going to know he was inside until after it was far too late to stop him. The subtle apathy his extended break had prompted would help as well.

Still, Sen didn’t want to assume that everything was going to go according to plan. So, when the true dark of night fell, he spent a little time setting up a backup option in the form of a formation of his own. It wouldn’t necessarily save him, but it might give him enough breathing room to get away if everything went tragically, horribly wrong. With the formation in place, he scaled the back wall wrapped in shadows. While hiding was limiting his senses, he was still getting enough information to understand where people were inside the building. He picked a window on the second floor, away from the main concentration of people, and used that as his way in. He did need to remove boards that someone had put on the inside of the window to keep anyone from doing exactly what he meant to do. It wasn’t that the boards could really stop anyone who wasn’t mortal, but that it would be difficult to do it quietly.

Fortunately, Sen had some extra advantages. His metal qi let him liquify the nails that held the boards in place. Then, it was simple enough to move them out of his way with a gentle application of wind qi. With that accomplished, he slipped inside. Once he was inside, he took his time again. Listening and sensing what he could. The information wasn’t as perfect as it could have been, but it was enough to tell him there were twelve core formation cultivators in the building. Three of them were on the top floor with him, while the rest were clumped together on the first floor. He waited for nearly thirty minutes, just to see what people would do. The cultivators on the first floor moved around occasionally, the three on the second floor hadn’t moved at all. Sen suspected that meant they were asleep.

Satisfied that he had learned what he could by waiting, he opened the door to the room he was in, using a little strategic air qi to ensure that no sounds would escape from the hinges. He crept down a spacious hallway to the first room where he sensed life. Using the same air qi trick, he opened the door a little and stole into the room. There were two beds in the room, although only one was occupied. He observed the sleeping pair for a moment before he summoned a jian from his storage ring. He reinforced the blade with metal qi, which also helped ensure that the edge was sharper than any metal could normally hold. When he’d first begun this campaign against Tong Guanting, he’d found himself hesitating at moments like this.

He didn’t know anything about these cultivators or why they were part of the Shadow Eagle Talon Syndicate. He’d rationalized that maybe they’d been forced into the group by some desperate need. Then, once they were in the group, they couldn’t get out. But those had been the fantasies of a child, desperate to avoid grisly work. Hard experience had taught him that. These weren’t qi-condensing cultivators who had no choice but to follow the instructions of their elders. The cultivators in that bed were late-stage core cultivators. They had choices and options. They had chosen to keep doing this when they could have chosen to do something else. Maybe being criminals wasn’t all they were, but it was the only part that mattered to Sen. If he let them wake up, they would attack him. So, he didn’t let them wake up. After his jian passed cleanly through their necks, he wiped the blade down on a blanket, and left them where they lay.

Sen returned to the hall, pushing his senses hard. If the cultivators downstairs had been paying attention, they’d have felt the lives of those two cultivators wink out of existence. It would have alerted them to his presence. Instead of feeling a rush of cultivators headed his way, he heard the sound of laughter coming up a short stairwell. Sen wasn’t worried about the people downstairs discovering his presence. That was inevitable. He just wanted them to discover it on his timetable. Sen walked father down the hall. He noted a door that was sealed with a formation but chose to ignore it for the moment. He snuck into another room and, a few moments later, he left a corpse behind him. Only then did he return to the room that had been sealed with a formation.

Sen was impressed. While the work on the formations protecting the building had been good, the work around the door was excellent. He thought it might even be good enough that Uncle Kho wouldn’t have sniffed in derision. Well, he thought, maybe not quite that good. To call Uncle Kho’s standards exacting was a profound understatement. Sen did think that Uncle Kho might have said that the person who put the formation around the door wasn’t entirely hopeless. As with the formations outside, Sen didn’t just want to get through it. Breaking a formation wasn’t easy, exactly, but it was straightforward. The problem with breaking it was that it tended to set off anything in the formation designed to alert someone to tampering. Sen wanted to go through the formation without breaking it.

Keeping an ear open and his senses open as much as he could to warn him about anyone approaching, he put most of his mind to work mentally disassembling the formation. It was actually a cunning design. Those alerts he’d been worried about looped back into the areas that Sen would normally have used to bypass the formation. In the end, rather than try to work around the formation, he ended up adding to it to redirect the alerts to endlessly cycle back on themselves. Then, he opened the door and walked in. Much as he’d suspected, the room was full of money, natural treasures, and cultivation resources. While Sen thought that the formation on the door had been reasonably challenging, he doubted that was the last trap in the room. He spent another ten minutes identifying all the things in the room that were cursed in some way or intended as tracking devices. He was careful to leave all of those things untouched in exactly the places they had been left. Everything else, he stole.

He took the time to look in the rest of the rooms on the second floor but didn’t find anything of note. Accepting that he’d done all the damage he could upstairs, he made his way over to the short set of stairs that led downstairs. Once he got closer, he could smell the wine and hear the raucous calls between the cultivators. Shaking his head, Sen fed lightning qi and killing intent into his jian. He’d discovered in one of his recent fights with Tong Guanting’s people that just leaving the technique in the sword was more devastating against a group than unleashing it. As Heavens’ Rebuke coalesced in the blade, Sen walked down the stairs. Despite being in plain view, everyone was so distracted with their drinking and joking that they didn’t notice him. He just walked over to the nearest man and beheaded him. Everyone was so shocked that he’d driven his blade through a second man and nearly cut a third in half across the belly before anyone reacted.

The terrible destructive power of Heavens’ Rebuke was muted when he kept it contained to the sword, but only until the jian came into contact with something. One of the more sober cultivators managed to pull a dao and attack, only to see the blade sheared cleanly into two pieces. She died a moment later with the same corrosive force chewing away at the wound across her neck. It was only then that someone thought to try a qi attack. Sen felt someone cycle for fire qi. He didn’t even bother cycling anything. He just grabbed the nearest person and threw them into the path of the fireball. The fire qi wielder stared in shocked horror as his attack set his companion on fire. Sen briefly ignited his qinggong technique, shot across the intervening space, and bisected the fire cultivator with a vicious upward slash.

Sen finally cycled for something other than lightning. The remaining cultivators, who had already been verging on panic at the ruthless slaughter that had seemingly come upon them from nowhere, tried to flee. Sen had been cycling for water and fire, turning all of the wine in the room into makeshift ice spears. Those frozen wine spears launched themselves at the disorganized and frightened core cultivators. Sen didn’t particularly need the spears to do any damage, although he was pleasantly surprised when the spears lanced through two of his less attentive enemies. What he needed them to do was hold the cultivators in place for a moment to divert the attacks. In that critical moment when they couldn’t flee, he landed in the middle of them. The ones he could kill immediately, he maimed. Cultivators lost arms or legs and kept screaming as Heavens’ Rebuke stripped away flesh and bone as it worked its way inside of them. Sen didn’t especially feel like a warrior in that moment, although he supposed some fool would probably have described him that way. He simply continued moving and cutting until he was the only thing left alive in the room.

He took a long moment to look around at what he’d done. Remembering the cultivator he’d thrown in the path of the fireball, Sen walked over to the man, who had struggled to his feet and found a spear somewhere. It was clear that the man had taken some damage to his eyes by the way he kept squinting and blinking in Sen’s general direction.

“Who are you? Why are you doing this?” demanded the burned cultivator.

Sen didn’t say anything. There was no point. He didn’t draw things out. He wasn’t there to torture people or get information. Sen sidestepped a half-blind thrust and cut the spear in half. Then, he closed the distance and took the man’s head. It was as quick and clean as he could make it. Then, he got to work. One by one, he pulled vials from his storage ring and placed them around the building. He put them on the floor, on shelves, and on tables. He put them on the beds in the room upstairs. He even left a few in the room that had been sealed. Each one was linked to the rest by tiny formation plates that Sen had been making while he waited for alchemical solutions to boil down or mix properly. Once he’d put the last vial and its hideously dangerous contents in place, he checked the formation one last time.

With that done, he just stood there for a few seconds and looked around. He felt like he was waiting for something. Then, he realized that what he was waiting for was for things to go wrong. He really hadn’t expected the plan to go off without a hitch. They almost never did. Almost isn’t always, he told himself. There’s nothing to do now but see if it works. Sen went out the same way he’d gone in. Once he was a relatively safe distance away, he intentionally activated the defensive formations around the building. He leaned back against an alley wall and waited. If Tong Guanting was true to form, he’d arrive within two minutes. It was barely a minute later when the nascent soul cultivator crashed down through the roof of the building. Sen gave it five seconds, then activated the formation attached to the vials. It took about ten more seconds, but then Sen heard Tong Guanting start screaming in agony.


CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

CONVERSING WITH THE DEAD
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The first few moments of screaming were so loud that Sen suspected that anything made of glass or fine pottery in the immediate area probably broke. Even at a bit of a distance, the sound hurt Sen’s ears. He was just glad that there weren’t many people living nearby. Bit by bit the screaming reduced in volume to something more like what a normal human being would do. When Sen heard a noise that was probably something breaking through a door or a wall, he made his way back over to the building. He found Tong Guanting sprawled out on the street. There was already a stink of rot coming off the man. Sen focused for a moment, cycled earth qi and shaped two stone chairs that rose out of the street facing one another. Sen sat down in one. He briefly cycled air qi, lifted Tong Guanting, and dumped him in the other chair. The nascent soul cultivator forced his eyes open. The whites of the man’s eyes were bloodshot and yellowing, while there was a milky film obscuring his irises. He still saw well enough to recognize Sen.

“Poison,” coughed Tong Guanting. “Tell me what it is.”

Sen regarded the man with a calm expression. “I didn’t dose you with one poison. I dosed you with twelve. Honestly, I don’t even think any of them have names. I made them for you.”

“Damn you.”

“I expect you’re wondering why you can’t do anything with your qi right now. If I were you, I’d want my last act in this world to be taking me with you. I suspect you’re trying right now.”

Tong Guanting sat up a little straighter, fury giving him a moment of strength. “What did you do!”

“I destroyed your qi channels.”

A look of unadulterated horror spread across Tong Guanting’s face. “What?”

“I spent some time in Inferno’s Vale a while back. Are you familiar with it?”

The nascent soul cultivator slumped back down in his chair, no longer able to support himself. When he didn’t answer, Sen continued.

“It’s a strange place, but it is just overflowing with fire qi. I did something scary while I was visiting, so no one complained when I went and took a bunch of natural treasures from the parts of the valley they didn’t go to very often. In fact, I’ve spent a lot of time in places where people don’t normally go. I collected a lot of dangerous things. I used some of them to make something very specifically designed to burn your channels to nothing. I wasn’t sure how strong it needed to be, though, so it’s entirely possible that it burned up your dantian along with your channels. The point is that, even if you still have qi, you can’t do anything with it. I wasn’t going to let you take half the city with you when you die.”

Tong Guanting started shaking his head. “Impossible. It’s impossible. You’re just a core cultivator.”

“I get that a lot. Here’s the thing. I’m pretty sure that I’m not supposed to be here.”

The dying cultivator in the other chair started coughing so hard that blood started to dribble out of his mouth and down over his chin. When he finally managed to catch a little breath, he glared at Sen.

“What’s that mean?”

“I mean, I don’t think I was supposed to end up here. Not if things went the way they’re supposed to with reincarnation. It took me a while to figure it out. I didn’t know any better for a long time. It wasn’t until I got out into the world that I started to see it. I’ve got way more power than I should for my cultivation stage. I mean, I did some things to help that along, but those aren’t enough to explain it. I’m also advancing too fast. So fast that we actually have something in common. We’re both dying. It’s ironic really. All anyone needed to do if they wanted to be rid of me is wait a little while. None of this needed to happen. You’re dying for nothing.”

“Why tell me this?” wheezed Tong Guanting.

“Because you’re going to be dead very soon, and I wanted to tell someone. I know you’ll keep the secret because you won’t have a choice. Plus, since I made you my victim, it only seemed fair.”

“Fair,” sneered Tong Guanting. “When has fair ever meant anything.”

Sen shrugged. “Maybe it doesn’t mean anything. It’s probably not fair that you got killed by someone a full cultivation stage behind you. Then again, I expect that your gang has probably killed a bunch of people who didn’t have it coming. Maybe this is just karma coming around on you.”

“You talk too much.”

“Alright. I don’t mind if you die in silence.”

Sen sat and patiently watched as Tong Guanting slowly deteriorated. He saw the veins and arteries darken until they were plainly visible through the man’s skin. The muscle beneath the man’s skin started wasting away, and his head started to loll to one side. While Sen was content to ride out the rest of Tong Guanting’s life without speaking again, it seemed the cultivator criminal wasn’t.

“Where should…you have gone?” the man asked in a choked whisper.

Sen thought about it. “I’m not sure. A higher plane, maybe. A different world. Some place where my advancement would have been more natural. I guess that didn’t fit in with someone’s plans.”

“Plans?”

“It’s just a guess. Things have been arranged a little too neatly for me here. I think someone is trying to race me through advancement so I’ll ascend. Then, I expect I’ll find someone waiting for me, expecting me to do their bidding.”

Tong Guanting let out a choking, wheezing laugh at that. “Won’t…they…be surprised.”

Sen gave half a smile that he was sure the other man wasn’t physically capable of seeing.

“Maybe. Not if they’re paying attention, though,” said Sen.

He could feel the nascent soul cultivator teetering right on the edge of life and death. So, he asked the last questions that Tong Guanting would ever hear.

“Are you leaving anyone behind? Family? Children?”

“Why? Want to…kill them…too?”

“No. I have no quarrel with them. I’d just rather not see them left destitute and without a home.”

Sen thought that the man wouldn’t answer or maybe even couldn’t answer, but the criminal cultivator managed to gasp out a few last words.

“No family. No one.”

Then, the last flickering remnants of life drained out of Tong Guanting. Sen wondered if a death like the one he’d just witnessed was waiting for him if he failed to complete his body cultivation path. He found the idea painfully plausible, so he tried not to dwell on it. He still had a little bit of time left to work with. Not all hope was lost, yet. Sen pushed himself out of the chair and considered the body before him, and the building behind that corpse. Neither was safe for anyone to get near in their current states. The poisons Sen had used were so deadly and unique that even he only partially understood them. Fortunately, he had some options to work with. He started by cycling up some fire qi and burning the body and everything flammable in the building to ashes.

He was very careful to keep those ashes contained with a combination of wind and earth qi. Once he couldn’t burn the body or building any more than he already had, he stopped cycling for fire and focused most of his attention on earth qi. He drove that qi deep, deep beneath the city until he could feel the very bones of the world beneath him. He slowly turned that stone to liquid and pulled it up to the surface. He encased the ashes and what was left of the building in that liquid stone, sealing away any remnant poison in an impermeable stone cocoon. Then, he pushed that cocoon back down into the earth, so deep that no one could possibly get at it by accident. And even those who might, in some fit of madness, try to get at it on purpose would struggle to bring it back to the surface. Where the building had once stood, Sen summoned fresh soil. He used his wind qi to gather seeds and sprinkle them over the soil, and then wood qi to encourage their initial growth. It wasn’t much, in Sen’s opinion, but a small oasis of plants sprung up where so much death had happened.

Sen felt them coming long before they arrived. When the three nascent soul cultivators touched down behind him, Sen didn’t look at them. He wasn’t really in a mood to talk to anyone.

“You really killed him?” asked Lai Dongmei.

“Yes,” said Sen, feeling very vulnerable.

He had considered the very real possibility that if he successfully killed Tong Guanting, the other nascent soul cultivators in the city might decide he was a threat that needed to be eliminated. Their immediate arrival gave some credence to that suspicion.

“How?” asked Feng Bai.

Sen ignored the question. “I’ve had more than enough killing to last me a long time. I’d appreciate it if someone could be sent to tell what’s left of the Shadow Eagle Talon Syndicate that it’s time to find a new line of work. I’d do it, but I think it’d just turn into a massacre.”

“I asked you a question, boy,” said Feng Bai, his voice cold and demanding.

Sen took a deep breath and tried to stay calm. This had been his other fear. That they would demand information or that he provide them with the poisons he’d used. He had no intention of doing either. Sen felt that no one, including him, should know how to do what he’d just done. He slowly turned and looked at his master’s brother. Sen didn’t have a good sense of his own emotional state, so he wasn’t sure about his expression. He decided that it must have been fairly ghastly because Feng Bai’s imperious glare almost immediately cracked into uncertainty. When Sen answered, his voice was utterly flat, emotionless, like the voice of a dead man who never quite made it to his grave.

“Would you like me to show you?”

Feng Bai seemed to realize that he’d crossed a line that he shouldn’t have, because he took on a more conciliatory tone.

“You’ve had a difficult day. We’ll discuss this at a more—” he started to say only for Sen to cut him off.

“We won’t. I have no intention of sharing the means or the methods I employed. That knowledge is mine. If you want it, earn it for yourself.”

“You need to learn your place, boy,” said Feng Bai. “My brother obviously didn’t do a good enough job teaching you that.”

“Spare me your posturing. Do you think I’m too stupid to realize that the three of you let me deal with the Tong Guanting problem for you? I don’t owe you anything. You owe me.”

Feng Bai was trembling with rage. He drew a fist back.

“Enough,” said the man Sen didn’t know. “That isn’t going to work, Bai. Look at him. Really look at him. He’s not afraid of you. He’s not afraid of any of us. Even if he didn’t have the power to destroy us, which he apparently does, what happens if you injure him or kill him? You’ll just draw the wrath of your brother down on us all.”

“To say nothing of Kho Jaw-Long,” added Lai Dongmei.

“And Ma Caihong,” said Sen.

Sen found it deeply amusing that while the threat of Master Feng and Uncle Kho hadn’t really moved Feng Bai, the mention of Auntie Caihong made the man flinch. The angry nascent soul cultivator lowered his fist, took a shuddering breath, and shook his head.

“Ming always warned me about my temper,” said Feng Bai. “I overstepped. I apologize.”

Sen just wanted the frustrating conversation to be over, so he offered Feng Bai a bow. It was just barely deep enough to suggest that Sen acknowledged Feng Bai as a superior, but it was deep enough. Face was saved. Catastrophe was averted. Sen decided to take his wins where he could find them. Feng Bai was savvy enough to see the out that Sen was offering and accepted it, immediately taking his leave and flying away on a qi platform. The man Sen didn’t know gave him a long, contemplative look.

“You have ice water in your veins, I think,” said the man, giving Sen a faint smile. “I am Jin Bohai. When you reach the nascent soul stage, seek me out. I suspect that there will be things we could learn from each other.”

With that, he too ascended into the air on a qi platform, leaving Sen alone with Lai Dongmei. She gave him an uncertain look.

“I thought you were boasting when you said you had a way to kill him.”

Sen sighed. “I wasn’t.”

“You knew we were using you?”

“It wasn’t that hard to figure out. All three of you are more powerful than Tong Guanting was. Any of you could probably have driven him out or killed him. If you’d worked as a group, he wouldn’t have stood a chance against you. I presume you all had some obscure reason for not doing it, but you weren’t going to pass up an opportunity for someone else to deal with him.”

“I thought you’d be angrier about it.”

Sen rubbed his face with his hands. “What would that accomplish? I’d be angry, and the three of you wouldn’t really care. I’ve spent the last few days being angry with my friend and that didn’t accomplish anything either.”

Lai Dongmei studied him briefly and seemed to be weighing something before she said, “I’d care.”

Sen studied her back. She could be lying to him, but he didn’t think she was. There wasn’t really anything to gain from it. He’d already done what they wanted him to do. He felt some of the numbness inside of him recede and something rose up to take its place. It wasn’t affection, but it might have been affection’s cousin.

He gave her a small smile. “Okay. Maybe you would have cared.”

She smiled back before her eyes looked off into the distance. “I’ll see to it that the rest of Tong Guanting’s people get your message.”

“Thank you. I really am too tired to go and deal with them.”

“You should get some rest. You do look tired, which you really shouldn’t as a core cultivator.”

Sen nodded. “Yeah, I’ll need it. This was just one of the problems on my plate.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR

RUMINATIONS
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Sen trudged through the door of the house in the middle of the night. It was blessedly quiet. He found his way into the kitchen and made tea. He took his time with it, making it the way he’d once done when he lived with Uncle Kho and Auntie Caihong. Then, he sat down and simply held the cup in his hand for most of a minute. He didn’t experience the warmth of it the same way he once had, which sapped some of the pleasure from the experience. Yet, the ritual and the smell of the tea still soothed him. He lifted the cup to his lips and took a sip, savored the subtle mix of flavors, and then swallowed. He hadn’t bought the tea, but it was very good. He’d have to ask the others where they got it.

Sen’s body felt heavy and like his mind was stuffed full of loose material. It had been a long time since he’d felt a tiredness like that, and he knew it wasn’t just from pushing his body too hard. His physical resilience was still as potent as ever. He was tired in places that had nothing to do with the body. He hadn’t killed a few of Tong Guanting’s people or even dozens of them. He’d killed hundreds. It hadn’t even been fighting really. For all intents and purposes, Sen had gone on a rampage as bad as any spirit beast attack and figuratively bathed himself in a river of blood. He'd only gotten away with it because they were all cultivators and criminals, and anyone who might have stopped him had turned a blind eye.

The civilian government probably couldn’t have stopped him, but they could have made life impossibly difficult for him. Yet, they’d probably been overjoyed to have someone slaughtering semi-immortal criminals who were beyond their normal reach. The other sects in the city had likely seen Tong Guanting and his people as a blight but didn’t want to start a cultivator war in the streets. He still wasn’t sure why the other nascent soul cultivators had tolerated the Shadow Eagle Talon Syndicate and its leader, but he suspected their answer wouldn’t make sense to him. He could always ask Lai Dongmei if he truly wanted to know, but he didn’t care that much or even think that it really mattered.

Now that it was over, though, all of those people got to just move on. Sen was the one with all that blood on his hands. He could admit to himself that he didn’t feel the kind of overwhelming guilt he had thought he might. They were all criminals. He’d had personally witnessed some of them threatening and even harming mortals, then watched them laugh about it after. Those kinds of things had gone a long way to assuage his conscience. Yet, he wasn’t naïve enough to think that every person he’d killed had been irredeemably evil. With so many deaths on his hands, it only stood to reason that some of those people might have been redeemed. Of course, the problem he’d faced was the same problem that soldiers faced on the battlefield. Knowing that some of the people on the other side probably didn’t deserve to die was something wholly different from being able to know them on sight.

For all his strength and all his gifts, Sen couldn’t see into the minds and souls of others to judge them in an instant. Whatever cultivators liked to tell themselves, and whatever mortals might think about them, cultivators weren’t gods. Not until they ascended, at least, and Sen suspected not even then. He had fragmentary memories of seeing other worlds while he was recovering from Lan Zi Rui’s vicious attack all those months ago. Worlds where cultivators had powers that were truly godlike, yet even there they hadn’t been true gods. He was willing to admit that those might have been hallucinations his consciousness generated to help protect him from the pain of massive trauma. They hadn’t felt like hallucinations, though. He’d had plenty of those too, and the hallucinations had, for lack of a better word, a spongy quality to them. Those visions of other worlds had had a quality of depth to them, as though they were underpinned by something more substantial than Sen’s meager imagination.

He had his much clearer memories of brushing up against that organizing power that seemed to permeate all of reality and the vast reaches of its domain. Sen’s mind wisely shied away from his direct memories and experiences of the unspeakable distances contained in that domain, but it couldn’t wholly lock away the overwhelming sense of the gulfs of space so grand that Sen had no vocabulary to describe them. Those experiences had been sitting in the back of his head for a while now, and he’d considered them in idle moments, trying to soak meaning and understanding from them. While he hadn’t gotten any specific enlightenment from those ruminations, they had led him to the inevitable conclusion that the reality was a dramatically more complex affair than most people credited. Yet, recognizing that complexity had in many ways made things harder for him.

As troubling as karmic consequences had seemed before, they seemed vastly more mysterious and difficult to assess with the sense that people didn’t just live on this one world. While Sen suspected that most people’s karma didn’t extend beyond this one world, that was no guarantee. For all he knew, he had unintentionally influenced the karma of people beyond this world with his slaughter. Maybe it had been for the better, but maybe it had been for the worse. It had been that troubling line of thoughts that had ultimately taken him to the idea that maybe he didn’t belong on this world. He’d rejected it at first. It had sounded silly and far-fetched. Yet, that made more sense to him than the idea that he was just some kind of unparalleled, once-in-history kind of cultivation genius. Even among genius cultivators, simply getting to core cultivation was normally the work of decades and that was considered meteorically fast. Moving through the stages of core cultivation could take someone centuries.

Sen could recognize that he was relatively intelligent and had more than a little natural aptitude for the cultivation. He was also willing to work brutally hard to make gains. But he knew in his heart that he wasn’t a genius. He wasn’t crashing through advancement after advancement on his own merits and vast insights. He didn’t think for a moment that he was better at fire cultivation than Shi Ping or Lo Meifeng. He doubted he could hold a candle to Chan Yu Ming’s understanding of water cultivation. He kept surviving through a combination of excessive qi reserves, brute force, superior training, cultivation flexibility, and a kind of ruthlessness that made him feel like a stranger in his own skin at times. Those things made him seem more capable than he actually was in objective terms.

If he really was advancing on his own merits and relative understanding of cultivation, Sen estimated that he should probably still be somewhere in the low end of formation foundation. The irony was that he’d probably still be considered a unique talent in any sect, at least if he was operating in anything like normal circumstances. Yet, looking back, he could see moments where he’d accomplished things that only made sense if he’d gotten profoundly lucky or had some instinct that he couldn’t have gotten by being born on this world. Any time he considered that frankly insane experiment he’d done to expand and reinforce his qi channels and dantian, he’d marveled that he hadn’t simply killed himself. He should have died. It shouldn’t have worked. Not doing it the way he’d done, in a mad rush to finish with advancement bearing down on him. The creation of Heavens’ Rebuke was another moment where he’d done something that no one had ever told him to do or even described. It had just felt like the thing to do.

He suspected that somewhere deep in his soul, he carried some kind of instincts with him from wherever he’d been before or maybe from wherever he was supposed to be. He didn’t really understand the ins and outs of reincarnation, so there was more guesswork there than he’d like. Looking beyond that, though, he could almost feel an invisible hand at work, arranging situations for him. Creating encounters that would rush him forward in one way or another. Encountering Master Feng alone was so unlikely that, considering it in hindsight, it strained Sen’s sense of credulity. Of course, lucky encounters did happen, but they were rare. They kept happening to him. Unlikely situations, unlikely encounters, unlikely moments of enlightenment, and all of them racing him toward ascension. He could dismiss some of these things, but not all of them.

Even if he was supposed to be where he was, someone or something was taking a hand in his life. Arranging things to ensure that Sen wrung the maximum cultivation value out of his time. Yet, those same situations were also pushing Sen to become a more effective weapon. While even he still struggled to accept it, he had killed a nascent soul cultivator. It should have been impossible at his level of development. Sen doubted that anyone else in the early stages of core cultivation had the exact right combination of talents, skills, and experiences to replicate that feat. He cringed inwardly at what he might be capable of if he survived to become a nascent soul cultivator. He suspected it would be equal parts awe-inspiring and terrifying. And Sen had become too jaded to believe for a moment that someone was going to all of the trouble to help make that happen out of some altruistic impulse. If or when he ascended, someone was going to want a return on their investment. And Sen feared that they were going to be the exact kind of person that he would feel compelled to tell no.

Sighing, Sen lifted the cup to his lips again, only to discover the tea had gotten cold. Frowning, he cycled fire qi and warmed the liquid in his cup and the teapot. Hours later, when the others got up, Sen was still sitting at that table, a cup of cold tea held forgotten in his hand.


CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE

THERE’S ALWAYS A NEXT STEP
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“You should be able to move freely in the city again,” said Sen, “although, I recommend being a little cautious. There are a few Shadow Eagle Talon Syndicate members floating around. If they’re smart, they’ll pack up and go or work very hard to find something else to do. But people aren’t always smart.”

Lo Meifeng gave him a searching look. “You really pulled it off.”

“Yes.”

Shi Ping caught up with the conversation then. “You killed that nascent soul cultivator?”

“I did.”

Lo Meifeng and Falling Leaf seemed to take that in stride. Shi Ping looked like he thought Sen was flat out lying to him.

“How?” demanded Shi Ping.

Sen gave the man a wan smile. “I didn’t answer when three nascent soul cultivators put that question to me, so I don’t think I’ll tell you either.”

Shi Ping frowned, eyed Sen, and asked, “It’s really safe to go back out?”

This time, it took Sen a moment to catch up. He rolled his eyes. “Yes, you can go back to the brothels if you really must.”

Shi Ping gave Sen an assessing look.

“You went off for a five-day vacation with Lai Dongmei. You don’t get to judge me.”

Sen’s immediate reaction was to tell the man off, but he didn’t really feel like he had a lot of room to criticize. Especially not after he’d taken Lo Meifeng to task for judging how he spent his time. He felt like there was a difference between what he’d done and what Shi Ping planned to do, but it would just start a fight that Sen didn’t feel like having.

“Alright. I hear you,” said Sen, trying to be conciliatory.

“Good,” said Shi Ping, who sounded more surprised than pleased. “Now, hand over some of that money you stole.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Because we were the ones who had to hide in this house, praying that your insanity was going to work, with no way to even keep tabs on what was happening. I think that deserves some compensation. Plus, are you really going to pretend that you need all of it?”

Again, Sen felt like there was probably a principle that he could cower behind to avoid paying for Shi Ping’s time in a brothel. Again, he recognized it for a fight that he might be able to win, but one that he just didn’t want to have. Waving a hand over the table, Sen extracted half a dozen bags of taels from one of his storage rings. They made heavy thumping noises as they dropped onto the table. The wood of the table actually groaned a little beneath the weight.

“Divide it up as you see fit,” said Sen.

Lo Meifeng and Shi Ping took an active interest in inspecting the bags and moving some of the taels around. Falling Leaf only gave the bags a cursory look, then just waited for the other two to finish. They each made two bags disappear into storage treasures. Shi Ping beamed at everyone.

“I’ll see you all eventually,” he announced, and promptly left the house.

Lo Meifeng shook her head. “You realize he has enough money now to basically live in one of those brothels for about a year.”

Sen shrugged. “It’s his life. I keep trying to make him into someone more like, well, us. It’s clearly not working. Honestly, I’m not even sure why I thought it would. You can brute force change in yourself if you want it badly enough, but you can’t force that kind of change on someone else. At the very least, I won’t keep pouring time and energy into him if he’d rather go whoring. I don’t have the time for that. I’ll do one last thing for him that I said I’d do, but then he’ll have to decide who he wants to be.”

“Then, we’ll leave this terrible place soon?” asked Falling Leaf, hope burning hot in her eyes.

It was the most life Sen had seen in her in weeks. He’d been distracted, but he’d noticed the listlessness of the transformed spirit animal. It was only a theory, but he was starting to think that she needed to be somewhere that the land hadn’t been quite so thoroughly civilized. He nodded.

“Yes, we’ll leave this awful place very soon. I only have two things left to do here, and then we’ll go.”

Shame burned in his stomach at the lie, but he kept it off his face and out of his voice. It’s for the best, he reminded himself. She may hate you for it, but it’s for the best. He summoned another bag of taels and deposited it in front of Falling Leaf.

“Why don’t you get us some provisions.”

It only occurred to Sen after he’d thrown the money on the table that it was a ridiculous sum for provisions. Falling Leaf could probably buy out entire warehouses of food with what he’d just offered her.

“And anything else you think we need or that you want,” he added.

Falling Leaf eyed the bag dubiously, but it seemed the promise of imminent departure was enough to get her excited. She grabbed the bag, stored it, and announced that she was going to get them everything they’d need. Lo Meifeng gave Falling Leaf a bemused look as the former ghost panther headed for the door.

“She seems happy,” noted Lo Meifeng.

“That’s not very surprising. She hates it here even more than I do,” said Sen.

“Do you? I wouldn’t have guessed it.”

“Very much so. I only really came here for one thing, which I didn’t get. The rest of it was just,” Sen searched for the right word, “incidental. Now that I know the manual isn’t here, I can’t wait to leave. The people, the sects, the politics, all of it brings out the worst in me. There are just too many things here I don’t like, which makes it very easy for me to make bad choices.”

“Like fighting with nascent soul cultivators?”

“For example. Or picking fights with people who are trying to talk sense to me.”

“Listen, Sen, I was—” Lo Meifeng began.

“Right. You were right. I didn’t think it through. I didn’t think about how it might affect the rest of you, or how many enemies I might make. At the time, I don’t even think I cared. I just saw something that I wanted, and I acted. It was the same with Tong Guanting. The only difference there was that I saw something I wanted gone.”

“Those weren’t exactly the same kind of situations. Tong Guanting was sending people to kill you.”

“Yeah, there was that little detail.”

Lo Meifeng’s expression looked like she was biting into something sour. “I may have been a little judgmental about the Lai Dongmei situation.”

“That’s true,” agreed Sen with an emphatic nod.

“Don’t be an ass.”

Sen smiled and held up his hands in surrender. “Sorry.”

“So,” said Lo Meifeng, “I assume you’re ready to do whatever it is you’re planning to do about the Chan Yu Ming situation.”

“I do need to do something about it, but I’m not sure what. I thought that Tong Guanting butchering the house of Choi would have put a stop to the wedding. I’d also thought about asking you to help me make Choi Zhi Peng just disappear one night.”

“Well, that’s certainly a workable plan,” said Lo Meifeng, perking up. “Quiet and low risk. Who gave you that idea?”

Sen rolled his eyes at her. “Very funny. I thought it was workable plan, too, until the wedding was still on after Tong Guanting paid them a little visit.”

Lo Meifeng frowned. “That is strange. The house of Choi doesn’t really exist anymore. There’s really no good reason for the royal family to marry anyone to that family now.”

“That’s what I thought, but they’re moving forward anyway.”

“Well, if there isn’t a good reason, that just means that there’s a bad reason we haven’t seen. Probably some kind of indiscretion that no one wants made public.”

“You really think it’s blackmail? I thought about it, but blackmailing a royal family seems like a huge risk for a noble house.”

“Not really. The royal house could probably have crushed the house of Choi in a straight military conflict, but they weren’t in a military conflict. If the royal family decided to purge the house of Choi that way, they’d have to explain it. If one of them did something that they don’t want anyone to know about, they might decide that it’s more practical to just buy the Choi family off with whatever they’re asking for.”

Sen thought it over for a while. “If that’s the case, then I’m not sure there is a next step to take. Short of finishing the house of Choi off, which is a step I’m not prepared to take.”

Lo Meifeng laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous. There’s always a next step to take. You even had the right idea.”

“Which was?”

“We start by taking Choi Zhi Peng. We just have a nice, long talk with him before he discovers exciting new opportunities in his next life.”

“You’ve done this sort of thing before?”

“Lots of times. This won’t even be that hard. I’m usually up against cultivators, not mortals.”

“In that case, I’ll leave the planning in your hands. Otherwise, it’ll turn into some kind of catastrophe.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. The earth will probably open up beneath us, and we’ll find ourselves stuck in some outer region of the hells with no way to escape.”

“Okay, that’s just a ridiculous,” Lo Meifeng trailed off as she gave Sen a strange look. “No. You’re right. I’ll handle the planning.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

CHOI ZHI PENG
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Amurderous headache was pounding in time with the increasing pace of Choi Zhi Peng’s heart rate. He did his best to maintain a calm façade, but the headache had been a constant companion ever since that bastard Tong Guanting had shown up and murdered nearly everyone. In doing that, Tong Guanting had accidentally elevated him to the role of house patriarch. House patriarch, sneered Choi Zhi Peng internally, what a joke. He had always assumed that he’d assume that role one day, enjoying all of the status and luxury that came with being the patriarch of a major noble house. The problem was that there had to be a house for there to be a patriarch. Nearly every close blood relative Choi Zhi Peng had ever had was dead. All of their most knowledgeable and valuable servants were dead. Even the servant who had worked in the kitchen was dead. Not that Choi Zhi Peng really cared about any of those dead, but that one cook had always made pork fried rice just the way he liked it. That man’s loss was a true tragedy.

The only thing that had kept the house even nominally functional had been Choi Zhi Peng working nearly around the clock and massive outlays of money. He’d needed to hire mercenaries to guard his home because that damnable Tong Guanting had killed most of the house guards as well. He’d also needed to hire extra security for all of their holdings and businesses or the other houses would gleefully seize them. The costs were enormous and, he knew, unsustainable. Choi Zhi Peng had given brief consideration to grabbing whatever taels he could lay his hands on and simply running. Yet, not everything was as hopeless as it had seemed at first. He’d made it clear to the king what would happen if the man tried to back out of their deal. The fact that the royal house hadn’t moved against him had seemed to have a chilling effect on the enthusiasm of the other houses to finish the work that Tong Guanting had begun.

The thought of having Chan Yu Ming in his power, finally, was enough to bring a smile to his face even through the headache. He’d tried to court her when they were younger and the full extent of her cultivation prowess wasn’t clear yet. He’d been shocked when she didn’t even try to hide her loathing. It wasn’t just loathing for his house, which was commonplace enough, but for him personally. She had told him that, as far as she was concerned, he had less value than rat droppings. Those words had burned themselves into his mind. He hadn’t been able to do anything to her then, because of her station and because she was a cultivator. He suspected that she thought being a cultivator would let her deny him. She was wrong. He had what he needed to bring her to heel. Won’t she be surprised, he thought. Then, she’ll find out what it means to be lower than rat droppings.

As the pain in his head grew even worse, Choi Zhi Peng accepted that he wasn’t going to get any more work done. He thought about going to bed, but he knew that he’d just toss and turn if he didn’t do something to relax. Fortunately, he had just the thing for that. Pushing away from the financial scrolls that continued to assure him that he couldn’t keep spending the way he had been, he made his way to a particular panel on a particular wall that, with the deaths of so many in the family, only he knew about. He checked the hallway, making sure that none of the new and wholly untrustworthy servants were lurking, and opened the panel. He slipped inside the narrow, hidden stairwell and closed the panel behind him. The stairwell was a cramped thing with stone steps and wooden walls, but he didn’t care about that. All he cared about was the peasant that was waiting for him at the bottom of those stairs.

The foolish boy had dared to glare at him after Choi Zhi Peng had allowed his parents the honor of providing him with a free meal. The parents had known their place, at least, but the boy didn’t. As it had done so often in the past, the duty to instruct the boy until he learned manners fell on Choi Zhi Peng. Of course, the boy’s parents had begged and pleaded for the boy. He had enjoyed the sight of them on their knees, kowtowing to him as all peasants should. Still, that wouldn’t teach the boy his place. That’s what whips, knives, and broken bones were for, after all, to educate the ignorant. He just hoped the whelp didn’t die before he was done with his instruction. Choi Zhi Peng felt a stirring in his groin just thinking about it. Yes, he decided, this will be exactly what I need. He didn’t let himself rush down the stairs. He took the steps at a measured pace, let his anticipation build, and savored the prospect of whimpering cries of pain.

As he entered the special room that his family had used for such activities for generations, he called out.

“It’s time for you to learn your proper place, boy.”

“Funny,” said a woman who was standing right behind him. “I was thinking something remarkably like that about you.”

No matter how startled he was, or how impossible it was that a stranger could be in this place, he’d been trained to defend himself. Choi Zhi Peng spun around and sent a fist lashing out. A smirking woman dodged the blow like it was nothing. Then, as if to drive home to him just how little respect she had for him, the woman slapped him across the face. Choi Zhi Peng’s world exploded into shades of white and red. When he could put thoughts into order again, he realized that casual blow had knocked him off his feet. He could taste blood in his mouth and he was having trouble opening one of his eyes. His thoughts were so muddled that it took him almost half a minute to realize the obvious.

“Cultivator,” he slurred.

“Oh, look who’s back,” said the woman.

Her tone was cheerful, but there was something in it that turned Choi Zhi Peng’s blood to ice. All in a rush, clarity returned and true horror of the situation dawned on him. He was in a place that no one else knew about with a cultivator who clearly meant to do him harm. Worse still, even if he screamed for his mercenary guards, no one would hear him. That was the whole point of this room. Desperate to escape, Choi Zhi Peng scrambled toward the stairs on his hands and knees. That lasted until someone grabbed the back of his robes and threw him across the room. He collided with a wall. After that, he drifted in and out of consciousness. He was vaguely aware that he was being moved. It wasn’t until he was being hoisted into the air that he snapped back into awareness.

He’d been suspended from the ceiling. He looked up, saw the manacles on his wrists, which were connected to hooks on the ceiling meant for that express purpose. He’d planned on doing this exact thing to that boy. Hope sprang to life in his chest. The boy can run for help, he thought. Choi Zhi Peng looked around wildly, but all he saw was the woman who slapped him and a green-eyed girl. Even knowing that the woman was a cultivator, the look the green-eyed girl gave him sent lightning bolts of terror through him. There was nothing in those eyes that suggested she saw a person when she looked at him. It was like she saw a collection of things that she thought it would be interesting to take apart. The woman was looking around the room, as if she was trying to understand what he was looking for.

“Oh,” she said. “Wondering where that poor kid went? I expect he’s been returned to his family by now. There wasn’t really any need for him to witness this.”

Her tone was casual, nonchalant even, but that just made it worse. He was helpless here and they were going to hurt him. No, he finally admitted to himself, they’re going to kill me.

“I can pay you!” he shrieked. “I’ll double what you’re being paid. I’ll triple it. I’ll get you anything you want.”

The woman gave him a pitying look. He turned his gaze on the girl only to feel his bladder let go. She had wandered over to one of the tables, picked up a barbed hook, and was giving him a speculative look while she hefted it.

“Please. Please don’t do this,” he begged.

He felt a hot stab of shame as he felt the tears rolling down his cheeks. This wasn’t how things were supposed to be. He was the patriarch of the house of Choi. He felt anger welling up in him. He screamed and thrashed while the woman and girl mostly ignored him. As time ticked away, he started to think that this was all some elaborate joke or hoax. If they were going to torture him, they should have started. Choi Zhi Peng felt his own eyes go wide as the wall opposite him, a wall carved out of bedrock, seemed to turn to liquid and pull away. A tall, obscenely handsome man stepped out of that darkness. He nodded to the woman and the girl, then turned his gaze on Choi Zhi Peng. However frightening that girl was, she was nothing, nothing, compared with that man. His dark eyes might as well have been chiseled out of black ice. All of his hopes that this had been some mistake or joke died in the moment that his eyes met those of the cultivator who had stepped through solid rock. Those eyes, those pitiless eyes, belonged to the kind of man who was capable of anything.

“Who are you?” whispered Choi Zhi Peng.

“My name is Lu Sen. I’m the man your family tried to have assassinated by Tong Guanting and his little band of helpers. I’m also an acquaintance of Chan Yu Ming.”

“Oh gods,” whimpered Choi Zhi Peng.

“Not yet,” said Lu Sen. “But maybe one day. I’m going to explain to you what’s about to happen here. Somehow, you’ve managed to convince the king to give Chan Yu Ming to you. This, in spite of the fact that your house is in shambles and being reincarnated as pig feces would be too good a fate for you. Now, clearly, I’m never going to let you have her, but I do want to know how you’ve made that deal with the king stick. So, I’m going to leave you to the tender care of these two fine ladies for a while.”

“I’ll tell you!” screeched Choi Zhi Peng.

Lu Sen stared at him for five full seconds that felt like five hours to Choi Zhi Peng before the man said, “I’m not feeling patient today. Talk quickly.”

Choi Zhi Peng explained everything his family had learned about the king and how they’d leveraged that information to arrange the marriage. Lu Sen said nothing, but his expression grew even colder and less forgiving with each passing word.

“Is that everything?” asked Lu Sen.

“Yes,” said Choi Zhi Peng, nodding as hard as he could. “Will you let me go now?”

Lu Sen just lifted an eyebrow. “I see you didn’t understand. Regardless of whether you told me anything or not, I was always going to leave you with them.”

“What?” asked Choi Zhi Peng, his heart pounding in his throat.

“Oh, don’t worry. They aren’t going to kill you. I’m going to kill you. I’m just going to wait until they’re done.”

“No!” shouted Choi Zhi Peng as Lu Sen walked over to the woman and the girl.

“How long do you think?” Lu Sen asked the woman.

“Two hours should do it,” said the woman.

“I’ll be back then,” he said.

Choi Zhi Peng screamed at Lu Sen as the man disappeared back through that solid rock of the wall. The screams choked off as the woman walked over to him with a long narrow blade in her hand. She looked up at him with an all-too-familiar loathing on her face.

“A child,” she said, then drove the blade into his kneecap.

It didn’t last forever. On some level, Choi Zhi Peng knew that it didn’t. It just felt like forever. Yet, for all the suffering, all the mutilation, all of his pleas for death, they didn’t kill him. When they finally stopped doing things to him, it didn’t matter anymore. The pain just kept going. There wasn’t a part of him, what was left of him, that wasn’t sending waves of agony to his mind. A voice reached that part of him that was still a little sane. He managed to open the one eye he had left and saw Lu Sen staring down at him with that same implacable expression.

“You know what the sad part is? I sincerely doubt that you’ve suffered enough, but you’ve cost me enough time. I will leave you with a parting gift, though.”

Choi Zhi Peng didn’t really understand what was happening until his body fell. When he struck the bottom of the hole that Lu Sen had made, he screamed as all of his injuries lit up with the fresh trauma.

Lu Sen spoke down to him. “No one will ever know what became of you. You’ll just disappear.”

“End this,” wheezed Choi Zhi Peng, desperate for it just to be over. “Just kill me.”

“I am killing you. The way you killed. I’m killing you slowly. You will die alone, afraid, sealed away in the darkness.”

It took Choi Zhi Peng a long moment to understand what the man intended. As the rock at the top of the hole started to run back together, Choi Zhi Peng screamed one last time.

“Kill me!”


CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

COURTYARD CHAT
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Sen stood outside in the small courtyard of the house that was theoretically his. He mostly thought of it as Lo Meifeng’s house. It wasn’t a home he’d have chosen. It was just a place to sleep and work while he was stuck in the capital. He intended to give it to Lo Meifeng when he left. She seemed comfortable in the city, and Sen presumed that her work would bring her back there in the future. It would be convenient for her to have a place that was legitimately hers. He supposed that he would need to leave some money so she could hire servants to maintain the place when she wasn’t around. She could probably afford it herself, but she’d only bought the place at his request. No reason to burden her with financial problems when it wasn’t necessary. Plus, he doubted he’d ever return to this city after he left. Nor, he imagined, would he be especially welcome after he did what was necessary.

Sighing a little to himself, Sen peered up at the sky but found it frustrating. Something about being in the city obscured the sky, reducing the number of stars he could see. Still, he persisted, quietly cultivating and considering his next steps. He’d been standing there like that for almost an hour when he sensed something. He didn’t hear her, so much as felt Falling Leaf approaching. She certainly hadn’t lost all of her stealthiness in the transformation from ghost panther to human form. He’d been surprised, at first, when she’d decided to go along with him and Lo Meifeng to deal with the Choi Zhi Peng problem. When he considered how little she’d had to do and how often he’d gone off without her recently, the choice had made more sense. She had come all this way to watch out for him. Plus, he had the distinct impression that Falling Leaf’s world was divided into two very distinct categories.

There were the people she liked or at least tolerated. That was an exceedingly short list that mostly consisted of Sen himself, followed distantly by Auntie Caihong, Uncle Kho, and Master Feng, and followed even more distantly by Lo Meifeng and Chan Yu Ming. Then, there was everyone else. In the case of someone like Shi Ping, she seemed to put up with him because Sen put up with him. Beyond that, though, Sen didn’t think that Falling Leaf cared at all about human beings. That seemed to give her a disturbingly casual attitude about whether any specific person lived or died. Not that she’d go out of her way to hurt anyone. She’d never been malicious. But once it became clear to her that Sen intended for Choi Zhi Peng to suffer and die, she’d accepted it the same way she might accept that it was raining that day or that they’d be eating chicken for dinner.

The recognition that, when it came to humans, Falling Leaf was disinterested at best had brought up some old guilt for Sen. He’d worried that this transformation had taken her away from everything she cared about and replaced it with things she didn’t. That might have been okay in the short term because she’d had a lot of distractions in the last six months or so. In the long term, though, he worried that she’d regret that choice to change herself more and more. He feared that she’d learn to resent him for it. Especially if he left her behind to go face the danger of Fu Ruolan by himself. Forcing a smile onto his face, he spoke before he could see her.

“Did you get everything we’ll need?” he asked.

Falling Leaf made an annoyed huffing sound. “I miss being able to sneak up on you. It was funny.”

“Sorry. Should I pretend to be startled next time?”

Falling Leaf stepped up next to him, gave the sky a quizzical look, and shook her head. “No. It’s not the same. What are you looking at?”

“I’m not really looking at anything. The sky is just slightly more interesting than the walls around us.”

Falling Leaf considered that for a moment, then nodded. “True. I got everything we’ll need for now. Lots of food. I’d have gotten more, but my storage ring is full.”

“Oh,” said Sen. “I can help with that.”

He reached into a pocket and pulled out a small handful of storage rings he’d emptied recently. He’d been accumulating them at an almost appalling rate during his conflict with the Shadow Eagle Talon Syndicate. It was only in the last day or so that he’d finally had the time to start looking at them. He hadn’t even gotten around to looking in the storage ring the Steel Gryphon Sect had sent him after his confrontation with Tang Ehuang. Sen idly wondered if they really had imprisoned her or just told her to stay out of sight until after he left the city. He hoped that they had locked her up. He didn’t need yet another person sending killers after him. Looking over at Falling Leaf, he took her hand and emptied that pile of storage rings into it. He found it a little sad how commonplace the storage treasures had become to him. Once, they had seemed like a miracle. Now, he handed them out like they weren’t really valuable at all.

He supposed the wonder he’d once felt about them had simply been extinguished by knowledge and exposure. Even if he couldn’t make one himself, he had at least a working understanding of the kinds of qi manipulation it took to make one. That had bled away most of his wonder at them. Looting them from the corpses of dead enemies had soaked up the rest. There was nothing miraculous or wondrous about that. Falling Leaf gave the storage rings a happy smile and put them into a pocket.

“Now, I’ll be able to get enough food to last for years.”

“Did you get anything other than food?”

She squinted at him in confusion. “Like what?”

“I don’t know. Did you get anything for yourself?”

She looked even more confused. “I got food.”

It took Sen a moment to reorganize his thinking. As much as she looked like a young woman, Falling Leaf was still a ghost panther in her thinking. She didn’t care about things that normal people cared about. Fine clothes meant nothing to her, save that the material might be a little more comfortable. Money meant nothing to her, save that it could get her the things she wanted. And, for a ghost panther, wants were basic in the extreme. She cared about food and water. She cared about shelter. Anything beyond that just wasn’t important to her. She already had a tent, so shelter wasn’t a concern. All that left was food.

“Well, if you see something you think is nice or pretty, you should get it.”

“Why?”

“So, you can have it later to look at or enjoy.”

Falling Leaf frowned at him, then shrugged. “I don’t need to buy things to look at.”

“As you say.”

“When we go, we’ll seek the mad one?”

Sen nodded, keeping an iron grip on his guilt. “Yes.”

“The mad are dangerous. Unpredictable.”

“They are.”

“How will you convince her to give you what you need?”

Sen had given that problem some thought and come up with exactly nothing. Saying something was insane was like saying that a plant was green. It told you something, but it didn’t really give you any context. After all, there were a lot of different kinds of green out in nature. By the same token, there were different kinds of madness. Sen had asked some questions about her on the off chance he was forced to seek out Fu Ruolan, but the best anyone had come up with was that she was erratic. That put Sen in the worst possible position. He couldn’t plan. He just had to wait and see what he got when, or rather if, he managed to find her.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I don’t know that I can convince her or that it will even be necessary. Do you remember what Uncle Kho said about her? He said that, if I catch her in the right frame of mind, she might just give it to me, pat me on the head, and send me on my way.”

“He didn’t say she’d pat you on the head,” said Falling Leaf.

“He implied it.”

“He also said she might just kill you for bothering her.”

Sen nodded. “He did. At this point, though, it doesn’t change anything. I need that manual, and she’s the last person who might have it.”

“We hope.”

“Yeah,” admitted Sen. “We hope.”

“What will you do about the king?” asked Falling Leaf in a tone that suggested she was only mildly curious.

If it had been anyone else in the entire world, he would have thought that this whole conversation had been about getting to that question. With Falling Leaf, he believed that she really was only mildly curious.

“About what you’d expect.”

A faint line appeared on Falling Leaf’s forehead as she thought about those words. “If you kill him, won’t Chan Yu Ming be angry with you?”

“Yes. I expect that she’ll be very angry with me.”

“Maybe you should get someone else to do it.”

“Like who?”

“One of the other royal people? He has sons, doesn’t he? Let one of them challenge to be pride leader.”

While Sen knew that things didn’t work quite that way, it did give him an idea.

“Thank you,” he said.

“For what?”

“Being you.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

HELLO, YOUR MAJESTY
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Sen lounged on the throne, feeling both bored and uncomfortable. While security around the royal palace was probably very tight for any malicious mortal trying to find a way in, it had been stupidly easy for him to infiltrate the place. It had also been absurdly easy for him to subdue the various guards and servants who found their way into the throne room. He’d made a pile of them in a corner. Sadly, at least one of them was snoring loudly, which was aggravating at the best of times. Yet, it was the throne itself that Sen found the most annoying part. It was a big, ornate thing with lots of gilding. It looked expensive and impressive, yet had seemingly been designed by someone who didn’t care about the way that a human body actually worked. The corners of everything were too sharp as if to cut into the flesh of anyone that moved too fast. If he wasn’t a body cultivator, he didn’t think he could tolerate sitting on it for hours on end. If he was the king, he’d make someone build him a better throne.

When he’d first thought this idea up, it had seemed like a good one. After an hour of waiting, though, he was wishing that he’d come up with something else. He’d assumed that the disappearance of so many guards and servants would have caused more of a stir, especially around the throne room. Yet, no one had come to investigate. Sen considered going and looking for his quarry when he heard the sounds of lots of footsteps rushing toward the throne room. He sat up straight and adopted a disdainful air. He summoned a jian from his storage ring and casually rested it across his knees. When the doors burst open and palace guards poured in, he knew that he was finally making progress. The armored guards lined up in two rows on the far side of the room. Behind them, he saw an older man with long gray hair pulled back into a topknot with golden rings. At the sight of Sen sitting on the throne, the older man’s eyes filled with fury.

“How dare you?” the man roared.

“Hello, your majesty.”

“Seize him!”

Sen lifted an eyebrow as he reached out to all of the guards with his killing intent. Compared to cultivators, the mortal guards had no defenses against such an attack. Sen waved a hand.

“Sit.”

Every single guard was driven to the floor in a crash of weapons and armor. A brief application of wind qi slammed the doors closed behind the king.

“That is my throne. You will remove yourself from it!”

Sen had to give the man credit. He knew he was facing off against a cultivator, but he hadn’t descended into fear or blubbering.

“No. It was your throne. Now, it’s my throne until I decide what I’m going to do with it.”

“This isn’t how things are done. I am the—” the king started.

“Silence,” ordered Sen, letting some of his auric imposition settle on the king.

The older man’s words choked off into spluttering. With another gesture, Sen seized the older man in a fist of air qi and dragged him across the room. While it was a trivial display of power on Sen’s part, the king’s eyes finally went wide with fear. Sen dropped the man in front of the throne. The king started to stand, only for Sen to drive him to his knees with a burst of air qi. Rage contorted the king’s expression as he started bellowing.

“I will not be treated this way in my own palace. I will have you killed, you worthless cultivator dog.”

Sen backhanded the man. He was careful to restrain his strength. He didn’t want to kill the king before the show was done. Even so, the king was knocked over. The king glared up at Sen from the floor.

“I know,” said Sen, before the king could work himself up into any more bluster.

That was all it took. The king went from trying to put on a show of imperious self-assurance to begging through bloodied lips.

“I’ll give you whatever you want. Just tell me what it is, and I’ll give it to you. Money. Lands. Women. Anything you want.”

“I want you to be silent. Don’t worry, your family will be here soon. Then, you can explain to all of them why I’m here.”

“I don’t even know who you are, let alone why you’re here.”

Sen feigned an expression of chagrined horror.

“Did I not introduce myself? Oh, what terrible manners on my part. My name is Lu Sen. I’m acquainted with your daughter. She might have mentioned me. Oh,” said Sen, “she might have called me by this silly little title that’s been going around in some stories recently.”

The king had gone perfectly still at the mention of Sen’s name. He’d grown paler and paler with each passing word.

“What title?” whispered the king.

“Judgment’s Gale. Apparently, I’ve developed this reputation for blowing through places and destroying the wicked. Especially those who have abused their power. I can’t imagine why.”

“You have to understand,” said the king.

Sen fixed the king with a look and let the tiniest sliver of his killing intent slip free. The king’s jaw snapped shut, and he refused to meet Sen’s eyes.

“Do not speak again until you are bid to do so. Now,” said Sen, pointing to a spot in front of the throne, “kneel.”

The pair of them sat there in utter silence for almost half an hour before Prince Jing ushered the rest of the royal family into the throne room. Chan Yu Ming’s eyes met Sen’s and a bright smile started to form before she fully took in the state of the throne room. She looked briefly confused before anger took root. The rest of the royal family wore stunned expressions. Even Prince Jing, who had known that something was going to happen, seemed to be struggling to take in the sight before his eyes. The room remained locked in that state for a moment before the guards who had come in behind the royals came to their senses. They surged forward, only to be driven into unconsciousness by Sen’s auric imposition. The sudden collapse of the guards shocked even Chan Yu Ming. She took a step forward.

“Sen, what is the meaning of this?” she demanded.

“Choi Zhi Peng is dead,” Sen announced. “They won’t find his body, but I assure you that he is quite dead.”

Chan Yu Ming’s face couldn’t seem to settle into any one expression. There was hope, fear, more confusion, more anger, and then it cycled back to hope again.

“He’s really dead?” she asked.

“He is.”

“How?”

Sen lifted an eyebrow at her. He’d thought that the answer was pretty obvious, but he answered anyway.

“I executed him.”

Chan Yu Ming’s expression finally settled on one emotion. Relief.

“I thought,” she started. “I hadn’t heard from you. I thought you changed your mind.”

“I said I’d help you. I hadn’t planned on it happening this way, but I adapted to the circumstances. Still, that isn’t why we’re all here.”

An older woman stepped forward, casting a baleful look at Sen. “Who do you think you are to treat the royalty this way?”

Sen met the woman’s eyes. “I would take great care in the words you choose to utter in this room. I haven’t decided how many of you are going to survive the next hour.”

“Sen!” shouted Chan Yu Ming, appalled at his words.

A hard look from Sen brought her up short.

“I didn’t bring you here to talk to me. I brought you here to listen,” said Sen. “Your honorable king is going to explain to you why I’m here. Why he was going to trade Chan Yu Ming to the Choi family. He’s going to tell you everything. Isn’t that right, your majesty?”

When the king didn’t say anything, Sen unleashed a little more of his killing intent. The king flinched and then cried out.

“Yes! I’ll tell them.”

“Excellent. Face them. Look them in the eyes while you tell them what you traded away your honor for. Tell them the secret that made you willing to sell off your daughter’s future.”

The king slowly pushed himself up off the floor. He stared up at Sen with a naked plea for mercy in his eyes. Sen looked back at the man with nothing but cold resolve on his face. Not finding what he wanted in Sen, the king turned to face his family. He opened his mouth and froze, feeling the point of a blade on the back of his neck.

“If you lie,” said Sen, “I will make you suffer in ways you cannot imagine.”

Sen heard the king swallow. Then, the king started speaking in a halting burst.

“I sold people,” he said. “I sold people to demonic cultivators.”

“What people?” demanded Prince Jing.

“Yes, your majesty,” added Sen, “what people?”

“Men. Women. Children. Whatever they asked for. Whatever they needed for their rituals.”

While the king was speaking, Sen was studying the faces of the royal family. It was clear from the distress on Chan Yu Ming’s face that she hadn’t known. The blind fury on Prince Jing’s face suggested that he hadn’t known either. The other prince, who Sen didn’t even have a name for, looked guilty. Sen hadn’t expected that. The other princesses looked too stunned to get a clear read on them. The queen had better control over her expression than her children, but Sen could see it in her eyes. She had known.

“Father, how could you?” shouted Prince Jing.

Sen held up a hand to stop any more outbursts and poked the back of the king’s neck with his jian. “Tell them the rest.”

“I kept some people for myself,” he said through clenched teeth.

“Remember that suffering we talked about,” said Sen. “The time for that is rapidly approaching. Explain it to them in plain terms. Who did you keep?”

“Boys.”

“What did you do to them?”

“I made them pleasure me.”

Sen didn’t give any more warnings. He grabbed the king’s left elbow and squeezed until the bones shattered. The king screamed. Chan Yu Ming lurched toward them, only to stumble to a stop as Sen let some of his killing intent loose on her. She stared at him with a dumbfounded expression on her face. She’d never been on the receiving end of his killing intent, not even during their duel on the battlefield in Inferno’s Vale. No one moved as the king’s screaming slowly ebbed away to choked sobs.

“Try again,” said Sen.

“I raped them.”

“How often?”

The king’s face turned down toward the floor until Sen screamed at him.

“Look at your family!”

The King forced his head back up to look at his wife and children, most of whom were staring at him in disgust.

“Now,” said Sen. “Tell them how often.”

“Over and over and over.”

“For how long?”

“Years.”

“And when you were done with them,” said Sen in a voice that felt like it was made from gravel, “what did you do? Be. Specific.”

“I choked them to death while I pleasured myself.”

Sen grabbed the king by the shoulder and drove him back to his knees, eliciting another scream of agony from the man. Sen gave the rest of the royal family a hard look.

“Your king. How noble he is. And how noble you two are,” said Sen, looking first at the queen and then at the other prince. “Knowing, and bravely doing nothing.”

Chan Yu Ming whirled on her mother.

“You knew!”

Chan Yu Ming’s mother lifted her chin. “He is the king.”

“He was,” said Prince Jing.

The prince stormed over to his father with a jian in hand. Sen could see the prince gripping the hilt so tightly that his knuckles were white. There was no art to it or delicate maneuvering of the blade. The prince drove his jian through his father’s heart with nothing but main force. Sen heard the ribs break in the king’s chest.

“No!” screamed the queen. “Jing, how could you?”

“How could I?” he roared, ripping his jian out of the king’s chest and spinning toward his family. “How could I? How could you not?”

Prince Jing started walking toward his mother, his chest heaving, the sword trembling in his hand. Sen could feel the murderous rage boiling off of the prince. Chan Yu Ming was staring at her father’s corpse like she was in a daze. Her sisters were screaming and wailing. The queen was slowly backing away from her apoplectic son. She looked to the other prince.

“Liwei,” she shrieked, “help me.”

The other prince gave Jing a malicious sneer. “I’ve been waiting for this for a long time. After I cut you down, I’ll sit on that throne.”

Liwei drew his own jian and advanced on Jing. It was a shockingly brief fight, even by Sen’s estimation. Jing barely broke his stride toward his mother. He took a half-second pause during which he parried a clumsy thrust by Liwei and then opened his brother’s throat. As Liwei choked and gurgled his last on the floor amid the hysterical reactions of his sisters, Jing closed on his mother. Chan Yu Ming came out of her daze at that point.

“Jing!” she screamed.

Where all else had failed to cut through the prince’s incandescent fury, Chan Yu Ming screaming his name seemed to bring the man back to sanity. He paused.

“Jing, please don’t,” begged Chan Yu Ming.

That moment seemed to stretch out as Jing stared at his terrified, sobbing mother, and Chan Yu Ming stared at her brother. Finally, Jing spoke.

“Find a guard. Have them bring chains.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

MIRROR
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There was chaos in the throne room after the prince’s rather decisive decision to, in effect, claim the throne. Guards and servants were summoned. The guards took the queen away in chains, cursing her unfilial child all the way. The servants were tasked with taking away Chan Yu Ming’s hysterical sisters and rousing all the people Sen rendered unconscious. In the midst of all of that, Sen tried to fade away into the background. It was almost a successful venture. He’d gotten as far as a side door before the prince called out after him.

“So, is that it? You send the kingdom into chaos and turmoil, and then you leave without a word.”

Sen turned and met the prince’s angry eyes. “The kingdom was already in chaos and turmoil. All that’s changed is that now you know about it.”

“You planned all of this, didn’t you? You expected me to kill him.”

“He needed to die. I knew that much. It was better for the kingdom if someone in your family did it. Yes, it was also better for me if someone in your family did it. If one of you hadn’t killed him, though, I would have.”

“And what if we’d closed ranks to protect him?”

Sen let the silence linger between them for several seconds. “What do you imagine I would have done?”

“The person who visited my home and discussed politics with me? I think that man would have left in disgust. Except, you aren’t that man. This is who you really are. If we’d chosen to protect him, I think the man standing in front of me would have slain us all.”

“Well, that’s an answer. You were wrong about two things, though.”

“Was I?” asked the prince.

“Yes. First, I am both of those men. A lesson I had to learn the hardest possible way is that I can be more than one thing. The second thing,” said Sen, “is that you didn’t fail my test.”

Jing was caught so off guard by that statement that it seemed to disrupt the not entirely unreasonable anger he was feeling toward Sen.

“I don’t understand.”

“You are, against all odds, a decent man. The fight I was in at the time was no place for a decent man. A break with me was the surest protection you could get. As my ally, you were a target with no real defense against the people who would have come for you.”

“Do you even recognize how patronizing that is?”

“I…what?”

“Your excuse is that it was all for my own good. You made that decision like I wasn’t intelligent enough to understand the dangers inherent in the situation. Do I strike you as stupid?”

“No. You do not.”

A wearying realization that he’d been here before settled over Sen. Hadn’t he done the same thing with Lifen? Withheld information because he didn’t think it would benefit her to know it. He remembered how angry she’d been when she found out. He thought she’d been almost as angry as the prince was with him now.

“It probably never even occurred to you that I could have helped you. The same way that I could have helped you do this,” he swept his hand around the room, “in a way that wouldn’t require my sisters to live with the memory of me butchering our father and brother.”

“This needed to happen,” said Sen, anger bleeding into his voice.

“Of course, this needed to happen. I knew it. You knew it. Everyone in this room knew it. But there were other ways to do it! And if you would have just talked to me, like a friend, I would have told you that! Instead, you forced my hand and put me in a position where I had to act.”

Sen felt like his heart stopped. He remembered hurling nearly identical words at Lo Meifeng. He’d felt so sure about those words. He’d been so certain that he was in the right. Yet, here he was doing the same thing to someone else. The scale wasn’t quite the same. The prince had only killed two people, and Sen was very confident they’d both had it coming. The offense itself, though? That was close enough that it was all but indistinguishable save for some details. No, thought Sen, it isn’t the same. In a grim moment of realization, he saw that what he’d done was worse. Lo Meifeng had acted in a moment of desperation. She had stumbled onto a full-scale cultivator battle and reacted.

He had engineered the confrontation. He’d ensured that everyone would be present. He’d taken his assessment of the prince’s character and judged that the prince would likely do what Sen wanted him to do. Sure, it was almost certainly for the greater good. The kingdom would probably be better off for it in the long run. Sen truly believed that anyone who was so fundamentally broken as a person that they could do the things the king had done was likely a terrible ruler. And exactly none of that mattered to the prince, or likely to Chan Yu Ming, or their sisters. Just like none of Lo Meifeng’s reasons had mattered to him because the pain wasn’t measured in abstractions like the greater good. Pain was fundamentally a personal experience, and he had caused all of these people pain. He suspected much of it had been unavoidable pain, but he also thought that he’d made it worse than it needed to be. Sen had manipulated someone he thought of as a friend to get the result he wanted. When it was all said and done, that was what the prince would take away from the situation because it was the truth. Sen was so caught up in his thoughts that it startled him when the prince spoke again.

“You don’t have anything to say?”

Sen hesitated and then spoke. “If it’s a consolation to you, there is a very good chance I’ll be dead inside of two years.”

“Why would that be a consolation to me? You being dead doesn’t solve anything.”

“I just meant that it’s unlikely that I’ll trouble your kingdom again.”

“Is that what you think I care about?”

“No. I expect you want an apology.”

“Wouldn’t you?”

Sen suppressed the urge to laugh at the bitter irony of it all. “I would. I’d also want the person to mean it.”

“Are you saying that a simple apology is beyond you?”

“I’m sorry about the pain I’ve caused all of you,” said Sen. “But I made what I thought were the best choices based on what I knew and believed at the time. Put in the same position with the same information and beliefs, though, I’d make the same choices. I’m sure that isn’t what you want to hear, because it wasn’t what I wanted to hear when I was on the other side of this conversation.”

The prince’s expression darkened. “If you’ve been on my side of this conversation, why would you ever do that to someone?”

“We don’t always see ourselves clearly. At least, I don’t. You don’t always recognize when you’re walking down the path to a bad decision,” said Sen.

“That’s an easy excuse.”

“You know that it’s not an excuse. It’s a truth. One I hope you avoid when you’re sitting on that profoundly uncomfortable throne.”

The prince turned away with his fists clenched. Sen remembered that anger and the hurt that drove it so well. Sen consoled himself with the knowledge that the prince could at least send him away. He could even banish me, thought Sen. He is the king or just a hair’s breadth away from it. Although, the prince probably recognized how futile it would be to try to banish a cultivator like Sen. And, the prince was also savvy enough to know that, if Sen lived, he would be good for a favor or three down the road. Favors from higher-level cultivators weren’t something that smart rulers threw away on a whim or in a fit of pique. It took a little while, but the prince’s fists eventually unclenched. Sen watched as the prince frowned at the throne.

“It really is absurdly uncomfortable, isn’t it?” said the prince.

“You should get a new one,” said Sen, taking a few steps so he stood beside the prince.

“I think I will,” said the prince. “You realize that it’s going to be a while before I stop being angry about all of this.”

“Yeah. I know it better than anyone.”

“Will you speak with Yu Ming before you leave?”

“No.”

The prince eyed him. “Are you sure that’s the best course of action?”

Sen offered the other man a half-shrug. “If I was her, I’d probably blame me for all of this. She won’t want to see me. Or, she’ll definitely want to see me, just so she can try to put a jian through me. Either way, better for everyone if I’m just not here.”

“Perhaps so. I take it you’re leaving the city.”

“I am. Soon.”

“In that case, travel safely if you can.”

“Rule well, your majesty.”


CHAPTER SEVENTY

HEY!
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Feeling more than a little conflicted about what had happened, Sen managed to escape the throne room without any more encounters with people he really didn’t want to talk to for so many reasons. Yet, it seemed that fate or karma or luck was feeling particularly unkind toward Sen that day because he’d barely made it two dozen steps before there was an enormous crash and the sound of water splashing behind him. He supposed that she must have used her water qi to blast down the door. Sen took two deep breaths to steady himself, certain that he was going to regret his choice to walk instead of run or even fly away from that room. That certainty was validated when a woman yelled at him in cold fury.

“Hey! You don’t get to just walk away from me after that.”

Sen turned around to see Chan Yu Ming storming toward him, almost glowing with all the qi she was cycling. He considered his options, then drew his jian and leveled it at her. Regardless of how angry she might be, he wasn’t simply going to let her kill him. She almost stumbled to a stop at the sight of the unsheathed blade before directing an incredulous look at him.

“What?” she demanded. “Did you think I was going to attack you?”

“Yes,” said Sen, pushing lightning qi into the jian.

His answer and the sight of lightning crackling around the sword appeared to give the woman pause. She didn’t stop glaring at him, but she did stop cycling qi like she intended to drown him in it. Sen released his own qi cycling and, almost against his better judgment, sheathed his jian. He didn’t let go of his hyper-alertness, though.

“You look like you still think I’m going to attack you,” she accused.

“You still look like you’re going to attack me.”

“And why wouldn’t I? You killed,” she started.

“Stop!” Sen ordered in a voice that could shatter stone. “Stop right there. This is why I was leaving. You’re angry. You’re hurting. You want a fight. And if we fight in here, we’ll leave this place in ruins.”

“Or you think I’ll kill you, you coward.”

Sen shook his head. “That isn’t going to get you what you want.”

“No?”

“No. Because even if I was stupid enough to let you goad me into a real fight, at the end of it, we’d still be right here. And you’d still be angry.”

“You think you know me that well?”

“I know anger that well,” said Sen, walking toward her. “Or have you forgotten why it was I went and found that dragon in the first place?”

As he narrowed the distance between himself and her, something clicked in his head. He tapped into the part of him that created the auric imposition. Instead of directing it at her, he let the auric imposition swell around him. While he no longer felt driven by the anger that had fueled the heart demon, he remembered how it had felt inside of him to be that angry. He let that feeling suffuse the auric imposition. As he moved toward her, tiles shattered beneath his feet. Stones in the walls around them broke or burst into dust. Small pieces of furniture simply exploded. He started speaking, although it struck Sen more like something or someone else was using him to convey those words.

“I know what it is to feel rage inside of you. To feel like you can never break enough things or hurt enough people to ever make it go away. To look around and want to see everything burning. To want to leave nothing in your wake.”

He stopped when Chan Yu Ming was at the very edge of that field of auric pressure and anger. Then, he let it fall away.

He took a breath and then continued. “Even if we fought. Even if I let you kill me, it still wouldn’t make that anger go away.”

“You killed my father! My brother! It’s your fault!”

“Is it?”

“Yes.”

“I made your father sell people to demonic cultivators? I made him murder children? I made your brother keep quiet about it?”

“You’re twisting it all around! You decided that you just had to do something about it when you found out. You couldn’t just leave it alone! Not you. Not the great and wise Judgment’s Gale. Except, it wasn’t your place!”

The hold on reasonableness that Sen had been desperately clinging to slipped from his grasp at the words it wasn’t your place. Abruptly, Chan Yu Ming was transformed from being someone that Sen was trying to not hurt into another noble looking down on him. Something very cold was born in the center of Sen’s chest and it shot through every part of him.

“Not my place,” said Sen in a tone that reflected the ice inside of him. “I am, after all, just a peasant.”

Chan Yu Ming stepped back from him, her belligerence displaced by sudden fear. “That isn’t what I said.”

“Of course, you didn’t say it. Nobles never say anything directly. It’s just what you meant. Well, let me ask you this, your most honorable and noble princess. Where do you think those children came from? The homes of your noble friends? The well-to-do merchants?”

“Don’t talk to me like that,” shouted Chan Yu Ming.

“Or what? You’ll look down on me? Oh, we did that already. I guess that means we’ll move on to the threats to let me know my place. Then again, maybe you’ll just try to put me in my place by force. After all, I am just a peasant. How hard could it be? Well, go ahead, princess. Try to put me in my place. See how well it works out for you. I’ll tell you this much, though. I won’t miss this time.”

A voice in the back of Sen’s head was screaming at him to stop talking, to stop hurting her, to stop trying to make her into one of those nobles he’d hated as a child. He could see the tears in the corners of her eyes. He could see that she was shaking. He might not have stabbed her, but he knew he was drawing blood. He was piling emotional injuries on top of fresh wounds. He knew he should stop. Yet, despite that voice trying to warn him that he was making things worse, again, the words kept coming.

“Since you apparently don’t care where the children that your father was raping and murdering came from, let me clue you in, your highness,” he said with scorn dripping from the last two words. “I’ll bet you a thousand gold tael that they were taken from the streets. Where I grew up. I could have been one of those children. So, don’t you dare talk to me about my place! As far as I’m concerned, those walking piles of shit you called a father and brother got off easy!”

Sen opened his mouth to say one more thing, but the words caught in his throat. As angry as she’d made him, if he said what he was going to say next, he really would be a monster. He’d be giving voice to what was probably her worst fear. It might even be enough to break her. And the cruelest irony of all was that every word of it would be true. All I have to say, he thought, is that none of this would have happened if she’d just left me alone. Sen felt like time slowed and stretched. He could see two roads in front of him. Down one of those roads, he said the words. Down the other road, he didn’t. If he picked the road where he said the words, he had the sense that life would become easier for him in some ways. The catch was that it would get easier largely because he would stop caring about anyone.

The other road would definitely be harder because it meant giving a damn. And, as much as he wanted things to be easier, he did give a damn. He lost sight of that sometimes when he got angry, but he didn’t want to hurt Chan Yu Ming that profoundly. So, Sen swallowed the words. They felt like a burning coal in his throat, but he swallowed them anyway. That suspended moment popped like a bubble and everything started moving again. He was still filled with that icy anger, but it wasn’t quite as uncontrolled as it had been. Chan Yu Ming was staring at him with wide eyes, her face utterly devoid of blood, and tears streaming freely down her cheeks.

“Get out,” she whispered.

Sen didn’t do anything for a moment before he turned and started walking away. He tried to ignore all of the damage he’d done to the hallway. He consoled himself with the idea that it wasn’t quite a ruin. He was about to round a corner when Chan Yu Ming tossed off a parting shot at him.

“I never want to see you again. Do you hear me, Judgement’s Gale? Never again!”

He knew that he should just keep walking. It wouldn’t cost him anything to let her get a last dig in to salve her wounded pride if nothing else. It was the smart thing to do. It was the right thing to do. It was the kind thing to do. And if Sen had been less angry, it was the thing he would have done. Instead, he turned and gave her a mocking bow.

“As you command, your highness.”


CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE

KNOWING THE RISKS
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Absolutely no one tried to stop Sen as he stormed through the palace halls looking for an exit. Servants fled at the mere sight of him. Guards pretended that they didn’t see him. Briefly, he worried that he’d somehow reignited that heart demon, but there was a difference between getting angry at something and being angry at everything for no reason. He wasn’t angry at everything. He’d gotten angry at the king for things the man had actually done. He’d gotten angry at Chan Yu Ming for acting like he should have just turned a blind eye and taking that attitude of unearned superiority. Yet, Sen recognized the problem. Whether the anger was blind or felt justified, it was still a very short route to doing things you’d almost instantly regret. So, he went from being angry with Chan Yu Ming to being angry with himself. He could see that there had never been a good way to handle that confrontation. She’d been in too much pain for that, but he’d taken, almost on reflex, the path to the worst way to handle it.

“And there’s no taking that back,” he muttered as he used air qi to blast open doors that mercifully led outside.

He stepped through the doors and onto a qi platform that lifted him into the air. He flew up and over the palace walls. The cool morning air washed over his face and helped him loosen his grip on anger. It was replaced, as it had been so often of late, with an emotional fatigue he couldn’t seem to shake. He looked out over the city and into the countryside that he could barely see in the distance. I could leave right now, he thought. There’s nothing to stop me. He could literally just fly away from politics, death, and all of those decisions he’d never wanted any part of. The temptation was potent and seductive. No more having to answer to people, justify anything, or worry about anyone but himself. The allure of that possibility was so strong that it took Sen a moment to realize that he’d started aiming the qi platform at the edge of the city. He let himself indulge in the fantasy for a few moments before he closed the door on that idea. He’d made enough things worse already. No need to add to that pile. Plus, he did still have one last thing to do.

He flew over the city for a while before descending to street level. He didn’t want to get back to the house too quickly. He needed to organize his thoughts and let his emotions settle a little more. So, for the first time since he’d arrived, Sen just walked around. He stopped and bought food from streetside vendors. He found a teahouse and engaged an elderly woman in conversation. He learned about her children, who had made places for themselves as bureaucrats and soldiers. She talked about how much the city had changed since she was a young woman, both for the better and the worse. To the good, food shortages had been common in her youth but had become quite rare. To the bad, crime had become more common. When the woman asked about him, he passed himself off as a caravan guard. When she said that sounded dangerous, he regaled her with some very toned-down tales of frightening off spirit beasts to keep a caravan safe. She gasped at all the right places with a merry gleam in her eye, both of them in on the secret of his poorly concealed fibbing.

He spent most of his day out in the city, meeting strangers and eating foods he’d never seen before. From time to time, he’d cross paths with other cultivators, but they all decided to mind their own business. He wasn’t sure if it was because they recognized him or simply because they had better sense than most of the sect cultivators he met. Either way, he was grateful that they chose not to start any problems. He ended his day by sitting and listening to a busker play the erhu. The man was acceptably skilled, but Sen was a little startled to realize that Shi Ping was actually the better musician despite only playing the instrument rarely. Feeling more like a human being and with sunset approaching, Sen finally returned to the house. While Lo Meifeng and Falling Leaf were both there, there was still no sign of Shi Ping. Sen shook his head at that.

“So, what happened?” asked Lo Meifeng.

“There’s been a change in leadership in the kingdom,” answered Sen.

“Did you do it?”

“No. Prince Jing was the one who struck the final blow. He killed the king and his brother.”

“What about Chan Yu Ming?” asked Falling Leaf.

Sen shrugged. “She blames me. Hates me. Never wants to see me again.”

Falling Leaf frowned at that. Lo Meifeng just nodded along.

“Well,” said Lo Meifeng, “that’s not entirely surprising, is it?”

“No,” admitted Sen, “I guess it isn’t.”

“So, off to find the manual, then?” asked Lo Meifeng.

Sen knew that it would be so easy to just nod and then vanish into the night. The idea of having the argument that he knew would come if he told them his intentions very nearly convinced him to just go with that disappearing plan. It was the original plan. It had the elegance of simplicity. Instead, he gestured at some chairs.

“Yeah, we should talk about that,” he said, dropping into one of the chairs.

Sen was vaguely amused to see both of the women giving him narrow-eyed looks. They both settled into chairs, and then Lo Meifeng spoke first. It was about how he’d expected it to go.

“So, what is there to talk about?”

Sen had been thinking about how to have this fight all day. He’d toyed with the notion of easing into it, but that just seemed likely to make the conversation longer. That idea hadn’t appealed to him. So, he’d settled on being direct about it and getting right to the fighting.

“I don’t want you to come with me,” he announced. “Either of you.”

There was yelling and shouting after that, most of which boiled down to the single sentiment of you’re being stupid. He simply endured it until both of them had gotten it out of their systems or at least gotten tired of shouting at him with no response on Sen’s part. When Falling Leaf and Lo Meifeng were both seated again and just glaring at him, he sighed.

“I know what I get from having you along for this stupid stunt. I get some company. I’ll admit, that’s probably not a bad thing for my frame of mind on a long journey. It would probably be safer in some respects. But that’s only true right up until we actually find Fu Ruolan. At that point, there’s nothing either of you can realistically do to protect me. More importantly, there’s nothing I’ll be able to do to protect you. The only reason I was able to kill Tong Guanting was because I had time to prepare the ground. We won’t have that advantage with Fu Ruolan because we can’t know when we’ll find her or when she’ll find us.

“If she was like other nascent soul cultivators, that wouldn’t be a concern. They’d probably just tell us to go away as long we’re polite, but she’s insane. She’s as likely to kill us all on sight, as she is to speak to us. That’s a level of danger I’m not willing to put either of you in. Lo Meifeng, I don’t know exactly what kind of arrangement you have with Master Feng, but I doubt he’d consign you to certain death as part of a babysitting job,” said Sen before he turned his gaze on Falling Leaf. “I’ve already cost you enough. I don’t think I can live with the prospect of costing you your life, which seems an all too likely outcome here.”

Sen could see that both of them were about to explode with words, so many more words. He lifted a hand to stall them.

“What benefit will either of you get out of coming with me?” asked Sen. “That’s a serious question that I want you to really think about. What will you actually get out of it? I’ve been thinking about this for weeks, and I can’t think of a single advantage for you in coming with me. The other possibility, arguably the worse possibility, is that we won’t find her at all. If it goes down like that, anyone who’s with me will get to watch me die. I suspect that it won’t be a good death. It’ll probably be painful and slower than anyone would want. And I doubt either of you is in a hurry to see that. I know that I’m not in a hurry for you to see that or get stuck as my caretakers in the last few months of my life. So, that’s the future as I see it. A fifty-fifty chance of certain death for everyone on one side, and my slow lingering death on the other.”

Sen braced himself for the explosion of words, but it didn’t come. Falling Leaf looked troubled. Lo Meifeng looked thoughtful. At least they’re thinking about it, thought Sen. That’s probably as close to a win as I’m going to get here. He gave them a few minutes to think about it. He didn’t usually talk that directly or that much about anything, so he figured it would take a bit before the shock wore off.

“I have my orders,” said Lo Meifeng.

“I’ll write to Master Feng,” said Sen. “I’ll explain the situation and that I told you, point blank, not to come along. He’ll understand.”

Lo Meifeng looked like she wanted to say something, but also like she didn’t quite know what she should say. In the end, she just stayed silent. Sen looked at Falling Leaf to see if she wanted to say anything, but her expression remained clouded and uncertain. Sen considered the situation and what he’d want to hear if someone had just given him that speech.

“Look. I’m not going to forbid you to come along or try to ditch you, tempting as that might be. You’d just follow me or try to, and I don’t want you scouring the wilds from here to the Mountains of Sorrow looking for me. That’s just as likely to get you killed as coming along. I’ve got a few things to wrap up here. So, take the next couple of days and think about it.”

Sen retreated to the room he’d been using as a bedroom and lab and got to work. It would have been better to have Shi Ping around for the process, but Sen had interacted enough with him to have a pretty clear picture of the man’s cultivation. He started sorting through his storage ring, looking for the right components. He’d been working for about an hour when someone knocked. He gave the door an annoyed look but pushed the annoyance down.

“Come in,” he said.

He continued to adjust the heat he was applying to the pot he’d come to think of as his alchemy pot. Lo Meifeng came into the room and just watched for a while as Sen added things to the pot, stirred it occasionally, and fine-tuned the elixir he was making. When the silence started bothering him, Sen spoke.

“I owe you an apology.”

He saw Lo Meifeng’s expression become guarded from the corner of his eye.

“How’s that?” she asked.

“I was very hard on you for using me like you did back in Inferno’s Vale. I couldn’t imagine how you could do that to a friend. So, I was… I was cruel to you, at times. I’d convinced myself that you deserved it. It turns out, it was a damn sight easier than I thought to do something like that. I did it to Prince Jing without even recognizing I was doing it. I set him up to kill his own father. Even got him to help arrange it. All I could see was what I thought needed to happen. I didn’t even consider what it might mean for Jing or Chan Yu Ming at a personal level. Not sure what that says about me as a person. Nothing good, I think. Do you know what the worst part is?”

“What?”

“He was furious with me for using him that way. Furious that I hadn’t trusted him or talked to him. Yet, he took it with a lot more grace than I did. He could see that there was a kind of necessity to his father’s death. I never even gave you that courtesy. I understand now, though, what you said then. About being sorry about the pain you caused me, but not being sorry you did it. So, for whatever it may be worth to you, I’m sorry. I was pretty self-righteous about the whole thing. I treated you badly because of it. I can’t say you didn’t deserve any of it, because I’m pretty sure I deserve some of it, but you certainly didn’t deserve everything I dished out to you.”

Lo Meifeng didn’t say anything for long enough that Sen looked up from the pot. She looked fragile. When their eyes met, it seemed to jar her out of some kind of reverie.

“I,” she hesitated. “Thank you.”

Sen lifted an eyebrow. “It’s awkward now, isn’t it? I made it awkward.”

She laughed.

“Yes. You made it awkward, you ass,” she said while giving the pot a curious look. “What in the world are you making?”

“This?” asked Sen, gesturing at the pot. “This is for Shi Ping’s advancement. Otherwise, he’ll use that garbage we found earlier.”

“I’m surprised you care.”

“I said I’d do it, so I’m doing it. Caring doesn’t come into the equation.”

“Uh-huh.”

Sen sighed. “Fine. I don’t find him entirely objectionable anymore. And, if he’s going to advance, he might as well do it with a quality elixir. This can’t be what you came up here for.”

“Did you mean what you said, about writing to Feng Ming?”

“Oh, that? Yeah, I meant it.”

“I’d appreciate it if you wrote that letter.”

Sen nodded, feeling a wave of relief pass through him, even as Lo Meifeng looked entirely miserable.

“It’s the right call,” said Sen. “You probably think it isn’t, but it is. There’s just nothing in it for you.”

“That isn’t why. I mean, you’re right. I wouldn’t stand to gain anything, probably, but that’s not why. It’s the other part. I don’t want to watch you dying slowly if you can’t find Fu Ruolan.”

“I’d be worried about your mind if you did want to watch that.”

“I’m being serious.”

“So am I.”

Lo Meifeng studied his face. “You know that she’s going to go with you, right?”

“I’m hoping she’ll make the smart choice at the last minute. But… Yeah, I know.”

“You mean to let her?”

Sen nodded. “I keep trying to make choices for other people. It keeps turning into a disaster for me at a personal level. I can’t keep doing that. I can’t keep carrying that kind of weight around. It’s grinding me down. I made my arguments. She knows the risks. If she decides that going with me is more valuable to her than all of the other options, then that’s her call. Even if I think it’s the wrong one.”

“As long as you’ve thought it through.”


CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO

DEPARTURE
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“Just the one night?” asked Lai Dongmei.

Sen gave her an amused smile as he adjusted his robes. “Oh, come on. It’s not like you’re suffering for options. The only reason you picked me was because you knew I was safely temporary. A wandering cultivator with a reputation for moving on to the next disaster. No real strings attached. I suspect that made me just about the ideal distraction.”

She snorted and stretched. “I won’t deny that those considerations may have crossed my mind. Those weren’t the only reasons. You are very, very easy on the eyes. And you do have a certain wolfish charm about you.”

“So, I’m told. Assuming I survive the next few years, I may even find myself here again. Assuming you’re not otherwise engaged, I expect I could distract you again for a little while.”

“I’d like that. You know, there are all sorts of rumors flying around about you at the moment.”

“That’s nothing new. What are they saying about me now?”

“All kinds of deliciously absurd things. They’re saying that you were the one who destroyed the house of Choi. You supposedly stormed the palace and killed the king. You’re planning on seizing the throne for yourself. My favorite one is that you’re not really even a man, but a holy spirit sent to cleanse the wicked from our midst.”

“Dear gods, it just gets worse and worse. Nobody would think I was a holy spirit if they’d seen all the bloody clothes I’ve thrown away in the last year or so.”

“The wandering cultivator’s lament. Clothing costs.”

Sen laughed softly at that while belting on his jian. He thought about leaving it alone, but lingering guilt pushed him to say what was on his mind.

“I was wondering if you’d do me a favor,” said Sen.

“You don’t sound enthusiastic about this favor.”

“I’m not, mostly because it involves breaking my own rules about getting involved with politics. But I figure that I’ve already crossed that line here.”

“And you want to drag me into it, now?”

“No, not particularly, and not overtly, but I can’t really fix what I broke here. Any more involvement on my part would just add to the chaos. So, I’m trying to do what I can to quell the problems from the shadows.”

“Understandable, all things considered. I can’t say that I’m thrilled with the idea of involving myself or my sect in most of that, though. I don’t get to just move on. We have to live here.”

“I can see that, which is why I’m not asking for anything too public. I would appreciate it if you would have your people whisper in the right ears that your sect is favorably disposed toward Prince Jing. In case you’re wondering, I put the same request to Feng Bai.”

“Ha! I bet he loved that after you flatly refused to tell him how you killed Tong Guanting.”

“He was not particularly receptive when I first broached the idea. There was grumbling and complaining. He said something about overly lucky core cultivators who have inflated ideas about themselves. In the end, though, he grudgingly agreed that stabilizing the local political situation was ultimately a benefit to his sect.”

Lai Dongmei sat in pensive silence for several seconds before she sighed. “Bai can be a blunt instrument at times. If even he can see the benefits, I can hardly pretend they don’t exist. Very well, I’ll do as you ask.”

“I’m grateful. Thank you.”

“It’s not like it’s just for your benefit,” said Lia Dongmei. “Be careful, Sen. Where you’re headed is poorly explored, at best, and the true wilds at worst. Fu Ruolan has earned her reputation. I’d be disappointed if you never came back to distract me again.”

Sen considered the woman for a long moment and then smirked. “You and me, both.”
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“Are you serious? He’s still at a brothel?” demanded Sen.

Lo Meifeng gave him a put-upon look. “I assume so. And don’t look at me like it’s my fault. It’s not like I told him to go. You’re the one who gave him the bags of money.”

“Alright, that’s fair,” said Sen, rubbing a spot between his eyes. “I guess there’s nothing for it.”

Sen pulled out the elixir he’d crafted for Shi Peng’s advancement and held it out to Lo Meifeng. She rolled her eyes but took the vial from his hand.

“I’ll see that he gets this. Well, I will if he ever gets tired of whoring. Since you’re leaving, though, what do you want me to do with this house?”

“That’s up to you. It’s yours.”

“What? What am I supposed to do with a house?”

“Historically, people have chosen to live in them. Madness, I know, but you can’t fight history.”

“Very funny,” said Lo Meifeng.

Sen gave her a bright smile. “You can always sell it. I assume that before all this craziness started your work brought you here from time to time. It might be nice to have somewhere to stay that you know is relatively secure. I mean, I did put in all those formations. They should last for decades just soaking up the environmental qi. You shouldn’t even need anyone to look at them.”

“That’s true. I wasn’t thinking about it like that.”

“Plus, if you do decide to keep it, and Falling Leaf and I beat the odds and survive this little excursion, it’ll give us a place to start looking for you. Or leave you a message if nothing else. Food for thought.”

Lo Meifeng opened her mouth, then shook her head. Sen lifted an eyebrow in her direction.

“I was going to ask how long you think you’ll be gone, but there’s no way to know. Do you at least know where you’re going?”

“I have a general location. Very general,” said Sen, pulling out his horribly inaccurate map.

He ran his finger in a circle in an area that was probably hundreds of miles to the northwest of the capital.

“That’s a lot of ground to cover by yourself,” said Lo Meifeng.

“I know. I thought about asking Master Feng, Uncle Kho, and Auntie Caihong to help me look, but I’m worried that it’s a terrible idea.”

“They aren’t very…subtle. Well, I don’t know about Ma Caihong, but I’ve heard the stories about Feng Ming and Kho Jaw-long.”

“Exactly. I’m worried they’d go in with the best of intentions and end up getting into a fight with Fu Ruolan over the manual. If that happens, she might never give it to me.”

“You should at least tell them where you’re going.”

Sen smirked at her and pulled out two envelopes from his storage ring. “The letter I promised you, and one telling them where I’m going.”

Lo Meifeng gave Sen a skeptical look. “Did you really tell them where you’re going? Or did you say that just so I’d stop talking about it?”

“I actually told them.”

“You aren’t usually that—” Lo Meifeng searched for the right word.

“Reasonable? Rational?”

“I was going to say practical.”

Sen felt his expression going a little blank. “I want them to know where to go to find the body if things go badly.”

Lo Meifeng let that grim statement hang in the air before she said, “That makes sense.”

Sen made himself put a happier expression on. “Anyway, enjoy your house if you keep it. Tell Shi Ping…hells, tell him not to slack off with his jian practice.”

Lo Meifeng burst into laughter. “I’ll pass that along.”

“If I don’t see you again,” said Sen, “live well, Lo Meifeng.”

Not for the first time, Sen had the impression that Lo Meifeng was going to say one thing to him, only to change her mind. She gave him a sad smile instead.

“Good luck, Sen.”

Sen took a few steps away so that Lo Meifeng and Falling Leaf could say their goodbyes in private. The women exchanged a few earnest-looking words with each other, and that was it. Falling Leaf walked over to Sen and gave him an expectant, happy look.

“Shall we?” he asked.
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They managed to pass through the city without attracting either notice or trouble. Falling Leaf looked happier and happier the closer they got to the gates. Sen had mixed feelings as they joined the line to leave the city. He’d come to the capital hoping to find his personal salvation, only to fail utterly in that pursuit. Instead, he’d caused upheaval for the royal family, the sects, and probably the criminal underworld as well. He’d left a river of blood and a small mountain of corpses in his wake. No matter how deserving most of those people had been, that wasn’t what he’d left the mountain to do. He’d never meant to become the kind of person who could do those things, but it had happened anyway. He feared some of it was a failure of character on his part, but he also feared that the world was simply too broken for the kind of life he wanted to lead. Unless he was willing to learn how to turn a blind eye, he worried that his road would remain one of violence. Sen was so caught up in those thoughts that he was startled when the guards at the gate stopped them.

“You said that your name was Lu Sen?” the guard asked.

Sen thought back. He had answered the question about his name without even realizing he’d done it.

“Yes,” he admitted.

“Wait here,” said the guard.

Sen felt Falling Leaf tense beside him. He put a reassuring, and possibly restraining, hand on her arm. The guard disappeared for several minutes before he returned with an older man who carried an air of authority. The old man eyed him critically.

“You’re Lu Sen? The one they call Judgment’s Gale?”

Sen cast a wary eye around them, looking for some kind of trap. He didn’t see one, but that didn’t make him feel better. Just because he couldn’t see it, that was no assurance that a trap wasn’t there.

“I am,” he said cautiously.

The older guard nodded and extended a scroll. “I was bid to deliver this to you when you left the city.”

“What if I’d left from another gate?” Sen asked, taking the scroll.

“I’m given to understand that there is a copy of that scroll at every gate.”

“I see,” said Sen. “Is that all?”

“It is,” said the older guard. “You’re free to be on your way.”

“Thank you,” said Sen.

He didn’t relax until they were several hours away from the city wall. They weren’t clear of all the surrounding towns and villages, but Sen no longer worried that a trap was waiting for them.

“What does it say?” Falling Leaf eventually asked.

“Let’s find out,” said Sen, breaking the seal and opening the scroll.

Sen,

I’m writing this without fully understanding my own motives for doing so. On the one hand, you have undoubtedly rendered a service to this kingdom. My father’s depravities were a blight not only on this house, not only on this kingdom, but on decency itself. His removal was a terrible necessity. Yet, in achieving that goal, you have left my family in tatters. My mother remains a prisoner, as I suspect she will for the rest of her life. Of my sisters, only Yu Ming will speak to me, and then only to curse me and you for our respective roles in the deaths of our father and Liwei. She seems to have forgotten entirely that you freed her from the plans of Choi Zhi Peng. In one fell moment, you became both benefactor and bane to me and my family.

I am also aware of your efforts to ensure that the throne remains in my hands. Word has trickled back to me that several of the most powerful sects in the city have informed the other noble houses that they are content with me on the throne. While your name was never mentioned, it seems highly unlikely that those sects acted in a spontaneous outpouring of affection for me. The far more plausible conclusion, I think, is that you acted in some way to encourage those sects to quietly endorse me. While I have concerns about what kind of precedent may have been set, I cannot argue with the results. The quiet rumblings that perhaps another house should lead have been utterly silenced.

I honestly cannot say whether I am awed or terrified by how easily you effected such change in my nation, to say nothing of the influence you exert on the sects. Nor can I pretend that I do not worry what greater changes you might achieve if or when you return. Wisdom tells me that I should ask you to stay away. My advisors begged me to banish you. I had to point out to them that we have no way to enforce such an edict, even if I were to banish you. In the end, though, I will not banish you or even ask you to stay away. Instead, I hope that you find success on your journey. One day, if you return, perhaps we will speak of what has happened here in recent days with calmer minds and the perspective that only time provides. I know you did what you thought was right. While I may wish you had done it another way, I don’t think I can ask anyone for more than that they do what they believe is right.

Jing

It took Sen a long time to realize that he’d stopped walking. He finally looked up to see Falling Leaf staring at him with both concern and annoyance in her eyes.

“What does it say?”

Sen looked back down at the scroll. “It says that Prince Jing, King Jing now, is a better man than I will ever be.”

Falling Leaf eyed the scroll and Sen with a dubious expression. Apparently losing interest in the conversation, she looked up at the sky and sniffed at the air.

“We should go,” she said. “It’s going to rain later. I wish to be well away from this city by then.”

Sen rolled up the scroll and stored it in his storage ring. “Me too.”

THE END
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“Crudely put,” said Liang Daiyu, drawing Sen’s attention again, “but she has the crux of the matter surrounded. You say that you’ve experienced moments of enlightenment before. Do you recall how many?”

Sen thought back about it. “I don’t know the exact number offhand. Maybe two dozen.”

Silence fell all around the table, which made Sen glance around at the dumbstruck faces of the water cultivators around him. Liang Daiyu seemed to recover first.

“Two dozen? In how many years?”

“At this point, six or seven I guess.”

Liang Daiyu’s mouth worked a few times without any noises coming out. Chan Yu Ming was staring at him like he’d casually announced that he was going to break through to the nascent soul stage in precisely three minutes and forty-seven seconds. The man who had originally answered his karma question broke the silence.

“You’re averaging three to four moments of true enlightenment per year?”

Sen found himself wishing that he’d asked other people a lot more questions about their experiences with enlightenment. It had just never occurred to him to ask about how often they’d had them. Still, he was already committed to answering. He nodded a little self-consciously.

“I am,” he said.

“How?” demanded Liang Daiyu.

“I’m on a plan.”

Confusion crossed the jade beauty’s face. “A…plan? What do you mean?”

Sen knew an opportunity when he saw it. “I just went to enlightenment.com. They offer all these plans. They were running a sale, so I got the deluxe package. If you go, say that I referred you. Ten percent off.”

As everyone started shouting questions at him, Sen rubbed his mental hands together in greed. Ten more referrals and he’d get an enlightenment for free.
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After nearly ten minutes of walking, Sen finally emerged from the tunnel into a brightly lit expanse of meticulously tended grass and flower gardens. For a moment, he thought he might be in the middle of another illusion, but a quick examination with his earth, wood, and water qi revealed that where he was standing, it was all quite real. Sen found himself glad that he hadn’t simply tried to fly over the wall. He was willing to bet that there was some kind of deeply unpleasant surprise waiting for any water cultivator that thought they could skip over the work of finding their way through the door. After taking a moment to examine his surroundings, the alchemist in Sen started frothing at the mouth in naked greed. Nearly everything in the gardens was useful in alchemy in one way or another, assuming you needed water-attributed ingredients. Sen’s hands twitched toward a flower before he stilled them. He wasn’t there to steal from this sect. He was there to see the spring.

That good intention lasted for almost ten minutes before he came across an incredibly powerful water-attributed sparkling dew flower. Sen stared at it, then down at his storage ring. Then he looked around at all of the alchemical resources that abounded around him.

“On second thought,” said Sen, “I’m going to rob these people blind.”
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Sen rolled his eyes and gave serious thought to going and yelling at Chan Yu Ming. Then, he thought about it a little harder. There was no upside to going back and yelling at her. It likely wouldn’t change anything. At best, she’d probably just follow them more discreetly. Plus, even if he knew she was following him, and she knew she was following him, he couldn’t actually tell her not to travel in the same direction as them. So, all a confrontation would accomplish would be that he got to yell at someone. That sounded like a terrible use of his time and energy. So, he shrugged.

“That’s her business. It’s not an us problem unless she makes it one.”

“You really don’t care that she’s following you?” asked Lo Meifeng with a troubled expression. “And, let’s be clear here, it’s you she’s following around, not us.”

“Of course, I care that she’s following us around,” said Sen. “But what do you suggest I do about it?”

Lo Meifeng immediately opened her mouth and then hesitated. Then, she frowned. “Oh.”

“Yeah, you see my problem. There’s basically nothing I can do to make her stop, other than killing her. Do you think I should kill her, Lo Meifeng?”

Lo Meifeng sat in thoughtful silence for a moment before she nodded. “Yes.”

“What? Why?” demanded Sen.

“I don’t know. I just have this feeling that she’s going to be more trouble than she’s worth. We already have Shi Ping for that.”

“I’m sitting right here,” said Shi Ping.

“I know,” said Lo Meifeng. “So irritating.”

Sen just stared at Lo Meifeng for a second before he said, “So, you want me to kill her because she might be irritating later.”

“Yeah, pretty much.”

Sen thought it over for a moment. “Well, I’m not going to kill her for that, but you do you.”

Lo Meifeng immediately stood up. “I’ll be right back.”
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“Anything interesting happen?” Lo Meifeng asked.

“There’s an owl about a quarter mile that way,” said Sen, pointing in the right direction. “Aside from that, I haven’t noticed anything.”

“Good. I like it when things are quiet on the road,” said Lo Meifeng.

Sen glared at her. “You just had to say it, didn’t you?”

“Oh, come on, that’s a complete myth,” said Lo Meifeng.

No sooner were the words out of her mouth than they both heard a loud boom in the near distance.

“Myth, huh? You stay here. I’ll go check it out.”

“Why you?”

“Because you know it’s Chan Yu Ming. So, I might as well be the one to go deal with it.”

“What do you think she’s fighting?”

“Since the universe is mocking us, it’s probably a giant snake,” said Sen.

“Why a giant snake?”

“Because Shi Ping was complaining about them earlier. Honestly, I’d be a little disappointed if it wasn’t a giant snake. It’d feel like the universe wasn’t really trying.”

“Fine, I’ll watch the kids.”

“Thanks,” said Sen.

He took off back the way they had come earlier, moving as fast as his qinggong technique would carry him. It didn’t take him long to find Chan Yu Ming. She wasn’t being subtle. Sen was so certain that he’d find a giant snake when he arrived that it caught him off guard when he found her in a big clearing fending off half a dozen spiders that were as big as horses. He just stared at the big, creepy things for a long moment before Chan Yu Ming noticed him.

“Are you going to help or just stand there?”

“But where’s the snake?”

Chan Yu Ming lopped off part of a spider leg that got too close before gesturing with her jian. “It’s over there.”

“Yes!” shouted Sen before he charged at the ridiculously huge snake.
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Then, he thought of Master Feng. There were questions that Sen had always meant to ask the old man, about why he’d picked Sen, about why he’d never tried to ascend, but it had always seemed like there was more than enough time. Most of all, though, he asked himself what Master Feng would do in a situation like this. Sen smiled then. He felt bloody spittle drip from his bottom lip. He knew exactly what Master Feng would do. He’d make a statement. He would burn this moment into the dragon’s memory forever. So, that’s what Sen would do. He started cycling for everything. It hurt, splitting his attention that many ways, but what was pain in the face of death but a minor, very temporary, inconvenience? It wasn’t like he needed to worry about healing from it. He pushed his qi channels to their limits, feeding each cycling pattern as much qi from his core as they could handle.

Then, he started layering it all together. Weaving it all together like a rope. Forcing the strands to merge, to fuse, to become something else, something more, something terrible. He wrapped that hideous, monstrous energy around his fist. Then, he fed it his pain, his anguish, and his regrets. So many regrets. How could anyone my age have so many, he wondered. He fed it his killing intent, every last scrap of it, because why hold back in the last moments? Then, he fed it his rage. He pulled on that anger that had haunted him and hounded him. He drew on that inferno of fury until it was nothing but embers inside him, and then he drew on those. Hold nothing back, he thought. Nothing at all. While all of that had felt like it had taken forever to his battered mind, he dimly realized that he’d been in the middle of that odd, almost accelerated state of mind he fell into sometimes when fighting. He lifted his eyes and saw the dragon bearing down on him, moving almost impossibly fast even to Sen’s enhanced eyes and thoughts. Then he let his gaze drop down to the hand where he’d summed up everything he had to fight with, everything he’d had left to give, or borrow, or spend.

He couldn’t even see his hand anymore. He didn’t even think that there was a human word for the color of it. It didn’t look like a technique. It wasn’t a thing of beauty or balance. If hate could look like something, if it could take color, form, and shape, that was what was in his hand. Personified hate. Sitting in his palm was a kitten…if one that only the hells could spawn. It looked at him, fury and malicious intent in its eyes. Sen looked at that hate-kitten for the briefest of moments, and then he threw it at the dragon. The kitten yowled in rage as it hurtled toward the ancient spirit beast.

“Oh crap,” said the dragon, his eyes going wide at the sight of a technique he hadn’t seen since before the age of mankind.

The name of the technique filled Sen’s mind. Ruination Kitten.
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“I don’t want you to mistake this for mercy. You’re going to take a message back to your masters for me. Pack up and leave. The Slovenly Chicken Foot Gang is done in this city, one way or the other. If they make me do it, I’m adopting a scorched earth policy. As for you, if you think what you just went through was bad, I have things lying around that would make that seem like a restful nap. If I ever see you again, I’ll make you eat one of those things. Then, I’ll hang your blackened, rotting corpse from a wall as a warning to everyone you know and love. Do you understand me?”

The woman was shaking, and Sen didn’t think that it had anything to do with the residual poison. He gave her a smile that would offer no comfort.

“You can just nod,” he said.

The woman’s head started bobbing up and down so fast that it looked almost comical. Sen stood up and walked over to the edge of the roof. As he was getting ready to make the leap back to ground level, the woman worked up the nerve to speak.

“Who are you? Who are you really?”

Sen paused. He’d been resisting it for a while, but the world had a way of making you do things you didn’t want to do, become things you didn’t want to become. Sen decided this was just one more of those things. However much he tried to resist it, he kept finding himself drawn into situations that called for him to be something, if not precisely better, than more than Lu Sen could be on his own. He kept needing to be the kind of larger-than-life person that only existed in a story. He supposed that it was convenient that he had just such a story right at hand. It wasn’t really relevant that he was learning to hate that persona as much as he hated killing. It was the need of the moment.

“I am Bat—” Sen cut himself off and looked around with a deeply suspicious expression before continuing. “I am a generic and wholly uncopyrighted cowled vigilante.”

Sen immediately started looking around again.

“What are you looking for?” asked the completely baffled woman.

“The most dangerous enemy of all. Intellectual property lawyers.”
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“I didn’t bring you here to talk to me. I brought you here to listen,” said Sen. “Your honorable king is going to explain to you why I’m here. Why he was going to trade Chan Yu Ming to the Choi family. He’s going to tell you everything. Isn’t that right, your majesty?”

When the king didn’t say anything, Sen unleashed a little more of his killing intent. The king flinched and then cried out.

“Yes! I’ll tell them.”

“Excellent. Face them. Look them in the eyes while you tell them what you traded away your honor for. Tell them the secret that made you willing to sell off your daughter’s future.”

The king slowly pushed himself up off the floor. He stared up at Sen with a naked plea for mercy in his eyes. Sen looked back at the man with nothing but cold resolve on his face. Not finding what he wanted in Sen, the king turned to face his family. He opened his mouth and froze, feeling the point of a blade on the back of his neck.

“If you lie,” said Sen, “I will make you suffer in ways you cannot imagine.”

Sen heard the king swallow. Then, the king started speaking in a halting burst.

“I…I served red wine with fish.”

Looks of abject horror crossed the faces of the royal family. The queen’s face remained stoic, but she paled at this revelation.

“Go on,” said Sen.

“I play games on my phone instead of paying attention during meetings.”

“Father!” cried Chan Yu Ming.

“Tell them the worst thing,” ordered Sen. “Be specific.”

A look of pure and well-deserved shame crossed the king’s face. “I cut in line at the amusement park.”

Sen just shook his head. “Despicable.”

Unable to restrain his fury at the king’s deplorable behaviors, Prince Jing summoned forth the greatest punishment of all. Storming over to his father, the prince dropped the links of the chain around his father’s neck.

“Guards!” shouted the prince.

Guards marched into the room. Jing pointed at that former king.

“Take that thing away and cast it out of the palace.”

Sen didn’t quite know what to make of the happenings, so he turned to the prince. “I don’t get it. What’s a big red letter U mean?”

“Unworthy.”
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