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 What Happened Before 
 
      
 
    Long Wu Ying, a former rice farmer in the state of Shen, found himself conscripted into the army at the age of sixteen. Through a series of unfortunate encounters, Wu Ying gained the attention of an Elder of the Verdant Green Waters Sect and was admitted as an outer sect member. 
 
    Naïve and new to the world of cultivators, the ex-commoner made mistakes in protocol and angered the Elders and nobles of the sect. Forced to run an assignment for the Elder as recompense, Wu Ying encountered demon beasts, bandits, and recalcitrant guards, making friends along the way before he finally returned to the sect.  
 
    Assignment completed; Wu Ying returned to train for the annual outer sect competition. Forced to fight to keep his place as an outer sect member, Wu Ying angered Yin Xue, the noble son of the lord who holds dominion over Wu Ying’s village. In the final rounds of the competition, Wu Ying faced Yin Xue in single combat to win one of eight spots available in the inner sect that year. Wu Ying was joined by Tou He, his ex-monk friend. 
 
    As one of the weakest inner sect members, Wu Ying’s journey as a cultivator has just begun. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The peace of the lush, green slopes was broken by the chorus of bells, rousing Wu Ying from his cultivation. The bells were a reminder for the cultivators of the Verdant Green Waters Sect of the time of day. Each bell was beautiful, harmoniously tinkling along to the sounds of the never-ending rush of water from the glacier-fed waterfalls. 
 
    Wu Ying stood, dusting off his robes as he walked out of the courtyard of his building. While there was a quarter hour left before the start of classes, Wu Ying resided in the smallest, meanest, and most remote house for inner sect members. It would take him the quarter hour to arrive at the classroom—if he did not wish to arrive looking as though he had been run over. 
 
    “Breakfast, lord?” Ah Yee said, holding up a tray.  
 
    “No, thank you. Not today. And please, stop calling me lord,” Wu Ying said, his stomach a little knot of tension. Even if he was an inner sect member now, he was still a peasant and being called a lord did not feel right to him. 
 
    “Of course, Lord Long.” Ah Yee bowed again before moving out of Wu Ying’s way.  
 
    The cultivator sighed and left his house, striding off up the mountain. As much as he tried to correct his servant, the woman was as stubborn as he was. Even outlining the ways he was not a lord—Wu Ying was no nobleman, no Core Cultivator, no magistrate—had done nothing. But if Ah Yee thought he would give up, she would be surprised. Wu Ying was a farmer, and the one thing all farmers had was stubbornness. You had to be if you did not want to starve. 
 
     Wu Ying looked around the quiet, dusty trail that led to his house and smiled. The building which housed him was more luxury than Wu Ying had ever experienced in his life. How quickly he was adapting to the new level of luxury did surprise him, and Wu Ying felt somewhat guilty as he reflected upon his dingy, three-bay family home. Still, the money he was now sending back would improve the lives of his parents. If he could, Wu Ying hoped to find some medicine to aid in the healing of his father’s leg, giving him back full mobility. But it was a faint hope for now. Any medicine that could fix decades-old injuries on a Body Cleanser would be ruinously expensive, even for an inner sect member like him. 
 
    As Wu Ying hurried along the pathway, the cultivator turned his thoughts away from his family to more immediate concerns. Among them, the most pressing—arriving on time. The Verdant Green Waters Sect covered the full expanse of an enmormous mountain, and the numerous buildings, including the lecture halls, spread across a wide area. The outer sect members lived on the lower levels of the mountain with their lodging, dining halls, and services located below. But for inner sect members, their requirements lay higher on the mountain where the important buildings were located. 
 
    Each building Wu Ying passed was constructed of expensive hardwood and adorned with detailed carvings along their multi-inclined, partitioned roofs. This gave the buildings a graceful, sweeping stature and ensured that the buildings stayed cool during the humid summer months. Everywhere Wu Ying looked, he spotted members of the outer sect toiling, caring for the beautiful architecture and grounds. The outer sect members undertook the menial jobs, from sweeping the roads to patching worn paintjobs to carrying supplies, that kept the sect functioning and beautiful.  
 
    Soon enough, the cultivator came to a fork in the road and took the right fork. The left led farther up, but for today, the mid-levels of the inner sect portion were where he needed to be. At the turn-off, Wu Ying met a familiar face. 
 
    “Tou He!” Wu Ying greeted his bald, ex-monk friend.  
 
    The smiling man, clad in his orange monk robes, bowed to Wu Ying. That the youngster still managed to wear his old affiliate robes in the middle of the sect spoke to both the influence of his sponsoring elder and the general respect proffered onto the religious organization. 
 
    “Wu Ying. You’re here too,” Tou He said with a smile. 
 
    “Isn’t that my line? You have been gone for weeks now,” Wu Ying said. “What happened?” 
 
    “Nothing major,” Tou He replied, scratching the top of his shorn head. “My sponsor felt I needed more training.” 
 
    “More training?” Wu Ying’s eyebrows rose in surprise.  
 
    Tou He was one of the most natural martial prodigies Wu Ying had ever seen—if not the most. Without even trying, Tou He managed to achieve levels of understanding of martial styles others clawed and struggled their way toward. Tou He had managed to enter the inner sect in his first year, all the while doing the least amount of work possible. 
 
    “Yes. We had to face a number of demon beasts on the expedition,” Tou He explained as the pair headed toward the lecture halls. “A culling on the Huang Roh Forest. The local lord paid for our involvement, and the Elder was interested in a particular demon stone. We had to trek inward for nearly a week before we found traces of the beast.” 
 
    “Sounds exciting,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Not really. Oh, there were fights, but it was mostly a lot of walking and camping. The only good thing was the amount of demon meat we were able to eat.” A smile lit up the ex-monk’s face. “Have you ever tried third-stage demon boar?” At Wu Ying’s shake of his head, Tou He continued. “It’s so much better than second-stage. The taste is richer and deeper and the fat—” 
 
    Wu Ying chuckled as Tou He regaled him about the meat they’d eaten. At the lecture hall, Wu Ying led Tou He around the corner, heading for a side entrance which led them to the top of the hall itself. The rafters were mostly empty, just a few other individuals were present. The vast majority of the inner sect members who were attending the lecture were downstairs, where they were more likely to hear and be heard better.  
 
    “What’s this lecture about?” Tou He asked softly. 
 
    Wu Ying chuckled, as he was not the one who was out of the loop. Liu Tsong had spent the first few days of his initiation, after Wu Ying had recovered, ensuring he completed all the bureaucratic necessities correctly this time. Along the way, Wu Ying had also managed to learn more about the way the inner sect worked. 
 
    “It’s one of the introductory lectures,” Wu Ying said. “How are you here if you didn’t know about it?” 
 
    “I was following everyone else. What’s an introductory lecture?”  
 
    “You know how there are three kinds of lectures?” Wu Ying said, and Tou He shook his head. “Well, there are the private lectures, which are only accessible if the Elder invites you. Those are generally meant for those who are already a disciple of the Elder. Then there are the paid lectures. Those Elders lecture on the topics of their expertise, but those lectures are open to more students and are less personal. 
 
    “Lastly, there are the public introductory lectures. The Elders rotate constantly as the lectures are repeats. But they’re a good introduction to the various occupations, fighting styles, and introductory knowledge a serious cultivator requires.” 
 
    “And this is an introductory lecture,” Tou He said as the pair took seats. The lecture hall was a small half-oval with two levels facing the simple stage. “To what?” 
 
    “Cultivation in the Energy Storage phase,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    Since the sect was not a school and the intake of new members to the inner sect was sparse, the introductory lectures were never set up to cater to the new members. Instead, new inner sect members were expected to work with their sponsoring Elders or other senior members to brush up on what they needed to know. Of course, introductory lectures to the basics of each occupation happened too, but those were often scattered throughout the year as demand built up. 
 
    “Who’s lecturing?” 
 
    Before Wu Ying could showcase his ignorance, their lecturer walked onstage. Wu Ying’s eyes widened then narrowed as he mentally chided himself. Of course Fairy Yang was the most likely candidate. Not only was this lecture extremely basic, the Fairy was also the newest Elder in the sect. Such menial duties would obviously fall to her.  
 
    Yang Fa Yuan was the youngest, most famous Elder in the Sect. Most of her infamy came from her beauty—her pale, fair skin was set off by long lashes and lustrous black hair, a delicate jaw, and a shapely, long-limbed figure. Her title of Fairy was undutiable and unargueable, and many a cultivator had spent hours daydreaming about the cold, imperious beauty. 
 
    “Today’s lecture is about the beginnings of Energy Storage and its differences from cultivation in the Body Cleansing stage. For those who have advanced to the later stages, this lecture is of little benefit.” Fa Yuan paused, obviously waiting for a few cultivators, who stood up and left. Her gaze grew colder as it swept over the members of nobility who stayed before moving to the rafters and spotting Wu Ying and group. As his senior and another student sponsored by Elder Cheng, the pair had a more intimate connection than most. 
 
    “Energy Storage, unlike the Body Cleansing stage of cultivation, is significantly more dangerous. This is because the Energy Storage meridians in a cultivator’s body are entirely closed off, unlike the twelve meridians which are opened during the Body Cleansing stage. As such, to open each new meridian, a cultivator must use additional chi to breach and cleanse these meridians,” Fa Yuan said. “Use too little and a cultivator faces backlash from the backflow of chi into their dantian and meridians. Use too much and you can damage your energy meridian.” 
 
    The soft scrape of ink on paper resounded through the hall as cultivators took notes. Wu Ying sat forward, hands clasped as he listened intently. Thus far, the Fairy had not said anything he had not known, though his lack of notes was also due to his lack of funds. Tou He was quietly turning prayer beads in his hand as he listened. 
 
    “Now, the amount of energy used varies greatly depending on the type and aspect of one’s chi. This is why the presence of an Elder is always recommended during the first attempt at breaking into the Energy Storage stage,” Fa Yuan said. “However, time has shown certain truths. Using the Yellow Emperor’s Cultivation method, it can be deduced that for the majority, double the amount of chi used to break the twelfth meridian is required to open the first Energy Storage meridian. 
 
    “As to which meridian to open first, it is, of course, a matter of your cultivation style. However, many styles have multiple routes of opening. This is unlike Core creation stages, where the development of your Core is specified in exacting steps. In light of this, the Energy Storage channels and their uses are as follows…” 
 
    Wu Ying made sure to listen and memorize as best he could. Much of this knowledge was theoretical, but knowledge could always bring a moment of enlightenment. Still, a part of Wu Ying noted his need to speed up his own cultivation. As a Body Cleanser 8, he was the weakest cultivator in the inner sect by at least one level. While it was unlikely he would be driven from the inner sect, a lack of progress in the next year would definitely carry penalties. 
 
      
 
    An hour later, the lecture was complete. As Wu Ying got ready to leave, he straightened in surprise as a voice entered his ear. 
 
    “Come down. We should speak,” Fa Yuan said, sending her voice to his ear via spiritual communication.  
 
    It was the first time Wu Ying had experienced this form of communication, but he found himself nodding automatically. 
 
    “I have to meet Elder Yang,” Wu Ying informed Tou He. 
 
    “No problem. I need to visit the inner administration hall,” Tou He said. “See you there?” 
 
    “Possibly. It depends on what Elder Yang desires,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    Tou He nodded of course, and the pair split up, Wu Ying making his way down the stairs to the edge of the stage. As he walked up to the Fairy, he felt the jealous stares of the nobles who had hung behind, not daring to approach the Elder directly. 
 
    “Elder Yang,” Wu Ying said, bowing in greeting. 
 
    “Junior Long.” Fa Yuan’s words caused a stir among the inner sect members, many who did not know of their relationship. Gazes grew even more heated as Fa Yuan continued. “Elder Cheng has left for the time being. He has mentioned you might require some help during this period.” 
 
    Wu Ying bowed again, smiling. Elder Cheng was considered somewhat eccentric, his belief in fate sometimes trumping what many would consider common sense. That he even mentioned this matter to Fa Yuan was unusual and probably indicated Elder Cheng still thought he owed Wu Ying some minor karma. “Thank you, Elder Yang. I would be grateful for any assistance you might offer.” 
 
    “Very well,” Fa Yuan said approvingly. “Come. I have much to do. Now, tell me. Have you chosen your supporting occupation?” 
 
    “No, Elder,” Wu Ying said. “I… well, I’m still learning of them.” 
 
    Fa Yuan hummed in thought as the pair walked out of the lecture hall and turned toward the peak of the mountain. “Choosing a good supporting occupation is important. While certain prodigies or well-resourced individuals might be able to progress in two or three supporting occupations, for most, mastering a single occupation is their limit. A wise choice now can avoid heartaches in the future.” 
 
    “Yes, Elder.” 
 
    “Of the numerous supporting occupations available in the kingdom, the Verdant Green Waters Sect has expertise only in a few. Blacksmithing, pill refining, and martial specialists have significant numbers of experts in the Sect,” Fa Yuan said. “In addition, Elder Wang is a famous celestial formation master of the fourth ring. He is the one who upkeeps the defensive formations around the Sect.” 
 
    Wu Ying let his gaze roam over the surroundings. Of course, not being trained in celestial formations, he could not pick out the numerous changes to the landscape. Many long-term defensive formations were achieved by altering the natural landscapes of a location rather than the use of temporary formation flags. As the formations were part of the natural landscape, it was impossible for anyone untrained to spot their locations until they were activated.  
 
    “We no longer have a vibrant Spirit Beast taming section, mostly due to the loss of Elder Cho. His death, along with his primary students, in the war a decade ago has impacted the department significantly,” Fa Yuan said, a slight frown creasing her face. “Thus far, we have yet to find a suitable replacement for the Elder. Do any of the ones mentioned interest you?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Wu Ying said truthfully. “I have heard pill refining is both lucrative and useful in cultivation.” 
 
    “It is,” Fa Yuan said. “But it is also an extremely costly occupation. To gain expertise in pill refinement, you must be willing to fail numerous times at production. Countless herbs and Cores are wasted by new pill refiners. Can you afford such a loss?” 
 
    Wu Ying’s face fell at her words. Fa Yuan was correct. He did not have the background to become a pill refiner, as he lacked both knowledge and funds.  
 
    “Think carefully not only about what might be easily accessible when choosing your secondary occupation but also about your final Dao. Your supporting occupation must contribute to your Dao, not subtract from it. Too many fail at the final stage because of missteps along the way,” Fa Yuan said, stopping as they came to a crossroads. Down one street, the inner sect library resided. The other street led toward where the Elders resided. “Research before we speak again on this matter.” 
 
    “Thank you, Elder,” Wu Ying said, bowing.  
 
    She nodded and turned, kicking lightly on the ground and moving up the hill at blinding speed with little effort. Left alone, Wu Ying turned his head from side to side, considering joining his friend or taking action on Fa Yuan’s advice. In the end, Wu Ying sighed and strode toward the library.  
 
    Tou He would understand. Wu Ying had no time to waste if he was to develop himself. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The inner sect library was built similarly to the outer sect library except it was nearly half as large, with three floors of scrolls and books ranging from basic historic texts to treatises about specific cultivation styles. Unlike the outer sect library, numerous scholars were working inside and happy to speak with and aid Wu Ying’s search. 
 
    Interestingly enough, Elder Ko, who Wu Ying had assumed was the library head for the outer sect library, was actually the Elder in charge of all libraries as he had learnt over the previous months. He transited between each library as needed, arranging for replacement attendants and scholars and taking consultation requests when he was present. Of course, other Elders also worked in the library, but Elder Ko was a fixture and perhaps the most well-liked. Numerous cultivators owed their ongoing success to his guidance. 
 
    “Looking to learn about supporting occupations?” the attendant said, stroking his long beard as Wu Ying approached him. The middle-aged scholar smiled. “How about being a scholar? We always need young blood.” 
 
    “Thank you, Senior, but I don’t know enough to know if such a path is suitable,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Ah, but you know enough to come to the library!” the bearded attendant said with a smile. “That is the heart of a good scholar—the search for knowledge. It is here, in our libraries, where you will find the sum of human knowledge.” 
 
    “Yes, Senior. Still, I would like to do some study first,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Ah, very well. Let me see. Khoo’s treatise on the five occupations should be a good start,” the attendant said.  
 
    Together, the pair wandered into the vaulted library, browsing the volumes on the bottom floor, which consisted of mundane manuals. Unfortunately, finding a document or book which listed the full variety of supporting occupations available to an individual was impossible. At best, some treatises discussed the differences and benefits of each occupation in comparison to another, but for the vast majority, the best Wu Ying and the helpful attendant could do was pull introductory manuals. 
 
    Numerous books were available for the main occupations in the sect, but soon enough, Wu Ying found himself burdened with other documents detailing minor occupations the Sect had once hosted or which an Elder currently practiced and hoped to expand upon. There were many such minor occupations, like scholars, dancers, musicians, gatherers, and more. The skills provided by each of these supporting occupations could make a cultivator more powerful and also guide their eventual Dao.  
 
    “Are you sure I can take these?” Wu Ying said, eyes wide. 
 
    “Of course. These are not cultivation manuals,” the scholar said. “We have multiple copies of all these documents. Though if you fail to return these copies, you will be required to copy a new document. To our standards.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded quickly, acknowledging the threat. Considering these were all trained scholars, the required level of reproduction would be painful. It was a good threat too—while the vast majority of the books he was reading looked to be print block[1] productions, copying one by hand would be arduous and a waste of time. Of course, certain publications, like actual cultivation manuals, were mainly handwritten. Outside of the basic Yellow Emperor’s Body Cleansing Cultivation manual, which was distributed to all villagers, cultivation manuals were secret. Producing a printing press copy of these works would be anathema to the very idea of secrecy.  
 
    Seated at his table, Wu Ying read through the works before him. He first focused on the main occupations available in the Sect, finding the documentation profound and in-depth. Each manual obviously had its own bias, pushing the reader toward blacksmithing or pill refining or even combat specialization. And, in so doing, highlighted the flaws of focusing on each of those styles. 
 
    Pill refining was, as noted by Elder Yang, highly expensive. There were two major areas of expertise a pill refiner needed to acquire. Firstly, the knowledge and understanding of the various herbs and alchemical components that went into a pill. Secondly, the actual process of refining a pill and the techniques in doing so. Failure in either portion spelled failure in the pill concoction. It was the reason even the lowest-grade spiritual pill was so expensive—one was not just paying for the material of the pill itself but all the failed pill concoctions in the past and all the failed pill concoctions in the refiner’s future. 
 
    For most individuals, the first step in pill refinement was studying herbs. In the Sect, beginning pill refiners were assigned to work in the pill dispensary as gophers, picking out requested herbs from the storage rooms. In this way, beginning pill refiners could gain access to and view the herbs while having a more senior cultivator watch over their picks. 
 
    “So not impossible,” Wu Ying said softly to himself. While he might not have the funds to purchase the herbs, he could spend his time building up the knowledge of the herbs. A potential avenue for development. 
 
    The biggest advantage pill refiners had over most other major occupations was their versatility. Both talented blacksmiths and pill refiners could expect to make significant amount of taels with their skills. But pill refiners could create concoctions which helped one’s cultivation journey, which cleansed poisons or healed bodies. Pills could strengthen an individual’s fighting prowess or expand an attribute, providing greater benefits. At the later stages, common concoctions helped cultivators expand their senses, becoming one with the Dao and aiding them in gaining enlightenment. 
 
    Blacksmiths, on the other hand, were more limited. In general, there were two kinds of specialized blacksmiths among cultivators—armorers and weaponsmiths. Of course, in the initial period, a beginner blacksmith would learn both forms and practice his overall craft. Blacksmiths were in constant demand, as the weapons they made added to a cultivator’s strength. In addition, blacksmithing was significantly cheaper to begin—failed products could be reforged a number of times.  
 
    “Though I’m not sure I’d like to buy a reforged sword,” Wu Ying said. He recalled the cheap weapons he had seen—pitted weapons or those with a slight bend to them. Trash weapons were often sold to peasant farmers who either did not know better or, in some cases, had no choice but to buy them. The idea of making something like that pained Wu Ying, though he shook away his doubts for now.  
 
    Blacksmithing was an option, but because of its lower cost and requirements mentally, it also was more popular than pill refining. It also required a significant amount of physical strength and a fire attribute in their chi. If Wu Ying wanted to become a true blacksmith, then he would have to commit to being a fire chi user. 
 
    As for martial specialists, they were the most dangerous individuals. At later stages, martial specialists could specialize even further into team battle formations or army battle formations, becoming the leaders of numerous individuals. Such individuals could multiply the effectiveness of individual cultivators by numerous times. Individually, martial specialists often became a sect’s Protector, the individuals tasked with the overall safety of the Sect. Until then, martial specialists had a difficult time progressing their cultivation, as they had no special skills to provide additional funds to develop their cultivation. This led to numerous deaths among martial specialists as they took on dangerous missions to gain the funds and cultivation resources they required. 
 
    Between his initial study of the Long family sword style and his own experiences, Wu Ying knew he leaned toward being a martial specialist. While most cultivators had to know how to fight, martial specialists were the dedicated and gifted. And Wu Ying feared this was where he failed. Unlike his friend Tou He, Wu Ying was not particularly gifted. Oh, he was better than most at his level, there was no doubt. But in his heart of hearts, Wu Ying knew it was due to constant practice rather than any particular spark of genius. 
 
    “The library is closing.” The voice interrupted Wu Ying’s musings. 
 
    The cultivator set aside the books he had read for storage and took the pile of other books with him, storing them away as he made his way back to his residence. Right now, none of the main secondary occupations drew Wu Ying. Perhaps somewhere in the pile of documents, Wu Ying might find something of more use. While progressing on a well-supported occupation was easier initially, as Elder Yang had mentioned, one’s Dao was more important. Choose wrong now and you could lose the opportunity to ascend. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Over the next few days, Wu Ying spent his time enclosed in his residence, alternating between cultivation and study. Ah Yee was tasked with the work of alerting Wu Ying of any useful lectures as they appeared, allowing Wu Ying to focus entirely on study. 
 
    Some occupations were easy enough to discard. He didn’t have the time or desire to become a physician for example. Or a dancer. Music as a supporting occupation was intriguing, but it required a certain level of skill and talent to allow music to become a weapon. While Wu Ying could—and did—sing during the harvest and spring festivals, he had never been lauded for his ability. He had a farmer’s voice—acceptable in groups, pitiful alone. As for instruments, theirs had never been a family of music. 
 
    Other occupations had some intriguing possibilities. Scholarship required little from its students in the beginning. It was an arduous and long journey though, with the amount of knowledge one must accumulate ever increasing. But it did have the secondary advantage of allowing one to potentially sit for the kingdom examinations[2], a decent backup plan if there ever was one. Certainly it was a way for Wu Ying to be near his family and stay in the kingdom if he failed to progress in his studies as a cultivator. 
 
    Celestial formations was another intriguing area. The documentation provided was sparse, insufficient for Wu Ying to truly grasp. But it seemed to require both a talent in that area and a willingness to spend long hours studying the natural world. Still, the powers a formation power could provide were significant. What Wu Ying did learn was how there were two types of formations—those which were custom-built, like the sect’s defensive formation, and those which were created from pre-made formation flags, transportable to numerous locations but significantly less powerful. 
 
    Beast taming was impossible, even if intriguing. Wu Ying liked animals, but without a proper guide, it was not an area he could explore. And liking animals was vastly different from dedicating oneself to the care and development of them through one’s existence. Other occupations, like fortune telling, toolmaking, and puppet mastery, were not practiced in the sect anymore, even if their books were present. 
 
    Then, of course, were the “mundane” or “common” supporting occupations that were made more exotic through the use of spiritual power and their handling of spiritual items. Spirit stone miners traversed deep mines, often in the most dangerous wilderness locations, to mine spirit veins and pull forth naturally occurring spirit-infused stone. Wu Ying was even more amused when he found reference to spirit farmers—farmers who worked with chi-infused rice, herbs, and other vegetables. Eating those ingredients along with demon beast meat—hunted by both martial specialists and demon beast hunters—could boost a cultivator’s absorption rate of chi. 
 
    Wu Ying sighed and tossed the latest book with its allusions to demon beast hunters onto the table in his office, crossing his arms in exasperation. “Does every occupation feel the need to add ‘spirit’ in front of its name to make it more prestigious?”  
 
    “Just about.”  
 
    Wu Ying spun around to see Liu Tsong leaning against the wall. The smiling female cultivator was clad in the willowy robes of the inner sect, setting off her slim, almost boyish figure.  
 
    “Senior!” Wu Ying jumped up and bowed to her. “I did not know you were here.”  
 
    “Ah Yee must be out. I knocked but received no answer, so I came in,” Liu Tsong said. “But most occupations desire to be seen as more prestigious. And with the thousand and one daos in the universe, most occupations can locate some prestigious cultivator or immortal to back up their claims.” 
 
    Wu Ying crossed his arms as anger washed over him. How foolish was it to reach into the past and borrow the name of an immortal to raise one’s work? If the work itself was not good enough in your own eyes, then only misery would accompany your existence for no external validation would ever be enough. The rain clouds did not ask if the farmer approved; they came or not as they desired.  
 
    “Some occupations make a better case than others, of course. And some, like pill refining, demon beast taming, and blacksmithing, are inextricably linked to cultivation. Others are secondary.” 
 
    Wu Ying glanced over the manuals. “Does Senior have any recommendations?” 
 
    “So formal,” Liu Tsong mocked Wu Ying. “There is no harm in specializing as a martial specialist in the beginning while familiarizing yourself with the various occupations offered. Even if you never take it further, knowing the basics of blacksmithing and pill refining is beneficial.” 
 
    “I guess it could not hurt to check out the various occupations,” Wu Ying said, realization seeping in that research did not need to occur only in the library. “Thank you for your guidance.” 
 
    “Good. Good,” Liu Tsong said with a smile. “Now remember, speak with the administrative hall first! If you wish to begin with pill refinement, you should try for an assignment at the pharmacy, but many vie for those. Without sufficient favor or an Elder’s backing, you can forget about receiving a role there.” 
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    “Do not look so down. You merely have to study properly. It might be slower, but spending time studying the basics will reinforce your learning,” Liu Tsong said. “Also, during the winter period, many vie for a place in the pharmacy. But it’s the worst time to be there because the number of new refiners are at its peak.” 
 
    “Isn’t that good? More work?” Wu Ying said, confused. 
 
    “More of the same kind of work. Everyone is trying to make the same Bone Cleansing, Meridian Opening, Spirit Strengthening pills. After you pull the herbs for the tenth time, you’ll be able to recognize them with your eyes closed. Then there are the frost binding, chill warding, ice warding pills.” 
 
    “Bitter much?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    Liu Tsong gave her friend a wry smile. “Yes. I got ‘lucky’ too. You’re so busy you never get a chance to look at the other stored herbs. Spring and summer often sees many of the beginner refiners, the overconfident ones, give up. Then there are more seasonal pills too, so your running is wider too.” 
 
    “The weather makes a difference?” Wu Ying said curiously. 
 
    “Of course! Drawing in the right chi is important for the proper development of certain pills. You could set up or use spirit formations to regulate the chi and environment, but those rooms are expensive to rent from the Sect. Better to plan your production around the seasons,” Liu Tsong said.  
 
    Wu Ying nodded, grateful for the wisdom the woman imparted.  
 
    “Now, if you’re serious about learning, you should purchase a copy of the Principles and Species of Roots and Herbs[3].”  
 
    “Is it available at the library?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    Liu Tsong shook her head. “Only a few copies, and those are not annotated. You need to pick up your own and begin annotating it. While it is comprehensive, there are mistakes in the work itself, as well as much that isn’t covered.” 
 
    “Oh. Do you have one?” When Liu Tsong indicated she did, Wu Ying asked thoughtlessly, “Can I borrow it then?” 
 
    “No!” Liu Tsong crossed her arms. “Would you show others your cultivation manual?”  
 
    Wu Ying winced and bowed low, offering profuse apologies. A moment later, he felt a light smack over the top of his head.  
 
    “Get up. I know you didn’t mean anything from it. But it’s still not something a refiner will ever show.” 
 
    “Yes, Senior.” 
 
    “Good. Now, make sure to come to my class in a week.” 
 
    “Your class?” 
 
    “Well, really, my Master’s. But because it’s for beginners, she has assigned me the task of showcasing the basics of herbology,” Liu Tsong said, preening a little. 
 
    “Congratulations, Senior. I’ll be sure to come. With my own copy of the compendium.” 
 
    “Good, good. Now, what else have you been up to?” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    Soon enough, the pair fell into the usual gossip of sect life. But in the back of Wu Ying’s mind was the desire to progress both his cultivation and secondary occupations.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The clang of hammers beating on iron rang through the building as the sweltering heat from the active forges made the cultivators sweat during this winter day. Two days after Wu Ying’s talk with Liu Tsong, he registered and squeezed himself into the most recent batch of blacksmithing students. There were, in fact, two different classes starting today. One group, consisting mostly of inner sect members, stood to the side and listened to the senior blacksmith as he explained their objectives for the day. All of those individuals had prior experience with blacksmithing and were now being given a series of projects to complete to gauge their level of expertise. 
 
    Wu Ying was in the other group, one consisting of a couple of his fellow newcomers to the inner sect and a few outer sect members. As Wu Ying looked around, he was amused to note that unlike the willowy, pale scholar appearance—which was the norm among the sect—many of the blacksmiths were muscular and stout. In fact, the blacksmith speaking to them was bare-chested, his sect robes tied off around his lower body as sweat gleamed off his pectorals and collected on wiry, dark chest hairs. 
 
    “You lot have indicated interest in blacksmithing. Just because you are interested does not mean we are in you,” the blacksmith growled. “I, Gan Ji Ang[4], will see to your suitability. Each of you will be assigned a forge bellows to work. You will work the bellows for the day, following the directions of the assigned blacksmith. If you fail, if you stop, you will be removed from the class. Do you understand?” 
 
    The chorus of agreements made Ji Ang smile, his scruffy short beard, pocked with burnt spots, pulling against his lips. The blacksmith assigned the various students to forges. Wu Ying found himself deep in the building and far away from the open doors. As he walked farther in, Wu Ying felt sweat breaking out across his body under the intense heat. 
 
    “Hot…” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “You’re not fire aspected,” the cultivator who walked up said. This cultivator was broader than most scholars, but not overly muscled like the older blacksmiths. However, Wu Ying could sense the cultivator was strong, at least in the middle level of the Energy Storage stage. 
 
    “No,” Wu Ying said, surprised the other had noticed. Ever since he had begun practicing the Aura Strengthening technique, few others than Elders could accurately grasp his cultivation. 
 
    “Then make sure to drink a lot of water,” the cultivator said. “I do not need you fainting on me while I work.” 
 
    “Yes, Senior. This junior is Long Wu Ying,” Wu Ying said, bowing. 
 
    “Wang Bao Cong.” The blacksmith walked around the forge a bit before turning to Wu Ying. “Go gather more coal. Quickly!” 
 
    By the time Wu Ying managed to return with the coal—after asking for directions to the charcoal storage—Bao Cong had finished his inspection of his work area. In short order, Bao Cong ordered Wu Ying to shovel in more coal and pump the bellows. As Wu Ying worked, Bao Cong laid out the raw iron to be melted down and reshaped. 
 
    “Listen well. I need you to raise and keep the fire at a high temperature for most of it, and we’ll be raising the temperature even higher later. Do not slack off and keep working the bellows. I will inform you when to stop or when to increase your efforts,” Bao Cong warned Wu Ying. 
 
    Over the next few hours, Wu Ying worked under the direction of Bao Cong. Soon, even Wu Ying’s muscular arms ached as sweat dribbled down his face. Wu Ying soon learnt to keep the water skin close by, ready for use when he had a brief break. Out of the corners of his eyes, Wu Ying paid as close attention as he could to the entire process. 
 
    Blacksmithing consisted of a few parts. He began by melting the raw iron and tossing away the slag, the unneeded portion of metal. Afterward, Bao Cong placed the molten iron in molds, allowing the iron to cool into ingots, ready for working. Once the ingots had cooled enough, Bao Cong would begin the actual process of blacksmithing by heating the metal in the forge before pounding the metal into shape. Over the next few hours, Bao Cong would pull out the metal, hammer it flat, then reheat the metal when it cooled too far, striking the iron ingot into the shape he required. 
 
    At first, Wu Ying found the entire process fascinating. But soon, the cultivator grew bored. Lacking proper education or an explanation, Wu Ying did not understand why Bao Cong pulled out the metal at certain times, beat on it and returned the metal to the forge at others. While Wu Ying could tell Bao Cong was striking the metal at specific angles, he could not understand what those angles were, the rhythm of motion, or why the other cultivator frowned and returned the metal to the forge. 
 
    As no explanation was ever provided, Wu Ying found his attention waning. He kept one ear out for orders from Bao Cong, content to keep working the forge bellows as instructed, acting almost on automatic. Mostly though, he felt back into his mind, looking for and locating his dantian.  
 
    The lower dantian was where Wu Ying’s chi was mainly stored, flowing in circles and contained in the nebulous space beneath and behind his navel. There, the chi—that force of nature and creation—Wu Ying had gathered and made his own flowed, entering his meridians and traversing the pathways of energy of his body. Most of this was done automatically, as simply and unconsciously as his heartbeat.  
 
    Cultivation was the the act of channeling that chi in an active manner. Drawing chi into his body from the external world, making it part of his existence, and using it to cleanse clogged and dirty meridians. Properly done, the process was both a filtering and cleansing process, like filtering water and using that new clean water to wash drainage pipes that had been dirtied by repeated use. Since most external chi was aspected in one form or another, it was important for an individual to alter that chi and make it his own, transforming that chi in his body. 
 
    At the Body Cleansing stage, a cultivator like Wu Ying had few uses for chi other than to cleanse and strengthen his body. Each cleansed meridian increased his strength as it allowed more chi to be used in even the most casual of motions. Of course, to cleanse a meridian, one must have sufficient chi to flood the cleansed meridian, or it would once again require cleansing. 
 
    In either case, for the vast majority of cultivators, cultivation was done while being still. The concentration and care required to move chi through one’s body was so great, they dared not do so while moving. A mistake while cultivating could injure or potentially cripple a cultivator, especially if said cultivator was soaking in chi from a moment of enlightenment. But due to previous training, Wu Ying was not one of those individuals. 
 
    In fact, Wu Ying often found it beneficial to cultivate while moving. His preference was to be running, moving to new areas of fresh chi. As such, being in the forge and working the bellows was less optimal. But, to Wu Ying’s surprise, the constant flames released a significant amount of fire chi into the air, along with threads of metal chi. Wu Ying worked to absorb and strain this chi through his dantian, concentrating and forcing the aspected chi out and keeping the unaspected amount within his body. This process of straining the chi was taxing on mind and body, forcing Wu Ying to drink water in ever greater amounts. 
 
    Over the next few hours, the pair worked together. When Bao Chang finished his first piece and moved on to another project, Wu Ying stayed by the forge, working the bellows in companionable silence. The pair began to move in sync, Wu Ying unconsciously gaining a rough understanding of Bao Chang and his needs. It was, if Wu Ying took the time to analyze the matter, more an understanding of Bao Chang’s body language and how he looked at and interacted with the steel than an understanding of the process itself.  
 
    As the day drew to a close, Bao Chang finally quenched his last project. After setting the piece beside the other projects, he turned to Wu Ying and instructed the cultivator on how to bank the forge. Wu Ying slowed then stopped his cultivation, stretching sore muscles and unkinking his back as he stood up fully. 
 
    “Good. Now, put the rest of the coal inside there and—what is that smell?” Bao Chang exclaimed as he neared Wu Ying.  
 
    Bao Chang stepped back, holding his forearm to his nose as he desperately breathed through his mouth. As Bao Cang was no longer focused solely on his work, the pervasive stench of Wu Ying’s cultivation sweat, flash-dried in the heat of the forge, began to tell. It was a mixture of rotten eggs, overturned manure, pus, and stagnant swamp water, all baked and concentrated.  
 
    “Ah… that’d be me.” Wu Ying’s own nose wrinkled as he opened the rafter windows wider. 
 
    “Cultivating while working the forge. And not even as a fire chi user,” Ji Ang said, his voice mild as he strode over. “An interesting use of your time in my forge.” 
 
    “Elder.” Wu Ying bowed to the other, his motion copied by Bao Chang. 
 
    “It took you two long enough to finish. All the others are done,” Ji Ang said, gesturing around the forge.  
 
    At a glance, Wu Ying could not spot any of the cultivators he had entered the forge with in the morning. Not that the forge was empty. Other blacksmiths had taken over the forge spots, working on their own projects.  
 
    “Let us see what you have here,” Ji Ang said. 
 
    Wu Ying started to approach before he received a pair of glares. Embarrassed, the cultivator hung back while still peering at the three projects Bao Chang had worked upon that day. The first was a simple straight knife, one which lacked a hilt at this time. It had a full tang running down the slight arch which made up the guard of the knife. The second was an open-faced pot-helm Wu Ying knew was made of two pieces hammered together with a third strip of iron solidified over the weld. The last piece was perhaps the prettiest of the three—the blade of a jian. Even from this angle, Wu Ying could tell the sword was a notch better quality than the pieces that he had worked with before he entered the sect.  
 
    Ji Ang took his time in checking the pieces. He checked them for burs and unfinished spots, for weight and distortions. For the sword, he even bent the blade with his bare hands before releasing the blade and checking its angle again. While Ji Ang went over the projects, Bao Chang watched the Elder, his face a mask of impassiveness. But from behind him, Wu Ying saw how the cultivator clenched his fists, how they tightened whenever Ji Ang stopped or peered at something more closely. 
 
    Ji Ang put the projects aside. “Barely adequate. The tempering work could be done better. Heat distribution was barely acceptable. The iron you used was not purified properly. And you are using the most simplistic of hammering techniques for all three. It would have been better to use the Three Leaf technique for the dagger and the Seven Wind and Two Blossom technique for the sword. As for your helm, well, for a peasant, it would be acceptable. No one else would wear such an ugly piece.” 
 
    “Yes, Elder,” Bao Chang said, bowing his head as he was reprimanded. 
 
    “Take your pieces and give them to the shop. They will price and sell them for you. Come back tomorrow. We will work on your technique,” Ji Ang said, waving.  
 
    Bao Chang bowed, taking hold of the three pieces. Wu Ying tilted his head sideways at the Elder’s words before he remembered the works completed by the blacksmiths were their property. All blacksmiths paid the rental of the forge with sect contribution points and could elect to pay for materials with their points or with real money. Because of this, the materials and final products were considered theirs. 
 
    Wu Ying’s musings were cut short as Ji Ang turned toward him, staring at the cultivator. “You are unaspected, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, Elder.” 
 
    “Mmm… fire aspects are good for the actual act of forging. But do not be misled. It’s not required. Metal aspects are extremely useful as well—the resonance with ores and metals provide a blacksmith a strong base.” 
 
    “Thank you for your advice, Elder.” 
 
    “Good. Now as for your work,” Ji Ang said, scowling. “Who told you to cultivate?” 
 
    “I… well…. No one, Elder.” 
 
    “Fool. Your job was not just to last the day but to learn! Did you grasp the difference in the color of the coals? Did you see how much of a difference the temperature and airflow you provided mattered? How about when Bao Chang pulled out his work?” 
 
    “But I couldn’t tell!” 
 
    “Of course not! Did you expect to learn how to do it immediately? Learning is a matter of repeated attempts. The more you pay attention, the faster you learn. If you are not interested in learning, I have no use for you.” 
 
    “My apologies, Elder.” Wu Ying bowed, wincing as he chided himself for taking the easy way out. He knew better too. It was not as if what Ji Ang was saying was any different from what his father had taught him before. 
 
    “You will come back in three days and join the class. You will work the bellows alone. If you fail to work the bellows the entire day by yourself while the class is learning, you fail. If you cultivate or lose focus, you fail. Do you understand?” Ji Ang said, leaning forward and glaring at Wu Ying. 
 
    “Yes, Elder. Thank you, Elder.” 
 
    “Good.” Ji Ang stalked off.  
 
    Once the Elder left, the pair of waiting blacksmiths moved toward the now-abandoned forge, shooting Wu Ying semi-pitying and semi-disgusted looks. With a grimace, Wu Ying scurried away, his face burning with shame at having the pair overhear his dressing down.  
 
    Still, at least he had not been barred. He only needed to do better. 
 
    He would do better, Wu Ying vowed, as he hurried away to wash off his shame. And sweat. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for showing me around,” Wu Ying said as the pair walked along the stone paths. This morning, Wu Ying and Tou He were headed to the training grounds reserved for inner sect members. In particular, the second largest training grounds—the one unofficially reserved for the martial specialists. “And sorry again for leaving you.” 
 
    “No need for the apology,” Tou He said. “I was forced to complete a lot of paperwork anyway. But I’m surprised you’re interested in martial specialization.” 
 
    “Why?” Wu Ying said with a frown. “It seems like a good fit with my family training.” 
 
    “Oh, you have the training,” Tou He said, nodding. “But you’re not like… well, you’ll see.” 
 
    “Not useful.” When Tou He refused to elaborate on his cryptic statement, Wu Ying added, “How about you? How did you end up with the martial specialists?” 
 
    “My sponsor sent them to find me,” Tou He said with a roll of his eyes. “Seems like he felt I would fit in.” 
 
    “And do you?” 
 
    “It’s been fun sparring.” 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head at his friend’s statement. “Are you going to take this as your supporting occupation?”  
 
    Tou He shook his head. “Too much trouble. I was thinking of specializing in tea ceremonies.”  
 
    Wu Ying stumbled, turning to stare at Tou He. Wu Ying’s jaw worked, words failing to come before he sighed and slapped his friend on the back. “Then I’ll expect to be invited to more tea parties.” 
 
    “We’ll have to find a third then,” Tou He said.[5] 
 
    Wu Ying spotted a quartet of nobles, each of them clad as gaudily as they could manage in sect robes, sauntering along the paths. In particular, Wu Ying’s gaze flicked to a noble’s jian, sheathed at his side. Bedecked in jewels and gold on both sheath and hilt, the weapon looked useless in combat to Wu Ying’s experienced eyes. His lips curled at the sight. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” the noble in question snarled. 
 
    “Nothing,” Wu Ying said reflexively, before remembering and straightening himself. He was no longer a peasant or an outer sect member. While they might have a higher status, it was only by degrees. “Nothing at all.” 
 
    “Are you calling me a liar?” The noble stepped closer before his friend blocked him with his fan. The jian-wielding noble’s gaze flicked to Tou He, and recognition appeared in his eyes before he inclined his head to his friend and erstwhile leader. 
 
    “You pair are the new Body Cleansers from the latest intake, yes?” the leader of the opposing cultivators said. 
 
    “Yes, Senior,” Tou He replied. 
 
    “Leave them,” the leader said. “There’s nothing to be gained from dealing with Body Cleansers.” 
 
    The bejewelled-jian-user sneered at his friend’s words, but still, the group walked off. Wu Ying compressed his lips, his hand clenching and releasing by his side before he shook his head. The damn nobles thought they were so much better… 
 
    “Let’s go, Tou He,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    His friend smiled wryly and led the way, bringing Wu Ying to the training grounds without further incident. When Wu Ying arrived, he found his attention taken by the impressive view. The training complex was made up of a trio of double-story buildings which ringed the grounds. Toward the northern portion of the grounds, the archery range abutted the slope of the mountain. In the center of the training grounds, a series of raised combat stages were situated in the traditional hexagram pattern. Those farthest from the entrance glimmered in the morning sunlight as the chi barriers broke up the rays. The chi barriers were erected to mitigate attacks delivered from within. Closer to the entrance, the stages were bare of such extravagances, meant for those looking to practice mundane techniques or who could not project their chi as yet. 
 
    Already, in the early morning, numerous bodies crowded the training floors. Some trained in the bare ground in the west working a variety of wooden dummies,[6] while others walked, skipped, jumped, and otherwise moved from painted footprint to painted footprint. In another portion of the floor, various kettle bells and iron jars were being used to build strength; a few of the more enthusiastic individuals being beaten upon by sticks while carrying those jars.  
 
    Overall, the entirety of the training grounds was filled with muscular, enthusiastic, and focused individuals. While the majority of those were men, there were a significant number of women moving through the routines, most of them wielding weapons of one form or the other. 
 
    “Brother Tou He!” a cheerful voice called from within the grounds as the pair made their way down. The speaker had the longest hair Wu Ying had ever seen on a man, flowing all the way down to the bottom of his buttocks and carefully braided. Outside of his outstanding hair, the man was quite plain, with brown eyes and a flat nose. “I see you brought a guest.” 
 
    “Senior Ge,” Tou He greeted the other with a smile. “This is my friend Wu Ying. Wu Ying, this is Senior Ge Chao Kun. Senior Ge is a Sect Core member.” 
 
    “And quite advanced in his energy cultivation,” Wu Ying said with admiration. Even now, he felt the push from Chao Kun’s aura. It was evident Chao Kun was close, if not ready, to begin the process of assimilating a Core. “Thank you for having me here, Senior.” 
 
    “No need to stand on ceremony. Here, we only care if you can fight,” Chao Kun said. “Are you ready to do so?” 
 
    “Yes, Senior,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Good. We will take stage three,” Chao Kun said before he strode over to it.  
 
    When the pair who occupied the stage noticed Chao Kun coming over, they paused before smiles broke upon their faces and they stepped away from each other respectfully. They did not leave the stage though, the pair whispering to one another.  
 
    In moments, Chao Kun had led Wu Ying to the stage, where he pointed upward. “There you go.” 
 
    “Uhh… Senior?” Wu Ying said hesitantly. 
 
    “You said you were ready to fight. Well, go on then,” Chao Kun said, crossing his arms.  
 
    Tou He smiled at Wu Ying’s bewildered look, taking hold of Wu Ying’s arm and guiding him to the stairs. “It’s fine. Just don’t kill anyone.” 
 
    “But I don’t have my practice sword!” Wu Ying said, touching the sword he carried on his waist. Ever since he entered the inner sect, he had traded out his cheap weapon for one of the better ones gifted to him by the merchants. This jian was the plainest of the lot, yet it still was styled too extravagantly for Wu Ying’s personal taste. But a gift was a gift. 
 
    “We don’t train with practice weapons here,” Chao Kun replied, his voice holding a trace of a sneer. “Those are for children and those who cannot control themselves.” 
 
    “That’s not right,” Wu Ying muttered. But the way everyone nodded at Chao Kun’s words told Wu Ying he was not going to convince anyone about the appropriateness of training gear. Instead, he looked between the pair on stage. 
 
    Wu Ying extended his senses to their auras to gain a sense of their strength. Both were beginning stage Energy Storage, which made sense as the pair had been training together. One wielded the jian—the straight sword Wu Ying himself preferred—while the other had a dao that was mildly curved. It was almost a jian if not for the curl at the end, which would give the blade more weight. Neither pair had drawn their swords in their practice bout, having been practicing their unarmed martial arts. 
 
    “Really? This one?” the dao wielder said with a frown. Under the training clothes the dao wielder wore, Wu Ying saw hints of significant muscle along his arms. “He can’t be more than mid-stage Body Cleansing.” 
 
    “Tou He brought him. Stop complaining and fight him, Ah Rong. Or let someone else,” Chao Kun said.  
 
    That stopped the dao wielder’s complaints for a moment. “Very well, let us get this over with.”  
 
    Jin Rong walked forward from the edge of the stage, unsheathing his dao as he did so. Wu Ying’s eye was drawn to the weapon, and he could not help but marvel at its exquisite beauty. It shone with a luster he had seen only in a few other blades, the edge catching the light with every motion. The way Jin Rong handled the weapon, Wu Ying could immediately tell the other had a decent understanding of it. 
 
    “Draw your weapon,” Jin Rong said impatiently. 
 
    Wu Ying’s lips pressed tightly in irritation. Because of his irritation, he took his time to continue gauging Jin Rong as he placed his hand on his own jian. Jin Rong probably had the Sense of the Sword like him. The first step, Wu Ying knew, was to see if he had the Heart. If he did, with his higher cultivation unsuppressed, Wu Ying would stand no chance. If not, then so long as this continued to stay as a practice match, he could put on a decent showing. Maybe even learn a little. 
 
    “Come on!” 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head, pushing aside any thought of stalling further. He could see even Chao Kun looked impatient, while a small idle crowd had gathered. Tou He flashed Wu Ying an encouraging smile as Wu Ying drew his sword and fell into the opening stance of his style. 
 
    “Dao users are aggressive. They must close in to attack, for a cut has less reach than a lunge. Those who underestimate you will approach quickly to reach their measure immediately.”  
 
    His father’s voice threaded through Wu Ying’s mind before Chao Kun started the match. Primed, Wu Ying saw how Jin Rong leaned a little too far forward, how his knees bent as Chao Kun’s words were ending. Immediately, Wu Ying dropped, his hand extending as he hid his body behind the guard. The motion caught Jin Rong’s explosive surge, forcing the other to stutter his steps or impale himself on the jian. Even as Jin Rong stopped, Wu Ying recovered forward and brought his jian up to beat aside the dao, throwing his opponent even more off balance, before Wu Ying finished with a pair of wrist cuts targeted at his opponent’s neck that never landed.  
 
    As suddenly as it began, the match was over. Jin Rong stepped back, a discontented expression on his face, though the dao wielder did mutter a quick congratulations to Wu Ying as he left the stage. Wu Ying straightened, surprised it was over that simply.  
 
    The jian wielder walked forward, drawing his sword as he did so. “I won’t underestimate you like Jin Rong. He’s always too quick to judge.” His opponent was even darker than Wu Ying, almost a dusky tan to his skin, which blended with his jet-black hair. “Let us begin.” 
 
    Wu Ying raised his weapon to salute the other. The moment his blade dipped, the jian wielder was on him. From the start, Wu Ying felt pressured by his opponent’s jian, his opponent always staying just outside of his measure by inches. It was a goading style of swordplay, one which required his opponent to have complete confidence in his ability to judge Wu Ying’s movements. The style was frustrating, but it was the way that his opponent’s jian moved that sent a shiver through Wu Ying. Each dip, twist, and disengage Wu Ying completed was followed unerringly by his opponent. It was as if every action, every movement in his style was known to the other. No matter what he did, Wu Ying could not free his weapon.  
 
    For a tense minute, the pair played at the extreme range of their weapons. In that minute, Wu Ying broke into sweat, his breathing growing short as his mind flashed through the numerous openings he was showing the other. And each time he closed off a line of attack, he would find his opponent had found the next opening already. 
 
    His opponent smiled, his sword disengaging from the deadly dance. Wu Ying blinked, falling back at the sudden motion. As he recovered, his mind catching up with his reflexes, the opponent’s jian was headed directly toward his left eye. This time, his opponent’s attack was not a feint as he closed in and covered Wu Ying’s jian with his own, sending Wu Ying’s blade skittering off-line. 
 
    Lips drawn tight, Wu Ying gave up his blade. Instead, he dropped low using the Crane stretches over the Water from the Northern Shen Kicking Style to glide past the weapon. Or he tried at least, for his opponent’s sword tracked his motion precisely, the tip moving upward at the last moment. Rather than complete the form, Wu Ying brought his sword to his side, guarding himself as he disengaged. 
 
    “My loss,” Wu Ying said. When he was sure his opponent had heard and dropped the tip of his weapon, Wu Ying did the same. “Might I know Senior’s name?” 
 
    “We call him Hei Mao[7],” Chao Kun said. “Brother Mao likes to play with his opponents before he finishes them.” 
 
    “I told you not to call me that,” Hei Mao said as he sheathed his sword. Yet he did not provide Wu Ying another name. “Don’t worry. Your loss was not bad. You need more time to improve your Sense of your sword. You are still short by a lí[8].” 
 
    “Thank you, Senior.” Wu Ying shivered, staring as Hei Mao walked off the stage, headed for Jin Rong.  
 
    Before Wu Ying could move off the stage, he found a new opponent on it, smiling at him as she propped a thick staff on her shoulder. 
 
    “Where are you going? You don’t get to leave,” the woman said as she brought the quarterstaff off her shoulder to point at Wu Ying. “Come! I want to taste your sword.” 
 
    Coughing resounded from around the stage, but Wu Ying did not have time to focus on the amused audience. He barely had time for his sword to come to guard before the staff swung toward his face. Hastily blocking the attack, Wu Ying retreated as he fought to regain the momentum in this match. As he backpedaled, he saw Tou He smiling beatifically by the side, watching contentedly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two and a half hours later, Wu Ying was hit by a double-fisted punch that sent him flying off the stage. Wu Ying rolled as he struck the ground but could not recover before he smashed into the edge of another arena stage. Lying on his back, Wu Ying blearily raised his jian, only to realize no one was approaching him. Why would they? He was out of the ring finally. 
 
    As his head cleared and the pain in his chest faded, Wu Ying scrabbled to sheath his weapon. He rolled onto his knee, pausing when his head spun from exhaustion. To help, Wu Ying sent a flood of chi through his tired form, his head clearing as the chi refreshed muscles and renewed his energy. Eventually, Wu Ying levered himself upward, tamping down his chi flow as he weaved tiredly toward his friend. 
 
    Chao Kun nodded to Wu Ying. “You did well. Your technique is still rough, with too much movement and little integration between the two styles. But there are moments of brilliance in your fighting. You’ve had decent training and good instincts.” 
 
    “Thank you, Senior,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    “Then he is welcome to train here too?” Tou He said. 
 
    “Yes. Wu Ying has passed,” Chao Kun said. “The first role of any sect member is to grow strong to protect the sect. Everything else is ancillary. Those with a gift for combat, those with the discipline to better themselves, or those with the desire to protect are all welcome here. As martial specialists, we will raise the level of all our brothers and sisters of the sect!” 
 
    Wu Ying blinked at the proclamation and glanced at Tou He, who offered a peaceful smile in return.  
 
    “Thank you,” Wu Ying said as he offered another bow. “If Senior is willing, perhaps he could offer me some pointers? I fear I am uncertain about my next steps for development.” 
 
    “Train. Train your styles further and spar with us,” Chao Kun said. “You are not ready yet to learn a third style. Even if the inner sect has a wider variety of styles, some of which might be more effective, you would need to purchase these styles with contribution points. And at the Body Cleansing stage, the improvements you would see is minimal.” 
 
    “Minimal?” Wu Ying frowned. 
 
    “In comparison to integrating the style fully into your fighting form and practicing it in a stressful environment? Definitely,” Chao Kun said, raising a finger and waving it. “Others might tell you one style is better than the other. But if you do not practice any style properly, it matters not how powerful it might be in theory. Only by integrating the style into your very bones, gaining at least an intermediate understanding of a style, will you see true results.” 
 
    “He is right,” Tou He said. “At Body Cleansing, it’s more important to gain enlightenment of your body and form than the style itself.” 
 
    “You keep saying at Body Cleansing,” Wu Ying said. “Does it change at Energy Storage?” 
 
    “Yes. Even more so at Core Formation,” Chao Kun said. “Once you are projecting chi, it becomes important to not just find a fighting form which is inherently efficient, but one which most efficiently uses your particular chi and element. As each individual has a different fate, each style is different. It is why we keep such a large library of styles.” 
 
    “Like cultivation manuals,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Chao Kun said. 
 
    Wu Ying fell silent, considering what he had been told. It made sense. The human body could only move and contort in so many ways. While many manuals had gaps in the kinds of things they focused on, the application of such skills—unless they were completely wrong—would often be similar. The true difference between each manual at the Body Cleansing stage, barring missing information, would be in the philosophy and application of its techniques. To understand, you would need enlightenment of the technique and style itself, which was possible if one practiced. 
 
    Before Wu Ying could inquire further, a commotion at the entrance of the training grounds caught his and everyone else’s attention. Tou He visibly brightened, while trainees from all around the ground ceased their fighting. Even Chao Kun smiled, clapping Wu Ying on his shoulder. 
 
    “Come. Lunch is here!” Chao Kun said. 
 
    “Lunch?” Wu Ying said, surprised. It was still early for the normal lunch hour.  
 
    “Yes. Because the sect sees the value of our work, they arrange for our lunch to be delivered first everyday,” Chao Kun said. 
 
    “In fact, lunch is served early here,” Tou He said. “If you are still hungry, it is a short walk to the main dining halls. And the training grounds have a snack sent over at three as well, before dinner is served.” 
 
    “You seem to have gauged the times quite well,” Wu Ying said suspiciously. 
 
    “Me?” Tou He looked at Wu Ying, his eyes wide with blameless innocence.  
 
    “You’re salivating,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    Tou He sniffed, turning his head away from his teasing friend before surreptitiously checking. 
 
    “I shall introduce you around,” Chao Kun said. “I am sure many will wish to speak with you.” 
 
    In short order, the trio joined the crowd. Though there was no line, the crowd was polite and took their turn taking their lunch before sitting on the ground or a stone bench. Lunch consisted of a pan-fried fluffy rice bun stuffed with chives, bean sprouts, onions, and other vegetables, as well as large pieces of pork. Each sect member received two of these buns and jealously guarded them.  
 
    Wu Ying soon learned why, as he saw a pair of sect members begin an impromptu duel over one of the combatant’s remaining bun. A flurry of blocks, locks, and grabs were conducted as the pair attempted to place the bun in their mouth. In short order, Wu Ying noted some informal rules involved in this fight—no movement of the feet allowed, no strikes to the body or face, no overuse of saliva. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Tou He said, bumping Wu Ying with his shoulder when he noticed his friend’s fascination. “It’s your first day. They won’t pick on you yet. Also, you can only challenge for the second bun among those of your same level.” 
 
    “But lunch is an hour later up the road,” Wu Ying said, puzzled. 
 
    “This is not about the food,” Chao Kun said. “This is for the honor and training of ourselves. If a man cannot protect his food, he cannot protect his friends.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to this idiot,” a sweet voice cut in.  
 
    Chao Kun bristled even as Wu Ying turned to regard the speaker. It was his first female challenger, the one with the unfortunate phrasing.  
 
    “Chao Kun spends more time thinking with his muscles than his brain,” she said. “The food fights are for fun. If you indicate you do not wish to participate, no one will take your food.” 
 
    “Thank you, Senior,” Wu Ying said. “I am Long Wu Ying, a new inner sect member.” 
 
    “I know. Lee Li Yao,” Li Yao said.  
 
    Now that she was not attempting to brain him with her quarterstaff, Wu Ying realized Li Yao was quite pretty, in the way many of the martial specialists were. Slim, fit, and from the glimpses of the outline of her arms and legs, compactly muscular. Wu Ying stretched his senses for a moment, testing her aura, and concluded she was early stage Energy Storage. Stronger than him, but not by much.  
 
    “And I’m not much of a senior. I was in the intake before yours.” 
 
    “Of course, Senior Lee,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    Li Yao looked young, with fair skin and remnant baby fat on her cheeks. Of course, Wu Ying would not ask to ascertain her exact age, though he was comforted by the fact that the sect rarely took those below sixteen.  
 
    As his father had pointed out, it was a matter of practicality for the sect to limit intake. The sect could support a limited population, and it was only when one achieved Energy Storage that one could truly be considered to have started on the road to cultivation. Knowing that, and balancing the sect’s need to locate talent early—before others did—the threshold of sixteen allowed those without talent to fall behind in their cultivation. Rather than spend precious resources on untalented individuals, it was better to let the populace work through the Yellow Emperor’s manual themselves. In addition, because many of those who would have the opportunity and resources to progress were nobles, it was better to allow their families to pay the price rather than the Sect. 
 
    “I’ve never seen your particular style before,” Li Yao said, waving one bun-filled hand exuberantly as she mimicked Wu Ying’s jian motion. “It reminds me of the Water Snake of Three Cherry Blossoms, but it’s not it, is it?” 
 
    “No. It’s my family style,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    “Oh, that’s why it looked so snakey! Dragon[9], snake, they are all the same.” Li Yao nodded wisely and took a large bite of her food.  
 
    Seeing he had a moment’s reprieve, Wu Ying mimicked her motions.  
 
    Mouth full, Li Yao continued to speak around her bun. “But fighting my staff at a distance was a bad idea. My Iron Thicket will not allow your snake—sorry, dragon—near me. Senior Ge, you need to stop eating so fast!” 
 
    Wu Ying was grateful he had still been chewing when she spoke. Chao Kun had not been as lucky and was now attempting to clear his lungs from food which had gone down the wrong way.  
 
    “Eh! Anyway, Senior Liu is calling me. I’ll fight you another time!” Li Yao said, waving goodbye to Wu Ying. She bounced off, stuffing another bite of the bun into her mouth as she left. 
 
    “Does she know?” Wu Ying said after he’d swallowed. 
 
    “We’re not sure,” Chao Kun confided softly. “We think not. If she does, she’s the devil itself.” 
 
    “Devil? What kind of devil?” Tou He said. “I do not have my master’s touch, but I do have a few Taoist psalms which might help.” 
 
    Chao Kun and Wu Ying shared a look before they turned to the ex-monk, smiling as they answered in unison. “Nothing at all.” 
 
    “Long Wu Ying, right?” another voice interrupted before Tou He could speak.  
 
    Wu Ying turned, smiling as another of his sparring partners came up to introduce himself. Soon, Wu Ying found himself caught up in the friendly chatter of his ex-partners, trading tips and compliments. Though, the ex-farmer noted, a few he’d fought failed to seek him out and stood to the side, watching the entire scene with looks of distaste. 
 
    Their actions did not mar Wu Ying’s overall good impression of the martial specialists. They were, for the most part, more intent on the progress of their martial forms and abilities than external concerns like birthright. Here, the fist ruled, rather than blood. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Days later, Wu Ying found himself slipping into the crowded lecture hall that would host Liu Song’s lecture. In the past few days, Wu Ying had successfully joined the blacksmith class, having worked the bellows to the satisfaction of Elder Wang. In addition, Wu Ying had spent time with the martial specialists. His initial impressions had proven true, to his delight. The group was even less stuck-up than the blacksmiths, and what little animosity Wu Ying had felt for his upbringing was directly dealt with on the dueling stages, which he happily accepted. 
 
    Which was why the disdainful sniffs, the “accidental” elbow bumps, and the discourteous replies to questions about the availability of empty spots in the lecture hall was even more jarring for Wu Ying. Whereas the martial specialists might be openly but friendlily competitive and blacksmiths competitive but cordial, pill refiners were just competitive.  
 
    Eventually Wu Ying found a seat in the upper tiers of the lecture hall, a seat that provided one of the worse possible viewing angles. But luckily, the section was also relatively empty. Seated with a pad of papers by his side and his ink brush ready, Wu Ying took a moment to review the hall again. The lecture hall was extremely busy for a beginner’s lecture. As he tried to puzzle out the reason why, Wu Ying saw numerous individuals pulling out careworn copies of the Principles and Species of Roots and Herbs. Wu Ying winced, realizing he had forgotten to purchase his own. 
 
    Before he could chide himself further, Liu Tsong made her way onto the stage. In her hands was a large wooden box she set on the stone table before turning to the attendees. Her gaze swept over the group, taking them all in and waiting till they quieted before she spoke. 
 
    “I am Lee Liu Tsong, here to represent my master, Elder Wei. This class is meant for those looking to study the basics of pill refining and will cover the most common herbs and plants you will be required to know when you begin refining,” Liu Tsong said. “Now, turn to page eighteen of your book.” 
 
    What followed over the next four hours was a lecture on numerous plants listed in the book, their characteristics as explained in the Principles, as well as the incorrect, misleading, or missing information and common mistakes. For example, northern yu ginseng was easily mistaken for southern shen ginseng due to the way the lower leaflets of the southern shen sprouted from a lower point on the stem but the northern yu all came from one point. In addition, during different times in its growth, the ginseng itself would look different, with varying amount of compound leaves. 
 
    On top of identifying the plant, Liu Tsong went into detail about the differences in potency and effect which occurred when the plant was harvested at different times. As each plant also had numerous portions that could or could not be used—from leaf to stem to root and, of course, the various berries or nuts or flowers it might create—each discussion of a plant took up to forty minutes. 
 
    Wu Ying found himself scribbling notes constantly. The sheer amount of detail Liu Tsong provided meant no beginner would be able to remember it all. It soon became apparent that while everyone in the hall was paying close attention to Liu Tsong’s words, some of the attendees were only occasionally making notes in their books while others, like Wu Ying, were desperate to take it all down. It did not take much conjecture to realize that some were experienced pill refiners, here to verify the details of their prior notes and potentially learn a little more. Certainly whenever Liu Tsong came to interactions and potential complications, they paid more attention. 
 
    The hours passed in a blur, leaving Wu Ying lamenting his lack of paper and preparation. Toward the end, Wu Ying was forced to set aside his brush and focus on Liu Tsong, doing his best to remember all the pertinent details. If there was one advantage Wu Ying had, it was his background. While some of the newer nobles frowned and sucked air through their teeth whenever Liu Tsong described or pointed out minor variations in a plant, Wu Ying found he could spot those differences easily. A childhood running around the nearby forests and plains, often tasked with finding wild herbs and vegetables to add to the family cookpot, was paying off. While he might not have recognized some of the names Liu Tsong used, in many cases, he recognized the plants themselves. And their variants. 
 
    Watching her discuss the different ways to tell the difference amused him, as he recalled the cruder methods the villagers used. Check if a plant bloomed on the third day of the new moon? Why not break off a leaf and rub it on the edge of your arm? If your skin flared up in a few minutes, it was Bottle Fern. If not, you could pick to your heart’s content. 
 
    Of course, Wu Ying had to admit he was learning a lot too. The exacting methods Liu Tsong briefly touched upon could distinguish plants Wu Ying had never heard of and they were all, by far, safer and less onerous on a cultivator’s body.  
 
    “Now, the long-eared double-tailed spotted mushroom looks similar to the long-eared single-tailed spotted mushroom. It is at its base you can tell the difference. While the single-tail version is non-toxic and often used by farmers to season their food, the long-eared double-tailed mushroom is highly poisonous. Ingesting even a quarter cap of this mushroom will kill an Energy Storage cultivator,” Liu Tsong said, tapping the cork board and pointing at the differences between the two.  
 
    Wu Ying leaned forward, paying particular attention to the last mushroom. In truth, the difference was not hard to see, as the spots were relatively numerous. Of course, that was if the mushrooms were not bruised. Bruising could easily make it difficult to tell. 
 
    “For the double-tailed—” Liu Tsong paused as the peal of bells informed everyone that another hour had completed. She straightened, waving to dismiss the group. “That will be all for today. Another lecture will be held next week. Make sure to review your notes before then.” 
 
    The class stood in unison and bowed to Liu Tsong, some going so far as to offer verbal thanks. Afterward, they streamed out of the hall while Liu Tsong packed up her living examples. A couple of keen male students joined Liu Tsong on stage, vying to help the beauty and shooting each other glares. As Wu Ying watched the competition between the two, the cultivator changed his mind about approaching Liu Tsong and instead offered her a quick wave goodbye as he finished packing up his own supplies. Being seen as another contender for her affections would likely create even more difficulties for himself. 
 
    In addition, he really should make his way to the town below the sect to purchase the book. It would not do for Liu Tsong to learn that her advice had not been heeded. Even if the mistake was genuine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Going down?” Elder Lu Xi Qi, the gatekeeper of the sect, asked Wu Ying as the younger man arrived at the paifang which overlooked the entrance to the sect. “Do you have your pass?” 
 
    “Yes, Elder. Just looking to do some shopping.” Wu Ying showed Xi Qi the simple wooden pass he had picked up from the assignment hall. As an inner sect member, the pass to enter the town was not strictly necessary, since the town itself was still considered sect territory. On the other hand, acquiring the pass was both a courtesy to Xi Qi and any elder in charge of Wu Ying and avoided any misunderstanding down below.  
 
    “Good,” Xi Qi said. “Are you happier now that you’re not carrying rice sacks for Elder Liu?” 
 
    “I was never unhappy,” Wu Ying replied. Speaking ill of one’s elders—and Elders—was always bad form. But as Xi Qi had provided Wu Ying help before, Wu Ying clarified further. “I am settling in as an inner sect member. It feels strange, not to have to work for Elder Liu, but I have a month left before I must find a more permanent assignment. More, if I’m willing to trade my sect points.” 
 
    “A bad idea. But you know that,” Xi Qi said. 
 
    Wu Ying agreed immediately. Sect contribution points were hard enough to gather in any useful amount. Trading them for more time to dither was a foolish thing.  
 
    “Unless you intend to be a martial specialist,” he said. “It is not a horrible choice for one of your standing. Many low-born choose that path, since they lack the education or connections to excel at other occupations.” 
 
    “I have trained with them,” Wu Ying acknowledged. “But…” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “I do not know if it is my dao. No. I feel it is not. A part of it, but not it.” 
 
    Xi Qi stared at Wu Ying, testing the weight and conviction in Wu Ying’s gaze before the Elder’s hand brushed his long beard. “It is good to know one’s path, murky as it is. But you are young yet. What might seem the dao when you are a youth might change as you mature.” 
 
    “If your dao changes, then is the dao not your true dao?” 
 
    “Har! Do you think the dao we find is the Dao[10]?” Xi Qi said, amusement in his voice as he tugged on his beard. “Of course the Dao itself never changes—except when it does. But the daos we grasp, that we work on to achieve immortality? Those are only a portion of the true Dao. Man is mutable. Man is mortal. If we cannot change, then what kind of truth can we grasp?” 
 
    Wu Ying blinked, Xi Qi’s words seeming to resound deep within him. For a moment, Wu Ying stood still, the whisper of enlightenment dancing across his soul. But no matter how still Wu Ying held, the whisper never rose and eventually faded away. Still, a half-remembered resonance stayed.  
 
    Through all this, Xi Qi sat silent, stroking his beard. When Wu Ying came to himself, he bowed low to the gatekeeper while mouthing his thanks. 
 
    “Eh. Go. You are holding up traffic,” Xi Qi said, waving Wu Ying away. 
 
    “Thank you, Elder,” Wu Ying once again replied.  
 
    As he left, Xi Qi called out behind him, “And if you can, stop by the tobacco shop. You know the one!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The town beneath the Verdant Green Waters sect was small in comparison to some of the cities Wu Ying had seen on his most recent travels. It barely consisted of a hundred thousand inhabitants, a number that would have staggered Wu Ying before. Now, Wu Ying knew it was small. Thankfully, his numerous trips into town to pick up rice sacks had inured Wu Ying to the size of the city and given him significant familiarity with its layout. 
 
    Wu Ying’s first stop was the tobacco shop to pick up a roll of tobacco for the Elder. Wu Ying grimaced as he handed over the coin for the tobacco, knowing he would never see the money back. But the Elder had helped him by providing advice when not asked, and this was only coin. It was not as if Wu Ying worked for the stipend the sect paid him. Or at least, that was the way Wu Ying consoled himself. 
 
    Next stop was the bookstore. Wu Ying had to get directions and a recommendation from the tobacco store owner, never having had to buy a book before. The store was off the main eastern road on a side street. Right outside the store were bins of books, some in scroll form and others in wrapped book format. All were tattered and used. Wu Ying looked over the scrolls and books for a moment as he idly noted the names. Judge Wu and the Three Red Doors, about five books of the Spring and Autumn Annals, the Dream of the Red Chamber, King Yan and the Sixteen Candles[11]. Wu Ying’s fingers danced across the books and scrolls as he perused them.  
 
    “All books in bin. Ten coins,” the proprietor called, smiling at Wu Ying. “Don’t be shy. If you’re looking for more like that”—a finger touched the Dream of the Red Chamber—“I have more in back.” 
 
    Wu Ying flushed, shaking his head. “No. No. I was not looking for that.” 
 
    “No shame. No shame. Lonely cultivating unless you found your dao companion,” the proprietor said with a smile. He rubbed the balding spot on his head. “And sometimes, even then.” 
 
    “Sir!” Wu Ying protested, backing off. 
 
    “Okay, okay. Sorry. I should not be so forward. My wife says that. Let me discount the bin for you. Five coins!” the proprietor said. 
 
    “Five coins?” Wu Ying glanced at the bin. That was a very good deal. Then he shook his head, reminding himself why he came. “No. I’m sorry, but I’m here to buy something else. The Principles and Species of Roots and Herbs. A used copy would be fine.” 
 
    “Used, he says,” the proprietor said with a snort. “Lucky I have one copy.” 
 
    “But you do have one.” 
 
    “Do you think Uncle Bu would not?” Bu said and sniffed. “If I don’t, no one else has. But more expensive. Half a string.[12]” 
 
    “Half!” Wu Ying yelped. “That’s impossible. Too expensive.” 
 
    “Half best I can do,” Bu said. “Only copy left in town.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that,” Wu Ying said, crossing his arms. “There are obviously more copies coming in all the time. I can always order from another bookstore.” 
 
    “Ah, but they have waitlists,” Bu said, crowing in delight. “They never bring enough. You might be waiting a month. Maybe two.” 
 
    “I can wait.” 
 
    “Can you? Because Elder Wei started her lectures,” Bu challenged. “What were you doing? Writing on paper? How much paper you need? And mine has drawings.” 
 
    Wu Ying glared at Bu, knowing he had been caught out. He did want the book, but at half a tael, it was at least five times as expensive as it should be. Even if the Principles was a thick book, it should not cost that much. Half a tael was the equivalent of his entire month’s stipend from the sect as an inner sect member, which meant he would have to dig into his meager savings to cover it. 
 
    Then again, it was not as if Wu Ying did not have the money. The rewarded gifts and his savings from before would cover the cost. But it hurt to be cheated so blatantly.  
 
    As he hesitated, a noise from within the store caught both their attentions. 
 
    “Ah Bu! I’m done. Send the bins up the usual way.” The voice was querulous and high, showcasing both the age and feminine nature of the speaker. “Are you trying to cheat another of Wei’s students?” 
 
    Emerging from the shadowed interior, a bent older lady clad in the Sect’s robes, marking her as an Elder, walked out. She had a rustic wooden cane in one hand, though Wu Ying noted that she did not use it for movement. Long white hair that had thinned somewhat was tied off in a simple knot at the base of her skull. Bent as she was, the Elder stood but chest high on the proprietor and barely that with Wu Ying.  
 
    “Mmm… you’re one of the new inner sect recruits, aren’t you?” the woman said. 
 
    “Yes Elder. I am Long Wu Ying,” Wu Ying said after he straightened up from his bow. 
 
    “No need for those formalities. I dislike them,” the Elder said. 
 
    “Of course. May I know how to address the Elder?” 
 
    “I am Elder Li Qiu Xia,” Elder Li said. “You are one of Wei’s new students?” 
 
    “I am but a listening-in student[13] for the beginning lectures,” Wu Ying said. In such a circumstance, Wu Ying could not really be considered a student to Elder Wei. But neither could he not be said to owe Elder Wei some of the respect a teacher was due. As such, Elder Wei was a half-teacher to Wu Ying. 
 
    “Of course. Wei never takes anyone till they have achieved at least their first level as a refiner,” Elder Li said. “Study well then.” 
 
    “Yes, Elder.” 
 
    Elder Li nodded curtly to the pair and left, her cane tapping against the ground.  
 
    “So. Half a tael. You taking it?” Bu said. 
 
    “But the Elder—” 
 
    “Asked if I was fleecing you. Did she say I should stop?” Bu pointed out.  
 
    Wu Ying blinked, turning to where the disappearing form of Elder Li could be seen. Wu Ying opened his mouth then shut it, realizing that he did not dare question the Elder. Irritating Elders was something that Wu Ying had grown a deep and abiding fear of.  
 
    “Are you taking it?” 
 
    “I…” Wu Ying sighed in defeat. “I’m going to need more paper too. And I don’t expect to be cheated on that!” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” Bu said, grinning at Wu Ying. 
 
    A short while later, Wu Ying walked out of the bookstore with his new Principles, a large and empty handbound book, and a free book. That Ah Bu had winked suggestively at Wu Ying when he stuffed the book into the brown paper package told Wu Ying exactly what was within.  
 
    Really, Wu Ying was entirely uncertain how he felt about the entire experience. There were two distinct thoughts on the entire area of pleasuring oneself, both of which were well-documented with styles that benefited from either. The first recommended total abstinence. The belief was that any extraction of innate chi was detrimental to the final achievement of immortality. This was because each individual had an innate amount of vital chi that they were born with, a kind of chi that was different and more intrinsic to humanity. Expelling this chi via self-pleasure or male orgasms was detrimental to the entire cultivation process. 
 
    The second belief paradigm recommended a more ecological viewpoint toward self-pleasure and orgasms. It believed that the process was natural and that, undertook in moderation as the Dao dictated, it was not detrimental. As such, it was no worse than breathing, bathing, or defecating. Within that belief paradigm, others took the viewpoint that the finding of a dao companion was required—even necessary—to the final step to achieving immortality. 
 
    Like most things with the Dao, there were successful immortal examples of both beliefs. Unsurprisingly, the arguments between the two camps could become quite heated, even leading to blows. That the abstinence-only paradigm had fewer adherents often led to the second group of believers crowing victory. If not for the fact that there were a higher number of successful immortals who were abstinent during their ascension, the gloating would not have been as contained. 
 
    Wu Ying mused about this strange dichotomy to help him ignore his growling stomach. Unfortunately, the higher-than-expected cost of the Principles had scuppered Wu Ying’s plans of eating in town. While he could still afford it, the cost-conscious farmer in him refused to stop pointing out that he had free food awaiting him. Even if it was up the mountain. 
 
    Running, Wu Ying waved and greeted the various coolies he saw on the way. There were even a few outer sect members he knew, working their way up the mountain with bags on their backs to feed the voracious crowd that were the cultivators. Cultivating—at least at the Body Cleansing and Energy Storage phase—was a hungry, hungry occupation. It was probably also why few farmers pushed further than the bottom levels of cultivation. Having to feed themselves three to four times the “usual” rate was likely to cause more significant problems, especially during the hungry months. 
 
    “Brother Long!” one of the coolies called to Wu Ying as the cultivator almost rushed past him. 
 
    “Yes, uhhh, Liu Chin, right?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Liu Chan,” the coolie corrected. “I am bringing up the letters and I saw one was for you. Did you want to get it now?” 
 
    “Of course,” Wu Ying said, smiling.  
 
    A few seconds of scrambling later, Wu Ying was holding the letter with his mother’s impeccable calligraphy on it. When it was stuffed into his shirt, Wu Ying thanked and tipped his acquaintance before taking off at a faster speed, eager to read the letter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Plans were easily spoiled by reality. Wu Ying had barely taken off his shoes in his house before Ah Yee appeared. 
 
    “Senior Liu is waiting for you in the tea room,” Ah Yee informed Wu Ying. 
 
    “Oh! Thank you. Can you put this in my room?” Wu Ying handed over his bag, keeping only his parents’ letter with him.  
 
    Wu Ying quickly made his way to the tea room and spotted Liu Tsong seated elegantly in a chair, a scroll spread across the table in front of her. 
 
    “Senior Liu,” Wu Ying greeted her upon entering. “I am sorry for the wait.” 
 
    “No need.” Liu Tsong rolled up the scroll and made it disappear, placing it within the storage ring that shone on her finger. “I did not inform you I was coming.” 
 
    “Still, thank you for waiting. How can I help you?” Wu Ying said as he walked in.  
 
    “How did I do?” Liu Tsong said abruptly, looking shy. 
 
    “Do?’ 
 
    “At the lecture, you idiot!” 
 
    “Very good.” When Liu Tsong looked increasingly unhappy, Wu Ying added, “I’m not being polite. You were very good. You spoke clearly and knowledgably. I can’t say I remember it all, but that is not your fault.” 
 
    “Oh, good.” Liu Tsong smiled and relaxed before she made a small stone appear in her hand. She pitched it directly at Wu Ying’s head. The action so surprised Wu Ying that he did not dodge the stone, catching it only when it fell into his hand. 
 
    “Ow! What was that for?” 
 
    “You didn’t buy the Principles.” 
 
    “Oh. My apologies. I was busy.” 
 
    “Fighting.” 
 
    “Yes, Senior,” Wu Ying admitted.  
 
    “Bah! Be careful about those idiots. They like to talk about growing strong because all cultivators must protect the sect, but in reality, they’re battle maniacs. All of them,” Liu Tsong said. “Hang out with them too long and they’ll start inviting you on expeditions to get demon stones. Then you’ll end up getting eaten.” 
 
    “Thank you, Senior, for your advice,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    Liu Tsong bestowed a smile on Wu Ying. It was not as if Wu Ying had not realized this fact already, so his words were not mocking. “Good. Now, did you have questions about what I taught?” 
 
    “Questions?” Wu Ying blinked then scratched his head. Well… “Actually, I did. The jingo leaf you mentioned, it’s not like the one I’m used to seeing…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hours later, Wu Ying found himself alone in his bedroom, mentally exhausted. He sat on his chair with a thump as the conversation with Liu Tsong played through his mind. After a few moments of laziness, Wu Ying sorted his purchases before he turned to the letter and parted the wax seal. Wu Ying blinked as the memory of the simple, exquisitely crafted jade seal that sat in his father’s bedside table drawer came back to him. The times he had sneaked in to run his fingers over the seal, and the one time he had been caned when his father had found him playing with it, sealing mud on the ground. It was one of the few relatively expensive items that the family owned after their fall from semi-respectability to farm life. 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head, banishing the memories, and stared at the letter within. Both his parents had taken the time to write, though the majority of the letter was filled with his mother’s beautiful calligraphy. His father’s was much shorter and tighter. For a superb swordsman, his father had never learned to transfer his skill with the blade to the pen. 
 
      
 
    Ah Ying, 
 
      
 
    Thank you for the letter and the money. You do not need to send so much. Even after the additional taxes for the war, we have enough to last the winter. The funds will go to buying more meat and some fish. Prices have gone up again, with the war and the loss at Yuna. We also shared part of this year’s rice harvest with the Lohs. Their eldest son came back injured. He lost his arm and is still recovering, but we are all happy to see him. 
 
    The war continues, though we are grateful to know that the army that threatened the village has been defeated and retreated to Wei for the winter. This year, they came within a hundred li of the village. Ah Hui did very well in the army and has been promoted to squad commander. His lieutenant spoke highly of his actions and the way he uses his size. Your Auntie Peng is very worried that Ah Hui won’t come home after they release him. If you can write to Fa Hui, maybe you can convince him not to stay. You know he always listened to you.  
 
    As for the village, because of the money you sent to us, we were able to contribute more to the village fund this year. Rather than sell the foal that was born to elder Qiu’s horse, we intend to raise it. In time, we should have two plow horses that can be used, which will speed up the ploughing. Of course, Su Chin complained about the extra cost of the feed, but you know how he is. 
 
    Your Aunti Pu’s chickens… 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying read through the rest of his mother’s letter quietly, enjoying the reminders of village life, of the community he had left behind but still managed to contribute to as a sect member. It warmed his heart, knowing that the money he sent back was being put to good use. The small politics and everyday tribulations of farm life grounded Wu Ying, making him relax and smile.  
 
    The next portion of the letter was less heartwarming, though Wu Ying knew that was his father’s way. 
 
      
 
    It seems even though you have grasped the Sense of the Sword, you still miss the Heart of it. That is to be expected at your age, and striving for understanding without proper enlightenment will fail you. I understand you have acquired numerous swords. If you have not done so, change which sword you wear and practice with each day. This will strengthen your Sense of the jian and force you to search for its true heart. Remember, it is fine to be cut, but to fear the cut is not the swordsman’s way. 
 
    As for your question about the transition between the Dragon’s Embrace to the Dragon’s Teeth, you may find the following four exercises to be of particular use. Each starts at the end of the embrace, with your jian positioned above your bottommost floating rib. Of course, you should attempt these exercises at differing heights after you have grown comfortable with them. Firstly, … 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying read over the exercises once quickly, then again more slowly. After that, the cultivator stood, drawing his sword from sheath, and repeated the motions as described. Wu Ying’s movements were slow the first couple of times before he sped it up, memorizing each motion in full before he tested the other exercises. Each repetition helped commit the exercise to his memory. Before long, Wu Ying grabbed the letter and headed out to his courtyard. 
 
    Dark or not, tired or not, Wu Ying found himself filled with energy. These exercises might give him the insight he needed to progress. Thus far, his father had yet to steer him wrong. If he managed to grasp the motion, he would have another powerful tool at his disposal. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying finally made his way to the front of the queue in the assignment hall after standing in line for twenty minutes. Early morning or not, the hall was filled with cultivators as always. Still filled with energy, Wu Ying offered the stiff-faced attendant a smile. The attendant returned a flat stare, waiting for Wu Ying to hand over his sect seal, then the attendant passed the seal over the spirit stone tablet. A few minutes later, having confirmed Wu Ying’s name and position, he left to get Wu Ying’s file.  
 
    Unlike in the outer sect, where each attendant’s desk had a specific number of assignments they needed to fill—meaning that sometimes, it was a matter of luck if a cultivator could find a good posting—in the inner sect, everything was individualized. It was another minor benefit offered to inner sect members. Wu Ying knew that the benefit was as much for the sect’s sake as his. No one wanted a promising pill refiner sent to the painters’ guild. 
 
    “Long Wu Ying. You have about a week before your promotion exemption is over. Taken your time, have you?” the attendant said, a slight trace of scorn in his voice. 
 
    “I was told that so long as I arrived before my exemption ended, it was not a matter of concern?” Wu Ying said, concern bubbling up. 
 
    “There are no official repercussions. But your sponsor should have informed you that we allocate tasks on a first-come, first-serve basis. That is why most newcomers come by and begin their assignments immediately, even if it is part-time. That way they get the postings they desire. Or, at least, least hate,” the attendant explained. “Now I’m going to have find you something you won’t hate too much from these slim pickings.” 
 
    When the attendant said the last, he gestured to the pile of wooden sticks he had laid out before him. On each stick was the written details of a job that was waiting to be filled. As few inner sect members changed jobs that often, this method allowed the serving attendant the ability to review all the job openings as well as the applicant’s file. 
 
    For a time, the attendant read through Wu Ying’s sect scroll before he set it aside and sorted the sticks. Many of those he put away immediately, muttering so low that even Wu Ying’s enhanced senses found the conversation garbled.  
 
    “All right.” The attendant looked up after ten minutes and faced Wu Ying. “I’m done with the sorting. Is there anything you’d like to do?”  
 
    Wu Ying’s gaze darted to the pile of discarded slips, a question in his eyes.  
 
    When the attendant saw that, he sighed. “You really are a troublemaker, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I do not mean to be, Senior.” 
 
    “I set aside all requests that are meant for those in the Energy Storage stage of their cultivation. Then I set aside those requests that you have shown no aptitude for. That includes entertainment requests, high scholarship requests, and others requiring high artistic value or connections,” the attendant said. “Is my work satisfactory?” 
 
    “More than satisfactory. I’m sorry, Senior.” Wu Ying bowed in apology and winced internally. Being too paranoid was as likely to get him into trouble as not being concerned enough. “I am not sure how this is meant to go. Do I get to choose which task I am assigned to?” 
 
    “As an inner sect member, yes, to some extent. You inform me of your interests and your criteria; I see if there is anything that would work. I warn you, there is no more spaces in the pharmacy or herb garden, so you can forget about those.” 
 
    “Herb garden?” Wu Ying said, curious. 
 
    “Yes, the herb garden. The building connected to the main pharmacy? Where we tend and grow those herbs that we require regularly?” the attendant said with a roll of his eyes.  
 
    Wu Ying flushed, recalling the building and its mention by Liu Tsong during her lecture. Of course, the number of people who could work in the garden was low. Furthermore, Liu Tsong had discouraged his application to it since the herb garden—at least for those at his stage—consisted of the same few products produced indoors. It would be many, many years before he would be allowed to tend the more important and precious herbs if he joined the main herb garden. 
 
    “If I’m looking for contribution points more than anything else?” Wu Ying asked.  
 
    The attendant perked up. “Ah! I have a few outstanding jobs that would fit that perfectly. They have both a hiring reward and a long-term employment reward.” He quickly fished through the pile and set three slips on the counter. After a slight hesitation, the attendant pulled a fourth slip and added it. “These are the ones. Read it and I can go into details.” 
 
    “Refuse disposal.” Wu Ying shook his head. Somehow, he knew that it was more complex than a simple refuse disposal task—the outer sect members dealt with the everyday refuse.  
 
    “Ever since the Beast Tamer passed away, the refuse from the tamed beasts has grown. We are desperate to find someone who knows how to handle their refuse properly,” the attendant said and leaned closer. “But since you said no, I can tell you it was a good choice. Their waste is toxic without proper care and handling.” 
 
    “Sparring partner with Elder Hsu,” Wu Ying said as he shifted to the next slip. His eyes drifted down and saw the contribution points marked. “This has a low recruitment bonus but a high on-going payment amount.” 
 
    “Yes.” The attendant kept his face entirely neutral until Wu Ying made him detail the task. “Elder Hsu is a bare-handed practitioner. He studies the Sucking Snail style of combat. As a high-level Body Cleanser, you should be able to practice with him once a week.” 
 
    “And?”  
 
    The attendant continued to be entirely neutral, raising Wu Ying’s suspicion further. He pushed the slip aside into its own corner. He could always come back to it later, but being someone’s punching bag was less than ideal. After all, he had fought a Core Cultivator once and nearly died. And while it was unlikely this practice was as dangerous, there must be another reason for the lack of applicants. 
 
    “Medicine tester for Elder Qi. No,” Wu Ying said immediately, pushing the slip away. No hesitation. Which kind of fool would put untested, untried medicine into their body? Perhaps if Wu Ying was truly out of all options, but he was not that desperate. 
 
    “Are you sure? Even a single test will give you as much as three month’s work anywhere else,” the attendant said. 
 
    “Definitely.” Wu Ying ignored the attendant as he turned to the last slip, the one the attendant had hesitated at offering. “Herb gathering. This one has no contribution points marked.” 
 
    “I know,” the attendant said. “How much you earn is entirely up to you. You can earn significant amounts of contribution points, but it is also dangerous, looking for those herbs.” 
 
    “Oh…” Wu Ying looked at the slips. “But it could be safe too?” 
 
    “Yes. But remember, you have a certain number of points you must contribute each month back to the sect for your expenditure. If you are too safe, you will not be able to pay your upkeep fee,” the attendant warned, tapping the slip. “I added it because you can earn a lot and because you have shown interest in pill refining. Still, this is not a popular task. It requires you to traverse the land behind the mountain.” 
 
    Wu Ying winced. While the sect itself was built on the mountain and was, in effect, made up of multiple peaks, much of the land between the peaks was not patrolled or otherwise cared for. After all, the vast majority of the sect worked and lived on the main peak. Only the Sect Protectors, Hall Masters, and other important personages had residences on the other peaks. Their residences in their isolated locations allowed them to converge the chi of the surrounding environment into their homes, speeding up their cultivation—something they could not do in the main sect. And no beast was foolish enough to attack these Elders when they traveled back to the main peak. 
 
    As such, significant amounts of land “in the back” of the sect were untouched. On top of that, there was the wild land that bordered the sect holdings. The sect’s very presence were a help the kingdom, since they kept the demon and spirit beasts from attacking other civilized lands.  
 
    Wu Ying understood the implications of herb gathering in such places. At least when he had traveled in the backcountry before, it was between waypoints of civilization, leaving the number and quantity of spirit and demonic beasts lower. But in the backcountry of the sect, there were no such waypoints, no civilizing influence. 
 
    Wu Ying tapped on the last stick before discarding it. As curious as he was to take the work, he saw two major problems. To start, he had just begun learning about the plants that were of use to alchemists. Even if he did have some advantages from his background, it did not mean he was confident he would find anything good. And furthermore, the task sounded as though it required Wu Ying to be out of the sect for long periods at a time. That made no sense for Wu Ying, who was just getting settled into the sect. 
 
    “Are you taking the sparring matches with Elder Hsu?” the attendant asked, still entirely too neutral.  
 
    Wu Ying narrowed his eyes, knowing there was something wrong. A trap in the assignment. On the other hand, Wu Ying had to admit that even the small bonus it offered was enough to allow him to trade for some much-needed cultivation resources. Perhaps some Meridian Cleansing Pills or equipment. While the swords he had were decent for mortal equipment, those would not last long. 
 
    “The sparring rules are not to death, correct? And there won’t be any permanent injuries?” Wu Ying said, voicing his major concerns. 
 
    “Not at all. Elder Hsu will not kill you. None of the injuries suffered have been outside of the scope of the healer’s ability,” the attendant replied. “In fact, Elder Hsu has indicated he will cover all healing for his partners, ensuring they are in top condition for each session.” 
 
    Wu Ying blinked, tilting his head. This was… well, this was strange. But better than nothing. Resolutely, Wu Ying pushed the strip forward. If this was dangerous and painful, well, he had dealt with both. A cultivator could not grow in a greenhouse. He must explore the wide world and experience everything under heaven. Only then could he hope to face his final dao. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Days later, Wu Ying stood outside the Elder’s house. It was one of the larger buildings in this part of the mountain, set among the residences for the Elders and much higher than the areas that Wu Ying traversed. It was still a distance from Elder Cheng’s mansion, but since his sponsor had left, Wu Ying had not visited that building. Elder Hsu’s residence was a decent distance up the mountain and had a large expanse of land around it. After Wu Ying had made his decision, the remainder of the paperwork was completed without fanfare. Just last night, Wu Ying had received the letter from Ah Yee indicating he was to turn up today for his first match. 
 
    In short order, Wu Ying found himself guided by the Elder’s own servant to the back of the building. That the Elder’s servant was both an inner sect member and a disciple was, on reflection, perfectly reasonable to Wu Ying. What was not reasonable was the way the short, stocky, broad disciple was looking at Wu Ying. The sheer amount of pity mixed with glee in that look was off-putting. Tragically, it was too late to back out. 
 
    Instead, Wu Ying found himself standing across from Elder Hsu, trying to contain his surprise at his first glimpse of the Elder. Only because he had seen another individual from the far north could Wu Ying contextualize the difference in the way the Elder looked. Elder Hsu was at least from the kingdom of Yan, perhaps even farther north than that remote state. He had the stocky build, tanned skin, long goatee, and braided beard and hair that was common to those from the far north. In addition, and what was even more surprising, was the fact that Elder Hsu was shirtless. His semi-dressed state showed off the bulging, rippling, oiled muscles he sported. 
 
     “Junior Wu Ying greets Elder Hsu,” Wu Ying said, bowing low. 
 
    “You are the new sparring partner?” Elder Hsu said, his eyes raking over Wu Ying’s form in a way that made the cultivator shiver. “Very low cultivation.” Wu Ying kept his head bent low, which was why when Elder Hsu raised his voice and barked, he jumped. “Well, hurry up then. Take your shirt off and get ready!” 
 
    “My shirt?” 
 
    “How else are we to spar? Quickly now. I do not like waiting.” 
 
    Wu Ying winced then pushed aside his confusion. He was here to spar, and if it was shirtless and bare knuckles, then so be it. It was strange, but the children in the village had occasionally done it to ensure they didn’t dirty or tear precious clothing. The oil was new though. 
 
    When Wu Ying shed his robes and walked in shirtless and weaponless, he was directed to a nearby pail. The cultivator grimaced but reached within, touching the sponge. He rubbed his hands on it before he began to liberally apply the oil to his body. 
 
    “Not so much. You’re not cooking yourself,” Elder Hsu rebuked Wu Ying. 
 
    “Sorry,” Wu Ying said, grabbing the nearby cloth and wiping off the excess.  
 
    In a few seconds, Wu Ying stood before Elder Hsu once more. A part of him found the entire situation amusing, since looked at in a certain way, the pair were of the same kind. Muscles built from physical labor undertaken during the Body Cleansing stage, both of them with tanned skin. Except Elder Hsu looked to be in his late thirties and could easily be double that as a Core Cultivator, and Wu Ying was but a beardless teenager. Also, he was less tanned and about three quarters the size of the Elder.  
 
    “Ready?” Elder Hsu said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “When you are ready, touch the ground with your hands,” Elder Hsu said, dropping low and putting both his hands on the ground.  
 
    Wu Ying hesitated and did the same. What happened next would take Wu Ying long hours of puzzling over to clarify, much like the remainder of the afternoon.  
 
    Crouched forward, Elder Hsu dropped even farther as he lowered his right knee toward the ground and dug into the earth the moment Wu Ying’s hands touched the ground. He then exploded forward with his arms outstretched, shoulder connecting with Wu Ying’s shins. Rather than hitting Wu Ying at or above his knee, which would have resulted in maximum impact, the Elder was kind enough to spare Wu Ying’s knees. But the sheer speed and momentum of the attack threw Wu Ying backward even as the outstretched arms closed and gripped his feet tightly, forcing Wu Ying’s body to pivot like a lever, bringing his head to the ground. 
 
    Only an instinctively arched back, tucked head, and a pair of hands slamming into the ground before he landed spared Wu Ying from a concussion. Before the cultivator could break away, he found that Elder Hsu was crawling up his body, his entire muscular and oiled form in close contact with Wu Ying’s. The Elder was so close and tight that Wu Ying’s abortive movements offered no escape. Each attempted move to free a hand or thrust a leg to throw Elder Hsu off was defeated by the gripping, squirming northerner. 
 
    Attached to Wu Ying, the Elder began the slow process of suffocating the ex-farmer. Even the experience of village wrestling competitions and scuffling with his friends was of little use to Wu Ying. Every single defense was thwarted, every option taken away as the Elder glommed himself to Wu Ying’s body. It was not even “proper” wrestling as the Elder forced a submission not due to a joint or neck lock but a slow, invasive crushing of the chest and body. 
 
    When Wu Ying was finally released, he lay on the ground, exhausted. When Elder Hsu walked away, Wu Ying flinched, his newfound claustrophobia acting up. The Sucking Snail indeed. 
 
    “Are you done then?” Elder Hsu said as he turned around on his side of the ring. 
 
    Wu Ying debated it internally. He had already gained the initial contribution points. He had experienced and learned what the others feared. Not just the loss to Elder Hsu—no inner sect member would expect to beat an Elder. Not without being a prodigy. No. It was the humiliating, half-naked, clingy loss, one bereft of any form of dignity. It was the slow suffocation of resolve, the trickling drain of energy, and the loss of all face. But… 
 
    Could you eat dignity? 
 
    “No, Elder.” Wu Ying rolled over and pushed himself to his feet as he took a deeper breath.  
 
    The bone-deep stubbornness of a farmer rose up, making Wu Ying turn to the Elder. If this was the Sucking Snail, then Wu Ying should see how the Northern Shen Kicking Style worked against it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour later, Wu Ying clambered to his feet, wincing as tortured muscles and exhausted limbs trembled. The answer to the question of how well the Northern Shen worked was, not well. Wu Ying could almost swear that the Sucking Snail was built to fight the Northern Shen, the way it took away the vast majority of his options. 
 
    Elder Hsu’s approach was quick and explosive, almost always resulting in a single- or double-leg takedown. Since the Elder’s entire body shifted forward almost perpendicularly to the ground, there was no careless leading head to knee. Even when Wu Ying managed to land a kick to the incoming body, he then lost his balance from the rebounding force. In most such cases, by the time Wu Ying recovered his balance—or finished landing on the ground—Elder Hsu was too close for Wu Ying to dodge or attack again. And then he would find himself in the same position—being squeezed to death. 
 
    In the few instances where Wu Ying had managed to dodge Elder Hsu, the Northern Shen Kicking Style would allow him to upset Elder Hsu’s balance. Unfortunately, since the Elder kept his hands relatively close to his body, grabbing and locking his limbs was difficult. At times, the Elder even offered a limb, intent on establishing that initial contact so that he could squirm closer to Wu Ying. 
 
    Full body throws were even more dangerous because of the Elder’s ability to use the contact to stick himself to Wu Ying. Brief, momentary contact seemed to succeed, but of course, that made throws harder to pull off. Upsetting Elder Hsu’s balance and sense of timing was more effective, but that tactic only bought more time. It did little to allow Wu Ying to win. 
 
    In the end, the only victory Wu Ying could claim through the entire sparring session was that he managed to extend the amount of time it took before Elder Hsu managed to suffocate him. It was a pitiful victory, but one that Wu Ying gripped as tightly as he could as a fig leaf for his dignity. 
 
    “That’s enough,” Elder Hsu said as he eyed the weaving Wu Ying. 
 
    “But the assignment was for two hours,” Wu Ying said stubbornly. 
 
    “You are barely able to stand. Your gains are over for today, and each fight from now on will be finished ever faster. I will learn nothing beating a tired opponent,” Elder Hsu said.  
 
    Wu Ying took himself over to the water barrel. He found himself finishing three cups before he slowed down to wipe off his oily and sandy body. Wu Ying grimaced as the towel left much of the oil and sand on his body, even after repeated wiping. 
 
    “Use the bath,” Elder Hsu instructed Wu Ying.  
 
    When the cultivator turned his head, he saw the Elder pointing toward a cordoned off area. 
 
    “Thank you, Elder,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    When Wu Ying finally made his way to the bath, he was surprised to find a wooden tub constructed such that it could fit at least four adults within. A short distance away was an outdoor shower, one that Wu Ying used to remove the sand and oil. A laid-out brush and soap helped greatly with that exercise, leaving Wu Ying clean and eyeing the steaming bath. He frowned, considering whether Elder Hsu meant for him to use the bath as well or was he restricted to the shower. 
 
    In the end, temptation won over caution. Wu Ying climbed into the tub, underpants growing wet as he slid in. The heat and mineral water leeched the painful soreness from his aching muscles, allowing Wu Ying to relax and close his eyes. Soon, his head rested on the edge of the tub, the sinful warmth making Wu Ying forget his location. 
 
    The splash of water made Wu Ying open his eyes. He blinked, jaw dropping as Elder Hsu climbed into the bathtub himself.  
 
    When he noticed Wu Ying looking at him, the Elder offered Wu Ying a big grin. “I see you decided to enjoy my hot bath.” 
 
    “Yes, Elder.” Wu Ying decided not to ask forgiveness since it seemed the Elder did not think there was anything to forgive. Better not to bring attention to a potential faux pas. 
 
    “You did well for your first session,” Elder Hsu said. “The Northern Shen style is not very appropriate though.” 
 
    “It did not seem like it,” Wu Ying admitted. 
 
    “That is because it was developed for use while in armor on a battlefield,” Elder Hsu explained. “The Sucking Snail is a dueling style, meant for use against a single opponent.” 
 
    “Really?” Wu Ying said, curious. “But…” 
 
    “Why learn something so lacking in practical application?” Elder Hsu said. 
 
    “I would not say that, Elder.” 
 
    “Many more have,” Elder Hsu said. “It matters not. I study the style because it is part of my dao, not theirs.” 
 
    “And you gain from practicing with, well, me?” Wu Ying said, deciding to test the waters as Elder Hsu continued to act so open. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Wu Ying opened his mouth to ask how then shut it. Open or not, if Elder Hsu wanted to clarify, he would have. In the end, it was not the place for an inner sect member to question an Elder. A childhood memory of being called up to his father and berated after his teacher had left came back to Wu Ying. It had all come about because his teacher had seemed so nice, playing with the children and answering all their questions. So much so that Wu Ying had dared to question her about her past and what a pretty young lady was doing in their small village. The caning Wu Ying received afterward had reinforced the lesson of respect.  
 
    “Elder, if the Northern Shen cannot handle your style, what would do better?” Wu Ying asked after a while, when the silence between the pair grew too scorching, much like the heat from the tub. 
 
    “The best solution to a wrestling style is another wrestling style,” Elder Hsu said, his eyes gleaming with enthusiasm. “As an inner sect member with your body proportions, you have numerous options to choose from. You’re a swordsman, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Elder.” 
 
    “So you won’t want to stay off your feet forever. You’ll want to get back up as soon as possible. The Northern Shen is good for that if you can dodge the attack, but it teaches nothing about getting up or extracting yourself from a grapple. You could look into the Rolling Pig of Kunlun or the Striking Bamboo. Both feature methods to throw off opponents faster and are more appropriate for swordsmen. But you’re quite strong. You’d be better building those muscles now so that when you get your Core, there’s more place to fit the chi in. In that case, the Grandiose Elephant’s Tusk or Jade Sea Serpent on the Morning Dew would suit you better. ” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded, memorizing the names of the styles mentioned. He would have to find the time to look them up later. 
 
    “But you’ve yet to achieve an intermediate understanding of the Northern Shen Kicking Style, yes?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Then you’re better off waiting until you do so,” Elder Hsu said, flopping backward and putting his arms on the edge of the tub. When he did so, Wu Ying realized that there was a faint scar right above where Elder Hsu’s heart would be. 
 
    “Yes, Elder.” 
 
    “The first thing to learn is to relax when appropriate.” 
 
    “Relax?” Wu Ying’s eyes widened in surprise. 
 
    “Yes, relax,” Elder Hsu said. “Wrestling is learning to be relaxed when appropriate and strong when you’re not.” 
 
    “Thank you for the advice, Elder,” Wu Ying said. It made sense, and the advice about achieving at least an intermediate level had been repeated by everyone else. Wu Ying had a feeling he was close to achieving that state. 
 
    “For now, come back in a week.” 
 
    “A week?” Wu Ying frowned. That would significantly impact the number of sect points he could earn. 
 
    “A week. Your understanding of the Shen Style and your cultivation is too low for there to be significant progress in both your defense against my style and your own development if you return sooner,” Elder Hsu said. 
 
    “Yes, Elder.” 
 
    The rest of the bath was quiet, allowing Wu Ying to mull over the fight, the little blurred pieces he remembered, while trying to prise apart what he could learn. In the end, Wu Ying had to admit this was not as bad an assignment as he feared. Now all he needed to do was get over the minor claustrophobia he had gained. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    As his inner sect assignment was finally dealt with, Wu Ying now had a fully settled schedule. Every day he rotated between his various classes for blacksmithing and pill refining while continuing his martial and cultivation practice, interrupted by his weekly visits to Elder Hsu’s training grounds.  
 
    Under that grueling regime, late winter arrived, blanketing the mountain with a cold layer of frost at night that melted in the warmer rays of sunshine in the day. The last of the autumn leaves were swept away while in the lower valley, the second crop of rice was planted. Throughout this time, the occasional heavy rainfall would chill cultivators to the bone.  
 
    During these heavy rainfall periods, Wu Ying saw the difference between the true cultivators and those still struggling to ascend the entrance steps of immortality. As water ran down the stone-paved roads, soaking Wu Ying’s cloth-topped shoes, he watched jealously as Core-bearing Elders and those in the higher stages of Energy Storage flew across the running water. The ability to lighten their body via qinggong skills and their chi dispersal allowed them to traverse the paths with dry feet. 
 
    Wu Ying sighed as another of his inner sect colleagues flitted past him as he trudged up the mountain, watching their feet barely touch the rain-slicked floors before they kicked off again. Deep envy tugged at his heart as he watched them fly. As tempting as it was to try to study a qinggong skill, he had his hands full with both the Northern Shen and Long family styles for now. And without an Energy Storage meridian, he could not use the skills to their full extent. 
 
    As Wu Ying walked farther up, he spotted a cultivator standing with his hand outstretched, his gaze fixed on the raindrops landing on his raised palm. Each raindrop struck and bounced off the still form, soaking the cultivator completely as his umbrella lay discarded by his side. Around the cultivator, environmental chi flowed in such volume that the water- and air-aspected chi swirled and formed rings of water around the cultivator, reacting to the man’s moment of enlightenment. Enlightenment might be rare, but with so many cultivators searching for their dao, the sight of a cultivator touching the Dao was not uncommon in the sect. 
 
    “Wu Ying!” Tou He’s happy voice called to the cultivator as Wu Ying finally managed to make his way to the training grounds.  
 
    As always, martial specialists continued to fight without pause, paying scant attention to the falling water. A few of the more gifted in the Energy Storage stages even had a light cover of chi coating their aura, keeping them and their clothing dry. Unlike Elder Hsu’s training courtyard, the training ground was properly constructed with sufficient drainage paths. Elder Hsu seemed to relish fighting in the cold, chilling rain, grappling and pushing Wu Ying’s face into the inch or so of water that collected on the floor. Wu Ying had almost drowned in that inch of rainwater the last time they grappled, increasing his ever-growing claustrophobia. If not for regular meditation sessions, Wu Ying was certain he would have quit long ago. 
 
    “Wu Ying?” Tou He repeated. 
 
    “Sorry. Bad memory.” Wu Ying shuddered and shook the thought aside.  
 
    “Elder Hsu again?” Chao Kun said. 
 
    Wu Ying offered a wan smile while offering his greetings to the senior cultivator.  
 
    “Har. I never knew someone who was willing to subject himself to so much pain,” Chao Kun said. “At least, not one who wasn’t angling to be a disciple.” Chao Kun trailed off, leaving the question unasked. 
 
    “I am not,” Wu Ying said firmly. He could understand the attraction, but it was not for him.  
 
    Elder Hsu was supposed to be one of the main contenders for the post of Sect Protector when the next slot opened up. Of course, that might be in a few hundred years. Sect Protectors were all at least late Core Stage cultivators and had the extended lifespans of said individuals. Still, to be a disciple of someone that respected would offer Wu Ying significant benefits. 
 
    “Wu Ying likes his vinegar sour,” Tou He said, eyes twinkling. 
 
    “Har. And you, bitter[14],” Wu Ying replied.  
 
    “Enough. Both of you,” Chao Kun said, rolling his eyes. “We are here to train.” 
 
    “Sweet!” the pair chorused with a laugh before they took off running for the nearest dueling circle, Chao Kun following closely with a raised fist. 
 
    “I’ll show you how sweet my fists are!” 
 
      
 
    Trap, pull close, shift weight lower down to increase connection to opponent. Angle forward and move with opponent when they shift, crumpling their stability. Wu Ying shifted, watching as Chao Kun struggled to keep his balance, then Wu Ying finished the attack by dropping even lower as he kicked forward and sideways at Chao Kun’s foot. Stability already compromised, the new force threw Chao Kun completely off balance and sent him crashing to the ground. At the last moment, Wu Ying released Chao Kun’s arm rather than keep hold of it, knowing that if he did so, he would tear tendons and ligaments as his opponent’s arm hyperextended. 
 
    Tou He laughed, clapping. He stretched, his fast-flowing fists having created the opening in Chao Kun’s defenses that allowed Wu Ying to close in. 
 
    “And that’s five falls,” Tou He crowed. “That’s dinner.” 
 
    “Fine,” Chao Kun grumbled lightly as he rolled to his feet. “Facing you two is not possible anymore.” 
 
    “That’s because we’ve gotten much better,” Tou He said. 
 
    “At working together,” Wu Ying clarified as he stood, flashing his friend a grin.  
 
    They really had. Ever since they had started sparring with Energy Storage cultivators, the pair’s coordination had grown significantly stronger. Whether with weapons or fists, they understood and “felt” the openings that the other would go for, ensuring they rarely hampered each other. 
 
    “Not just that,” Chao Kun said. “You have integrated the Northern Shen form into your martial form, have you not?”  
 
    Wu Ying nodded, trying and failing to hide his smile. It had happened last night, while practicing the form for the umpteenth time, when everything seemed to slide into place. Oh, Wu Ying had touched the threshold before and even, for a few moments, managed to achieve that rarified air of competence, but only last night did he finally manage to sustain it. 
 
    “Good. Then you are done for today,” Chao Kun said. 
 
    “Done?” 
 
    “Of course!” Chao Kun pointed at the exit. “Go. Get a better style. It’s hurting my eyes watching you struggle.” 
 
    “What?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Quickly now, go.” 
 
    “But… why?” 
 
    Tou He and Chao Kun traded glances before Chao Kun sighed and placed a hand on Wu Ying’s shoulder. “Wu Ying, you picked up the kicking style while an outer sect member, correct?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you know we stock the most basic styles at that level, yes?’ 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then why are you still using it? Don’t you want a better, more efficient style?” 
 
    “Of course I do. But you told me not to get one!” Wu Ying protested. 
 
    “Until you achieved an intermediate level.” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “When you achieve that level, you integrate the style into your own. You understand it, grasp the basics of it, and it stops feeling like you need to think about each movement, each action, correct?” 
 
    “Yes,” Wu Ying said. With his jian, it had been when he stopped feeling the hilt in his hand, stopped worrying if he had the sword at the right angle, if the edge was lined correctly. When the sword started being part of him. With the Northern Shen style, an intermediate understanding meant that the stretches and motions, the locks and throws were no longer something he had to consciously consider before he used them. They were but another tool in his fighting style. 
 
    “If you had started learning a new style, do you think you would accidentally misremember each motion? Mix them up? Especially if they were both kicking or grappling styles?” Chao Kun said. 
 
    “Oh…” Wu Ying scratched his head. Well, that made sense. Too much sense. Wu Ying ducked his head in embarrassment as his pair of friends chuckled. 
 
    “Do not worry about it. It’s because you’ve only studied a few styles, correct?” Tou He said. When Wu Ying grunted in acknowledgement, Tou He continued. “That’s why they never talked to you about it before. Only in sects and monasteries, where we are taught multiple styles, is it a concern. That’s why we know it, and it’s our job to teach our juniors.” 
 
    “Of course… wait. When did I become your junior?” Wu Ying said, glaring at Tou He.  
 
    The monk smiled serenely. 
 
    “Well, are you going?” Chao Kun said, bringing the conversation back to the topic on hand. 
 
    “Fine, fine. We’ll finish that talk later,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Of course. Junior.” 
 
    Wu Ying threw his hands in the air and stalked off, though a slight smile still graced his lips. Tou He might be annoying, but Wu Ying could not help but think of the many styles he could study. What could he study next? A grappling skill to not suck down as much water? Perhaps a qinggong skill? What cultivator did not want to fly across the snow or water? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forget it,” Elder Ko said. The deep-voiced head of the library was present at the inner sect library today, allowing Wu Ying to trade his cultivation points for another session with the knowledgable Elder. 
 
    “Elder?” 
 
    “Qinggong is both a physical skill and a chi skill. While there are many skills you can learn to mimic some of the aspects of qinggong—and those, I would only barely recommend looking into—you are not even at Energy Storage stage. Why would you be willing to waste much-needed chi on a frivolous skill?” Elder Ko said, his voice filled with disapproval. “Just to show off and avoid walking the cleared paths?” 
 
    Wu Ying winced as the Elder honed in on his ego-driven desires. “Yes, Elder Ko. What would you suggest then?” 
 
    “Well, tell me what you want to learn,” Elder Ko said. “Or have you forgotten how this works?” 
 
    “No, Elder. My apologies.” Wu Ying took a moment to consider his needs. What did he want to learn? 
 
    The Long family jian style was sufficient for Wu Ying in terms of weapon styles. While there were arguments for learning something with more reach, like a polearm or even a bow, Wu Ying felt that focusing on his jian would bring more benefit in the long term than the short-term benefits of learning a new weapon. Gaining mastery, the Heart of the jian, would increase his combat prowess well above learning a new weapon. In time, perhaps. But not now. 
 
    In close combat, the Northern Shen Kicking Style gave him throws and locks when an attacker passed through the extended long range of his sword. Of course there was a gap there between the upsets, grapples, and throws the kicking style emphasized and the end of his sword. It was a gap that that could benefit from a style that focused purely on kicking or punching.  
 
    And of course, from his experience with Elder Hsu, Wu Ying knew he lacked any significant knowledge about ground grappling. The grappling style emphasized by the Northern Shen Kicking Style was one meant for the battlefield and keeping on one’s feet, not slowly suffocating a single opponent to death. On top of all that, Wu Ying could not help but consider Elder Hsu’s comments on increasing his strength as a Body Cleanser. Skill was important, but at a certain point, raw strength and power beat skill.  
 
    Another thing that his fight with Elder Hsu brought to mind, and that had been underlined during the tournament, was Wu Ying’s lack of defense. No matter how good he got, Wu Ying would eventually be struck. Perhaps instead of a purely offensive martial style, he should be looking at improving his defense. Either that or something to help him heal faster after the battle. 
 
    When Wu Ying explained all the above to Elder Khoo, the Elder smiled peacefully. “No cultivating styles?” 
 
    “No, Elder,” Wu Ying said, shaking his head. “I will ascend using the Yellow Emperor’s method and continue with it till at least Core Cultivation.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Elder Khoo said, tilting his head as he assessed Wu Ying. “I had not thought you were that hesitant over making decisions.” 
 
    Wu Ying offered a wan smile. He had no excuse other than a feeling that making a choice to lock himself into a specific element would be a mistake. When Wu Ying stayed silent, Elder Khoo reached forward. His hand stopped a few inches from Wu Ying’s body and twitched, stroking the cultivator’s aura and making Wu Ying shudder at the unpleasant and unique touch.  
 
    After a moment, Elder Khoo retracted his hand with a light hmmm. “Well. It seems you have continued to practice the Aura Strengthening technique at least. Be careful in adding further aura strengthening cultivation exercises to your repertoire. In fact, additional cultivation exercises should wait till you achieve at least Greater Achievement with your current technique.” 
 
    Wu Ying found his lips parting in a smile. He was happy to hear he had at least achieved the Minor Achievement realm. In the case of the aura strengthening technique, due to how subtle the effects were in reinforcing the barrier between his own aura and the world, it was hard for Wu Ying to judge his progress.  
 
    “In that case, it seems we only have the matter of your martial techniques.” Elder Khoo tapped his lips for a second before turning away from Wu Ying abruptly and walking the shelves.  
 
    The Elder quickly brought them to the section that dealt with unarmed techniques. As he browsed, Elder Khoo made tutting noises and picked up and replaced scrolls or books, even going so far as to hiss his disappointment. From the unarmed stacks, Elder Khoo moved to other portions of the library, always handing new scrolls or books to Wu Ying to carry. 
 
    When the Elder was finally done, Wu Ying had a stack of books to browse through. This time around, Elder Khoo offered no explanation about their contents, instead sending Wu Ying off to digest their contents, only bending enough to promise to explain anything that Wu Ying was unable to understand. 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “You are an inner sect member. You will be forced to evaluate more and more situations, spending time analyzing not just cultivation and martial techniques but your own dao. Relying on teachers is all well and good for an outer sect member, but you must learn to assess matters as an inner sect member. We cannot see into your heart, only guide you.  
 
    “There is no better time to start than now.” 
 
    Wu Ying bobbed his head in acknowledgement, though as Elder Khoo disappeared around one stack, Wu Ying could not help but wonder if the Elder was tired of dealing with him. In either case, Wu Ying still had a stack of books to peruse. 
 
      
 
      
 
    To begin, Wu Ying checked over the manuals that covered power generation. They could be broken into three different kinds.  
 
    There were the simple manuals that covered physical body strengthening exercises. It was hard to call those books martial styles since they consisted of a series of progressively difficult exercises, ranging from those that required weights to those that used the individual’s own body weight. Many of the initial exercises were well known to Wu Ying through long years of exercise, but it was the first time Wu Ying had seen the work laid out in such a studied manner.  
 
    After further browsing, Wu Ying set aside one particular book. It focused on developing strength without the use of weights and emphasized stretches. If Wu Ying could achieve greater flexibility in his body, he felt he might even achieve the Sense of the Northern Shen style. 
 
    The next two books focused on power generation from entirely different angles. One talked about internal power, the use of chi while striking and fighting in what could be considered an extremely relaxed state. Internal strength cultivation was actually a cultivation exercise, which amused Wu Ying as he realized that Elder Khoo had contradicted himself when giving him this work. But Wu Ying could see how it was different too. While the Aura Strengthening technique focused on its namesake, this technique focused on the actual flow of chi within his body, teaching Wu Ying how to more quickly shift and project his chi. It did not increase the amount of his chi; it just made it easier for him to use it when attacking. Furthermore, the book emphasized the connection between the cultivator’s mind and body, an aspect that Wu Ying could see aiding the progress of his other styles. 
 
    The third set of manuals focused on external power. Here, the power generation exercises overlapped with his earlier book about muscle growth but was less detailed. Instead, these manuals spent more time on positioning and structure, going into detail about the proper frame of an individual’s body and the muscles that needed to be activated to achieve the highest level of power generation with each motion. It was fascinating, and even the skimmed information had Wu Ying considering in greater detail the way he moved. No other series of manuals seemed to go into so much detail, though some of the work re-emphasized words spoken by his teachers. 
 
    Yet, Wu Ying realized that choosing any of these would be a waste of the “free” style he received from consulting Elder Khoo. He winced internally, realizing that Elder Khoo had once more found a way to make Wu Ying spend the majority of his hard-earned points.  
 
    Setting aside the body strengthening and external power generation manual, Wu Ying turned to the next series of books, which were actual martial style manuals. The first consisted of a Darat Clan Wrestling Style. After browsing through the document on wrestling, Wu Ying frowned. It seemed that the Wrestling Style guide came from a cultivator who had practiced the style sporadically, basing the final manual both upon learned experience and his personal observations. It was less than stellar, which made Wu Ying concerned about the final effectiveness of the martial style.  
 
    Wu Ying went to find Elder Khoo, who was seated in his own chair, working on transcribing an aged scroll to a book. “Why this manual, Honored Elder?” 
 
    “The Darat clan?” Elder Khoo said without even looking up. “Two reasons. The Elder who contributed the manual was well known for his ability to wrestle. So even if the style itself is not fully authentic, the techniques should be effective. Secondly, the Darat emphasize strength in the legs and achieving a mounted position to fight from. This will give you greater flexibility than many other wrestling styles.” 
 
    Wu Ying thanked the Elder and returned to his seat. It did seem that there were a number of techniques for achieving if not his feet, at least the top of his opponent. Putting the manual aside, Wu Ying turned to the next option. 
 
    Throughout the day, Wu Ying found himself browsing the small pile of unarmed styles that were available. Studying each manual sufficiently to understand their advantages and disadvantages without spending too long on any one manual was a tiring exercise. It also taxed his mind to the fullest, as sometimes the flaws and disadvantages in a style were not immediately obvious. 
 
    In the end, Wu Ying narrowed the list of offensive styles down to a single kicking and single punching style. Of course, like any martial style, they did cover the basics of offensive techniques with the other limbs, but it was perfunctory. Wu Ying doubted he would spend much time reading those portions even if he did check out the books.  
 
    No. What was interesting and important were what they emphasized. The Red Sash Kicking Style’s initial conception came from the way the flowing red sash of its originator moved during a period of high winds. From that moment of enlightenment, the lady created the core of the style, which involved fast, sharp kicks that often shifted trajectories during their attack. It was a tricky style, and attacks often originated while the foot was still in the air. Of course, that had the major disadvantage of losing a certain level of power in the final blow, as well as forcing the attacker to be stationary during these periods. 
 
    What drew Wu Ying to this kicking style were the intrinsic feints and many of the initial starting positions. In them, Wu Ying recognized some of the Long family lunging, retreating, and dodging positions. If he could incorporate this style with the Long jian style, he could potentially add another defensive barricade. 
 
    As for the punching style… Wu Ying’s lips twitched as he read over the title once more. Mountain Breaking Fist had a momentous name, one that the style did its best to live up to. The style was different from the way Wu Ying normally fought, relying on sheer strength and a single, powerful attack to finish a battle. While the Sword’s Truth was the Long family’s signature move, it was Wu Ying’s sole finishing attack. The majority of the Long family style worked by relying on numerous small, fast attacks rather than a single attack. The Mountain Breaking Fist discarded such concepts, focusing on singular, powerful attacks that had to be dodged rather than blocked.  
 
    In truth, Wu Ying was unsure if the style would suit him. But it was that uncertainty that intrigued him. Stretching himself, stretching his fighting style could not only bring a new dimension to his martial specialization but also provide ancillary benefits to his other forms. Or so Wu Ying hoped. 
 
    Lastly, there were the defensive manuals. Here, Wu Ying was somewhat at a loss and thus grateful that there were significantly fewer books to study. One manual was a cultivation and physical exercise combined, borrowing internal chi to help solidify muscles. The Scales of the Dragon might have sounded similar to his own Long family style, but they had little to do with one another. The Scales focused on enhancing a cultivator’s skin by enhancing its strength via layering chi over the aura in overlapping scales. Again, after Elder Khoo’s comments, Wu Ying was surprised to see its presence in the manuals provided. Wu Ying had to wonder if this was a test or a mistake. In either case, the addition of more aura work did little to attract Wu Ying to the exercise. 
 
    As for the other two books, one was a series of painful body strengthening techniques that focused on strengthening a cultivator’s internal organs. Wu Ying quickly discarded the manual, since the method required consumption of increasingly poisonous substances. The style did have the secondary benefit of making one immune to those poisons and others of similar scope, but Wu Ying’s reason for rejecting the manual was simple. Money. Buying the herbs and poisons required by the style would be too expensive for the poor ex-farmer. 
 
    As for the other method, Wu Ying felt his eyes narrow in consideration. Iron Reinforced Bones was a simpler, cruder method. Rather than using poisons to reinforce the body, it required the applicant to suffer. Under significant duress, bones broke or reshaped. The Iron Reinforced Bones technique made use of the body’s healing and regenerative properties, teaching the applicant how to reinforce their body. Of course, reading between the lines, while it did not require one to break their bones to see the effects, it was undoubtedly the most painful method. It was also the slowest, since it reinforced a cultivator’s body in stages. 
 
    For a time, Wu Ying sat back and thought about the various exercises and martial styles, imagining himself with them. His lips curled as, in his mind, he fought an increasing number of masked foes, dazzling them with his impressive sword work, kicking them aside with the Red Ribbon, then unleashing single, powerful strikes that cracked bone, shattered weapons, and blew away his opponents. Even when his opponents managed to hit him, their frail blows glanced off the dragon scales and his tough, reinforced bones. 
 
    Wu Ying indulged himself for a moment with the outlandish fantasy before he let out a little laugh. Such thoughts were foolish to the extreme. The time it would take to master each of those styles could be marked in years. Even someone as gifted as Tou He might learn many styles to a novice or maybe even intermediate understanding but would focus his time on gaining peak understanding of a few. Only the Elders could hope to equal Wu Ying’s fantasy self, and even then, few would dare to straddle so many areas. 
 
    No. Better to focus and grow oneself in a narrow band.  
 
    So. 
 
    Defense or offense? A punching, kicking, or grappling technique?  
 
    Wu Ying cracked his neck and looked about, realizing that he was alone in the library. All the other cultivators had left, the library illuminated by a sparse few lamps. Without his notice, day had ended and evening had grown late. 
 
    No grappling. Wu Ying pushed the work aside. He was already learning from his interactions with Elder Hsu. Punching or kicking or a defensive measure? The Dragon Scales made no sense, not with his current studies. No poison, so that left the Iron Bone technique. It had the advantage of being something he could learn while practicing other things—like his strength building. 
 
    As for offense… 
 
      
 
    “You are done finally?” Elder Khoo said, carefully setting aside his brush before he looked at Wu Ying.  
 
    The Elder glanced at the books in Wu Ying’s hands, nodding absently before he reached under his desk to extract blank manuals. Taking the books from Wu Ying’s hands, he waved them over a spirit stone then passed the blank manuals over them, brows knitting. Wu Ying could feel as Elder Khoo infused the spirit stone and the manuals with his chi, flooding both then sealing the entire thing with scribbled words. 
 
    “Elder?” Wu Ying said, tilting his head as he received the formerly blank manuals. 
 
    “I have infused the books in your hand with a copy of the manuals. The originals will stay in the sect, and your manuals will not be able to pass beyond the boundaries of the sect limits. Doing so will make them disappear,” Elder Khoo said. 
 
    Wu Ying blinked, opening the manual and feeling the slight pressure of the infused chi. He frowned, unhappy that this work was being restricted, but then squashed the irritation. In truth, he was getting rare manuals for nothing more than a few hours’ work. So what if the sect had their own policies? 
 
    “An interesting series of choices. You are focusing on developing strength over speed.” Elder Khoo tapped the Mountain Breaking Fist book and the other two manuals that Wu Ying had purchased. “Is there a reason for the change?” 
 
    “Strength is speed,” Wu Ying said, shrugging. “The stronger I get, the faster I can become too. And I have noticed that my strength is already greater than many—excluding chi use.” 
 
    “Yes. Physical strength is great, but do not forget that proper application of chi can overpower even the greatest physical strength,” Elder Khoo warned.  
 
    Having said his piece, the Elder waved and sent Wu Ying out of his library, a half-smile crossing his face as he watched the young cultivator leave.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “You are all fools.” 
 
    The single pronouncement by Fairy Yang when she took the stage sent a susurration of shocked exclamations throughout the lecture hall.  
 
    When no one raised their voice to object, Fairy Yang continued. “What is most important when building a house? The foundation, the roof, or the walls?” She did not wait for volunteers but pointed at one of the sect members. 
 
    “The foundation, Elder.” 
 
    “Exactly. The foundation. The foundation of cultivation is Body Cleansing. Yet all of you have rushed through the process, desperate to achieve the Energy Storage stage. How many of you took the time to learn new cultivation exercises? How many of you built upon your foundation by opening your meridians wider via a meridian-opening technique or strengthened your chi flow?” Fairy Yang said. 
 
    When the silence ran through the hall, Fairy Yang smiled victoriously. 
 
    “Fools.” She allowed the silence and her pronouncement to settle before she spoke again. “But luckily, it is not too late. While working on these techniques in the Energy Storage stage is not as effective, there is no reason you cannot do so. We shall discuss the various cultivation exercises that one may find in the inner sect libraries, their advantages and disadvantages, and how to best ascertain which type is most appropriate. I expect all of you to pick at least one such technique before the next lecture.” 
 
    When the cultivators picked up their brushes, ready to copy down her words, Fairy Yang nodded in contentment at last. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Four hours later, Wu Ying winced as he leaned back. Thankfully, nothing Fairy Yang had spoken had invalidated his previous choices. After all, all cultivation exercises were—in theory—good for one to do. Like any exercise which helped to build muscle, any cultivation exercise developed a cultivator’s strength. 
 
    However, like any exercise, there were areas a cultivator might be weaker in and areas where they were naturally stronger. In fact, a large number of cultivation exercises were developed due to a significant area of weakness an unfortunate cultivator had been born with. For example, the original meridian-widening cultivation exercise had been developed for the Third Yellow Emperor’s son as the unfortunate child had been born with extremely narrow meridians. Without expanding them, the Emperor’s son would never have been able to cultivate properly—and thus an exhaustive testing regime of poison, herbs, and chi flooding exercises had been conducted to develop the original meridian-widening exercise. Since then, other, more sophisticated exercises had built upon that initial research.  
 
    Listing all the various types of cultivation exercises available was impossible and not something Fairy Yang had attempted. Instead, she had led them through a series of assessment exercises to ascertain their level of competence in each area. Chi cultivation at their stage involved aspects of chi density, flow, storage, and containment. Within each of those areas were multiple, more exacting breakdowns. For example, chi storage consisted of storage in the lower, upper, and middle dantians, as well as storage in blood, bone, muscle, and flesh. While chi storage in the upper and middle dantian was not recommended, there were still cultivation exercises that developed these dantians. In fact, individuals who managed to open and store chi in all three dantians were universally feared. Those individuals had a significantly higher amount of chi than most practitioners, but were also often highly mentally and emotionally unstable. 
 
    Once Fairy Yang had discussed and briefly taught the cultivators how to assess their own levels in each area, she proceeded to explain the variety of cultivation exercises available. Wu Ying had found those truly fascinating, since as he had realized, no single individual could develop and practice all these cultivation exercises. Or, in some cases, should. This was, as Wu Ying recalled, also affected by the limitations of cultivation exercises available in the sect. 
 
    “At the Verdant Green Waters Sect, we have a significant number of cultivation exercises in chi flow and containment, but lack exercises in developing a cultivator’s chi density or storage,” Fairy Yang said. “While we are not completely lacking, other sects have wider libraries in those subjects. If, as has happened before, you are unable to find a suitable cultivation exercise in our libraries, you should speak with your Elders. They will aid you in seeking a suitable exercise from affiliated sects.” 
 
    After that, she had listed and explained in broad strokes the various cultivation exercises available. That, in turn, allowed Wu Ying to get a better grasp of his own two cultivation exercises and how best to implement them. 
 
    Afterward, Tou He looked between the empty stage and his friend. “Did you want to practice Elder Yang’s assessment exercises?”  
 
    “I should. But I might skip it for now,” Wu Ying said. “I already have two cultivation exercises. It’s best that I finish studying them before finding a third.” 
 
    “Is that not inefficient?” 
 
    “Possibly,” Wu Ying said. “But I had good reasons for progressing on both exercises. And those reasons haven’t disappeared just because it might not be the most optimal choice. I am surprised you haven’t taken an exercise before.” 
 
    “Never saw the need,” Tou He said with a shrug. “My Master’s never mentioned it either.” 
 
    “Har,” Wu Ying said with a slight smile. At least, for once, he had something up on his friend. A bit petty perhaps, but he could accept petty. “Need me to watch you during your assessments?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying sat beside Tou He in the courtyard of his friend’s residence, watching the small bamboo grove sway. It amused Wu Ying to realize that this was the first time he had visited his friend’s residence. Somehow, they had always met on the streets or in Wu Ying’s place. There was, in the basics, little difference between Wu Ying’s residence and Tou He’s, but in the details, the differences were significant. The walls were all covered and painted. Numerous beautiful works of art that helped promote a serene mindfulness littered the residence. Tou He too had a servant, but unlike Ah Yee, his was younger and prettier. The garden around the residence was well cared for and larger, and the courtyard better stocked with training equipment. None of which were being put to use at the moment. 
 
    Wu Ying watched as his friend meditated, chi gathering around Tou He’s body as he breathed, slowly running through test after test. There was, unfortunately, no single test to ascertain one’s strength in every area, so Tou He had to conduct the numerous exercises one after the other. Many of those exercises required the cultivator to exhaust a significant portion of their stored chi, an always dangerous process. Afterward, Tou He would have to cultivate and restore the chi levels before repeating the process. 
 
    During the testing periods, like now, Wu Ying paid full attention to his friend, playing over and over the cautionary words that Fairy Yang had left them with. If things went bad, Wu Ying was ready to strike the necessary acupressure points or feed Tou He their gathered spirit pills.  
 
    During the times when Tou He was resting and recuperating, Wu Ying could take his attention off his friend and pay attention to his own cultivation exercises. By this time, Wu Ying had grown so competent with his Aura Strengthening exercise that he rarely consciously paid attention to it. But with Elder Khoo’s and Fairy Yang’s recent talks, he took the time to review the original text of the document and his own understanding, assessing his application with the theoretical ideal. 
 
    Aura Strengthening techniques were based upon the idea of enforcing the exterior boundaries of an individual’s aura more firmly. Eventually, one was expected to shrink that aura down, making it part of their skin and effectively invisible to others. The process of strengthening one’s aura required first the sensing of it, then the slow reinforcement of the membrane, the edge between a cultivator’s aura and the external world. 
 
    Something that Wu Ying had noticed while browsing the Dragon Scale technique was the way both approached the idea of adjusting the membrane. Taking inspiration from it, Wu Ying traced the “ridges” of his own aura, feeling the way it shifted and twisted in its natural form. At first, all Wu Ying did was sense it. Eventually, Wu Ying pushed more of his chi into those locations, “smoothing” out the bumps and the occasional breaks. 
 
    As he smoothed out his aura, Wu Ying felt his aura grow more compact and stronger and, as importantly for the cultivation exercise, hidden flaws in the membrane were exposed. Those, Wu Ying took the time to patch up, mentally sewing the gaps closed by further layering cultivation. It was, Wu Ying knew, a lot of work for little visible results, but it would, in time, reduce his chi signature, his aura, even further. And as Wu Ying had learned, it also helped him reduce the “waste” that so many other cultivators experienced. 
 
    Hours passed, their mutual exercises crossing days. Unlike real school, the random disappearance of a cultivator from their classes was not unexpected. Enlightenment was not something that could be dictated by schedules, so teachers understood and made concessions. Even for those cultivators with assignments that required an individual’s presence, leeway was provided.  
 
    Eventually, Tou He stood and stretched, coming out of his cross-legged posture and flashed Wu Ying a smile. After cleaning themselves, the pair headed for the buffet of food laid out for their consumption and set to with gusto. It was long minutes later, when the two were replete with sustenance, that they broke the silence. 
 
    “So?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Interesting results.” 
 
    Wu Ying raised an eyebrow but did not inquire further. One of the aspects of being friends with another cultivator was the understanding that there were certain things you did not ask about, especially if the information was not directly offered. 
 
    “Library?” Wu Ying said instead. 
 
    “Eventually,” Tou He said, a light frown crossing his normally happy face. When Wu Ying stayed silent, Tou He finally relented. “I’ve got to decide which weakness to patch up. And if the sect can help.” 
 
    “Oh,” Wu Ying said. If that was the case, whatever weakness Tou He had located in his body, that weakness was not something the sect specialized in fixing. Which meant that it was either an issue with density or storage. Those were significant weaknesses for a cultivator that would, in time, create a “soft” cap on what the cultivator could do. It would, to some extent, also explain how Tou He had progressed so fast in his cultivation, since the density or volume of his dantian might be quite small. Optimal for a quick progression to begin, but a hindrance when one needed to form a Core. “Thank you for telling me.” 
 
    “Telling you what?” Tou He said. 
 
    Wu Ying’s lips quirked, then he shook his head. “I don’t know either.” 
 
    The pair traded glances before breaking into laughter, staring at the remnants of the meal left behind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Tou He’s business was done, Wu Ying found himself returning to his own routine. His friend had assured him that he would speak to Wu Ying if he did take further action, but for now, Tou He would train, check the library, and speak to his sponsor. Knowing that Tou He, unlike him, had a reliable sponsor made Wu Ying relax. For once, that burgeoning streak of jealousy had died down, wiped away by the realization that everyone had their own circumstancesand their own difficulties. In the end, the road of cultivation would always have dips and turns. 
 
    Over the next few days, Wu Ying worked on his new cultivation exercise. The Iron Reinforced Bones technique was not an easy technique to progress, as the changes it made occurred slowly. And once Wu Ying realized this, he was forced to make a new decision. 
 
    “Rebuild my entire body at the same time or concentrate on a few areas?” Wu Ying muttered to himself.  
 
    Things would be so much simpler if he knew how long it would take to convert either, but until he committed to the process, Wu Ying could not get a good estimate. If Wu Ying rebuilt his entire body at once, he would have no localized weaknesses but would also not see any effect for a long time. Rebuilding a single bone—or series of bones—meant that he would gain significantly increased defenses in one area. In the end, Fairy Yang’s earlier admonishment about haste rang through Wu Ying’s mind. 
 
    “I have nothing to do anyway,” Wu Ying said. Even if he was just at Body Cleansing 9, barring death, he was certain to see at least another seven decades. What was a few years more as a Body Cleanser, working on his cultivation? 
 
    Drawing a deep breath, Wu Ying made the choice and pushed other thoughts aside, focusing on the actual process of the exercise. Then he ran into the next roadblock—sensing his own bone structure. If he pressed with his fingers, Wu Ying could feel his bones beneath his skin. But sensing his bones within his body without doing that? It was not something he could do, at least not yet. 
 
    Over the next week, Wu Ying added the new exercise to his routine, splitting the time he would otherwise use for his cultivation to increase the base level of chi in his body with the new exercise. In time, by moving his chi through his body and following the pathways and the way they interacted with his bones, Wu Ying located and sensed his skeletal structure. He even managed to begin the slow process of repairing the damage from his regular routine of exercise and fighting. 
 
    It amused him, somewhat, that the new cultivation exercise saw the greatest fruits of development after his sparring periods with the martial specialists. There, the constant abuse his body faced, along with the increased exercises he put his body through, saw microfractures arise, microfractures that his chi filled with a greater density of bone than normal. Wu Ying had an inkling that the Bone Strengthening was a technique he could eventually conduct without conscious thought, much like his aura strengthening exercise. But that would require him reaching at least Minor Achievement, if not Major. Considering the actual process required a readjustment of his body, it was probably best that he take it slow. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Feet apart. Wooden dummy ahead. One hand extended. Second one by his ribs, fully retracted. Inhale. Exhale and punch, twist with foot, hip, and shoulders as back arm extends and front hand retracts. At the last second, just before impact, rotate arm to bring top two knuckles in line with the center of the wooden post. Stay relaxed through the entire process, tensing at the end to reduce impact before relaxing again. 
 
    The solid impact of fist on wood ran through Wu Ying’s arm, entering his body and jarring him. Even as he felt the reverberations finish, he repeated the process on the other side. Eyes narrowed, Wu Ying repeated the action. Two hundred punches—one hundred on each side—was the minimum number each day. Each motion was planned, focused. Each punch was carefully analyzed as Wu Ying worked to perfect the motion. 
 
    Wu Ying focused on the external rotation, the structure of his body, to ensure that he had the movements perfect. Though the manual on external power generation helped in that regard. No, Wu Ying was focused deeper. Sensing the flow of his chi, driving his chi with each motion and pulling it back at the same time. Internal chi manipulation, along with external rotation, was at the heart of the Mountain Breaking Fist.  
 
    A hundred punches with each hand against hard rosewood. After finishing the practice, Wu Ying straightened and walked away, shaking his numb and aching fists. Blood dripped from torn open wounds, punches that had landed off-angle and skidded along the hardwood, tearing old scabs and skin. 
 
    “Thank you, Ah Yee,” Wu Ying said as he dipped his injured hands into the pail of ice-cold water the servant had laid out for him. The shock made Wu Ying hiss, but he forced himself to keep his hands in the pail, watching the clear water stain with his blood.  
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Ah Yee said. 
 
    “Not a lord.” Flexing his fingers in the cold, Wu Ying winced as his newly wakened nerves sent their protest over their abuse. In another minute, he would start the next set of forms.  
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    Wu Ying ignored the servant as he considered the Mountain Breaking Fist. The more he practiced the style, the more Wu Ying realized that Elder Khoo must have picked this style with care. It was not exactly an internal energy style, nor did the Mountain Breaking Fist rely solely on external. Instead, it combined the two and the flow and projection of chi to provide maximum impact. That the style could be used without the full projection of chi allowed Wu Ying to practice the technique, but at a much reduced effectiveness. 
 
    Still. 
 
    Wu Ying exhaled and sent a pulse of chi out through a clenched fist. The formerly still pail water twisted and jumped as the sudden force rebounded from the bottom of the pail. Water splashed out, soaking Wu Ying’s shirt and making him smile wryly. Even this small projection was better than what he had managed before. Much better… 
 
    “Do you wish a clean shirt, my lord?” 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head. “No, I’ll need to wash after anyway.” 
 
    “Of course.” Ah Yee took the pail as Wu Ying walked over to the empty center of the courtyard. “I’ll exchange the water.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Wu Ying exhaled and closed his eye. Next. Forms for the Mountain Breaking Fist. Then Wu Ying would try the next step in the Long family style. Specifically, he would try to replicate the next step, the one that his father could only offer minor pointers on as he was not in the Energy Storage stage himself. The Dragon’s Breath. Projection of energy through the jian by making the sword part of oneself. 
 
    Afterward, exercise. Then work on his Iron Reinforced Bones technique to help fix his aching hands and tired body. All that before he had his second breakfast and went to class. Wu Ying’s days were busy. But busy in a good way. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And so, day after day passed, week transforming into another week as the winter months ground on. Training with Elder Hsu continued, as did Wu Ying’s personal martial and strength training while the cultivation exercises grew in familiarity. For Wu Ying, this was a peaceful period in his cultivation journey, a time when he grew without worry or concern. A time when he could stop, learn, and improve himself.  
 
    Sadly, Wu Ying knew all such times must come to pass, like winter itself. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    When Wu Ying arrived at the martial specialists’ training ground, he was surprised to see it buzzing with a larger number of trainees than normal. Further to Wu Ying’s surprise, the cultivators were not in the sparring rings but gathered around Senior Ge.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Wu Ying asked Tou He when he managed to make his way to his friend.  
 
    “Aftereffects of ghost month[15],” Tou He said.  
 
    “So late?” Wu Ying said.  
 
    The sect’s observances of the ghost festival had been perfunctory, consisting more of hitting all the necessary rituals rather than any actual veneration for the dead. They had made the offerings of vegetarian food, burnt the incense and joss paper at the entrances of the sect in large urns, and raised the spirit formations. In truth, the entire month had passed so quickly that Wu Ying had barely paid it attention, as he was so caught up in his own training. Still, the ghosts who were not appeased would create trouble immediately after the gates to hell had closed, rather than waiting for months. 
 
    “The sect only takes action after the local residents have done their part,” an older student said, glancing back at Wu Ying and Tou He. “It’s not as if we’re going to act without payment after all.” 
 
    “Oh,” Wu Ying said, recalling that all those sect contribution points and funds had to come from somewhere. “What are we doing then?” 
 
    “Receiving our assignments,” the same student said, absently tucking a strand of long hair behind one ear. “The most senior students get first pick. Then Senior Ge helps coordinate who goes where.” 
 
    “Right.” Wu Ying scratched his head, stepping back out of the crowd. As he was not technically a martial specialist, the entire allocation of posts was not really something he was directly involved in. On the other hand, it was not as if these assignments were only for martial specialists. They were just the preferred audience. 
 
    As cultivators received their orders, they split up with their assigned groups, leaving the training grounds one by one. In the meantime, Wu Ying had to wonder how they knew the allocation was even happening at all. Did it happen every year at a certain time? Or was it a daisy chain of servants running around and informing each other? Perhaps that was what the other cultivators did with their servants. Certainly Wu Ying had noticed that the assignment hall had outer sect members and non-cultivators lining up and hanging out a lot. Of course, Ah Yee was a little old and had her hands full taking care of his residence. Still, it was something he should investigate. 
 
    “Wu Ying. Tou He. Are you both up to an assignment?” Chao Kun said to them when the vast majority of the crowd had dispersed. 
 
    “Us? ” Wu Ying said, surprised. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Don’t you have others?” Wu Ying said, glancing at the others who still stood around. 
 
    “Yes, but I’ve got more work than people,” Chao Kun said. “If you sign up with us, I have some control over where you go. Unlike if you go with the assignment hall.” 
 
    “Does that mean I have to leave the sect?” Tou He said, glancing northward and eying the forest-covered mountains that surrounded the sect. 
 
    “Yes. You’re also running short on contribution points, no?” Chao Kun said.  
 
    Tou He winced but acquiesced. Wu Ying hesitated, knowing that he did not need to take the assignment. But when he spotted Tou He looking at him, he could not help but voice his own agreement. 
 
    “Excellent.” Chao Kun handed them the scroll he held. “You have Hongmao village. Map included. It’s a small group of hopping vampires[16]. Bring lots of rice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why couldn’t we take the rice from the bottom of the mountain?” Wu Ying grumbled as he carried the rice sack down, along with the remainder of his camping equipment. Carrying an entire bag down the mountain when there were literally hundreds of bags at the bottom made no sense. It did not help that Wu Ying’s storage ring was filled with the most important necessities—his weapons, his personal copies of his cultivation manuals, and notes for the next stage of his cultivation exercises. Of course, the cultivation exercises and the martial styles had to be left behind. With all that, there was no space for a big bag of rice. 
 
    “Paperwork,” Tou He said. “They need to account for each bag, which means they have to account for the ones down there when they come up.” 
 
    “I know that, it’s just…” Wu Ying shook his head. It hurt his heart to think that this could be one of the very same bags he had hauled up earlier in the year. “And why am I carrying the rice?” 
 
    “Because I’m carrying the camping gear?” Tou He pointed out.  
 
    Wu Ying fell silent since he had no counter. Rather than continue that line of conversation, he turned the topic to their actual assignment.  “Did you manage to get any further information from the villagers?”  
 
    To make the request, the village had sent some of their own over with the requisite payment. While Wu Ying had gotten the rice and the rest of the camping gear together, Tou He had gone to talk to the villagers. 
 
    “Not much. The hopping vampires are based in a cemetery. The villagers have been trying to contain them with a ring of rice, but that’s insufficient with the constant rainfall,” Tou He said. “They tried banishing a few, but their Taoist priest fell ill and has been too sick to do more than paint a few talismans.” 
 
    Wu Ying grunted, recalling the specialized peach-wood weapons the pair had drawn from the sect’s stores. That the sect had these weapons lying around in the armory, waiting for someone to borrow them, was kind of amusing to Wu Ying. Because really, how often did you need edged peach-wood weapons? 
 
    “Did you get any urine?” Tou He asked. 
 
    “Har.” Wu Ying shook his head, recalling the shocked look on the attendant’s face when he asked. And the attendant’s greater shock when the attending Senior crossly informed the cultivator that such stores were reserved for greater threats. “No. Surprisingly, black dog urine that is properly conditioned and treated is hard to acquire. It seems the urine has to come from pure black dogs during certain periods of the month for proper effectiveness.” Grinning with mischief, Wu Ying added, “But I was told that if we could find a young man who has never touched or shared an intimate moment with a woman, his urine would work.” 
 
    “Really?” Tou He said blandly. “That’s good to know.” 
 
    The pair raced down the mountain, crossing li after li before Wu Ying finally couldn’t stand it anymore. “It’s you. You’re the young man!” 
 
    “No. I’m not.” The still-bald ex-monk picked up the pace.  
 
    Wu Ying’s eyes widened and his friend pulled well ahead of him before the cultivator shook off his shock. After that pronouncement, Wu Ying definitely needed an answer. Or better yet, a story. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Days later, the pair finally arrived at the village sans a story about Tou He’s scandalous rendezvous with a young lady. Wu Ying wondered how much his friend hid beneath that smiling demeanor. After all, Tou He had been kicked out of the monastery. Wu Ying had even briefly doubted the veracity of his story, but the cultivator pushed those doubts aside. He had no reason to believe his friend had lied to him and good reason not to let doubts mar their friendship. 
 
    Wu Ying eyed the village as they reached the top of the grass-covered hill that housed the central living areas and the shops that made up this farming village. Beyond the fact that Hongmao was located in a series of rolling hills, unlike the flatter terrain of Wu Ying’s village, Hongmao could have been said to be a copy. Numerous residences rested among the hills and stepped fields. The villagers were out in the fields, working the land, weeding, clearing out ditches, and repairing terraced walls. A wave of nostalgia washed over Wu Ying as he saw the all-too-familiar scene. 
 
    The villagers eyed the pair of sect cultivators, clad in their green-and-blue robes, with caution and some relief. Wu Ying understood the caution entirely. Too many “real” cultivators considered those who had not ascended in their cultivation as lesser beings. Though now that he had been on the inside of the sect, Wu Ying could not help but wonder if some of that might have been an issue of nobles looking down on commoners, rather than cultivators looking down on the untrained. 
 
    As they entered the center of the village, the village head appeared, breathing hard from his run to greet them. “Greetings, honored cultivators.” The village head bowed low. “I am Teoh Kah Hock[17]. Welcome to our small village.” 
 
    “Cultivator Long Wu Ying of the Verdant Green Waters Sect.” 
 
    “Cultivator Liu Tou He of the Verdant Green Waters Sect.” 
 
    The pair bowed in unison as if they had planned it, forcing Wu Ying to smile as he realized what they’d done. 
 
    “Thank you for coming, cultivators. The hopping vampires have been troubling us greatly,” Kah Hock said. 
 
    “Not at all.” Wu Ying followed the village elder as they walked into the village. “Have you not tried to hunt them during the day?” 
 
    “We have, honored cultivator. But though the jiangshi might be weaker in sunlight, they are still not weak. And there were too many by the time we found them,” Kah Hock said. 
 
    “Too many?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Yes. The cemetery they live in is an older one. Abandoned by our village centuries ago. We did not realize it was not consecrated any longer till, well, now,” Kah Hock said, making a face. “The Taoist priest we hired to consecrate the grounds and appease the spirits when we learned of it was injured and grew sick from the overabundance of yin chi. He says he will go back when it’s cleared.” 
 
    Tou He nodded amiably, looking around the quiet village center. Wu Ying followed his gaze, spotting a group of elders and a pair of kids lying and sitting in a corner of the village square, soaking up the rays of sunshine. All of them were strangely pale and entirely too lethargic, especially the children. Wu Ying extended his senses, feeling toward them, and frowned as he felt the lack of pressure from their auras, the absence of vital chi within their bodies. 
 
    “They are the victims of the jiangshi,” Kah Hock said when he spotted the pair’s eyes. “Those who survived.” 
 
    “I see,” Wu Ying said, growing more resolute. Thrice-damned restless spirits. 
 
    “It is too late to journey to the cemetery tonight,” Kah Hock said. “If the honored guests will accept our humble hospitality, we will show you the cemetery tomorrow. We would ask for your aid tonight if they break through, but the priest’s formation should hold.” 
 
    The pair quickly accepted Kah Hock’s suggestion, placing their burdens down in the guest rooms offered inside Kah Hock’s own home. As the largest building, it was also the only one that had enough free space to properly accommodate the pair. Wu Ying took the opportunity to wash away the stink of his excess cultivation while leaving Tou He to finish unpacking. Once they were done, the pair exited their rooms to explore the small building. 
 
    To their surprise, the cultivators found a silent Taoist priest in the inner courtyard, seated in a cross-legged meditative position. Like the other victims, the bearded priest was unnaturally pale and doing his best to soak up the yang energy from the sun. Unlike the other victims, he also bore physical injuries along his arms and across one blood-stained, bandaged shoulder. 
 
    Tou He elbowed Wu Ying, jerking his head toward the exit, and the pair tiptoed out. Best to leave the priest to heal. Over the next few hours till the end of day, the pair walked the village, eying the defenses set up, their peach-wood weapons strapped to their bodies. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later that night, Wu Ying and Tou He sat across from each other in the lamp-lit courtyard. The priest had abandoned the courtyard when the sun fell, passing a few words of greeting and caution to the pair before he retired. Village-head Teoh excused himself after offering the pair their supper, indicating he had to check on the remainder of the village. 
 
    “This is really very good,” Tou He said, holding up the simple bun made from a rice wrapper and stuffed with fresh chives, bean sprouts, onions, and marinated pork. “Not enough meat, but quite tasty.” 
 
    “You and your meat,” Wu Ying said with a roll of his eyes.  
 
    Tou He grinned unrepentantly. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Of?” 
 
    “The assignment.” 
 
    “There are more hopping vampires than we were told to expect,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    Initially, that number had been six. Too many for the single Taoist priest, but viable for a pair of experienced cultivators. Even if neither of them were in the Energy Storage stage. From their conversations with the few villagers, it looked as though the initial estimates were grossly wrong. There were at least a dozen of the monsters, a number that would require at least one other cultivator. If not two. 
 
    “Can we do it?” 
 
    Wu Ying considered the question. “Not if we fight them all.” 
 
    “Then?” 
 
    “We hunt. Tonight,” Wu Ying said, pushing aside his concern. “If we can catch them alone, it should work.” 
 
    “Will they be alone?” Tou He asked as he finished off the bun. 
 
    Wu Ying shrugged. It was not as if he had ever dealt with so many hopping vampires. There were many reasons for the vampires to be born. Evil necromancers would raise them to harass a village for money, while others rose from corpses that were not properly consecrated. In this case, errant spirits had chosen not to return to hell and taken control of rotted bodies. In Wu Ying’s village, there had been but a single incident of these monsters, and in that case, it was a single body. 
 
    “Well, the sun has set,” Tou He said, eyeing the darkness before he picked up another rice bun and his new staff. “Shall we?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wu Ying frowned as they walked the inner perimeter of the village. In the village center, he heard the fearful murmurings of the villagers and saw the blazing lights the villagers had started to offer a modicum of safety and illumination. But at the edges of the village, where the bangua signs marked the beginning of the spirit formation, Wu Ying found the leaking light an annoyance. Unfortunately for their night vision, the pair had to often turn back toward the village center thanks to the twisting paths. 
 
    “Can you see anything?” Wu Ying asked, his voice barely above a whisper. Not whispering though, because that would make his voice carry. 
 
    “A little,” Tou He said, eyes resolutely fixed on the outside of the village.  
 
    Before Wu Ying could speak, a low buzzing sound permeated the air. The pair took off immediately, knowing that the noise originated from the spiritual formation activating. In seconds, the pair dashed backward, treading through the streets back toward the main road and the harsh illumination of the bonfire, before crossing over to the path that led to where the noise originated. 
 
    By the time the pair arrived, the only sign of the hopping vampire’s previous presence was a pair of footprints in the soft earth. A short distance from the first pair, the cultivators eyed another set of footprints that marked the vampire leaving. Any further footprints were lost in the abyssal darkness of the night.  
 
    Wu Ying hissed in frustration, looking at the mostly-gone waning moon. This was the third attempted breach of the formation the pair had failed to reach in time. Having to traverse between buildings and being forced to stare at the bonfire within the village meant that by the time they reached the breach attempt, the vampires had left. If they continued with what they were doing, the pair might as well go back to the residence and sleep.  
 
    Standing where the formation had been recently tested, Wu Ying could tell that the formation itself was wearing down. It would likely last tonight and perhaps a few more days, but it would not last forever. 
 
    “Shall we try to follow?” Tou He said, gesturing toward the footprints.  
 
    If they stood there long enough, their night vision would return. And there was enough moon and starlight that they could follow the tracks if they had their full night vision.  
 
    “Dangerous,” Wu Ying pointed out. He hesitated, looking at his friend who returned his gaze placidly, and shrugged. “We run for the formation if we meet more than two.”  
 
    They could probably handle more, but there was no way to know how fast reinforcements would arrive. One each they could probably handle. 
 
    “Lead on.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cold. Wu Ying shivered the moment they crossed the formation, his peach-wood sword in hand. As he extended his senses, Wu Ying felt how the yang energy from the surroundings had been leached away, replaced by the yin of the vampire. As a monster that existed by feeding on the yang chi of others, it also exuded the yin chi of its makeup. A hopping vampire that did not feed often enough would rot and eventually have its corpse form destroyed. At that time, a strong enough ghost would inhabit another corpse, though others would dissipate, losing their hold on this plane. 
 
    All of which meant that a particularly sensitive cultivator could track one of the monsters via the way they drew yang chi from their surroundings. Unfortunately, Wu Ying had yet to gain that level of expertise, something he regretted.  
 
    “Can you track them?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    In answer, Tou He pointed at the footprints in the soft earth, making Wu Ying snort. At least he had an answer. Keeping one eye on the footprints and another on the surroundings, the pair moved into the darkness and down the hill. 
 
    Wu Ying tried to keep his breathing even and slow, drawing the cold night air into his lungs rhythmically while listening for the jiangshi. All the cultivator could hear was the crackle of the distant fire and the occasionally raised voices of playing children, ignorant of their parents’ concerns. After weeks of living with the fear of the vampires, the children had adapted and bounced back. Well, all but those who had been drained. 
 
    A pair of footprints became two. Wu Ying felt a shiver go through him when he spotted the new footprints. The hairs on his body stood on edge as a feeling of dread ran through him before Wu Ying shook his head, gesturing for Tou He to continue. It did not matter how he felt, they still had a job to do. 
 
    The footprints headed down to where a short wall demarcated one field from the other. As the pair approached it, a noise ahead made the pair hesitate. As they peered into the darkness, the pair of jiangshi the cultivators had been following hopped out from below the hill, approaching a spot in the wall which had been broken through. 
 
    For the first time, the cultivators saw the monsters they were hunting. Long, claw-like fingernails, black with rot, sat on arms extended stiffly before them. Feet together, the rotting corpses stared at the pair of cultivators. One monster’s face was so decayed that its jaw hung askew, showcasing a long tongue and greenish-white skin. Clad in the ornate, ragged robes that they had been dressed in upon burial, the monsters hopped forward with nary a sound. 
 
    Wu Ying hissed and raised his sword. He was so focused on the vampires to the front, he was startled when Tou He spoke. 
 
    “To the right.” 
 
    Wu Ying glanced that way and felt his eyes widen as another pair appeared. “Shit. Run on three?” 
 
    “Let’s just run,” Tou He said, crouching lower as he held the staff before him.  
 
    Acting on instinct, the pair turned in unison and dashed back the way they came. At first, they were neck and neck, but Wu Ying found himself outpacing his friend. As he debated slowing down, another figure hopped into view. 
 
    Snarling, Wu Ying raised the tip of his sword and shot forward, pushing his entire body into a single lunging strike. The Sword’s Truth caught the jiangshi as it finished landing, the blade sliding between the monster’s upraised arms and entering its heart. The monster thrashed around, motions jerky as rigid limbs refused to bend, fingers tearing at Wu Ying’s arm and the top of his head. Recovering forward, Wu Ying twisted and kicked, sending the vampire off his jian. The vampire thrashed on the ground before stilling, its gathered chi dissipating as its heart was destroyed. 
 
    The meaty thunk of a staff behind him made Wu Ying turn, his sword coming up to guard his body. It was fortunate that he did, as a lurching jiangshi was warded away, its grasping arms pushed aside by the rising blade. Reacting on instinct, Wu Ying released a series of quick cuts even as he backed off, his gaze slipping away from the monster to eye his friend as he fell back. 
 
    For some reason, Tou He was a distance from Wu Ying and caught in a desperate battle with three of the vampires. His staff blurred, forming defensive patterns that beat aside grasping arms. Each blunt blow left hissing, burning wounds on the green-white flesh of the vampires. Tou He’s style, the Mountain Resides, was a staff style that excelled in defense. But even then, three jiangshi was more than his limit. 
 
    “Wu Ying!” Tou He called as he backed off, his staff blurring as he struck out and retreated to keep himself from being surrounded.  
 
    “Hún dàn!” Wu Ying growled as the vampire he was fighting hopped forward again. He blinked away the blood that had begun to collect above his eye, deciding to gamble.  
 
    Dragon Stretches got Wu Ying below the arms, while he used Clearing the vermin from the Doorstep to cut at the vampire’s feet. As he stood, Wu Ying focused on his off-hand, borrowing his chi and the guard of his sword to give him the time he needed to form the attack. 
 
    A sudden bellow erupted from Wu Ying’s chest as he focused his attack. The attacks from the Mountain Breaking Fist style were numbered instead of named. The first fist started above his lowest floating rib, fully chambered before it was launched with stone-shattering power through the synchronized, matching motion of foot, hip, and fist. The blow caught the jiangshi right above its solar plexus, shattering the sternum and sending the monster flying away from Wu Ying. The attack was not without cost though, as Wu Ying swayed for a second at the sudden release of chi. 
 
    A choked off cry and a meaty thump brought Wu Ying’s attention back to the world as he turned to his beleaguered friend. On the ground, Tou He was struggling to keep one hopping vampire from his face while the other two had their hands extended, a cloud of energy drawing from him into the vampires’ waiting hands.  
 
    Lips drawn into a snarl, Wu Ying took off running, his chi churning in his dantian and coursing through his meridians as he ran. Judging the entangled group, Wu Ying angled his approach. A quick motion sheathed his sword before Wu Ying launched himself into a tackle. The attack took the jiangshi that was on Tou He’s left side, sending the pair rolling and bowling over another of the vampires. Even before he came to a stop, Wu Ying was scrambling to get on top of the pair, the small pouch of rice in his hand. 
 
    A gesture and the rice rained onto the ground beneath and between the monsters and himself. Wu Ying jumped backward, moving away from the creatures, whose eyes were forcibly drawn to the scattered rice grains. As the supernatural curse to count the disparate pieces kicked in, the pair’s eyes flicked from grain to grain. So long as they were not threatened, this would trap the jiangshi. 
 
    Backing off quickly, Wu Ying looked around for the third monster and spotted it on the ground, its neck askew and skull cracked. Tou He was standing beside the downed body, face pale as he drew long breaths. In the distance, Wu Ying heard the thump of a pair of feet landing on the ground.  
 
    Wu Ying grabbed his friend’s arm and hustled him along, though not before discarding another rice pouch behind them. He cursed under his breath as the pair stumbled back up the hill, casting fearful glances around them. If they had remembered to use the rice earlier, they could have avoided their injuries.  
 
    Live and learn. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    “Foolish,” the old medicine woman of the village muttered as she finished wrapping up the wounds around Wu Ying’s head.  
 
    The sharp claws of the jiangshi had managed to cut his scalp, opening wounds that had needed painful cleaning in blessed waters before they were wrapped. The cuts across his shoulders and arms were dramatic in nature, but none had penetrated deeply or torn any muscles. They would not slow down Wu Ying in their upcoming cleansing. 
 
    “It seemed like a good idea at the time,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    The older woman stared at Wu Ying, who ducked his head, age winning over status.  
 
    Still, Wu Ying added, “We did manage to destroy two of the jiangshi.” 
 
    “Oh, well done then, great cultivator,” the medicine woman said as she stood and cleaned her hands. She turned away from Wu Ying, who stared after her, trying to decide if she had meant it or was being sarcastic.  
 
    “How are you doing, Tou He?” Wu Ying asked.  
 
    Since he was the more injured of the two, Tou He had been treated first. Though his treatment had been relatively quick since the majority of his injuries were chi-related. 
 
    “Well enough,” Tou He said. “I shall recover my chi by morning.” 
 
    “Are you good to go without sleep?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “I shall have to be, no?” Tou He said, frowning. “They are numerous. If we do not thin them down at least tomorrow—today—the formation might not last.” 
 
    “In that case, I’m going to rest.” 
 
    Tou He nodded before he closed his eyes again, returning to his cultivation. Tomorrow would be interesting. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re looking a little pale,” Wu Ying said. “Suckered almost.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I’m trying to motivate you. We need to get a hop on the day.” 
 
    “Stop it.” 
 
    “Sorry. Sorry. I’ve never seen you look so much like a corpse,” Wu Ying replied and ducked as the staff curved toward his head. The blow was easy to dodge since there was no intent behind the attack. “Fine, fine, I’ll stop.” 
 
    “Good.” The ex-monk continued to plod along, though as Wu Ying had said, he was less spritely and paler than the day before. Recovered or not, the effects of being drained seemed to be affecting the man. 
 
    No longer allowed to tease his friend, Wu Ying unwrapped one of the leaf-wrapped rice buns they had been provided as a snack and followed their guide. The young boy, too young to be considered useful on the fields but old enough to follow directions—like “run away and don’t follow the cultivators into the graveyard”—skipped ahead of the pair of cultivators.  
 
    The graveyard was a good three hours away from the village. Such a distance made the vampires’ journey each night outstanding, since they had to return before daybreak. Of course, Wu Ying mused as he eyed the paired footprints, the monsters did not need to rest or breathe. In fact, it was doubtful the jiangshi had any significant reasoning ability beyond their driving hunger.  
 
    Oh, the jiangshi could create ambushes, as they had shown all too well last night. But that wasn’t necessarily an indication of high-level intelligence. Wolves did the same thing. As did certain demonic species. Still, as they crested another hill and Wu Ying caught his first sight of the graveyard, he could not help but wince. This was an old-style graveyard, one that had been untended for decades. Trees grew all across the graveyard, located between the stone-wrought graves inset into the sloping hill. Each grave was situated neatly next to and above another, allowing the dead a scenic view of their surroundings as they rested in their stone tombs. Of course, now the stone tombs were cracked and broken, their former occupants freed during the night to wreak havoc on the living before the vampires returned to rest during the day. 
 
    “Tou He.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “How are we going to get to them?” Wu Ying said, eyeing the cracked graves. He was not looking forward to crawling in to fight a jiangshi.  
 
    “I was hoping you had a plan,” Tou He said. 
 
    “I’m beginning to sense a pattern in our friendship,” Wu Ying said before he turned to their guide and tapped the child on the shoulder. “Time for you to get going. We have this.” 
 
    Their guide did not need another offer as he walked away. The kid paused after a few steps, looking at the esteemed cultivators with what appeared to be sudden fear over abandoning their honored guests without hesitation. When he looked back though, Wu Ying and Tou He were already walking down the hill, offering up different options to break into the graves. 
 
    “Stick on fire will be best,” Tou He said. 
 
    “Unless you can’t reach the jiangshi. Nevermind finding enough oil and rags to set the stick on fire,” Wu Ying pointed out. “We brought a few mirrors. If we can get the light right, we can see within and drive them out.” 
 
    “There’s not enough sunlight to do that.” 
 
    “How do you know?”  
 
    “Well… a stick with fire is better.” 
 
    Wu Ying snorted, but eventually the pair came to an agreement. An hour of work later, the pair were ready. Wu Ying had unloaded their bag of supplies and laid out a circle of rice, enough that any wandering jiangshi would be caught and held outside for some time. In the circle, Wu Ying had placed their supplies, including the mirrors he had angled toward one of the nearby cracked graves. None of the tombs was entirely broken open, so Wu Ying knew one of them would need to move the obstructing stones to make their plan work. 
 
    In the meantime, Tou He had walked around the clearing, raking dry leaves and collecting mostly dry wooden sticks. He had managed to form a big pile of such items near the circle of rice and was currently building a fire.  
 
    Wu Ying ascertained that the fire was able to sustain itself before he prodded his friend. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “The fire needs more care,” Tou He said. 
 
    “Throw a few bigger logs on it, let it heat up by itself. I’m going to pull apart that grave and want you on watch,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    Tou He grimaced but complied with Wu Ying’s request, standing guard as Wu Ying directed the mirror at the entrance and blocked stones. Wu Ying got down low, eyeing the grave, and had to smile at his own idiocy. Of course it was easy to tell which graves the monsters stayed in. It was not as if the jiangshi were able to complete complicated maneuvers. Due to the rotting nature of their bodies and their lack of dexterity, the monsters weren’t even able to walk properly.  
 
    The rock that was propped up to stop the light at this grave looked to have been maneuvered with great effort by a couple of jiangshi. The footprints and scuff marks all around each grave was more than sufficient evidence. Though,Wu Ying had to wonder how smart they were to work together to block off the sunlight. Perhaps he was giving their intelligence too little credit. 
 
    “Problem?” Tou He called. 
 
    “Just looking at the tracks,” Wu Ying replied.  
 
    He shifted his positioning, squatting deep and gripping the rock. Drawing a deep breath, Wu Ying placed his fingers against the broken stone and pulled, revealing the empty space within the grave. The grave had been dug directly into the hill and down at an angle, allowing the coffin to be slid in to rest on the stone flooring. Sunlight streamed in from both the mirror and the sky, showing the shattered remains of the coffin and the torn, slippered feet of the hopping vampire. 
 
    The jiangshi pulled its feet close, attempting to squirm away from the sunlight. Wu Ying waved his friend back as he dumped the rock and scrambled back to the mirror, adjusting the angle. As the sunlight hit the sentient corpse, it squirmed and shifted, still silent. As it found no escape within the tiny confines of its grave, the jiangshi finally gave up on attempting to hide and made its way out of the grave. In the sunlight, the monster lost its flexibility even further, the yang chi it had gathered boiling off its body as its skin grew ever more pallid. 
 
    The actual fight was anticlimatic, since the monster’s stiff movement and forced exit from the grave left it vulnerable to Tou He’s staff. A quick case of bludgeoning later, the truly deceased corpse lay on the ground as the freed ghost dissipated under the harsh glare of the sun. 
 
    “That was easy,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “A little,” Tou He said, looking unhappily at his fire. It seemed, as usual, they were overthinking things. “Fire next?”  
 
    “Let’s try opening it up first. Your turn,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    Tou He sniffed but agreed.  
 
    Over the next hour, the pair moved through the graveyard, pulling apart graves to attack the monsters within. Yet as they walked toward the twelth grave, Wu Ying felt an apprehensive shiver run through him. 
 
    “Trouble,” Wu Ying said, moments before he spotted the steaming, baking hopping vampires. As Wu Ying turned, he realized that the jiangshi had surrounded the cultivators while they had been busy clearing out the last grave.  
 
    “Six, seven, eight,” Tou He finished counting their adversaries, his eyes tight with worry as the eight hopping vampires converged. One hand spun the staff as the ex-monk eyed their opponents. 
 
    “But they’re slower. And cooking,” Wu Ying pointed out. “We can do this.” Tou He hesitated and Wu Ying grinned, inspiration striking him. “Whoever takes the most buys the other dinner. As much meat as they want.” 
 
    “Demon beast?” 
 
    “Sure.” Wu Ying said.  
 
    The moment Wu Ying agreed, Tou He took off running, his staff already spinning.  
 
    “Cheater!” 
 
    Not to be outdone, Wu Ying ran, the initial joviality fading away as the cultivator got serious. Slow as the monsters were, the vampires were dangerous, with their supernatural strength and ability to drain chi. As he closed in on them, Wu Ying felt a touch on his aura, as if something was attempting to invade it, pulling at the membrane he had painstakingly built. Reflexively, Wu Ying pulled the aura tighter, surprised that the jiangshi’s chi draining effects were so strong. A matter of numbers or a greater pull due to the vampires’ lack of chi? 
 
    In the end, Wu Ying could not tell, nor did it matter. Since the closest pair of monsters were within lunging distance, Wu Ying launched himself at them. This time around, he did not commit to a full lunge, instead using Dragon turns while Slumbering to lop off a reaching hand. In short order, Wu Ying had positioned the jiangshi in front of its friend and stepped forward, throwing a precise strike that entered the vampire’s right eye. As the creature slumped, Wu Ying grunted as his wooden jian stuck in its hardened, dead skull. 
 
    As Wu Ying struggled to free the jian, his second opponent hopped around the corpse of its brethren, hands reaching for Wu Ying’s throat. Wu Ying leaned backward as the jian popped free, and he executed Wind Steps. The quick, circular steps gave Wu Ying a chance to move away before he executed Falling rocks in a Rainstorm, the drop step and roundhouse kick to the vampire’s body doing nothing other than hurting Wu Ying’s shin. Hopping around, the vampire lurched forward, forcing Wu Ying to execute a quick flip backward out of the way. 
 
    Even as Wu Ying landed, another vampire reached for his side, forcing Wu Ying into a defensive stance. The next few moments were tense and hectic as Wu Ying desperately fended off his attackers with his wooden sword, the sharpened blade leaving smoking lines and ripping apart rotten flesh. Yet the jian that Wu Ying favored was not meant to deal with undead attackers, being meant to slip between the gaps in armor or to finish off an opponent with a flourish. A broader dao would have suited Wu Ying’s situation better, but that was a regret for another time as he backpedaled and cut. 
 
    Wu Ying ducked another hopping lunge. This time, Wu Ying had nowhere to back up too, forcing Wu Ying to crouch low. All around, Wu Ying felt the jiangshi crowding him.  
 
    “Huài dàn!” Wu Ying cursed.  
 
    Out of options, Wu Ying dropped his sword and pulled his hands close to his body. He channeled his chi into both hands even as clawed fingers tore at his scalp and shoulders. Exploding from his crouch, Wu Ying threw both hands outward, directing his punches into the torsos of his attackers. The explosive motion, combined with his chi, threw the hopping vampires backward but also left Wu Ying reeling from the sudden expansion of his chi. 
 
    From the corner of Wu Ying’s eye, he saw Tou He was doing better as his long, blunt quarterstaff beat the monsters aside and shattered bones. Supernatural monsters or not, the vampires suffered from the punishing blows that left them limping on cracked bones. Rather than attempting to finish off the jiangshi with his attacks, Tou He focused on disabling the creatures in a safe manner. Even so, as Wu Ying watched, the staff shot forward from Tou He’s hip, twisting in mid-air as it drilled into the skull of a hopping jiangshi. Caught in mid-air, it took the full strike in its face without defense, shattering the nose and skull before it collapsed bonelessly. 
 
    Breathing deeply, Wu Ying refilled his meridians from his dantian. Refreshed somewhat, the cultivator kicked at the ground and snatched his jian from the air just in time to block one of the hopping vampires that had been pushed back. The impact pushed Wu Ying’s feet deep into the earth, forming a small, muddy furrow as his bones creaked under the strain. With the vampire’s initial impetus stopped, Wu Ying lashed out, slicing off fingers then using the return false edge strike to tear open a throat. As more chi leaked out of the wounded hopping vampire, Wu Ying turned to meet his next assailant. 
 
    Difficult perhaps. But they could do this. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wu Ying prodded at the wounds on his side, frowning at the displaced slip of flesh that hung from his torn sect robes. For the life of him, he could not recall being hit that low by the jiangshi. Wounds across his scalp, his arms, and even his neck, he could understand. Heck, his legs had been torn up when he threw a kick that was caught by a jiangshi’s long claws. Those all made sense. This. This he had no recollection of. 
 
    “All accounted for?” Tou He asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Wu Ying said, the last dregs of adrenaline finally leaving his body. He staggered to a nearby gravestone and sat down hard, wincing at the impact and making note to provide a proper offering to the grave owner before he left.  
 
    “Tired?” 
 
    “No. Full of energy,” Wu Ying said without any heat. 
 
    “Well, the dinner you’re buying will give you back some strength.” 
 
    Wu Ying snorted, reaching into his robes to pull out a square of cloth. He laboriously cleaned his wooden sword, eyeing the still-smoldering corpses around him. After a time, he spoke up. “We should finish the sweep. And then wait until after nightfall to make sure they’re all gone.” 
 
    Once the pair had rested and bandaged their wounds, they piled the bodies on Tou He’s useful bonfire. Afterward, they continued their sweep of the graveyard, tapping against gravestones and leaving incense sticks and bundles of tied off and burning paper money[18] in front of each grave. 
 
    At one of those graves, Wu Ying stopped, staring at a particular purple flower.  
 
    Tou He paused beside him, eyeing the flower before he shrugged and looked at Wu Ying. “What is it?” 
 
    “A flower.” 
 
    “Yes, I can see that.” 
 
    “It’s winter.” 
 
    “Oh. Oh!” Tou He said, realization dawning. “Is it special?” 
 
    “I think so?” Wu Ying said. Then he looked around the graveyard before he shrugged. “We might as well take it with us. It’s not really meant to be here.” 
 
    Tou He nodded and reached for the flower, hand splayed wide to grab the stem. Wu Ying darted forward and smacked Tou He’s hand, making his friend jerk his hand away and glare at Wu Ying. “What was that for?” 
 
    “I should ask you. What were you doing?” 
 
    “Taking the flower.” 
 
    “Like that?” 
 
    “Yes?” Tou He paused. “Isn’t that how you pluck flowers?” 
 
    “No! Also, we want the plant. Otherwise, by the time we arrive, it’ll be all dried out.” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But better to have the plant alive than dead, no?” Wu Ying said.  
 
    Tou He scratched his head in amusement. “I guess you know how to do this?” 
 
    “Not exactly, but I can guess.” Plants required soil, sunlight, and water. Exactly how much care, the amount of soil, and the extent the roots could be disturbed varied. Wu Ying could at least give it a shot, using his prior experience. “Watch the area?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Bending next to the plant, Wu Ying gently prodded it with a nearby and convenient stick. Seeing that the flower did not react adversely to the stick, Wu Ying slid on a pair of gloves and took out his utility knife to dig around the plant. Unsure of how deep or extensive the root system of this plant was, Wu Ying took care to dig carefully. 
 
    Once Wu Ying had located the root system and determined that the plant mainly used a single major root with a few smaller off-shoots, he dug around the plant and uprooted the entire thing into a waiting piece of waterproof cloth. He wrapped the newly freed roots and soil in the cloth before adding some water to the plant. Having determined he had done as much as he could, Wu Ying took the plant back to their temporary camp. 
 
    “Are we done?” Tou He asked once Wu Ying had set the plant in the shade of their luggage. 
 
    “Yes,” Wu Ying said. “It should keep. Let’s keep looking.” 
 
    Together, the pair went to finish their check of the graveyard. Every time they located another plant, Wu Ying repeated his actions in transplanting the unusual flowering plant, curious to see if they would survive the journey. Perhaps they could get something more for this trip than the base contribution points. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The remainder of the assignment passed without incident. Concerned that his uprooted plants would not survive long, Wu Ying elected to skip the celebration and take off for the sect directly, leaving Tou He to collect the remainder of their belongings and report on the successful completion of the mission. In the light of the morning sun, Wu Ying ran with a wide open, li-eating gait that he could keep up for hours on end. In fact, with the addition of his cultivation, Wu Ying doubted he would need to stop for more than a meal or two during the day. 
 
    Days later, Wu Ying stumbled to a stop right in front of the paifang that marked the border of the sect grounds. Elder Lu, in his thin robe, was seated in his usual place, sprawled out with his pipe and smoking away. At his cultivation level, Wu Ying was not surprised the Elder did not feel the cold. 
 
    “Elder Lu. Long Wu Ying returning from his assignment,” Wu Ying said as he offered the Elder his permission token. 
 
    “Where is the monk?” Xi Qi said as he took the token and pushed a touch of his chi into the token to acknowledge Wu Ying’s return to the sect.  
 
    “Coming after. He went to inform the village head. I wanted to bring these back first,” Wu Ying said, gesturing at the makeshift tray where the plants swayed. 
 
    “Go in then. You know that you cannot mark the assignment complete without the village elder’s token, yes?” Xi Qi said. 
 
    “Yes, Elder.” Wu Ying said, swaying on his feet.  
 
    Due to the short winter days, Wu Ying had made the choice to run through the night, using a small lantern to light the way. Since the roads leading between settlements were well maintained, running through the night was not a big concern for Wu Ying—other than potentially attracting a Demon Beast. Using his previous experience as a guide, Wu Ying had allowed his aura to leak while he ran, warning off any beast that wanted to challenge him. It was a calculated risk, since the leaked chi might attract stronger predators. But it was a risk that had paid off, with Wu Ying arriving unmolested. 
 
    “Then go.” 
 
    Wu Ying took off once more, at a slower pace, up the mountain. His destination was the pill refiner’s apothecary hall, since that was where he could sell his items. Briefly, Wu Ying considered finding Liu Tsong to verify what he carried but discarded the idea. It was unlikely he would be cheated if he sold the plants directly to the sect itself. 
 
    Unlike the line that sold products to sect members, the line for those selling herbs, fungi, and other crafting materials to the sect was nearly non-existent. When Wu Ying made his way to the desk, the bored attendant that manned the table was hiding a yawn. He sat up in surprise as Wu Ying placed the still-living plants on his desk. 
 
    “Long Wu Ying. Looking to sell to the sect,” Wu Ying announced while presenting his sect token. 
 
    “Interesting. You’re not one of Elder Li’s people, are you?” the attendant said, placing a finger in the soil of one plant before he moved to inspect the remainder of the plants. “Night Blossom. Four alive in poor condition. One in very poor condition.” 
 
    Wu Ying winced at the man’s blunt assessment of the plants. Watered or not, cared for as best he could or not, the plants had begun to wither after he had taken them out of the graveyard. It was the main reason why Wu Ying had decided to run through the nights. 
 
    “Do you want this in contribution points or taels?” the attendant asked. 
 
    “Can I get a combination?” 
 
    “Half-and-half is the maximum. Unless you want something less?” 
 
    “Half is fine,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    The attendant turned away, waving down one of the gophers, who took the plants while the attendant opened his book and jotted down the details of the sale. Once he was done, he tapped Wu Ying’s seal on his jade tablet, transferring the contribution points. Then he counted out four tael and three hundred coins before pushing it all over to Wu Ying, whose eyes widened in surprise. 
 
    “Four tael?” Wu Ying squeaked. 
 
    “Yes. And four hundred sixty contribution points.” 
 
    “That much?” Wu Ying said. The mission they had completed was worth slightly over eight hundred contribution points, but the total had to be split between the pair. On the other hand, an inner sect member was required to contribute at least two hundred contribution points a month. 
 
    “Yes. Live plants are always worth more,” the attendant said. “Well. Almost always. Properly dried Spotted Ear Moon fungus sells for three times the fresh ones. And Green Cow Eared blossoms are only taken dried. Too poisonous to transfer otherwise. And… well, you can study the rest.” 
 
    Wu Ying flashed the attendant a grateful smile as he finished putting away the coin. He would have to split the profits with Tou He when he arrived, but this amount would be a decent amount of savings for additional equipment. Right now, outside of his sword, Wu Ying lacked any real equipment. Admittedly, that was due to his rising standards—he no longer wanted mortal equipment but cultivator equipment. Equipment that would either aid his cultivation or, at the least, last him while he was in the Energy Storage stage.  
 
    Almost whistling as he left, Wu Ying skipped out of the building, his earlier exhaustion held at bay by the unexpected bounty. Rather than waiting for his exhaustion to catch him, Wu Ying headed directly for his residence.  
 
      
 
    “Long Wu Ying.” 
 
    Wu Ying adjusted his robes, wincing as he bowed and greeted his unexpected visitor. The Elder had just turned up, without an invitation or calling card, later the day Wu Ying had returned. The sole thing keeping Wu Ying awake was the rush of adrenaline that had shot through his body when Ah Yee mentioned an Elder had come visiting. 
 
    “Elder.” Wu Ying desperately wished he could remember her name, but the older woman with the cane had only introduced herself once. And his sleep-addled brain refused to function. 
 
    The old woman’s eyes crinkled, perhaps realizing that Wu Ying could not recall her name. Ah Yee stepped forward, refilling the Elder’s tea and turning her head so that she could meet Wu Ying’s eyes. As she did so, she mouthed the Elder’s name.  
 
    Memory triggered, Wu Ying quickly added. “Elder Li. May I know what brings you to visit me?” 
 
    Shooting a suspicious glance at Ah Yee, the Elder leaned back in the hard-backed visiting chair. “I was informed you brought back four sets of Night Blossoms. Still alive.” 
 
    “Yes, Elder.” 
 
    “Poorly taken care of. But still alive,” Elder Li said, tapping her cane. “Did you know you could have sold the location information instead?” 
 
    “I did not know that,” Wu Ying said. “I’m sorry, Elder. I will stop bringing back the plants.” 
 
    “Did I tell you to stop?” Elder Li said waspishly, smacking the top of Wu Ying’s bent head with her cane. He winced but did not move to rub his head. “You brought back four Night Blossoms alive. That’s better than some of my recent recruits.” 
 
    “Thank you, Elder.” 
 
    “They were in poor condition, mind you. Take us at least a month to care for them. Where did you learn to care for plants?” 
 
    “I was a rice farmer before, Elder. I also helped my mother with the family vegetable garden.” 
 
    “A farmer with a small gift, it seems,” Elder Li said, tapping her cane on the ground. She stared at Wu Ying before she pushed herself to her feet with the help of the cane. “Very well. Make your way to my residence tomorrow.” 
 
    “Elder?” 
 
    Rather than answer, Elder Li walked out of the house, swinging her cane in what Wu Ying could almost describe as a jaunty manner. When he turned to Ah Yee, who had begun to pack up the tea and snacks laid out for the Elder, Wu Ying only received a shrug. 
 
    “Would it hurt them to actually answer questions sometimes?” Wu Ying said with a sigh. At least he was not expected in class tomorrow. 
 
      
 
      
 
    To Wu Ying’s surprise, Elder Li’s residence was not above the inner sect members’ residences but situated among them. The residence itself was quite small, at least a quarter of the size of Elder Hsu’s and Elder Cheng’s residences. What it had that the other Elders did not was an extremely large greenhouse next to it, along with garden plots situated around the residence. The total grounds of the residence itself, when these garden plots and the greenhouse were taken into account, was at least thrice the size of the other Elders’.  
 
    At a glance, Wu Ying could tell many of the plants in the garden were not usual vegetation. The gardens consisted of spiritual herbs and uncommon variants of rarer plants. Even in the chill of the early winter morning, sect members moved among the garden, working on the plants with the aid of lanterns. 
 
    Wu Ying hesitated before approaching the actual residence, knocking on the door and being shown in by the servant. A short while later, Elder Li clumped out to greet Wu Ying. This time around, Wu Ying noticed the dirt under her fingernails and the mud stuck to the edges of her cloth shoes. This was an Elder who worked the dirt─who got her hands dirty. 
 
    “Elder Li,” Wu Ying greeted the Elder, straightening from his bow. 
 
    “You’re early.” 
 
    “Elder requested I come in the morning,” Wu Ying said. “I assumed the Elder meant a farmer’s morning.” 
 
    A wide grin broke across the Elder’s face. Her cane flicked up from the ground and swiftly approached Wu Ying’s face. The cane came to an abrupt halt before dipping to tap him on the shoulder. “Smart boy. Just be careful. Those who are too smart can get hurt. Come.” 
 
    Wu Ying rushed to follow the stooped woman, and together, they made their way from the visiting room he had been deposited in past the inner courtyard to the back of the residence. Wu Ying found it amusing to see that throughout the house, numerous pots of plants resided, scattered about as if they had been tossed there. But working on instinct, Wu Ying studied the plants and their locations before he sensed there was a method to their placement. What it was, he could not ascertain, but he grew increasingly certain the haphazard placements were not as random as they seemed at first sight. 
 
    “Seen enough?” Elder Li’s scornful voice broke Wu Ying’s concentration. He flushed, opening his mouth to apologize, before Elder Li cut in. “What did you learn?” 
 
    “Not much, Elder. I know the placement is not random, but I cannot understand the reasoning,” Wu Ying admitted.  
 
    When he finished speaking, he received a smack on his leg from the cane, one that stung as badly as a full-blown kick from Senior Ge. “Of course not. You’re barely an inner sect member. Stop paying attention to things outside of your experience and focus on what is important.”  
 
    Elder Li proceeded to exit the building through its back door. Outside, the pair were able to see the full extent of the Elder’s gardens and the greenhouse resting next to it. 
 
    “You start work here today. Ru Ping will show you to your workspace and teach you what you need to know.” 
 
    “Elder, I do not—” 
 
    “A properly cared for Night Blossom in excellent health would garner around a thousand contribution points.” 
 
    Wu Ying’s snapped his mouth shut.  
 
    “Of course, from the state of the Night Blossoms you brought in, they probably were never more than average to begin with. Worth three hundred contribution points or so,” Elder Li continued. “Still. A fortune to an inner sect member like you, no?” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded dumbly. 
 
    “You should also consider the fact that I have already informed Elder Hsu you have chosen to work with me. He was quite unhappy when I told him so. He said, and I quote, ‘He was just getting decent.’ I understand your latest bonus will not be coming,” Elder Li continued.  
 
    Wu Ying winced, anger sparking at the woman’s high-handed tactics.  
 
    “I’ve also informed the assignment hall to refuse to allow you any further assignments until I say so. Elder Pang was quite happy to accede to my request.” 
 
    Wu Ying had angered Elder Pang by defeating his sponsored choice, Yin Xue, last year. For a moment, Wu Ying wondered how the man was doing as an outer sect member before he discarded the erroneous thought. He had his own troubles here. “Why, Elder Li?” 
 
    “Youngsters do not know what is best for them. It is up to us Elders to make sure they choose the right path.” Elder Li turned her head to look at Wu Ying. “Studying to be a pill refiner might be your eventual path, but have you considered what would happen if you have no talent for the practice? There is no pill scent on you, so I doubt you have touched a pill cauldron.” 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head. In truth, he was not sure it was the path he wanted to take. As Elder Li pointed out, he had yet to even touch a pill cauldron. That was why he was working in the blacksmith guild too, learning the basics of forging. Though Wu Ying was making mundane items at the moment, since he had little practical experience to draw upon. He had many more hours left before he could be expected to produce anything useable. 
 
    “Who do you think gets pills first? The martial specialist who protects the pill refiner, the blacksmith who can only trade his goods, or the harvester who supplied the refiner?” Elder Li asked. “Our skills might not be well known or highly lauded, but they are necessary and in demand.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded, accepting her words. It was not as if Elder Li had given him much choice in joining her.  
 
    Seeing her opponent defeated, Elder Li pointed toward where Ru Ping worked in the fields. The laborer was shorter than Wu Ying and fatter, having kept a layer of pudge even through all the cultivation. Once Wu Ying spotted Ru Ping, Elder Li walked away without another word. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Junior Long Wu Ying greets Senior,” Wu Ying said as he arrived before the portly harvester. 
 
    “You are the new recruit?” Ru Ping straightened his back, looking over Wu Ying. “Poor choice in clothing.” 
 
    “I did not expect to be working here today,” Wu Ying admitted. 
 
    “Elder Li does have a tendency to assert herself,” Ru Ping said. “You may call me Ru Ping. We don’t bother with all that Senior or Junior nonsense.” 
 
    Wu Ying dipped his head in agreement, though he felt uncomfortable with the notion. Still, he offered Ru Ping a half-smile. “What is it you need me to do?” 
 
    “You’ve worked fields before, correct?” Ru Ping said. “The way you crossed the grounds showed your background. For one, you didn’t trample over everything as you walked.” 
 
    “Have people done that?” Wu Ying said in surprise. 
 
    “Oh, yes. Why do you think Elder Li took us?” Ru Ping said. “What’s your background?” 
 
    “Rice farmer.” 
 
    “Mine too,” Ru Ping said, nodding happily. “Not many of us in the sect. But that’s neither here nor there. It’ll be good to show a man around. Most of our workers are women who dabbled in gardening before. But there are some things men are better at.” 
 
    Wu Ying felt a deep dread forming at Ru Ping’s words. In short order, he found that his intuition was correct as Ru Ping brought him before piles of compost. 
 
    “We need the first, second, and sixth piles turned. Leave the third and fourth piles alone; they’re cooking. And the fifth we need to add more manure to first,” Ru Ping said, clapping Wu Ying on the shoulder. “Once you’re done, there’s a book inside the box in the tree. You should study up on the plants we grow on the seventh to tenth piles.” 
 
    Wu Ying glanced over the numbered piles. While the smell of the compost piles was muted, showing they were extremely well cared for, he saw the steam coming off the piles as the compost broke down the refuse. The heat from the decomposing compost piles helped in this case, allowing the gardeners to grow plants that would not be otherwise viable in this cold weather. Of course, Wu Ying wondered why they did not use the greenhouse, but he was certain the book would provide the answer. 
 
    Hours later, Wu Ying had turned the compost piles, including the newly refreshed fifth pile, and was upwind, reading the provided book. It was a fascinating book, listing all the plants currently growing and many more which were not present. The book itself was structured different from the Principles, focused as it was not so much on the uses or an index of plants but on the assessment, observation, and care of the flora. There was even a section for the proper transportation methods for each listed plant.  
 
    Reading the book provided Wu Ying an understanding of why these plants were grown out in the open instead of being in the greenhouse. Being dual-souled plants, each plant needed both the yang heat gained from the piles and fresh sunlight and the yin chi of death from decomposition. The greenhouse, on the other, hand was pure yang heat from the sunlight, providing none of the necessary yin chi to allow these plants to grow. 
 
    As he read and later, when he was directed to help clear a ditch, Wu Ying found himself, for the first time in a long time, content and comfortable. Out here, among the plants, Wu Ying  had a form of expertise that was valued. Perhaps the Elder was not so wrong after all.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    In.  
 
    Out. 
 
    In. 
 
    Out.  
 
    As Wu Ying breathed, he felt the chi twisting in his dantian. He pushed against it, feeling the way the chi struggled to escape, to find a new level. He had been gathering his chi for some time─weeks of careful progress. He was nearly ready─so close to achieving a breakthrough. 
 
    Eyes half-open, Wu Ying picked up the Lesser Bone Marrow Pill he had traded precious sect contribution points for and popped it into his mouth. A dry-mouthed swallow later and the pill was in his stomach, dissolving and releasing the chi contained within. Wu Ying’s eyes opened even as he clamped down hard on his aura. 
 
    Each pulse of energy from the pill he swept into his dantian, trying to contain as much of it as possible as it overflowed his dantian and meridians, breaking through the porous barrier of his aura membrane and escaping with each breath. For all the waste, Wu Ying still managed to grasp and contain some of the chi. As the pill released its contents into his body, Wu Ying felt the growing pressure in his lower dantian, the way it struggled to contain the increasing flow. And yet Wu Ying refused to allow his chi a release. Not yet.  
 
    Not yet. 
 
    Wu Ying felt a spike of pain go through him as an unexpected surge from the pill disrupted his careful collection of chi. He shuddered, the rampant chi running through his body as he tried to contain it. By the time he was done, his dantian felt even more fragile and Wu Ying found himself coughing. Wiping the blood from the lips, Wu Ying grumbled mentally. It was a mid-grade pill, but even so, the release was not as smooth as it could be. The assimilation process was not going as smoothly as Wu Ying desired, and a thread of fear ran through him as he considered how much longer he could hold. 
 
    As his dantian creaked again, threatening to break apart, Wu Ying finally released his hold on the chi within it. Wu Ying quickly pushed the released chi into his meridians, sending it along the previously opened meridians first to ensure they were fully cleansed before he directed the remainder at his tenth meridian. Pain coursed through his body as the chi flooded the constrained and filthy meridian, cleansing and scouring it clear. Wu Ying felt the corruption get carried away through his body to be deposited on his skin and also to his kidneys, where it was filtered out and pushed into his bladder. 
 
    Wu Ying breathed, forcing air in and out of his body as he cultivated, borrowing the power of the spirit pill to push for the next level. Hours passed before the chi surge from the pill finally died down and Wu Ying stood, his body rank and filthy. But beneath the dirty skin, he glowed with happiness. His successful ascension and reinforcement had carried him to a new level of strength. 
 
    Two more meridians to cleanse, then he would finally be able to progress toward gathering enough chi to cleanse his first Energy Storage meridian. Of course, that step would be much more difficult since the amount of chi required was so much higher. Storing so much chi in one’s dantian was dangerous and required the slow broadening of the dantian, as well as compacting the gathered chi to ensure it fit.  
 
    But that was a concern for another day. Today, Wu Ying needed to clean himself and make it to blacksmithing class. As he stood, Wu Ying stretched and eyed the glimmers of sunlight peeking over the top of his roof. As the sun moved to rise earlier, Wu Ying could not help but note winter was nearly over. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re late.” 
 
    “My apologies, Elder Gan. I was cultivating,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    The Elder regarded Wu Ying, eyes narrowing in consideration. “You have opened another meridian?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Your aura suppression needs work. You are leaking again.” 
 
    “Yes, Elder.” 
 
    “Get to forge six.” 
 
    Wu Ying took off to the forge. By his side, Bao Cong, his former partner, was already working at his own forge. The pair shared a quick nod of greeting, the persistent and loud clanging around them foiling any attempts at conversation. Over the past few months, the pair had thawed their initially frosty relationship to something almost cordial. It helped, in Wu Ying’s opinion, that Bao Cong cared less for Wu Ying’s background and more for his attempts at improving. As for Bao Cong, Wu Ying found the noble decent and even, on occasion, helpful. For a noble. 
 
    As Wu Ying finished shoveling coal into his furnace and turned to the bellows, the cultivator could not help but contemplate what it would be like to make something other than mundane tools. There were only so many asps, horseshoes, pots, and rakes one could do before one became bored with the work. Over the last few months, quite a few of the beginners had given up on blacksmithing as they realized Elder Gao would not allow them to move on to anything more interesting—like weapons—without meeting his minimum standards. That the class considered his minimum standards absurdly high went without saying, but there was absolutely no give in the Elder’s opinion. 
 
    Which was why Wu Ying was back in class once again, getting ready to work on another set of… A glance at the order sheet provided to him made Wu Ying sigh. Door hinges. Not exactly difficult to make but exacting. Still, better than horseshoes. 
 
    Hours passed as Wu Ying hammered out hinge after hinge. Even though a simple mold created the basics of the hinges, Wu Ying still had to pour the molten iron into the molds, let the iron cool, then extract the hinges before cooling, cleaning, and creating the gaps. Once he had a large enough batch ready, he would shift to the work of making sure the pieces fit together. 
 
    The work was exacting, and learning to hit the metal at the right angle rather than just whaling upon it was important. A couple of times, Elder Gao arrived and showed him how to adjust his hammering method to make it more efficient or point out Wu Ying’s unnoticed flaws. Most often, Elder Gao would mutter that Wu Ying should think thrice before hitting once, before leaving Wu Ying alone to figure out his mistakes. In the end, the hours of practice were what he needed, not any esoteric technique.  
 
    When Wu Ying was finally done with the initial orders on his list, hours had flown by. As Wu Ying banked his furnace before grabbing a warm lunch, he could not help but feel somewhat proud of his latest work. They were a long way from masterwork, but a significant improvement over the scrap metal he had created at the start. A long guzzle of water later, Wu Ying was slurping down hot noodles when Elder Gao made his appearance, a familiar set of hinges in his hand. 
 
    “Elder,” Wu Ying said, standing and wiping his face. 
 
    “Wu Ying. This is your first decent hinge,” Elder Gao said, idly playing with the work. “It took you two and a half months to make something acceptable.” 
 
    Wu Ying stayed silent, unsure of how to respond. Was it good? Bad? He had no context. 
 
    “Do you know why I have you working beside Bao Cong every class?” Elder Gao said. 
 
    “No, Elder.” 
 
    “It’s because Bao Cong has a future as a blacksmith.” Left unsaid was that Wu Ying did not. “He has the gift, the touch to do so. You are nothing more than average.” 
 
    “Does everyone have to be a genius?” Wu Ying said grumpily. 
 
    “No. You can struggle on, become a blacksmith. In a few years, you could make decent mortal weapons. Maybe a decade from now, you would be able to craft spirit-level weapons,” Elder Gao said, continuing to flex the hinge between his fingers. “But eventually, you will hit your limits. Maybe at high-tier spirit. Maybe even saint-level. But you will never have enough time or ability to make immortal-level weaponry.” 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head, trying to find the gap in the logic. “Few are ever able to make immortal-grade weaponry. Even blacksmiths who make high-tier saint equipment are unusual.” 
 
    “Are you a true immortal cultivator or merely passing through life?” Elder Gao said. “A supporting occupation for a true cultivator is not something you dabble in for money or fun. It is part of their dao. It is what contributes to their climb to immortality. A supporting occupation that you cannot progress to at least saint tier is nothing more than a hindrance.” 
 
    Wu Ying opened his mouth then shut it. Elder Gao was mostly correct, though Wu Ying also mulishly disagreed. Mostly because there were no certainties in the path to immortality. The journey was a thousand li long and each path was different, with stops and diversions galore. Sometimes those diversions led to immortality via cultivation. Sometimes those diversions led to the peaches of immortality, skipping all the hard work of cultivating. 
 
    But. What Elder Gao said was the most commonly held belief. To argue against it, especially as a new inner sect member, would be disrespectful. Instead, Wu Ying kept his mouth shut and his thoughts to himself. 
 
    “You disagree,” Elder Gao said, having read Wu Ying like a scroll. “It matters not. Finish the class. But consider what I have said. For you are”—Elder Gao flexed the hinge one last time, the overstressed metal parting with a ping—“still far from competent.” 
 
    Wu Ying caught the tossed pieces as Elder Gao left, staring at the broken hinges he had worked so hard to create. Lips pressed tight, Wu Ying stared at the broken metal before he placed it aside to add to the scrap pile. Perhaps Elder Gao was right. Perhaps being a blacksmith was not his calling. 
 
    Wu Ying looked at the sweat-stained back of Bao Cang working away at his forge with focused intensity and sighed. He certainly did not have Bao Cang’s passion for metal. It was too dead, too simple for Wu Ying’s tastes. And, Wu Ying had to admit, it was way too hot in the forges. Though now that Wu Ying had cooled down, he was beginning to shiver from the sweat that had collected on his body. 
 
    After drinking another cup of water, Wu Ying stood and headed back inside. Whatever the decision, Wu Ying still had to put in the hours to finish today’s job. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Before you are five different pill cauldrons,” Liu Tsong said, gesturing toward the cauldrons that had been placed on the stage.  
 
    Everyone had seen them when they streamed in, and more than a few students had milled around the edges of the stage to stare at the metal strangers. The cauldrons ranged from a small, pot-sized pill cauldron that could easily be carried when traveling to a massive cauldron so wide Wu Ying would not be able to place his arms around it. 
 
    Size was not the sole differing factor. The smallest cauldron was the simplest in design, looking much like a cooking pot a housewife would use, but the cauldron was thicker than normal pots and had a heavier base. However, beyond those minor differences, it looked similar to an actual iron cooking pot, even coming with a simple black lid. The other cauldrons were obviously made of different, more exotic material, with some having secondary vents along the sides, which could be closed off, or heavier lids to keep heat and steam trapped. The cauldrons all had a variety of sheens: dark steel, green, grey, silver, and white running through their materials. The metals or alloys were unknown to Wu Ying, a mark of their rarity and the difficulty in working with the alloys. Wu Ying knew many metals were compounded with both demon stones and the body parts of spirit creatures to give them more strength. It was the kind of technique and material use that differentiated spirit-tier and mortal-tier blacksmithing. 
 
    “At the farthest end from me, we have a mortal-tier pill cauldron. For many of you, this is what you will work with for the majority of your first few years.” Liu Tsong tapped the cauldron. “Listen.” Again, she tapped the cauldron with her metal-tipped finger. She moved around the cauldron, tapping it at different locations, the noise changing subtly as she hit different areas. “This is how you tell the quality and the weaknesses of your cauldron. For masters, this will be all they need to do, for they can hear the subtleties and differences in a cauldron. 
 
    “You are not masters.” 
 
    Liu Tsong glared at the students, many shifting uncomfortably under her gaze.  
 
    Having forcefully headed off future foolishness, Liu Tsong continued. “This cauldron, and four others of similar quality, are available for rental from the apothecary guild. Each rental is available for a maximum of one week. It is recommended many of you begin renting and attempting the most basic of pill recipes we have passed to you with each of the five cauldrons. Inspecting and working with different cauldrons will gift you the experience you need to begin understanding their differences. 
 
    “As a mortal-tier pill recipe, the Twilight Ashen Blood pill can be created with minimal instruction and training. For those of you who do not have any experience with pill refining, for your first couple of attempts, we recommend you request an instructor from the apothecary hall. This will ensure you learn the basics of refining and waste the minimum number of resources.” 
 
    When Liu Tsong saw there were no questions, she walked around the cauldron once more, tapping on it for everyone to hear. 
 
    When she had done this circuit three times, she said, “Keeping in mind what you have heard, here are the flaws and how to spot them.” 
 
    Liu Tsong shifted her position to point at a small discoloration on the outside of the pot. She raised her voice as she traced the extent of the discoloration, explaining details of the cauldron’s flaw as well as its specific characteristics. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hours later, Wu Ying sighed at the pile of notes he had scribbled during the lesson. Even having received Liu Tsong’s advice to purchase and read a manual on pill cauldrons beforehand, he’d still found himself making copious notes. Maybe half of those notes were on things that were covered in the manual which Wu Ying had forgotten. The other half were things not mentioned or mentioned in passing but not clearly explained. 
 
    This time around, Wu Ying had seen a large number of students desperately scribbling notes. Those other students had been caught out by the sudden shift in topics and were desperately attempting to catch up. It was no surprise, as the class had spent the last few months going over herbs in exhaustive detail. Wu Ying almost regretted that they were no longer discussing plants, since his newfound employment with Elder Li benefitted him greatly. The information Liu Tsong provided reinforced the information Wu Ying was learning while working the garden, and vice versa. 
 
    But Wu Ying had to admit he was somewhat excited to get his hands on a pill cauldron and begin refining. As Elder Li had pointed out, he had yet to even try his hand at the actual work of a pill refiner. It was about time for him to start, if for no other reason than to ensure that he was not a complete failure. 
 
    When Wu Ying finally returned to his house after class, he was not surprised to find Liu Tsong waiting for him, enjoying a cup of tea and some almond cookies in his reception room. While Liu Tsong’s post-lecture visits had decreased after the first few weeks, each time she introduced a new topic, the cultivator had sought out Wu Ying. In some ways, Wu Ying deeply admired Liu Tsong’s dedication to being a good teacher. Having experienced a number of other random seminars through the months, Wu Ying could confidently say it was a rare attribute. In a few cases, Wu Ying had walked out of the inner sect seminars more confused than he had been before he entered. Some Elders or their disciples were just not suited to teaching. 
 
    “How did I do?” Liu Tsong asked, looking at the vast array of notes in Wu Ying’s hands. Her lips pursed for a second, but Wu Ying found it impossible to read her visage. Was she happy or upset he took a lot of notes?  
 
    “Good. I understood most of what you spoke of. But it’d help if we had a chance to view the cauldrons up close,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Har! And let you all lay your grubby hands on my Master’s cauldron?” Liu Tsong said. “Not a chance. I had to beg her for a week before she’d let me showcase her cauldron. And that was her sixth-best one too!” 
 
    “Sixth?” Wu Ying said, remembering the gleaming golden cauldron at the end. It had been so large it was possible to get a full dozen pills from it, according to Liu Tsong. Of course, the reason why it was so large was due to the need to burn down, concentrate, and form the pills from a myriad number of herbs. At the level Liu Tsong’s Master worked, the ingredients lists were as long as Wu Ying’s arm. 
 
    “Yes, sixth. If I do well, she’s promised to let me use her fifth-best cauldron,” Liu Tsong said, her sudden smile nearly splitting her face. 
 
    “I did want to ask about the multiple cauldrons. You mentioned in passing how, sometimes, you would not want to use the best-grade cauldron possible?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Well, there’re a few reasons. Most dramatically, cauldron destruction,” Liu Tsong said. “If you’re working on a new pill formula, bad interactions between the yin, yang, and elemental energies of various herbs can result in the cauldron breaking.” 
 
    “Oh, that’d be expensive.” 
 
    “Dangerous too,” Liu Tsong added. “But that’s the most dramatic reason. More often, it’s because of less explosive elemental interactions. Think of each cauldron as having been seasoned by previous concoctions. While we do our best to clean the cauldron, there are always traces. You want those traces. An unseasoned cauldron is a pitiful object with no spiritual residue behind it. But the residue can also affect the final outcome of certain formulae.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded and quickly jotted down her words. It made sense to him, the same way his mother had complained when her decades-old wok had cracked one evening. She had been forced to replace it with a new wok, and for the next six months, meals hadn’t tasted right. It was after the wok had been properly seasoned that food tasted better again. Since pill refining was an exacting process, it made even further sense how the previous formulations in a cauldron could affect the final outcome of the pills. 
 
    “Thank you,” Wu Ying said. “I have a few other questions…” 
 
    “Of course you do,” Liu Tsong said with a glint in her eyes. “As do I. But no questions till we get more almond cookies!” 
 
    Wu Ying coughed but signaled Ah Yee. Once the cookies had been deposited, he turned to Liu Tsong, only to be interrupted. 
 
    “I saw a lot of you frowning when I was explaining the difference between the second and eighth type of vents. Why was that?” 
 
    An hour and a half later, the pair finally concluded their discussion about Liu Tsong’s lecture. At that point, Wu Ying had a chance to ask his final question. “Will you be my teacher?” 
 
    “For your initial pill refining?” Liu Tsong watched as Wu Ying bobbed his head. She paused, obviously deeply considering her answer. “We can try.” 
 
    “Try?” 
 
    “Not all teachers and students are compatible. While you are a decent academic student, the practice of pill refinement is exacting,” Liu Tsong said. “I have some experience teaching others, but… well. I might not be the teacher for you.” 
 
    Wu Ying smiled at her answer. “I’d still be honored, Senior Li.” 
 
    “Sweet-talker.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wu Ying walked around the pill cauldron, inspecting the chest-high metal vessel with his fingers, listening and touching. Due to his delay, all five rental cauldrons had been taken out, leaving Wu Ying to rent one of the many public use cauldrons for his lesson with Liu Tsong. It meant the cauldron was much larger than what he required, but at this point, he had little choice. At least the mortal-tier pill formula he was using would be scarcely affected by the other pills concocted in this cauldron. The pill formula was so low-tier, minor changes in the elemental energies would make little difference. It was when one went to produce higher-tier pills than such care was required. 
 
    As he walked around the cauldron, he listed the flaws he saw to Liu Tsong, who stood by the side while offering helpful pointers as necessary. When Wu Ying finally came to a stop, Liu Tsong pointed out a few more flaws he had missed before highlighting the issues Wu Ying truly needed to be concerned about. 
 
    “And lastly, the thinner material in the north of the cauldron will see a difference in heat. When stirring and mixing, it is best to do it quicker there. I would estimate it is hotter by about twenty percent, so you will need to adjust your mixing speed by that level,” Liu Tsong said, finishing up her listing of the flaws. “Are the ingredients ready?” 
 
    In answer Wu Ying rolled forward the table that held his ingredients. There were five equally divided portions on the table, the various herbs, flower petals, and roots weighed and apportioned evenly.  
 
    Liu Tsong looked over the work before sighing and pointing at two bowls. “This is done wrong.” 
 
    “But I weighed everything!” Wu Ying protested. 
 
    “Refining is not solely about weighing and dividing the portions,” Liu Tsong rebuked Wu Ying. “Look at what you did. See what is wrong with them.” 
 
    Wu Ying frowned, eyeing the sets of material before he dared venture a guess. “The second portion has more top root material than the other. In fact, it’s mostly made up of it.” 
 
    “Exactly. The amount of fire chi from the three-eyed root is concentrated mostly in the top of the root. By dividing the portions unequally, you have ensured that both of those pill sets would fail,” Liu Tsong said. 
 
    “My apologies, Senior.” Well, it had not been in any of the books he had read. 
 
    “That is fine. Now, go over the ingredients again.” 
 
    A short while later, Liu Tsong was reviewing the proportions once more before she sighed. “Decently done. Except the northern ash tree shavings are of extremely poor quality. They are not sufficient to produce five sets. Distribute the last set among the others.” 
 
    “I can return the ingredients…” 
 
    “One payment, one set of merchandise[19]. You paid for the ingredients and accepted them already. There are no returns,” Liu Tsong said. “This is why transactions take so long among the experienced pill refiners. We have to check everything the apothecary’s guild trades to us.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded as passing conversations and trades conducted in Elder Li’s residence made more sense. For common material which the sect had a lot of, trading for the right material was simple enough. But when the sect had two or three portions, it was better to get it from the source. Nevermind the difference in quality. 
 
    “Now, let us begin,” Liu Tsong said. “You have read over the formula?” 
 
    “Yes, Senior.” 
 
    “Then watch carefully. I will try to dictate all the steps I take, but much will be up to you to grasp,” Liu Tsong said.  
 
    Immediately after Wu Ying acknowledged her words, the pill refiner began. Liu Tsong brought the slow-burning wood to a higher temperature. As she worked, Liu Tsong spoke about the heat, the right temperature, and the different ways to vary and adjust the temperature in the cauldron. In one hand, she held a small fan, useful for bringing up the flames and temperature when necessary. In the other, she held a simple ladle, ready for her to scoop up and drop the ingredients for the pill formula when needed. 
 
    “To test the temperature, you should use water. The time required to boil off will inform you of the temperature within.” Liu Tsong followed her words with actions. “The pill formula used here follows the basic, most common formula—that of inserting those items with the most restrictive chi first. In order, it is metal, earth, wood, water, and fire chi.” As Liu Tsong spoke, she scooped up the glistening purple ivy leaves and dropped them in the cauldron. Immediately, the leaves crisped and emitted a slight fragrance. At the same time, Liu Tsong used her left hand to dump a ladle of water into the cauldron, watching the leaves boil. After replacing the ladle, Liu Tsong returned to fanning the flames, increasing the temperature of the cauldron. “Next, we wait for eleven breaths…” 
 
    Wu Ying made note of her comments. Curious she said eleven instead of the twelve in the formula, but he had no time to ask as Liu Tsong continued to speak. Even so, Wu Ying kept track of the breaths as best as he could. It would take many hours of practice before he would achieve the regulation breath the apothecarys used. That the regulation breath[20] was a fixed amount of time had been a revelation to Wu Ying, almost as great as when he realized pill refiners needed to relearn this breath each time they progressed their cultivation. After all, as chi increased and the body perfected itself, the need for oxygen changed—and so, the way the body reacted altered. 
 
    Herb after herb, root after leaf went into the cauldron, punctuated by Liu Tsong’s commentary. Wu Ying watched, fascinated until the end, when Liu Tsong tapped the side of the cauldron and five pills flew out, landing in the waiting bowl with a flourish.  
 
    “Don’t do that. You scoop them out,” Liu Tsong said, eyeing the pills she’d created. “Huh. Upper mortal tier. Not bad for the ingredient level.” 
 
    “You can tell the tiers?” Wu Ying said, walking forward to stare at the pills. 
 
    “You will too. Now, it’s your turn.” 
 
    “Maybe I should watch again…” 
 
    “You won’t learn until you try. Now, begin.” 
 
    “Yes, Senior.”  
 
    Wu Ying stepped forward and checked the heat of the cauldron, splashing a few drops into the cauldron with his hand and watching the droplets sizzle. When Wu Ying looked at Liu Tsong, she half smiled at him. 
 
    “For your first run, I will not comment or correct.” 
 
    Wu Ying gulped, realizing he was walking along the cliff’s edge of failure. Yet, perhaps the knowledge he was likely going to fail freed him. Knowing he would fail meant he had nothing to lose, and the fear of failure disappeared. There was no fear in certainty—just freedom. As if a door had opened in his mind, Wu Ying straightened up and fanned the flames harder. Another, more confident, toss of water in and he began. 
 
    When the process finished an hour later, Wu Ying frowned at the brown sludge, rather than perfectly rounded pills, that came out of the cauldron. He pushed at the sludge, trying to scoop it up from the cauldron before Liu Tsong interrupted him with a hand on his elbow. 
 
    “Behind you is a container for you to toss the remnants away. Then bank the fire. You’ll need to scoop up what you can then wash out the remainder with water and repeat the exercise till the majority is gone. Then the brush beside you to finish the initial cleaning. After which, we’ll need the herb bundle. Soak the bundle in the pot beside you. Not that one. The other one. You’ll want to use the distilled water for initial and final cleaning,” Liu Tsong said. “And while you work, I’ll discuss what you did wrong. And right.” 
 
    Wu Ying’s nose twitched as the bitter smell of the burnt pill formula hit his nose, and he began the process of cleaning the cauldron. Still, at least Liu Tsong was willing to talk to him while he finished the cleaning. Afterward, Wu Ying knew he had two more chances before this day’s attempts were done. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later that evening, Wu Ying stared at three sets of pills. After his first unsuccessful attempt, he had managed to create two sets of pills from the remaining ingredient portions. Of course, the results were mostly due to the aid Liu Tsong provided. Her quick corrections of his mistakes allowed him to undertake corrective action while improving the scope of his knowledge and technique. Liu Tsong had even mimed the motions he needed to take on occasion, something which made Wu Ying smile in recollection. 
 
    Now, with three sets of pills laid out before them, Wu Ying was receiving his last piece of education for the day. A much closer review of the tiers of pills. 
 
    “See how my pills have a glossy sheen all over them? It is from the earth slug extract we added at the end. Properly coated, it seals in the chi and medicinal properties of the pills. On the other hand, these pills, your low-tier pills, have none of that sheen. They were all burnt off due to your inefficient control of the heat,” Liu Tsong pointed out. “These pills are not storable at all. I recommend eating them in the next two days.”  
 
    Wu Ying dipped his head.  
 
    “Next, look for consistency in sizes. Again, we have the consistent sizes of my pills, while yours…” 
 
    Wu Ying winced. Inconsistent was being kind.  
 
    Liu Tsong ignored his facial expressions as she continued speaking. Over the next fifteen minutes, Liu Tsong listed all the differences, beginning Wu Ying’s education on how to tell the difference between pill grades, before she deposited the pills in three different bottles and marked their tied-on labels with a brush. 
 
    “And that is it. We’ve run over the allotted time by four hours, so I expect you’ll visit the hall to inform them, yes?” Liu Tsong said, hands on her hips.  
 
    Wu Ying immediately agreed. 
 
    “Good. You did well for your first real lesson,” Liu Tsong said, smiling.  
 
    He flushed—at the praise or the sudden reminder that Liu Tsong was quite pretty, he could not say. Having spent the last few hours learning from her, he had forgotten the fact entirely. But her sudden smile and the way she twitched her head, sending her hair cascading around her, was a powerful reminder. “I did?” 
 
    “Yes. You are no genius, but you’re certainly not hopeless. It’s hard to say where you’ll end up without more practice, but I would definitely recommend you continue.” 
 
    “Thank you, Senior,” Wu Ying said, bowing low.  
 
    Liu Tsong waved goodbye, reminding the cultivator to clean up properly.  
 
    Left alone with a dirty cauldron and three pill bottles, Wu Ying sighed. More practice was a nice thought, but the ingredients for the pill formula had cost a hundred eighty contribution points. Liu Tsong’s fees and the rental cost of the public cauldron had set him back another three hundred odd points. And that was before he paid for the overage charges. If not for his little jaunt out with Tou He and the slow but continual points he earned from Elder Li, he would be broke. 
 
    As it was, he was not far from that. Finding a way to earn contribution points would be a major issue. Just as he had been warned. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    The end of the staff came spinning, nearly taking Wu Ying in the head. He ducked, but that just set him up for the sweep with the other end. One leg scooped up, balance off-center, Wu Ying fell with a crash as his breath was knocked out of him. Before he could recover, the end of the staff flew forward, stopping right in front of Wu Ying’s face, signalling the end of the match and his loss. 
 
    “Stop thinking about unrelated things and focus on me,” Li Yao said grumpily as she retracted her staff.  
 
    As Wu Ying stared at the young lady glaring at him, he could not help but smile and roll to his feet. “Good one.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t. You weren’t paying attention,” Li Yao said, pouting. “What is with you today?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Wu Ying said, gesturing for them to exit the stage. The pair jumped off the fighting stage and walked over to the water station. “I’ve been thinking about, well, contribution points.” 
 
    “Spending or earning?” 
 
    “Earning,” Wu Ying admitted. “I spent most of mine on a pill refining lesson. And now I’m back to earning a few points every day.” 
 
    “What is the problem?” Li Yao said, brows furrowing across unmarked skin. Over the course of the winter, Li Yao had shed some of the baby fat around her face while adding another half inch in height. The fit cultivator drew the eye of more than one interested party, though she continued to be oblivious to the attention given to her. “There are so many missions right now. The end of the winter is the best time for hunting demon and spirit beasts. Even the monk is out earning his keep.” 
 
    “Ex-monk.” 
 
    Li Yao waved away Wu Ying’s correction. “If you’re looking for a group, you can speak with Elder Ge. He’ll be happy to set you up.” 
 
    “I’m not a martial specialist,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “As if officially joining matters.” Li Yao sniffed. “You train with us, you work to improve your combat abilities, you’re one of us. The rest is just bureaucracy and no one has time for that.” 
 
    “That’s not what others say,” Wu Ying said, recalling his earliest interactions with the sect bureaucracy. 
 
    “Not my concern.” Li Yao pounded her chest firmly. “We’re too busy for such things.” Then, dropping her voice, she added, “Also, there’s always more work than we can do. The more missions we complete as ‘martial specialists,’ the more the sect values us and the better support we receive. So you’ll be helping us by joining our teams.” 
 
    Wu Ying scratched his head. “But I don’t really want to fight…” 
 
    Li Yao raised an eyebrow, glancing at the jian Wu Ying had sheathed at his waist then around the arena. 
 
    “That’s different,” Wu Ying protested.  
 
    “How?”  
 
    “I’m training for when I might have to fight. But going out, hunting…” Wu Ying shook his head. “It’s not the same.” 
 
    “But you had no problem with the ghosts,” Li Yao said. 
 
    “Vampires. And that was Tou He.” Wu Ying shrugged. “I’m not opposed to fighting. But I don’t want it to be my, my…” 
 
    “Your dao?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s ours? Mine?” Li Yao said, her eyes narrowing. Wu Ying had to stop himself from backing up as she pointed at him. “Do you think I’m a combat maniac or something?” 
 
    “Uhhh…” 
 
    “Ooooh, you!” Li Yao stamped her foot on the ground, then not finding it sufficiently satisfying, she stamped down on Wu Ying’s foot.  
 
    He could dodge, but seeing the dangerous light in her eyes, he chose to take the blow rather than anger her further. As Wu Ying hopped around on his bruised toes, Li Yao stalked away, growling wordless imprecations under her breath. 
 
    “What did you do?” Chao Kun said as he walked up to Wu Ying nursing his foot. 
 
    “Nothing! I just, well, I might have said something wrong.”  
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    “I, well, all I said was I didn’t want this to become my dao.” 
 
    “The fighting?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Ah…” Chao Kun nodded sagely. “Not wise to say that to Li Yao.” 
 
    Wu Ying frowned. “Why?”  
 
    “Her family circumstances.” When Wu Ying continued to look puzzled, Chao Kun said, “Like many of us, she is from a noble family. Hers is particularly old-fashioned and does not feel it is suitable for a woman to be a martial specialist.”  
 
    Wu Ying frowned. Holding such views made little sense. At the Energy Storage stage, the physical differences between sexes became much less of a concern compared to the amount and density of chi in one’s dantian and meridians. At Core formation, the physical aspects could be considered almost negligible among the majority of cultivators, unless one was a physical practitioner like Elder Hsu. 
 
    “I know. As I said, traditional. Her family is unhappy she wants to train to defend herself, and even more so when she told them last year she would not marry any man who could not at least defeat her.” The older cultivator’s lips twitched before he leaned forward. “Though, I think, it’s our fault. Li Yao was being pestered so much to date, she made the challenge to us to defeat her before she would date anyone. And then a month later, her family must have heard of it and sent her younger brother over to make demands. And you know Li Yao. Rather than back down or explain, she doubled down.” 
 
    Wu Ying winced. “Did no one beat her?” 
 
    “Eh, a few. Then she dragged them out on quests through the dirt. Not very romantic.” Chao Kun’s lips twitched. “After that, we started heading off the newcomers. It doesn’t help with her family aspirations though…” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded. Even if it did not seem it sometimes, the members who joined the Sect were all the elite. No untalented noble who could not enter the Sect had a chance of beating Li Yao. 
 
    “And so, she’s a bit sensitive about this being her dao. Even if she doesn’t really know which way she’s going, she isn’t going to admit it to you. Or me,” Chao Kun said. “The rest of us are more accepting. Some of us might even pursue a variation.” 
 
    “Variation?” 
 
    “Guardians. Soldiers. Judges,” Chao Kun said, placing a hand on his chest. “Combat is part of such professions, and there is nothing wrong with a dao that encompasses such beliefs.” 
 
    “I never…” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Wu Ying smiled in relief, and taking up Li Yao’s suggestion, he hesitantly asked, “Li Yao mentioned there might be missions available?” 
 
    “Missions?” Chao Kun brightened. “I was wondering if you had been scared away.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Wu Ying said. “But I’m not exactly enthusiastic about fighting.” 
 
    “Yes. It isn’t your dao. But eating is not most of our daos and we still all do it,” Chao Kun said. “Come see me this evening. I’ll find something for you.” 
 
    Wu Ying brightened up at the easy help, even if he was not entirely happy about the idea of becoming a fighter. But since he had few ideas of what else to do to increase his take of contribution points, this would do. Looking into the sky, Wu Ying noted how the morning was fast fading. After making sure he had Chao Kun’s residence location, Wu Ying took off to wash up. He still had to make it to Elder Li’s gardens. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Senior Goh,” Wu Ying said as he found Ru Ping in the orchards, hands on his hips and stretching out his back. Or staring at the fruit of the tree above him. Wu Ying’s steps stuttered when he spotted the six glowing pears in the branches of the tree. As he neared and the dense spiritual energy around the tree penetrated his aura, Wu Ying shivered. Quickly enough, Wu Ying spotted the formation flags that boosted the spiritual energy for this section of the orchard. “How…?” 
 
    “Starborn Heaven Pears,” Ru Ping answered. “The trees flower every year but produce a very small number of fruit. In most conditions, it takes over seven years for the fruit to ripen. As Elder Li has set up the optimal conditions, we are hoping to increase it to once every five years. Part of my job is to check on them every day.” 
 
    Wu Ying looked up, eyeing the pears. He had never even heard of this fruit, but it was not particularly surprising. There were more fruits, herbs, and plants under heaven than there were leaves in the tree above him. As Wu Ying stared at the pears, the glow shifted, the pinpoint of light moving along the edges. Wu Ying opened his mouth to inquire about the phenomena before realizing he might not be allowed here.  
 
    “Did you want something?” 
 
    “Yes, Senior Goh. I—”  
 
    “Ru Ping.” 
 
    “My apologies, Ru Ping. I wanted to inform you that I might not be present in the next few days.” 
 
    “Oh?” Ru Ping turned his head, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “I will be speaking with Senior Ge later tonight,” Wu Ying said. “He will be assigning me an external assignment which suits my ability.” 
 
    “The martial specialist?” When Wu Ying nodded, Ru Ping arched an eyebrow. “I did not realize you’ve chosen to join them.” 
 
    “I have not,” Wu Ying said. “But I have been training with them, as you know.” 
 
    “Huh.” Ru Ping looked Wu Ying up and down then smiled. “Good.” 
 
    “Good?” 
 
    “Yes. Do you know why Elder Li chose you?”  
 
    “Because I’m a man. And an ex-farmer,” Wu Ying said. They’d already had this conversation. 
 
    “You’re no wilting flower.” Ru Ping gestured to the workers in the gardens. “Most of our recruit see our work as gardening. That this is all there is to it. Not acquiring.” 
 
    “Acquiring?” 
 
    “Think about how you attracted Elder Li’s attention,” Ru Ping commanded. 
 
    “I traded the Night Blossoms into the sect.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Ru Ping said. “You went out and acquired Night Blossoms, something we do not grow here.” 
 
    “You don’t?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “No. They require too much metallic yin chi to properly grow. We can keep them for a short while, but if we tried to cultivate them here, it would require a significant adjustment of the gardens.” Ru Ping gestured around. “These gardens are carefully balanced to ensure we extract and return all the available chi we collect. Any addition or subtraction from the garden has to be carefully weighed.” 
 
    “Like crop rotations and fertilizers,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Ru Ping said, flashing Wu Ying a smile at his fellow ex-farmer’s quick uptake. “Unlike the herb garden cared for by the other sect members, Elder Li’s personal garden is extremely delicate. I have dedicated my life to learning the details of gardening in this format. It will be my dao.” 
 
    Wu Ying looked at Ru Ping, who glowed when he talked of the topic. Wu Ying felt himself smiling before he shifted the conversation back to the original topic. “So Elder Li wants people who go out and acquire herbs?” 
 
    “The sect wants cultivators who are willing to do so,” Ru Ping corrected. “Few of those we teach are willing. As you can guess, few refiners have the knowledge to care for the plants properly. And even the more adventurous recruits always require guarding, which increases the cost of acquisition. Individuals who can travel, guard themselves, and pick the herbs are rare.” 
 
    Wu Ying stroked the hilt of his jian in thought. It made sense. It made a lot of sense. And also explained why he and Tou He had received such a high return on the Night Blossoms. If a gardener had gone out to acquire them, even knowing where the graveyard was, they would have required at least two others. In that case, Tou He and he had received the price meant for at least three, if not four, cultivators. A very decent return. A sudden flash of greed ran through Wu Ying as he considered how profitable it would be if he’d managed to collect it all himself. 
 
    “Now, you don’t have your mission yet, do you?”  
 
    “No, Senior.” 
 
    Ru Ping smacked Wu Ying’s arm for his formality. “Very well. Then you’ll be with me this afternoon. It’s unlikely you’ll go far. And, being winter, what is harvestable will be limited. We will go over the most common and in-demand plants you might encounter near the sect. If you have time, come back and we will narrow it further.” 
 
    Wu Ying opened his mouth to protest. He knew how busy Ru Ping was. “But—” 
 
    “Just remember to tell them you are a disciple of Elder Li when you turn in the collected herbs. We will gather credit that way too,” Ru Ping said, cutting off Wu Ying.  
 
    Wu Ying relaxed as the reasons for Ru Ping’s offer made themselves known. Still, Wu Ying made sure to remember this act. If he did manage to acquire a few useful herbs, he would have to treat his senior. 
 
                                     
 
      
 
    Senior Ge’s mansion was humongous. Unlike Wu Ying’s abode, Senior Ge’s residence was made of five bays in the main building and three in the wings flanking the main courtyard. The main entrance gate was made of cherry wood with stylized gate sculptures and plated with gold and silver. Located at the edge of the border between normal cultivators and the Elders’ residential district, the house gave a clear indication of Senior Ge’s importance to the sect as a Core disciple. 
 
    Wu Ying found Senior Ge in the courtyard, standing still in horse stance[21]. The courtyard was so big that Chao Kun only needed half of it for his training grounds. As Wu Ying looked, he spotted the formation flags which marked and reinforced the boundaries of the training area. In the other half of the courtyard, a serene and well-kept garden was carefully tended by the servants. 
 
    To Wu Ying’s surprise, others were waiting for Senior Ge to finish his evening practice. Seated at the garden table was Li Yao and two other cultivators Wu Ying was on nodding terms with. Both men had the look of martial specialists, with long, lean bodies and a dangerous air, only differentiated by the crooked nose on one and the closely trimmed beard on the other. 
 
    “Senior Lee,” Wu Ying greeted the lady first before bowing to the other two. “Long Wu Ying greets Seniors.” 
 
    The pair quickly shared their names, though neither of the cultivators seemed interested in speaking. Even Li Yao was paying attention to Senior Ge’s practice, so Wu Ying turned his attention to Chao Kun’s still form. As Wu Ying watched, Chao Kun broke into action. His hands flickered, moving so fast Wu Ying could not track their motion. The explosive release of strength as the punches flew out blew up clouds of dust that roiled and covered the watching cultivators. The dust and the force of pressured air pushed against Wu Ying’s body for a brief second before it passed. Wu Ying’s eyebrows climbed in surprise. He knew the impact had been significantly reduced by the reinforcement formations around the training grounds. 
 
    “Beautiful,” the bearded cultivator whispered. 
 
    “Senior Ge’s Star Beating Fist has improved again,” Crooked Nose said, admiration tingeing his voice.  
 
    As the dust settled, Senior Ge’s long hair settled around him. 
 
    “I could not see him move,” Wu Ying muttered mostly to himself. 
 
    “Few can,” Li Yao said. “The Star Beating Fist is a Core-level martial style.” 
 
    “Core?” Wu Ying said, surprised. 
 
    “Yes. Only someone as talented as Senior Ge could learn a martial style across such a cultivation gap,” Crooked Nose confirmed. 
 
    “Don’t talk rubbish,” Chao Kun said, seeming to appear next to the group. Wu Ying and the bearded cultivator jerked, both caught by surprise. “If your chi density and flow is sufficient, most Core martial styles are useable.” 
 
    “Sufficient,” Crooked Nose said with a sniff. “You mean having at least half the chi amount of a Core Cultivator. And how many of those are there in the sect?” 
 
    Chao Kun considered the number. “Hei Mao. Lu Rong. Fa Yuan, of course, before she became a Core Cultivator in truth. Seven? No. Eight of us present in the sect right now.” 
 
    “Out of two and fifty or so cultivators,” Li Yao said, tapping Chao Kun’s hand. “You’re special. Just admit it.” 
 
    Chao Kun laughed before he waved away the topic. “You’re all here because you want an assignment, yes?” 
 
    “Yes, Senior!” the group chorused. 
 
    “Good. Now, I have quite a few, but you will need to decide if you are working together or in pairs.” 
 
    “Not alone?” the bearded cultivator said.  
 
    “You’re not ready yet,” Chao Kun said firmly.  
 
    “Yes, Senior. I would prefer to work with those I know,” the bearded cultivator replied and indicated his friend. 
 
    “Li Yao?” Chao Kun asked. 
 
    “I do not care.” 
 
    “Very well. Two different teams then.” Chao Kun waved to a servant who trotted over, bearing a tray of scrolls.  
 
    Quickly perusing through the documents, Chao Kun retrieved two and handed one to the male cultivator pair and another to Li Yao. Once Chao Kun had distributed the scrolls, he ushered the four out with due haste.  
 
    Outside, the pair of male cultivators walked off, leaving Wu Ying looking distastefully at the rude nobles before he turned to Li Yao. “What did we get?”  
 
    “Let us talk somewhere more comfortable.” Li Yao frowned, considering, then pointed down the hill. “There should be a tea room open.” 
 
    Once the pair were comfortably seated in a semi-private room, in view of servants and attendants but with enough privacy that few would bother them, Li Yao unrolled the mission scroll. Together, the pair perused the details of the mission, inspecting the enclosed map and the sparse information provided by the assignment hall. 
 
    “A pack of demon dhole?” Wu Ying’s eyebrows creased together. The dhole was a red, almost dog-like creature that moved in large clans. But the dhole rarely held large territories or moved them. “Why are they a concern now?” 
 
    “Probably one of their members is close to a breakthrough. In those cases, the demon dhole widen their territories and search for more chi-intensive resources,” Li Yao said. 
 
    “Chi-intensive?” 
 
    “Humans. Preferably high-level cultivators.” 
 
    “Ah…”  
 
    A clan of dhole could be dangerous, since their hunting packs would wait to take down their prey. If the demon beasts were attacking people, they would be smart enough to prey on those at the edges of a village. 
 
    “The local Lord?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “It’s Lord Chu.” When Wu Ying did not make any acknowledgement of her words, Li Yao sighed. “The old Lord Chu and his two sons died two years ago. The current Lord Chu is six years old. Even their army has been severely reduced.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Li Yao shook her head. “This damnable war has seen too many deaths. I know of a few families who have been all but wiped out and forced to marry their daughters away to secure their lands. Not that their families are still existent, but at least they have security.” 
 
    “I worry about my parents too,” Wu Ying said softly. “Without my money, they wouldn’t be able to hire additional help. My father has mentioned bandits—peasants thrown off their land because they could not pay the tax—roaming the countryside. And last year, the Wei were within a hundred li of the farm.” 
 
    The cultivators fell silent, remembering the pressures the war placed upon the sect and their families. The pair had trained with many who’d proceeded to take the sect’s war missions. Only a portion of those came back. Some because they extended their stay. Others because they would never come back—crippled or dead from the fighting. The drain on personnel was slow but noticeable and would increase when spring arrived and the fighting season came again. 
 
    “Dhole,” Wu Ying finally said, drawing their attention back to their mission. “Two-day jog.” 
 
    “Jog?” Li Yao said. “Should we not take a horse?” 
 
    Wu Ying scratched his head, shame running through him. “I don’t know how to ride one. Or have one.” 
 
    “Oh. We can rent one for you,” Li Yao said. “The sect has a few placid horses. You should learn. Spring’s better though.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The ground is softer,” Li Yao said, eyes twinkling. Wu Ying stared at the woman before she laughed, waving. “You’ll be fine. You’re not a beginner cultivator anymore. Learning the physical aspects of horse riding will come faster than studying a new martial style. As for care for the animal, we can stop at inns.” 
 
    “I know how to care for horses,” Wu Ying said stiffly. His village had had one draft horse and the village children had all been tasked with caring for it at one point or another. However, a draft horse was not a riding horse and no child would have dared the wrath of the village elder by attempting to ride. 
 
    “Good. Trust me, I’ll make sure your first time is good!” Li Yao said.  
 
    Wu Ying offered her a wan smile before he looked down to hide the slight blush.  
 
    Oblivious as usual, Li Yao continued. “We should get bows.” 
 
    “And use ourselves as bait for the dhole?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “A good idea,” Wu Ying said, rubbing his chin. “Though actual bait would probably be better.” 
 
    “Maybe we could get one of the outer sect members? About Body Cleansing 4 or 5 would be perfect,” Li Yao said agreeably. 
 
    “I was thinking a demon beast or a spirit beast,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Oh, that makes much more sense.” Wu Ying eyed the cheerful female cultivator warily, but Li Yao ignored his looks, tapping a fingernail on her lips. “Can you use a bow?” 
 
    “Not well,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Crossbow then?” 
 
    “For the best.” 
 
    “Okay. So I’ll use a bow, you a crossbow. We’ll get a demon beast from the kitchen or in town. There are always a few lives ones on sale for the kitchens,” Li Yao said.  
 
    “Bait, weapons, and horses. And food enough for a week?” 
 
    “Sounds about right.” 
 
    “Then shall we leave in two days?” 
 
    “Two?” Li Yao frowned. 
 
    “I want to speak with Senior Goh. He should be able to give me a better idea of what plants to harvest,” Wu Ying said. “I will, of course, share the proceeds with you.” 
 
    “Proceeds? Harvest?” 
 
    “Spiritual herbs and fruit,” Wu Ying said. “We might not find any, but if we do, it could increase our contribution greatly.” 
 
    “Oh, right! Tou He mentioned you got those Dark Flowers.” 
 
    “Night Blossoms.” 
 
    “Great. You get me flowers, I’ll get the other gear,” Li Yao said. 
 
    Wu Ying flushed again but shook his head, pushing aside romantic thoughts. They were about to go out to deal with dangerous, carnivorous animals. This was not the time to be thinking about such things.  
 
    Once the pair had cleared out other minor details, they took their leave. Wu Ying watched Li Yao bounce away to her residence. It would be the first time Wu Ying would be out with the cultivator. A female cultivator.  
 
    Wu Ying shook his head, pushing aside the thought. Double entendres or not, Li Yao was a friend and fellow cultivator. They were on a sect mission, not a walk along the river. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Days later, the pair left the sect town on horses, a hog-tied demon beast piglet strapped to the back of another horse. The piglet was large enough it had made more sense to rent a third horse than carry it on one of theirs. Wu Ying found Li Yao’s earlier comments were correct—finding the rhythm of riding was not as hard as he had thought it would be. He was, at least, competent enough to ride at a canter on the placid beast Li Yao had picked out for him. He was still getting the hang of the trot, much to the dismay of his buttocks. But even so, Wu Ying felt he would soon find that rhythm too. Hour after hour, the pair rode, eating up the distance and passing the few winter travelers on the road. Conversations started and stopped, languid and without purpose. 
 
    “Did you get all our stores?” Wu Ying said, glancing at Li Yao, who looked to be rather sparsely equipped. 
 
    “In my ring,” Li Yao said. 
 
    “Oh, right,” Wu Ying said, shaking his head.  
 
    Of course she had one and probably a much larger one than his own gifted chest-sized storage ring. Larger, more useful rings were worth tens of thousands of contribution points. Even getting on the list to acquire a larger storage ring required a thousand contribution points. And that was not even a deposit. He was once again grateful for the gift he had received, the tiny chest-sized ring that was enough to carry his basic supplies. When Li Yao indicated for the pair to rest the horses, Wu Ying was grateful to slow his horse, the horse naturally moving up next to the other cultivator. 
 
    “Heels down.” 
 
    “Thank you, Senior,” Wu Ying said, dropping his heels and clenching his thighs around the horse.  
 
    It was lucky timing, as the horse suddenly balked, jerking to a stop shortly before Li Yao’s followed suit, the pair of equines whinnying. 
 
    “Trouble,” Li Yao said, making her bow appear in her hand. She held the reins loosely in the same hand that held her bow, her other hand dipping to extract an arrow from the saddle quiver.  
 
    Wu Ying debated for a second, but as his horse continued to whinny nervously, he slid off the animal while keeping a hand on the reins. 
 
    From the side of the road ahead of them, a group of bandits made their appearance. Unlike Wu Ying’s previous encounter with bandits, this group looked more like a series of bedraggled and hungry farmers than hardened criminals. If not for the crudely made wooden spears and a few rusty swords and poles, Wu Ying would have estimated them to be harmless. Wu Ying’s extended senses told him the group mainly consisted of those at Body Cleansing 2 or 3. 
 
    “Bandits,” Li Yao said, her voice unnaturally calm. She was already nocking an arrow, causing the group to ready their weapons and, in one case, draw a bow. 
 
    “Stop.” Wu Ying was not sure why he spoke, what instinct prompted him, but his words made Li Yao pause.  
 
    He guided his horse forward and to the side, where he looped the reins over a nearby branch, then he walked toward the bandit group.  
 
    “Why are you here?” Wu Ying said to the group, hands away from his jian so that he did not look like a threat. Not immediately at least. He let his gaze stay unfocused, though the bow wielder stayed in his peripheral vision. 
 
    “We’re… robbing you?” one of the bandits spoke, someone from the second row. The moment he did, the others parted and he was shoved forward. Wu Ying eyed the man, saw how thin he was, how ratty and dirty his clothing had become, the way his eyes shifted from side to side as he swayed on his feet from nervousness and exhaustion. 
 
    “Was that a question or a demand?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “A… demand?” the swaying bandit said. 
 
    “I am Long Wu Ying, inner sect member of the Verdant Green Waters Sect. This Lee Li Yao, my Senior.” Wu Ying said. Their robes should have already informed these desperate peasants. Hunger and desperation must have driven them to try their hand against the cultivators. “Who are we speaking with?” 
 
    “I am Tang Bu…” Tang stopped, realizing he was introducing himself to a man he intended to rob. “Why…” 
 
    “Well, friend Tang, it seems you have a choice here,” Wu Ying said gently. “You can put your weapons down and come with us to the next village. They’ll hang you there, but we’ll feed you and you can sleep safely. Or you can charge us and die here.” 
 
    “There’s more of us than there are you!” Tang said, his voice trembling like his hand. 
 
    “Yes. There are,” Wu Ying replied. Still he stood there, hands away from his jian, waiting.  
 
    “I don’t want to die…” another of the bandits said. 
 
    Beside him, his friend stared at the crude spear in his hand. “You’ll feed us?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Wu Ying…” Li Yao called out tentatively.  
 
    Wu Ying turned toward her, offering her a half smile. Perhaps it was the momentary show of weakness. Perhaps they had been waiting for this. But the talkative bandit yelled and jumped forward, swinging his sickle at Wu Ying. 
 
    Dragon unsheathes his Claws. A flash of light as Wu Ying stepped past the falling body, blood exploding from the wound across his attacker’s chest. Even as Wu Ying finished his step, an arrow lodged in the bow-wielding bandit’s neck, sending him sprawling and choking on his own blood. Galvanized by the deaths, the group exploded into action. 
 
    It was not a fight. How could it be? The pair of inner sect members tore through the starving, barely trained ex-farmers like a scythe through rice stalks. In mere seconds, the massacre was over, leaving Wu Ying standing amidst the corpses. Once the pair had moved the bodies off the main roadway and marked their location, Wu Ying and Li Yao restarted their journey.  
 
    Only then did Li Yao broach the question in her mind. “Why?” 
 
    “Why what?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Why did you offer to bring them with us?” Li Yao said. 
 
    “I… it was a small mercy. The best I could offer,” Wu Ying said softly.  
 
    When Li Yao opened her mouth to inquire further, Wu Ying kicked his horse into a trot, leaving the female cultivator. How could he explain to her when he did not know why himself? How could he explain that he’d seen himself, his friends in them? How easy it was to have a bad year and be kicked off your farm? How it was such a small step from farmer to bandit for so many? And yet, Wu Ying could not let them go. How many travelers had they waylaid already? How many would they kill if left alone? The sentence for banditry was death. The moment they chose to become bandits, they signed their own death warrants. 
 
    All Wu Ying could offer was the smallest mercy. A warm meal. A quick death. And a name remembered. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The remainder of the journey had been prosaic─boring. Like before, the village elder had greeted them with a smile and all the courtesy he could muster. They had been given the village elder’s house, the man and his family vacating to live with another family. Then they’d been given the detailed list of attacks and the actions the village had taken to stem the dholes. As the dholes were diurnal hunters, the pair had partaken of a quiet meal in the evening and rested early, getting up long before dawn broke. 
 
    That was how the pair found themselves seated in the branches of two trees in the early morning, staring at the staked-out demon piglet. Grown specifically to feed cultivators, the creature had a cultivation of Body Cleansing 2, bordering on 3. Given enough time, it might reach even the apex of Body Cleansing 3 as a demon beast. A tempting enough target, the pair hoped, for the dhole. Better than having them attack and tear through flimsy mud walls to take another villager. Or, worse, their child. 
 
    Seated in the closer tree, Wu Ying had the crossbow on his knees. Unlike Li Yao, he had little experience with archery. He had played and practiced with the bows and crossbows in the village. It had been part of their regular training, the necessity of a land always at war. But a few hours every few months was obviously not sufficient for real competence. 
 
    The piglet squealed and shivered in the cold of a winter morning, staked on the flat, level ground near the rice fields, where rice stalks and grain would be stored. Wu Ying was grateful the trees that shaded the area rarely shed their leaves, unlike the stories he had heard of plants in the north. How strange would it be? To have bare trees, frozen rivers, and snow that refused to leave until spring returned. 
 
    Shaking his head, Wu Ying brought his attention back to the surroundings. Being on watch was boring. No matter how often you told yourself to focus, idle thoughts and boredom would win and you would find yourself distracted. More frustrating was the fact he could not even cultivate. Doing so would change the flow of chi in the surroundings. While Wu Ying was not certain what kind of expanded senses the dhole had, it could easily include the ability to sense ambient chi.  
 
    That was also why Li Yao was farther away. Unlike Wu Ying, she had not trained to contain her aura, making her presence more notable. Unfortunately, all their caution would be of little use if Wu Ying did not pay attention and catch the dhole as they sneaked up on the piglet. 
 
    Like now. 
 
    Wu Ying tensed as he realized the dark brown spots moving in the long shadows of early morning light were his targets. He flicked his gaze across the clearing, searching for the others. If there were two, there must be more. One more, in the corner near the ditch. And perhaps one in the ditch itself. 
 
    Wu Ying slowly moved his hand in the pre-assigned signal to Li Yao. He would turn back, but previous attempts to spot her had failed, so he would not attempt it again. Better to hope she saw his signal. Wu Ying cocked the crossbow and raised it to his chest, keeping his movement slow and smooth. Once he had it snugly against his shoulder, he looked down the sights and adjusted his aim. 
 
    Already, one of the dhole had crept to within ten feet of the piglet. The piglet was frozen in fear, a primal sense telling it of the danger it faced, but unable to escape. As Wu Ying watched, the other two demon beasts he had noticed crept forward, completing the encirclement. 
 
    The arrow that sprouted from one of the dhole was a vicious surprise. It took the monster in the side, making the dhole stagger in its crouch as it got ready to spring forward. The pig thrashed, pulling at the rope that held it fast, but Wu Ying ignore the distraction as he targeted and pulled on the trigger of his crossbow. The bolt shot forward, only to be dodged by the dhole he had targeted. The monster threw itself at the piglet, intent on finishing off its prey. 
 
    Forced to choose, Wu Ying discarded his spent crossbow and jumped down, already drawing his sword as he darted forward. The three surviving dhole rushed their prey, tearing into the staked piglet and killing it. Closer, Wu Ying could see the demon beasts in greater detail. The dhole looked like a larger variant of its mortal cousin, with its body nearly the size of an adult wolf but with a flatter and longer skull, reminiscent of a fox. Like the fox, it had a tawny, red coat but had a stripe of colour alongside its backbone that glittered in the dark. 
 
    As Wu Ying closed in on the group, the lead dhole clamped its mouth around the piglet and worried the body, attempting to retrieve the remains from the collar. Each jerk moved the stake up an inch or so. While their fellow pack member worked the corpse, the other two faced the charging cultivator. 
 
    A quick swipe and a proper lunge later, Wu Ying had one of the dhole skewered. As he recovered forward, lead foot shifting and rising to kick aside the other leaping monster, an arrow flickered by Wu Ying’s gaze. This one caught the leaping dhole high up on its body, throwing the monster away from Wu Ying. 
 
    Startled by the sudden loss of his packmates, the remaining monster dropped the corpse and turned to run. Wu Ying threw himself forward, only to cut the edge of the monster’s back leg as it darted away. In short seconds, the monster was gone, lost in the low brush and ditch, leaving the pair of cultivators with three corpses and their dead bait. 
 
    “Did you mark it?” Li Yao asked Wu Ying as she walked up. 
 
    “Yes.” Wu Ying looked at the tip of his sword. Blooded, the monster should be easy enough to track.  
 
    “Good.”  
 
    Li Yao turned to the monsters before them, quickly ending the life of the one remaining, dying dhole before she began the process of extracting the demon stones. Wu Ying followed her example, making sure to string up the creatures and cut their jugular veins. Leaving the creatures to bleed out, Wu Ying washed his hands on the offered water bottle and retrieved his crossbow. The villagers would finish the skinning, gutting, and butchering for them, but leaving the demon stones was a touch too much temptation. 
 
    By the time they were done, the dawn light had increased sufficiently that tracking the injured monster would be simple enough. Together, the pair took off, Li Yao in the lead. One of the many surprises Li Yao had sprung on Wu Ying was her competence at tracking. She did not track the same way the village hunters did, not exactly. While Li Yao used the blood, the broken branches, and other mundane signs of passage, she also relied on her ability to sense the escaping chi from the wounded monster.  
 
    Three hours later, the pair crested a hill to look down at the den. Wu Ying hissed under his breath, eyeing the clan of dhole spread before them. The dhole hunted in packs, but they lived in clans of up to twenty. Luckily, this group was only ten. But they were all demon beasts, including the monstrous dhole lying in the sun, too large to fit into the smaller holes of their original den. The dhole cavorted and played, the group barely paying attention to their injured compatriot as it returned sans meat. All around the clearing below, remnants of prior meals lay. 
 
    Wu Ying stretched his senses, allowing himself to passively soak up the chi radiating from the monster. Sensing and touching it, judging. Body Cleansing 12, pinnacle. Ready to break into Energy Storage. Dangerous. Very dangerous. The only good news was that three of the remaining dhole were pups, which meant the cultivators only had to deal with seven full-grown monsters. As Wu Ying watched, a pair of the pups worked over a piece of meat, pulling on either edge. Narrowing his eyes, Wu Ying realized the covering he’d taken to be fur was torn and dirty cloth. When Wu Ying saw the cloth, he could not help but see the rest of the hints—the torn meat, the all-too-familiar hip bones, a shattered portion of a skull. Fresh too. 
 
    The cultivator gulped, bile and rage warring within his body as he struggled for control. Drawing a deep breath, Wu Ying exhaled gently, forcing himself to take the time. Calmed, Wu Ying considered their options then looked at Li Yao, who gestured him back. The pair moved back far enough that a stray gust would not carry their voices to the dhole, then they planned their next steps. 
 
    “Can you take the larger dhole?” Wu Ying. 
 
    “Easily,” Li Yao said, smiling. “But the others will be a problem. Can you handle so many yourself?” 
 
    “We could take two out with our arrows,” Wu Ying said contemplatively. 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    Wu Ying inclined his head, accepting that Li Yao’s faster reload speed would add a third. That left four grown adults and three kids. “Maybe. I’m worried they’ll scatter and come after you.” 
 
    “Fair,” Li Yao said. Pack animals and smart hunters, the dhole were unlikely to group up on Wu Ying exclusively. “Depending on how many attack me, fighting the twelve could be tough.” 
 
    Wu Ying frowned, considering their options, then made a face. There was another option. “I’ll take the twelve when it charges. I should be able to win. If I can’t, I can delay it.” 
 
    After few brief words to hammer down the remainder of the details, the pair crept back to where they had watched the clan.  
 
    Wu Ying nocked the crossbow, sliding the bolt into place and taking aim. He saw Li Yao raise three fingers, their predesignated signal for three breaths, then counted down. Almost in unison, the pair released, Wu Ying a little faster than Li Yao. Close enough for their plan to work.  
 
    Both bolt and arrow took the resting adult dhole in their chests. Wu Ying’s dhole fell down but staggered upright, the bolt sticking out of its chest, while Li Yao’s never even let out a whimper as it died. Already, the female cultivator was nocking another arrow as the massive dhole looked around and locked on the pair of attackers. It howled and yipped, altering the clan, which spread out. The youngest dhole ran back into the den while the adults scattered and turned towards the pair. The massive monster led a pair of adult dhole on a direct rush while the remaining pair tried to circle around. 
 
    Li Yao’s next arrow was aimed at one of the charging beasts, only to be blocked by the monster dhole, its mouth snapping shut on the arrow as it zipped by. Crossbow discarded, Wu Ying was on his feet with his jian drawn. Once again, Wu Ying lamented the lack of heft and cutting edge to his weapon, knowing that a dao or halberd would have been better suited. Once he reached Energy Storage stage, it would matter less. Already, Wu Ying was working on releasing sword chi, adding a longer and more powerful edge to his weapon. But for now, the jian was a less-than-perfect weapon. 
 
    Still, he had little choice. Wu Ying dashed down the slope to meet the monstrous twelve dhole, sword pointed toward the sky as he scrambled down. The pair of opponents closed in on one another in a rush and Wu Ying made a snap decision at the last moment, dropping low and sliding rather than risking a lunge. The instinctive decision saved his life as the dhole lunged at nearly the same time, snapping at where Wu Ying would have been. The monster’s attack left its chest and belly wide open, a fact Wu Ying used to great effect. He swung his jian to tear the tender flesh. Unfortunately, the massive monster’s fur was nowhere near as soft as it looked, having transformed into a coarser, hide-like toughness. Wu Ying’s attack scraped and scratched the creature’s body, leaving the barest of wounds. 
 
    As Wu Ying came to the end of the monster’s body, he rolled out from beneath it as hind claws thrashed the ground. A blow caught him high on the hip, flinging Wu Ying away and tearing his robes, leaving him injured. As he rolled to his feet, Wu Ying rushed after the monstrous dhole continuing its charge uphill. 
 
    “Li Yao!” Wu Ying called in warning. 
 
    The female cultivator had discarded her bow for her jade quarterstaff, using the weapon to fend off the other adult dhole. As the monstrous twelve arrived, she smashed down the end of the staff. The attack opened Li Yao to another attack though, forcing her to throw herself back in a flip, moving along the edge of the hill as the remainder dhole attempted to surround and finish her.  
 
    Li Yao’s attack was more than sufficient to delay the largest monster, allowing Wu Ying to catch up. As he closed in on the creature, Wu Ying threw himself forward with the Sword’s Truth, the lunge targeted and finding the edge of the monster’s jaw. It slid in, bypassing bone and cutting tendons and ligaments as it found the hollow of the creature’s jawline. A jerk of his arm drew out the jian, then Wu Ying kicked the monster in the side. The attack barely budged the monster, but it allowed Wu Ying to somersault away from the howling, injured creature. Landing on his feet, Wu Ying saw the glimmering, baleful eyes of the monstrous dhole leader fix on him. 
 
    He found himself smiling grimly. “Have your attention, do I?” Already, his feet were moving, circling the creature.  
 
    The plan was simple. Attack with quick strikes to distract and injure, shift directions and attack types to confuse the monster. Create openings with feints and target the monster’s weaknesses—limbs, tendons, and sensory organs.  
 
    Easy.  
 
    “Come.” 
 
    Tongue lolling out of its injured jaw, the dhole glowed with a deep brown color as it activated its chi. As if it understood Wu Ying’s challenge, the monster lunged forward to meet the cultivator in battle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Owwww,” Wu Ying complained as Li Yao finished cleaning his wounds and wiped away the blood and dirt.  
 
    The fight with the monstrous dhole had been hectic and surprising. Wu Ying had finally won, only to find Li Yao still caught up in her own battle. Rather than take on the more powerful cultivator directly, the monsters had been delaying her, harassing the cultivator to allow their leader to finish off Wu Ying. Unfortunately for the monsters, the result had been the opposite of their expectation.  
 
    Together, the pair of cultivators had finished off the dhole and the final pup without adding to their injuries, leaving them to tend their wounds in peace. 
 
    “You should learn a defensive cultivation style,” Li Yao said, shaking her head as she tightly tugged the bandage. “You’re not that talented.” 
 
    “I have,” Wu Ying said, ignoring her last truthful, if hurtful, statement. “But it’s slow going.” 
 
    “What are you working on?”  
 
    Wu Ying hesitated but decided to trust her. Knowledge of another’s martial and cultivation style could be used against a cultivator, but they were from the same sect after all. “The Iron Reinforced Bones Technique.” 
 
    “Never heard of it.” 
 
    “It reinfo—” 
 
    “Bones. I understand it’s intent, but I can offer no advice,” Li Yao said. “It doesn’t seem like it’s a good technique if you are still getting this hurt.” 
 
    “All skin,” Wu Ying pointed out.  
 
    It was true he had not broken any bones, though a few likely had minor strains. The last time the massive dhole had smashed Wu Ying aside, it had done so while reinforcing its attack with chi. If Wu Ying had not blocked and rolled with the majority of the attack, he would likely have broken a lot more bones.  
 
    “Well, it’s your dao,” Li Yao said. “You retrieve the demon stone from your kill. I’ll get the rest.” 
 
    “I was hoping to spend my time harvesting,” Wu Ying said, gesturing around the den. “This is a gathering space for chi energy. We’re likely in a natural chi reservoir, or perhaps where some minor dragon lines[22] branch off.” That demon and spirit beasts gathered and lived where the chi density was greater, in an effort to improve their own cultivation, was common knowledge. “There’s likely some valuable herbs around.” 
 
    Li Yao made a face, looking at the massive monster she would have to cut into, then at the injured Wu Ying. She hesitated, searching for an excuse to not complete the work alone. 
 
    “Unless you want to sit around while I harvest, Senior,” Wu Ying pointed out. 
 
    “No. No, this is more efficient. I’ll harvest the stones and get the villagers to come and butcher the beasts,” Li Yao said decisively.  
 
    Immediately, the noblewoman moved away from Wu Ying, heading for the corpses. Getting up gingerly, Wu Ying pulled up the top of his robes and flicked his hand, making his harvesting gear appear from his storage ring. Time to get to work. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can I ask a question?” Li Yao said to Wu Ying as the pair lounged in the village elder’s hut later that day.  
 
    Rather than riding for the sect immediately, the pair had elected to stay for the day. The elder had insisted, offering to cook up a portion of the demon meat for tonight’s feast while buying the rest from the cultivators. Since the Elder had offered a much better rate than the sect would, the pair had happily traded the meat for taels. 
 
    “Of course, Senior.” 
 
    “Why did you not take all the yellow vein primroses? Also, you took the majority of the other flowers, but left the plant. You didn’t for some others,” Li Yao said. 
 
     “There is no additional reward for bringing the full plants since the sect grows them already,” Wu Ying explained. “The flowers are worthwhile and can still be sold, but the plant itself is worthless. This way, the plant can continue to grow out here, in the wild. It’ll even be ready for harvesting next year.” 
 
    “Ah…” Li Yao shook her head. “I never knew it was that complicated.” 
 
    “Neither did I till recently.” 
 
    Li Yao sighed. “You’ve found a better occupation than the one my family made me take before I entered the Sect.” 
 
    Wu Ying made an encouraging noise as he sipped the tea offered by the village elder. Good tea, he would have thought once. Now, Wu Ying knew it was of poor quality. The leaves had been left in the sun too long for drying, making the tea a strong, bitter brew but which held up after multiple brewings. It was so different from the delicate, layered tea Ah Yee made for Wu Ying. 
 
    “Terpsichore.” 
 
    “That’s… the dancer occupation?” 
 
    “Yes,” Li Yao said, lowering her head as she tried unsuccessfully to hide a blush. 
 
    “It might help with the martial styles.” 
 
    “Oh, it does,” Li Yao replied, sounding grumpy. “It really does, which is the worse thing.” 
 
    Wu Ying could think of no rejoinder, so he said nothing. Better to enjoy the day off. He would cultivate, but his wounds still leaked traces of demon chi, something time or a good pill would fix. Till it was gone, cultivating was a foolish idea, since drawing in external chi would draw in the demonic chi too. He would have to spend as much effort cleaning and ejecting the demonic chi once it polluted his body as just waiting. So for now, he and Li Yao could rest, relax. Enjoy their time after the battle, away from the sect.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    “Seniors.”  
 
    Green-clad bodies bowed and stepped aside, the outer sect members clearing the way for Wu Ying, Li Yao, and Tou He as they made their way back from another mission. It was their sixth—no, seventh—mission since the start of summer. The monsters might have changed, the harvest altered, but the demand on the martial specialists had continued to grow. 
 
    Wu Ying shook his head as the trio clambered up the stairs. Time since Li Yao’s and his inaugural mission had flown by as quick as an arrow loosed from the cultivator’s bow. So much had happened that a bare few events stood out in Wu Ying’s memory. Elder Li’s first words of praise when he brought back stalks of Celestial Marsh Grass in good condition. A demonic hippopotamus as it bore down on Wu Ying, its mouth wide as it threatened to swallow the cultivator whole. Training beside one of the many waterfalls during spring, while a light rain fell and his jian cut apart drops of water.  
 
    “Were they always this young?” Tou He asked, eyeing the group of new outer sect members who bowed and scraped. “Were we?” 
 
    “Look at the bearded elder speak,” Li Yao teased Tou He. “Oh, wait. You’d need hair first to be bearded.” 
 
    Tou He sniffed as they continued to climb, the outer sect members scurrying off to classes or their tasks. “It is a choice to be beardless.” 
 
    “And bald?” Li Yao shook her head. “You’ve been in the sect for a year, and you’re already putting on airs.” 
 
    “Are we?” Wu Ying recalled his impression of the inner sect members, the nobles, when he first arrived. Wu Ying looked back, searching the faces of the outer sect members as they left. Looking for what, he was not sure. Disdain? Disgust? Disappointment? He found nothing but deference from those who met his gaze, few as there were. 
 
    “Are you what?” Li Yao said, poking Wu Ying to get him moving again. 
 
    “Arrogant.” 
 
    “My confidence is not arrogance,” Tou He said. “We are, as Chao Kun says, one of the better, younger teams.” 
 
    “You do realize he had to add the younger before he said one of, right?” Li Yao teased again.  
 
    Tou He shrugged, his confidence unshaken. 
 
    “He has been insistent we take on more missions.” Wu Ying grew gloomy. “Though it’s partly because so many of the martial specialists have had to leave for the war.” 
 
    “Wei has really pushed their armies this year,” Li Yao said. 
 
    “If General Shen had managed to stem the enemy at the river, it would not have mattered,” Wu Ying said. “Now, they’re in the plains and threatening three cities.” 
 
    “Please stop. You know talking about war bores me,” Tou He said. “And I just want to get the mission reported and have a proper bath. We’ve been on the road for a week this time.” 
 
    Wu Ying sniffed but sped up as Tou He pulled away from them. The man was right—faster was better. If nothing else, depositing his heavy bag filled with the plants he had harvested would be a relief. Wu Ying dreaded the upcoming meeting, knowing he would be spending the remaining daylight and quite possibly a chunk of the night arguing with the attendants over the quality of the items he had brought back. As he grew better and more competent at harvesting, the volume and quality of his harvest had grown. Now, the attendants had become parsimonious in their payments. 
 
    As they finally ascended to the inner sect, the trio split up. Li Yao and Tou He would go to the assignment hall to turn in their assignment token and let the sect know they had completed the job. Wu Ying went straight to the apothecary’s shop to deposit their harvest. As he walked, Wu Ying could not help but look around, taking in his surroundings and marveling at how a single year could change things and his view of it. 
 
    Now, he was an inner sect member. A rise so fast that some of the other outer sect members were of a higher cultivation base than he was. Yet even those members had to pay him deference, societal and sect rules reinforcing the rigid social structure. As he passed, outer sect members stepped aside, allowing Wu Ying to traverse the pathways without issue. Now, he recognized and was even on nodding basis with many of the other inner sect members. He no longer felt lost in the sect, knowing his way around the grounds.  
 
    Still, some things stayed the same. Elders were still existences that towered over the rest of them. The Elders in charge of the various halls were of even higher prestige, though their presence was rare. As for the Protectors, Wu Ying had yet to catch a glimpse of the famed guardians. Which, considering what they did for the Sect, was probably for the best. 
 
    It was strange to think, but a year in, Wu Ying was settled. Even his interactions with Elder Pang were coolly cordial. Wu Ying had begun to hope he could, like so many others, exist in quiet solitude and cultivate. 
 
    Well, he could hope.  
 
    Wu Ying smiled as he walked into the apothecary hall, heading straight for the end of the hall and smiling at the attendant. Even the attendant’s slight flinch when she caught sight of Wu Ying and his large bag could not shake Wu Ying’s contentedness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunlight filled Wu Ying’s courtyard, basking the cultivator’s shirtless and sweaty body. It gleamed off his well-developed pectorals, glinted off drenched muscles that were tight with exertion as they strained to keep Wu Ying’s body aloft. On a pair of suspended rings, Wu Ying hung inverted, arms spread as wide as he could, forming an inverted T. In that suspended position, the cultivator breathed in slow metronome, muscles trembling as he practiced the strength-building exercises his manual had provided. 
 
    Twenty-three.  
 
    Twenty-four.  
 
    Twenty-five breaths later, Wu Ying relaxed his arms, allowing them to come back to his hips. He flipped over, allowing strained muscles to loosen as he landed on his feet. He crouched for a moment before forcing his tired body to straighten, air filling his lungs fully.  
 
    Better. Wu Ying smiled grimly. Better today than last week. But still not good. It was strange to him how the exercises in the manual rotated, forcing him to focus on different muscles every couple of days. It made little sense to Wu Ying, but for now, he followed them religiously. He did not have the requisite background knowledge to change the physical cultivation style. Not yet at least. 
 
    And in truth, over the last six months, Wu Ying had to admit he had seen the effects of the exercise manual. His strength had grown by leaps and bounds, even as his cultivation had stalled. That was not a bad thing, since Wu Ying used the time to reinforce his cultivation, ensuring the numerous meridians he had opened were properly cleansed. In time, he would break through to the next level. Until then, the increases in strength—and yes, physical bulk—were proving to be useful. In his sparring matches alone, he had noted the sudden increase in explosive power giving his sparring partners increasing trouble. 
 
    As his breathing came under control, Wu Ying stretched, popping a few joints before he turned to the rings again. He reviewed his next exercise before hopping upward to grab the rings. No time to stop. Not yet. 
 
    A half hour later, Wu Ying finally collapsed on his back, groaning as the muscles in his arms and shoulders trembled uncontrollably. Even lying down, he hurt. Today, he had added a pair of breaths to each of his exercises. 
 
    Once his breathing was under control, Wu Ying sat cross-legged on the bare earth, eyelids drooping as he tapped into his dantian. Calling forth his chi, the cultivator guided the energy through his meridians, finding the sore muscles and the bones they sheathed. Not much damage this time, since he was mostly working muscles instead of compressed pressure or blows. On the other hand, yesterday’s sparring match had resulted in a series of almost microscopic cracks along his arms, ribs, and shins. Those cracks were where Wu Ying directed his chi, interlacing the cracks with motes of the power that sat within his body. The chi slowly reinforced the cracks and the bones around them, making them harder than ever.  
 
    Microscopic damage, tiny increases in density. Like water striking stone, wearing away the stronger material, except in reverse. In time, his bones would grow stronger. In time. 
 
    An exhalation as turbid air left his lungs. A breath in as lactic acid and other corruption was sweated from his pores. And a breath out as he drew in more chi into his body, sifting it through his dantian and meridians and making it his.  
 
    Slowly. 
 
    It was late afternoon when Wu Ying finally stood, his cultivation complete. If not for the need for sustenance and a bath, Wu Ying probably would have kept cultivating. As cultivators grew more experienced, stronger, their ability to focus, meditate, and cultivate grew in proportion. Minutes spent in meditation would grow to hours, then eventually days and weeks. By that point, sustenance pills would take the place of food. Placed under the tongue while cultivating, the chi-empowered pills fed the body, taking the place of regular meals and allowing the Core Cultivators to work undisturbed. 
 
    But unlike them, Wu Ying needed sustenance. And the food laid out on a nearby table was perfect.  
 
    Wu Ying deposited himself on a stone chair at the table, already tearing a drumstick off the chicken and smiling at Ah Yee. “Thank you.” 
 
    “No thanks required, Master Long.” After a moment, Ah Lee added, “Should I go out and purchase more cookies and snacks for tomorrow?”  
 
    Over the last few months, Wu Ying had learned to pick out the disapproval in Ah Yee’s voice. It was so faint, only someone who had spent as much time as Wu Ying had with her would ever notice it.  
 
    “Tomorrow?” Wu Ying blinked then chuckled. Of course. Tomorrow was the last day of Liu Tsong’s classes. The senior cultivator was likely to come over. “Yes. Please.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day, Wu Ying was perched on a chair opposite Liu Tsong in his residence, shaking his head ruefully. “Did you have to end the lesson like that?” 
 
    “Not my fault!” Liu Tsong said. “Elder Wei insisted this is the best way to have them pay for actual lessons.” 
 
    “But…” Wu Ying sighed. The last lesson had not been so much a lesson as a tease, with Liu Tsong going over the vast sea of knowledge a pill refiner needed to assimilate before they could be considered competent. From the simplest things like the variety of herbs—of which they had managed to cover about a hundred—to the choosing and maintenance of pill cauldrons, the distribution and mixing methods of pills, and even chi impartation to pills were all briefly mentioned.  
 
    “You want to know it all, right?” Liu Tsong grinned evilly. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I do.” 
 
    “That’s how we get our contribution points.” 
 
    “Bah!” Wu Ying grumbled.  
 
    Liu Tsong smiled, making Wu Ying chuckle too. She was right. As much time as he had spent gathering points, he’d poured them down the drain of training, learning new recipes and spending time working the pill cauldron. As often as he could, it was under expert supervision. Fairy Yang’s earlier warning about how expensive pill refining was resounded in Wu Ying’s mind.  
 
    Even when he dropped his blacksmithing lessons, Wu Ying still found he had insufficient time. It was no wonder that progress in cultivation was measured in years and decades. Wu Ying almost regretted his time studying blacksmithing, but he reminded himself forcefully the no one, not even the gods themselves, knew how the threads of destiny would weave themselves.  
 
    “I heard you achieved another breakthrough in your Northern Shen Kicking Style. I thought you were working on the Mountain Breaking Fist,” Liu Tsong said. 
 
    “I was. I am,” Wu Ying said. “But martial styles aren’t a direct either/or, you know. The Mountain Breaking Fist has motions similar to my other styles. A few points of clarification in the style manual translated well with some unclear points in the Northern Shen. Once I applied it… well. You know.” 
 
    “Are you still focused on your pill refining?” 
 
    “Of course. But it’s slow.” Wu Ying shrugged. “Learning the herbs, the plants, and ingredients is simple, easy, compared to the actual pill refining. I don’t think I have any talent there.” 
 
    “Rubbish. I’ve watched you. You aren’t a genius, but you are competent. You just need time.” 
 
    Wu Ying sighed. “Blacksmithing was so much easier. Even when I made rubbish, it was usable rubbish.” 
 
    “Then why continue with pill refining?” Liu Tsong bit into her cookie. 
 
    “I’m not sure. It’s a challenge, I guess,” Wu Ying said, smiling wryly. “A synergy with my harvesting.” 
 
    “And you intend to continue? Harvesting?” 
 
    “For now. It’s not as if Elder Li is letting me take another assignment. And I’m good at it.” 
 
    “Good.” Liu Tsong picked up another cookie. “So. Tell me about your latest attempt.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’m your half-teacher?” Liu Tsong said. “And because I need a laugh.” 
 
    Wu Ying made a face but agreed to her request. After all, as much as she might tease, Liu Tsong always provided Wu Ying the clarity he needed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Late that evening, when Liu Tsong had finally left, Wu Ying found himself back in the training yard, a letter from his father and the cultivation manual for the Long family style set before him. Once again, he let his eyes roam over the words his father had written. 
 
    The Dragon’s Breath is the first and most important attack form of our style. The Dragon’s Breath is not a specific attack, but the projection of sword chi and intent by a wielder. At its core, the Dragon’s Breath wraps the jian’s blade with the user’s projected chi, extending its edge and length and forming a new edge from the sword intent of the user. It is said our founder was able to project a blade twenty feet long with just his sword intent and his understanding of the dao of the jian.  
 
    As I have written before, with your intermediate understanding of the style, your sword intent is insufficient to project your attack with any force. As such, if you intend to continue to pursue this form of study, you must be prepared to use significant amounts of chi. It is why the masters of our style have always reserved the use of the Dragon’s Breath until the Energy Storage stage at the very least.  
 
    To answer your questions—and recall, I can only provide second-hand advice at this time—the projection of sword intent is a state of mind. From your letter, it is clear you are mixing the projection of chi with that of intent. To clarify the difference, begin with the finger exercise. Now… 
 
      
 
    Wu Ying finished rereading the letter before turning to the style guide, making sure he recalled the details of the finger exercise. Not that he needed the refresher. As a child, he had spent countless hours pretending his paired fingers were a sword, waving them around and “dueling” his dad. The drill could be conducted with chopsticks attached to fingers, providing the wielder additional “length” and a sense of the lines of threat. 
 
    However, in this case, the new drill was a projection drill. Holding up his paired fingers, Wu Ying stared at the raised pair before him and exhaled. Intent. Focus on the fingers, focus on the fact they were no longer fingers but the start of the blade. Sense the weight of the blade, its cutting edge, the deadly tip. Feel the deadly intent of a weapon meant for killing. 
 
    Once Wu Ying had his “jian” firmly in his mind, he moved through the forms. First one, then another. Hours passed as Wu Ying flowed with his fingers, taking each motion in step and making it part of him, part of his instincts. When he came to the end of the third form, as he threw a rising cut, Wu Ying exhaled at the same time and released the chi he had built up. 
 
    The dark night air rippled, a cutting sound issuing through the courtyard as air was forcefully parted. Sword intent and chi, compacted and mixed together to form a single motion to extend a cut far from his body. The sword energy formed by his fingers impacted the edge of the spirit barriers of the training ground without leaving a mark. On the other hand, Wu Ying collapsed as the sudden loss of chi drained him of nearly all his energy. 
 
    A short while later, Wu Ying rolled over with a groan. “Better. Only lost two-thirds of my chi that time.”  
 
    If he had conducted the attack with his sword, Wu Ying knew he would have, could have, done better. The need to form the “sword” in his mind, to create it by his intent was a powerful training tool, but it also used an inordinate amount of chi to make it real.  
 
    Still, as Wu Ying struggled to his feet, he could not help but smile. This was progress. Very good progress. Having a long-range attack for his jian, a surprise attack he could use, gave him another card to play. A cultivator without secrets and aces was a dead cultivator.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    “Wu Ying?” 
 
    “Yes, Senior Goh?” Wu Ying turned his head, seeing his friend and senior standing next to him. Wu Ying stood, brushing off his dirt-covered hands. Scattered by his feet were the glass jars he had stuffed with the weeds he had pulled. The weeds still twitched as they attempted to escape back into the chi-rich earth. 
 
    “Ru Ping,” Ru Ping corrected, glaring at Wu Ying. 
 
    “Sorry. All the new outer sect members have been reminding me about the formalities, especially with their bowing and scraping.” Wu Ying’s lip twitched as he attempted to supress a smile. 
 
    “Har. Yes. They’re all enthusiastic and scared, aren’t they?” Ru Ping said. “Thankfully, Elder Li never picks her people from them. Though she does send me to the gardening sector later in the year to see if there are any decent prospects.” 
 
    “Yes, Senior.”  
 
    “Oh, shut up,” Ru Ping grumped. Seeing Wu Ying’s half-smile, he snorted and punched Wu Ying in the shoulder. “I came to speak with you about the upcoming expedition the Elders are organizing. You know of it?” Wu Ying shook his head and Ru Ping sighed. “You should pay closer attention to these matters. The expedition is for the rare variant of the kurinji flowers[23]. The normal kurinji flowers bloom once every twelve years, but the variant we require blooms once every half century. The hill the flowers are located on is north of sect territory, deep in the spirit beast territory.” 
 
    “If it’s north…” Wu Ying turned automatically to stare in the aforementioned direction. Of course, being in the middle of the sect, there was nothing to see but more trees and buildings. Still, Wu Ying knew untamed wilderness lay that way, the kind of place one did not go to unless they were an Elder. Or in large groups. “That’s very dangerous.” 
 
    Ru Ping elbowed Wu Ying in the side. “Not so much for us. We’re going to join Elder Li and be her harvesters. We get to stay in the center of the group and harvest what the Elder tells us.” 
 
    “We?” Wu Ying frowned. “I didn’t agree to this.” 
 
    “Why did you think I’ve been spending so much time with you?” Ru Ping said, putting his hands on his hips. “Did you think I personally train all of them?” Ru Ping jerked his chin toward the other gardeners, shaking his head. “No. You’re here for things like this.” 
 
    “I’m happy to harvest on my missions, but this…” Wu Ying tried to find a way to carefully point out that the expedition was too dangerous. Way too dangerous. He was not even an Energy Harvester. 
 
    “Are you saying no?” Ru Ping said, his voice growing cold. He shifted away from Wu Ying, meeting his junior’s gaze directly. 
 
    “I have to think about it,” Wu Ying replied quietly, quailing at Ru Ping’s scornful gaze. 
 
    “Do so at the compost piles,” Ru Ping said flatly.  
 
    Wu Ying twitched but bowed to Ru Ping, and he sealed the jar of weeds before he headed for the compost piles. It had been months since he had been assigned there—not since the first month when he had learned everything he needed to know in this portion of the gardens. The message was clear to Wu Ying, as was the level of displeasure Ru Ping was displaying. And, obviously, Elder Li by default. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dirty and smelly, Wu Ying took a quick shower at a nearby training ground before making his way to the assignment hall later that day. The abrupt change in Ru Ping’s treatment of him made Wu Ying even more wary than ever about the expedition. If there was a place he could learn more, it would be at the assignment hall. Slipping into one of the many lines, Wu Ying let his gaze roam over his fellow cultivators. 
 
    As always, the assignment hall buzzed with outer and inner sect members gossiping in lines, waiting for their turn. In one corner, chairs and standing tables allowed cultivators who had completed their business to socialize out of the way. In the opposite corner of the hall, a smaller number of desks and attendants dealt with the sect members who had completed their assignments. 
 
    Rank had its privileges, and the line for inner sect members was significantly shorter than the never-ending line for outer sect members. In short order, Wu Ying found himself facing the bored-looking attendant. It certainly seemed the hall master hired based off the level of boredom an attendant showed. Otherwise, by the laws of random chance alone, at least one attendant had to feel something other than boredom. 
 
    “Yes?” the attendant asked querulously. 
 
    “Sorry. I wanted to know about the expedition,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “There’s more than one?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And they are…?” 
 
    “To the north, headed by Elder Mo and Elder Li. And to the east, headed by Elder Wan.” The attendant sighed. 
 
    “What are they for?” This was the first he had heard of the expeditions. 
 
    “Elder Wan is hunting a bai ze for its horns,” the attendant said. “He requires a dozen late Energy Storage cultivators, or those with equivalent combat abilities, for the expedition. It is expected to take a minimum of three weeks, but Elder Wan has vowed to not return until it is caught.” 
 
    “And what is a bai ze?” 
 
    The attendant’s lips pursed, and he glared at Wu Ying for daring to ask another question. In the end though, he scrambled within his desk before pulling out a scroll and reading from it. “‘A bai ze is a cow-like spirit animal with six horns and nine eyes. Its horns are on its flanks and head, and the horns, eyes, and fur are considered highly valuable. Over and above the normal return for the meat.’” 
 
    When he realized the attendant was done speaking, Wu Ying said, “Thank you. I’m not qualified for that one.” 
 
    “Obviously.” The attendant sniffed, shaking his head. “Now. Elder Li’s and Elder Mo’s expedition is even more dangerous, though larger. In total, there will be four Elders on the expedition, including the two sponsors. They are launching a full field expedition and have requirements for multiple guards, camp attendants, and a pill refiner. I’m sure I can find you a space on the expedition.” 
 
    “Pay?” 
 
    “Very good. Daily, dependent on task, but a minimum of thirty contribution points and thirty coins per day,” the attendant replied. “Are you interested?” 
 
    “Not yet. What is the expedition for?” 
 
    The attendant shrugged at Wu Ying. “I do not know. They are seeking something in the unclaimed spirit lands. The expedition is expected to take a minimum of a month and no longer than two.” 
 
    “Oh?” Wu Ying said, surprised. That they were not providing details of what they wanted concerned Wu Ying. Especially since Ru Ping had told him directly. “So short?” 
 
    The attendant shrugged, obviously uninterested in speculating. Wu Ying pressed the man for more details but found most of his efforts rebuffed. Eventually, the increasingly irritated attendant sent Wu Ying away as the cultivator was unwilling to sign up immediately.  
 
    Walking away, Wu Ying rubbed his chin. The good news was that Ru Ping had told the truth. A large number of guards were being hired, along with numerous Elders. In fact, the majority of those being hired were coming from the inner sect, with only a few spaces available for those in the outer sect. In addition, the minimum requested cultivation stage was Energy Storage 1, though the attendant had hinted that certain exceptions might be available for those with the required skills. 
 
    That was the greatest concern for Wu Ying. He was two whole cultivation levels below the minimum requirement. The difference between those in the Energy Storage stage and Body Cleansing stage were night and day. The ability to harness and project external chi made a significant difference in an individual’s combat abilities. Skill and trickery could make up for some of the difference, but only some. 
 
    The untamed spirit lands the expedition was journeying to were home to high-level Body Cleansing creatures and even stronger Energy Storage beasts. Even worse, the occasional Core spirit beast could be found in the depths of the spirit lands. It was worth noting that while monsters at the same level in the Body Cleansing stage were weaker than the equivalent cultivator, at higher levels, the balance changed. A spirit beast with a Core was much more dangerous than a human of the same cultivation level. It had to do with, as Wu Ying understood it, the difficulty and balancing of karmic requirements. The increased difficulty for beasts to advance across each stage meant they grew stronger when they did advance. 
 
    “Troubled?” Fairy Yang asked Wu Ying as she caught him walking out of the assignment hall with a frown on his face.  
 
    Wu Ying bowed to his Elder before straightening. As always, Wu Ying noted the goggling group that watched Elder Yang wherever she went. Sometimes he wondered how she felt about being the center of attention. Certainly, his own experiences as such had been less than enjoyable. 
 
    “Yes. No, Elder Yang,” Wu Ying corrected himself automatically, afraid of disturbing the woman. 
 
    “Which is it?” Fairy Yang said.  
 
    “It is nothing important, Elder.” 
 
    “Senior. I am your senior disciple too,” Fairy Yang said. “One whom you can speak with, if you have concerns.” 
 
    “I…” Wu Ying drew a deep breath, steeling himself. She was right. And he did need some questions answered. “Would Senior have time for tea?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Wu Ying escorted the Elder to a nearby tea house, ignoring the jealous glares shot his way. Once again, Wu Ying took a seat in a semi-private room, one which blocked off hearing but allowed others to note their perfectly polite distance. In short order, once the tea had arrived and Wu Ying had served it, Wu Ying explained his concerns and dilemma to Fa Yuan. 
 
    “You are concerned your relationship with Elder Li will be irreparably damaged if you do not go. But if you do, you might be irreparably damaged,” Fa Yuan summed up for Wu Ying.  
 
    She said it so bluntly, Wu Ying blinked. His hesitation did seem foolish. Who would trade feelings for safety?  
 
    “Go.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “You should go.” 
 
    “But I risk death,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “And yet, you’ll die anyway if you fail to progress in your cultivation,” Fa Yuan said. “Have you not realized it yet? Cultivation is extremely difficult by yourself. It is why we have sects. Why, even in the sect, we have cliques. Because we need friends. Helpers. Sponsors.” 
 
    “It’s funny, coming from you.” When Fairy Yang raised a single, elegant eyebrow, Wu Ying added, “Because of Elder Cheng.” 
 
    “Do you think Elder Cheng does not believe in the need for bonds? It is just that he also believes in fate. He offers individuals opportunities and sees if they are fated to accept it, to find the Dao in those situations,” Fa Yuan said. “Elder Cheng believes that by accepting the greater Dao in all things, we can find the fate we are meant to have. And the Dao connects all things, including us to each other.” 
 
    Wu Ying opened his mouth to ask more questions before he shook his head. That belief was not something he was sure he could accept. Or necessarily understand yet. But, at least, he could accept what Fa Yuan said. And accept that yes, Elder Cheng did believe in the need for groupings. In either case, it did not help with his current predicament. “So. I should accept.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly. If you desire to progress as a cultivator, you cannot afford to increase the level of animosity you deal with in the sect,” Fa Yuan said. 
 
    “Thank you, Senior,” Wu Ying said, bowing in his seat to Fa Yuan. “If I go, perhaps you could offer further advice about expeditions?” 
 
    “This will be your first extended mission, yes?” Fa Yuan smiled as Wu Ying confirmed her statement. “There are a number of items you should consider purchasing. A few for emergency purposes, and others for general comfort.” She sipped from her teacup before she continued. “Much depends on the totality of your current contribution points. Your storage ring is of limited size, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, Senior.” 
 
    “Then we will try to keep your requirements to the essentials.” Fa Yuan fell silent, her finger tapping on the teacup for a moment. Then she spoke while Wu Ying took mental notes.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Bonds. Familial. Bureaucratic. Social. Wu Ying mused about the topic as he went in search of his friends. Fairy Yang was correct. The bonds between individuals, between an individual and society at large, was what kept society running. When the obligations between commoner and noble, kingdom and society, between states themselves broke down, unrest, banditry, and war occurred. 
 
    It was in the interest of renewing the bonds between himself and others that Wu Ying took to the streets. The apothecary hall was missing Liu Tsong. And the training grounds showed no sign of Tou He. Wu Ying did not even bother looking for Li Yao, since he knew the young lady was in secluded cultivation. Disheartened, Wu Ying chose to make his way to Tou He’s residence to await his friend. 
 
    It was late evening when Wu Ying opened his eyes and stood from his seated cultivation, spotting Tou He across from him. The vague sense of his friend’s arrival had crept into his awareness as he cultivated, but it had taken Wu Ying tens of breaths to finally settle his chi. 
 
    “Were you looking for me?” Tou He said. 
 
    “No. Your house is nicer than mine,” Wu Ying said, flashing a smile.  
 
    “It is quite nice, isn’t it?” Tou He said.  
 
    Wu Ying aimed a quick kick at his friend, who laughed. Considering Wu Ying was seated cross-legged on his stool, the actual attempt was rather pitiful. “Have you heard of the expedition?” 
 
    “To capture the bai ze?” Tou He shook his head. “A bad idea. The bai ze are good fortune and wise. Capturing one to use for cultivation is bad karma. Very bad karma.” 
 
    “No, the other expedition,” Wu Ying said. Though Tou He’s comments did raise another question. How did his friend square the fact that much of the items at the higher levels required body parts from animals? After all,  nevermind the fact that Buddhism in general required one to discard the longing for items, but the use of material from animals was bound to have some karmic debt to it. On the other hand, Tou He was a big meat eater, which was also anathema to the entire religion. A question for another time. 
 
    “Elder Li’s? She’s your herb teacher, isn’t she?” Tou He shrugged. “I know little of it.” 
 
    “Want to come?” Wu Ying said, offering his friend a half smile. 
 
    “Do they not need individuals at the Energy Gathering level?” Tou He said. 
 
    “You’re very close to it,” Wu Ying said. His friend was nearing the pinnacle of Body Cultivation 12.  
 
    “Close is not sufficient.” 
 
    Wu Ying sighed and stood heavily. “Sorry.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Asking. It’s not your fight,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    Tou He tilted his head, staring at his friend for a moment before he grinned. “As if I would let you go without me.” 
 
    “You hún dàn.” Wu Ying kicked more successfully at his friend this time.  
 
    Tou He chuckled even as he rubbed his thigh, waving the other hand. “So long as they have a place for me, I will come. We shall brave the wilderness together. Little use that we might be.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself. I’m going to be a lot of use. Harvesting.” 
 
    “Ah, right.” Tou He rubbed his bald head in thought. “Well. Dinner then?” 
 
    Whiplashed by the sudden comment, Wu Ying bobbed his head in agreement. 
 
    “Good. Then let’s eat and we can discuss what we’ll need.” 
 
    As Tou He left the greeting room, Wu Ying could not help but catch up and add, “Thank you.” 
 
    “No need.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Senior Lee,” Wu Ying said as he greeted his friend the next morning. 
 
    “I’m already coming,” Liu Tsong said. “You were going to ask about your Elder’s expedition, yes?” 
 
    “Yes, I was. I’m glad.” 
 
    “It’s not as if I have a choice. Elder Wei is part of the expedition and needs help bringing the materials.” 
 
    “Why is Elder Wei coming?” 
 
    “Do you not know? The Elders accompanying the expedition are all looking forward to the production of the Sagacious Amber Dew Pill. Elder Li has gathered all but the last piece, which is what the expedition is for. The pill helps release cultivation bottlenecks in the Core formation stage. To increase efficacy of the pill, Elder Wei intends to produce it the moment Elder Li harvests it.” 
 
    “I’ll be glad to have you there.” 
 
    “I’m not.” Wu Ying frowned, and Liu Tsong shook her head. “You’re too low in cultivation. If it was not for the fact that Elder Li no longer has competent help, I would never recommend you going. The untamed spirit lands are too dangerous.” 
 
    Wu Ying bristled at his friend’s words. Unlike Liu Tsong, he at least consistently trained his martial arts. The sole reason she was stronger than him was her cultivation. In terms of pure martial arts, he was better than her, he was certain. But… “Thank you for your consideration.” 
 
    “Har! Don’t pout.” Liu Tsong smiled. “Come, try one of these tea cookies. My servant managed to acquire some from Yu county.” 
 
    Pushing aside his irritation, Wu Ying took one of the proffered cookies. Her concern was well-intentioned. As he bit into the surprisingly chewy cookie, Wu Ying made note that if he was going, he really did need to tell Ru Ping directly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The armory, unlike many of the other buildings in the sect, was made of carved stone instead of wood. The grey stone of the armory was carved with numerous glyphs and sigils for the formation ritual which reinforced the armory’s walls. Along the red roof of the armory, additional glyphs and carved spirit animal guardians could be seen, some so lifelike Wu Ying would almost swear they watched him as he neared the building.  
 
    The armory sat in the middle of the sect’s properties, abutting the slope of the mountain. Few members of the sect visited, as even entering the building cost a minimum of a hundred contribution points. That ensured the traffic to the building was minimized and increased the overall security of the building.  Many sect members waited and consolidated their contribution points before they entered the carved stone hallways. 
 
    After Wu Ying had informed Ru Ping of his decision and purchased all the necessary mundane equipment, at Fairy Yang’s recommendation, he took a visit to the armory to seek out appropriate equipment. 
 
    “Long Wu Ying?” Elder Wen said. The Elder, matronly and stern with light brown hair, walked out from her office. As she came up to Wu Ying, she stared up from under Wu Ying’s collarbone. She took the cultivator’s sect token, her nimble fingers turning the sect token over and over. At Wu Ying’s acknowledgement and bow, Elder Wen smiled. “Elder Li and Elder Yang mentioned you might be visiting.” 
 
    Wu Ying blanched. “Did they?” 
 
    “It is a good thing, young man,” Elder Wen said, lips curling up in amusement. “Many in the sect strive for years and never receive even a trace of acknowledgement. And here you have gained the attention of numerous Elders.” 
 
    Wu Ying scratched his head, somewhat bemused by Elder Wen’s assertion. Considering half the interest he had created was from Elders who were not favorably disposed to him, Wu Ying had to disagree with her assertion of the favorability of that attention. 
 
    “Now, what are you looking for?” Elder Wen said. 
 
    “I was hoping the Elder could provide her advice,” Wu Ying said. “This is my first expedition…” 
 
    “Advice?” Elder Wen paused as she considered. “Very well. Let us see what you have.”  
 
    Elder Wen walked over to a nearby table, gesturing for Wu Ying to follow. In short order, Wu Ying had the contents of his storage ring on display. Not that there was much—other than the jian he carried on his hip, there was another mortal-level jian, a dao, and his crossbow to show the Elder.  
 
    “Nothing else?” 
 
    “Nothing of note but my manuals, Elder Wen,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “No armor. A poor crossbow. No talismans.” 
 
    “Yes, Elder,” Wu Ying acknowledged.  
 
    “Well, it looks like we have much to offer then. Tell me of your fighting style and your current martial styles.” 
 
    Wu Ying hesitated then pushed it aside before the Elder could grow impatient. There was little point in hiding his capabilities from the Elder. The sect was not that large, and all his styles—with the exception of the Long family style—had originated from the sect itself. Wu Ying would not be surprised if the details of what he had acquired was in his sect token.  
 
    When Wu Ying finished speaking, Elder Wen said, “I would counsel a few options with your current contribution points. Come.” Elder Wen strode to the center of the waiting hall and stood before a table before she beckoned to the waiting attendants. “Bring the Azure Thunder Silk, the Radiant Flame Talismans, and the Brilliant Woo Petal Bracer.” 
 
    In short order, the attendants returned. During the interim, Elder Wen had taken a seat, allowing Wu Ying to serve her the tea that sat brewing on the table. At Elder Wen’s gesture of consent, the attendants pulled apart the cloths hiding each of their burdens from view. First to be revealed were simple, pale underrobes made from Azure Thunder Silk. As Wu Ying traced the silk with his fingers, he sensed the chi woven directly into the silk itself. 
 
    “Thunder Silk is produced by the thunder silkworms. Twice as strong as woven steel of the same width, the silk’s nature helps absorb impact and resists cutting. It is also extremely comfortable in all kinds of weather and helps regulate a wearer’s temperature,” Elder Wen said. “Expensive, but Thunder Silk is worn by the majority of our inner sect members who are intent on placing themselves in dangerous situations.” 
 
    “Is the silk considered spirit-grade material?” 
 
    “No. But it is on the border between mortal and spirit,” Elder Wen said. “True spirit-grade material would be out of your price range. You are better purchasing this and proper armor from the blacksmiths.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded, moving his fingers away from the robes. “How much additional protection would this offer?” 
 
    “Some,” Elder Wen said. “Mostly against creatures who wield air- or earth-aspected chi. Certain forms of blunt impacts will also be decreased.” 
 
    “And the talismans?” 
 
    Elder Wen turned toward the talismans, simple slips of yellow paper with words written on them. However, they were not ordinary words but chi-infused scribbles, powered by the author’s chi. “The Radiant Flame Talismans were penned by a flame cultivator. Powerful talismans for offense. A single offensive talisman is sufficient to injure, if not kill, a beast below the equivalent Body Cleansing stage. Against those at the Energy Storage stage, it will injure and distract.”  
 
    Wu Ying eyed the five offensive talismans before he turned to the other five.  
 
    Three were separated and what Elder Ru gestured at next. “Defensive wards. Not as effective, as they’re flame-aspected, but they will form a simple fire wall sufficient to scare away most beasts. 
 
    “The final two are warding talismans. They will form wards when deployed and alert you when those of hostile intent cross the barrier.” 
 
    “Useful, but limited use,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    “Of course. If they were unlimited use, they would be significantly more expensive,” Elder Wen said. “Lastly, we have the Woo Petal Bracer.” 
 
    Wu Ying picked up the bracer. The bracer was delicately carved of jade, the petals of numerous types of flowers detailed with loving care. As Wu Ying turned the bracer, the wood of the table they sat at sparkled through the gaps between the petals. “There’s a distortion…” 
 
    “Between the petals,” Elder Wen said. “The bracer collects chi from the surroundings and stores it between the petals and inside the jade itself, a nectar of power. Its creator was metal-aspected, and when used with your jian, it will allow you to project metallic sword chi.” 
 
    “A chi attack?” Wu Ying said, surprised. He turned the bracer over a bit quicker. This was a powerful, precious artifact. 
 
    “Yes. You have two uses before the bracer must recharge,” Elder Wen said. “Still, it is powerful.” 
 
    “Can I afford it?” 
 
    “Barely,” Elder Wen said. “I must caution you, unless you choose metal apect, this bracer will reject you once you gain an aspect. Its creator was strongly metal aspected and passed that on to his creation. Even those of wood or earth aspects are unable to use it.” 
 
    That would explain the cheaper cost of the bracer. Those in the Energy Storage stage would find the equipment useful but not necessary, since they could project their own chi. Those in the Body Cleansing stage would desire the bracer but find it a risky investment unless they were already metal aspected. 
 
    Then again… Wu Ying touched his ring. He did have the Yellow Emperor’s cultivation manual for the Energy Storage stage. He planned on continuing in the Yellow Emperor’s cultivation method, staying away from aspecting himself until he found a cultivation style which suited him. It was not, Wu Ying knew, the most optimal or the most efficient of choices. But it left his choices open and that, Wu Ying felt, was important. 
 
    “Defense, offense, and versatility,” Wu Ying said, naming each of the three items she had brought. He hesitated but discarded an errant thought. Asking for something to make him lighter on his feet or faster was useless. Not only were items that contributed to speed in high demand, but he was going to be traveling with the expedition. It was unlikely he would ever need to run away.  
 
    “You have much to think about.” Elder Wen finished her cup of tea and stood. “Inform my attendants when you are done. They will deduct the requisite points and return your sect token to you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Elder,” Wu Ying said as he stood and bowed. 
 
    “Take care. And remember, on your first expedition, there is no shame in being cautious,” Elder Wen said before she walked off.  
 
    Wu Ying sat back down to ponder his decision and her final words. Was she hinting he should pick up the silk robes?  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    The day of the expedition arrived all too quickly for Wu Ying’s taste. When Ru Ping realized Wu Ying would be joining the expedition, he initiated an even more intensive set of lessons, forcing Wu Ying to work the fields and repeatedly harvest the plants they expected to encounter. In the little free time he had left, Wu Ying bought a set of light, banded armor and threw himself into cultivation and training with the martial specialists. Pill refining could take a backseat to increasing his survival chances. 
 
    At the main paifang that marked the boundaries of the sect proper, Wu Ying looked around at the expedition group. Elder Lu, the gatekeeper, spoke with the other Elders, while the remaining members of the expeditionary force spoke to one another.  
 
    “Why are we waiting?” Tou He asked, looking about at the gathered group. “Are we not all here?” 
 
    “We are, but it’s not yet a fortuitous time to leave. I understand Elder Li paid for a reading to ensure we face better fortune,” Chao Kun said.  
 
    “Har. That’s all superstitious rubbish,” Li Yao said as she joined them, her quarterstaff on her shoulder.  
 
    All three men turned toward her with varying expressions of disapproval and disappointment. 
 
    “Are you saying Elder Kim’s foretelling is rubbish?” Chao Kun said. 
 
    “Ah… not Elder Kim,” Li Yao backtracked. “But most fortune telling is wrong.” 
 
    “Street fortune tellers and charlatans are not Elder Kim. He is well known for his ability to read the will of heaven,” Chao Kun said.  
 
    “Yes, of course. I never understood what delaying our journey would do. We could leave now and get to the flower sooner,” Li Yao said. 
 
    “The journey is at least two weeks long,” Chao Kun said. “And that is if we travel directly to the kurinji flower. But worry not. We have a week’s leeway.” 
 
    Wu Ying smiled in agreement, recalling the additional information Ru Ping had imparted to him. The flower had been first located over a decade ago. Soon after, Elder Li had traveled to the clearing to verify the find and ascertain when the kurinji would next blossom. Ever since then, this expedition had been in the making, though quietly. After all, no one in the sect wanted another cultivator or sect to learn of this fortuitous encounter.  
 
    “Congratulations on your breakthrough,” Wu Ying said to Li Yao. “It was good timing.” 
 
    “It was, wasn’t it?” Li Yao said with a smirk. 
 
    “You’re at Energy Storage 4?” Wu Ying said, recalling previous conversations. 
 
    “Yes! I’m much stronger now.” 
 
    “Of course you are,” Tou He said.  
 
    That should be obvious. A single increase in cultivation at the higher levels saw a significant increase in fighting strength, unlike when one was at Body Cleansing. 
 
    “What? You don’t believe me? Come, I’ll let you taste my stick!” Li Yao said, pulling her quarterstaff off her shoulder and shaking it at Tou He. 
 
    Her words made the group cough and look away, with Li Yao growing increasingly crabby as the group declined to fight her. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming,” Elder Li’s voice cut through the chatter, drawing everyone’s attention to the Elders.  
 
    Wu Ying was surprised to note a new Elder had joined them, one clad in the Elder’s traditional black robes but with a much more ornate headdress. Similar to the ones worn by the Hall Masters, but with gold and green trimmings.  
 
    “Elder Kim will be seeing us off and blessing this journey. Please.” At her last words, Elder Li gestured to the group. 
 
    The group, except for the Elders, dropped to their knees. Elder Kim pulled a small bamboo whisk from his storage ring, an urn of blessed water in his other hand. As Elder Kim walked around the group, he chanted, the words esoteric and confusing, a melodic susurration that enveloped and held the group still, its melody resonating with the Dao of the universe and drawing in chi from the surroundings. Each spray of water offered benediction and cleansing as chi wrapped around the expedition’s members’ bodies. As chi cloaked Wu Ying like water, it merged with his flesh, bones, and meridians. 
 
    Seconds turned into minutes, the power seeping into their bodies. When Elder Kim finished, he was back at the head of the group. Elder Li gestured, and the sect members stood. Wu Ying silently assessed himself, feeling the blessing that lay in his bones, the traces of heavenly chi that tilted luck in his favor. It was not much, a sliver of silver in his favor against the weights of fate. Then again, so much of this world existed and changed because of the smallest of things.  
 
    “Thank you, Elder Kim,” Elder Li said.  
 
    A chorus of thanks erupted from the group before Elder Wei gestured and the group took off down the hill. As Wu Ying joined the run, Xi Qi caught Wu Ying’s gaze. The gatekeeper flashed him a quick smile and nod, offering his own silent blessing before the pace of the expedition took them away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They travelled down the mountain and around it, taking the first main branching road. The expedition could have left via another exit and cut their journey short by a few hours, but Elder Kim had recommended they leave by the main gate. It did not matter, not really, to the group of cultivators. Once they took the branch, the group sped up, easily outpacing the movements of any low-level cultivator. There were no horses this time—the creatures were too easily scared off by the monsters in the spirit lands. Better to move on sure feet.  
 
    As one of the lowest-level cultivators in the group, Wu Ying found himself running at nearly full speed to keep up with the light jaunt of the others. Clad in the light armor he had purchased for this trip, he found the increased weight mildly frustrating, the restrictions on his movement more so.  
 
    Once again, Wu Ying mentally cursed the fact that he knew no qinggong skills. Idly, Wu Ying wondered if the bracer he carried could perhaps be adjusted, even transformed, to store and expand chi to allow him to run lighter. An idle thought, since if it was possible, it would have to be done by a celestial designer and enchanter. And Wu Ying could not afford either. 
 
    All Wu Ying could do was run and cultivate, drawing in the chi from the surroundings to help refresh his body as he jogged behind the group. Beside Wu Ying, Tou He ran effortlessly, matching his friend’s pace as he looked about with a half-smile. Behind, a pair of porters, individuals tasked with carrying the sundry mundane items the Elders could not or would not carry in their storage rings, followed. They took the run with ease, long legs stretching into a li-eating lope. And right at the back, Chao Kun and a pair of other martial specialists watched the rear, wary of ambushes. 
 
    At first, Wu Ying just ran. The land around them was well-known and picked over, with little to interest a harvester or cultivator. Animals did make their way in occasionally, but for the most part, the land around them was well cared for in the way wilderness set next to civilization had a tendency to become. Still wild in some parts, but tended. Deer paths became well-worn trails, earth pounded down by the relentless trek of humanity. Occasionally Wu Ying caught glimpses of logging and harvesting, trees and vegetation taken when someone felt a particular need. If not for the sect’s desire to keep the land around them green, Wu Ying knew the forest here would have been bare. 
 
    For the first few hours, the world was normal and placid. At some point, as they made their way down the mountain and entered the valley in the mountain range, that changed. The first sign of the change was in the pathway they ran. The path, no longer ground under countless feet, became sparse, with newly broken vegetation by the the cultivators ahead of Wu Ying. 
 
    Next was the change in the vegetation. The vegetation grew greener, more bountiful. Fed by rain and untouched by man, more of the trees grew higher and taller. Below, the undergrowth grew thinner, if no less lush, feeding off the sparse sunlight that filtered through the leaves. 
 
    Lastly, Wu Ying felt the change in the chi. The environmental chi around the sect was dense and plentiful, drawn from the surroundings and the dragon line which ran under the mountain range. The chi in the surrounding forest was nearly as plentiful, if rawer, more untamed. It was also, unlike the chi in the sect, more heavily aspected to wood, earth, and water. As Wu Ying ran, he noted how certain members of the expedition grew stronger, more carefree, and others slowed as their natural aspects struggled against the environment. 
 
    After long hours of running, the expedition finally came to a clearing. The porters broke away to the clearing center to set up a cooking fire and begin meal preparations. The Elders took seats away from the others, quietly conversing or cultivating. As Wu Ying caught his breath, Ru Ping walked up to the cultivator with a smile. One which changed as he closed on Wu Ying. 
 
    “Cultivating?” Ru Ping said, wrinkling his nose. 
 
    “Only way to keep up.” Wu Ying exhaled noisily through his nose. “You’re fast.” 
 
    “Well, of course.” Ru Ping shook his head. “Make sure to bathe each day.” 
 
    “Of course, Senior,” Wu Ying said, eyes narrowing. What kind of statement was that?  
 
    “Come. Elder Li wants us to take a quick survey of the forest. There might be something worth harvesting,” Ru Ping said, gesturing around them. 
 
    Wu Ying frowned. “Already?” 
 
    “Yes. Don’t worry, we’ll have protection,” Ru Ping said, indicating Chao Kun, who stood nearby.  
 
    “Very well.” Wu Ying sighed but followed. This was the reason he had come along, after all.  
 
    Forty minutes later, the pair returned, a few plants and some cuttings in hand. Elder Li inspected the plants then waved over them, making the lot disappear. She proceeded to do the same with the cuttings before sending the pair off to eat. 
 
    “I thought it was not possible to store live plants in storage rings?” Wu Ying said to Ru Ping as they collected the toasted bread. 
 
    “It’s not normally,” Ru Ping said. “But Elder Li has a mobile herb garden. That is where those plants are sent.” 
 
    Wu Ying’s jaw dropped. “A mobile garden? But doesn’t she still have to plant the herbs?” 
 
    Ru Ping shrugged, as uncertain about the peculiarities of the garden as Wu Ying. Rather than attempting to answer questions to which he had no answer, Ru Ping directed Wu Ying to finish his meal. “We have a long way to go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    True to Ru Ping’s words, the expedition continued late into the day. Hours went by at a jog, punctuated by the occasional stops to deal with aggressive beasts. The first time it happened, Wu Ying did not even learn of the attack until he came across Tou He, bent over the corpse of their demon beast attackers, skinning and gutting the creatures. 
 
    By the time the group made camp that night, the expedition had had to deal with four fights, including one which involved all members of the expedition as they were attacked by giant flying ants. The creatures, arisen from a disturbed ant nest, had swarmed the expedition in search of biomass. Luckily, Elder Dong had launched a series of fire chi palm strikes, burning and destroying the ants’ delicate wings and allowing the hard-pressed expedition to deal with their attackers without significant injury.  
 
    Late that night, as Wu Ying returned from the temporary shower the group had created, Ru Ping intercepted the young cultivator. “There you are. Be ready in ten minutes. We should harvest additional herbs before the night grows too dark.” 
 
    “Are we going to do this every night?” Wu Ying said, frowning. Thus far, they had acquired some uncommon and rare herbs, but nothing of great value like their target. 
 
    “Of course. How do you think Elder Li intends to pay for this expedition?” Ru Ping said. “If you’re here, we might as well make full use of you.” 
 
    “Is this the reason you wanted me along? To harvest what we find as we travel?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Mostly,” Ru Ping said. “Elder Li will require a second pair of hands when she harvests the kurinji flowers. I will aid her, of course, but if there is an accident, it is best to have a spare.” 
 
    Wu Ying made a face he quickly hid from Ru Ping. To think, he had been threatened and abused because they needed a spare. Even after all this time, even to someone he thought was a friend, he was nothing more than an extra pair of convenient hands.  
 
    Ru Ping, either ignoring Wu Ying’s dissatisfaction or not seeing it, reiterated their timeline before walking off.  
 
    In short order, as Wu Ying sat near a fire, Li Yao arrived and sat beside him, offering Wu Ying a bowl of roasted peanuts. 
 
    “Thank you.” Wu Ying took the bowl and chewed on its contents.  
 
    “Why are you making such a sour face? Did you suck on something distasteful?”  
 
    Wu Ying flashed a smile at Li Yao before he sighed. “I’m just frustrated. It seems I’m here as nothing more than a mobile harvester.” 
 
    “And?” Li Yao said with a frown. “We’re being paid a princely sum in contribution points to be here.” 
 
    “It’s dangerous,” Wu Ying said, looking around. 
 
    “Bah. Big Winged Wood Ants are nothing,” Li Yao said, shaking her head. “And Senior Ge is here, as are the Elders. This is the safest expedition into these lands the sect has launched in years.” 
 
    “Still…” 
 
    “Cultivation—” 
 
    “Is not a safe activity,” Wu Ying finished the common saying. “I know. But this is the second year I’ve been in the sect, and the second year I’ve left it.” 
 
    “Don’t act as if you aren’t enjoying the run. Or the harvesting,” Li Yao said. “I saw your face on the journey. You were smiling and relaxed, more than I’ve ever seen you. Well, except when we’re not in the sect.” 
 
    “That’s because…” Wu Ying clamped his mouth shut. What he’d been about to say would be insulting to Li Yao. He was more relaxed because out here, there were no nobles. Or fewer. No random social constraints or rules he did not know. No snobby rich kids showing off the latest gift from their parents. Or jumping ahead in their cultivation because they had managed to buy the latest pill. No. Out here, even with the expedition, Wu Ying did not have to worry about those things. 
 
    “Because?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    Li Yao narrowed her eyes at Wu Ying, but he smiled back at her. She sniffed and stood, muttering something that sounded very much like a curse as she left Wu Ying alone with his nuts. Wu Ying rubbed his greasy fingers for a second, feeling the salt the peanuts had left, and watched Li Yao flounce away. 
 
    Still, Wu Ying had to admit, the snack and Li Yao’s reminder that he was out of the sect brightened his mood. Even if he was here, facing more danger than he would have liked, Wu Ying was still enjoying himself and earning a large number of contribution points. 
 
    Perhaps, as with all things, Wu Ying needed to adjust his mindset. And, he had to admit, probably get over himself. Even on the farm, there were often times he’d had to do things he disliked.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Those are Purple Night Glow Mushrooms,” Ru Ping said as Wu Ying eyed the aptly-named fungus. Joined by Tou He and another pair of cultivators as guards, the harvesters were making their way through the surrounding forest. “Very poisonous if ingested. The frills under the cap are where the poison rest.” 
 
    “Are we harvesting it?” Wu Ying had never done so before, but he knew the basics and was already reaching for his gloves. 
 
    “In a way. Get a container, cut the mushrooms free, and scrape the frills completely. Be careful to not inhale any when you do so,” Ru Ping informed Wu Ying. “Leave the rest. The pill refiners have little use for the poison, but the physicians occasionally use it to burn off infections.” 
 
    Wu Ying bobbed his head before he pulled a cloth from his storage ring, wet it, and wrapped it around his face. As Ru Ping moved away to harvest other flora, Wu Ying eyed the mushrooms and gauged the size of container he would need. 
 
    “Dangerous work,” Tou He said, having stayed by Wu Ying’s side. The monk had exchanged his quarterstaff for a pair of tong fas, preferring the shorter weapons for use in the forest.  
 
    “It can be,” Wu Ying admitted. Not surprisingly, many spiritual herbs had defense mechanisms. Sometimes, it was as simple as large and aggressive thorns. Most had more elaborate and dangerous protections. “Please back off. You don’t want to breath this in accidentally.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Tou He chuckled and moved away, letting his gaze roam over the surroundings.  
 
    Under the new moon and a cloudless sky, their greatest source of illumination were the lamps the group had brought. Of course, the illumination reduced their ability to notice potential threats, but the light was necessary for the harvesters to undertake their delicate work. 
 
    Harvesting knife in hand, Wu Ying sliced the stems of the mushrooms, pulling them off the dead tree they had grown upon. Wu Ying’s movements were slow but assured, each mushroom plucked and placed on the brown wax paper he had arranged before him. Wu Ying took the time to clear all the mushrooms before he moved to the next step. With a small metallic oval wire tool, Wu Ying positioned the mushrooms on the wax paper and scraped the frills clean before discarding the cleaned fungi. In short order, Wu Ying had a pile of yellow-green remnants which he deposited in a clay bottle with the aid of a wax paper funnel. Once he had capped the bottle, Wu Ying breathed easily at last. 
 
    “Now what?” Tou He said. 
 
    “We find Ru Ping and see what else he wants us to harvest,” Wu Ying said. For now, he would store the harvested material outside of his storage ring.  
 
    Together, the pair headed in the direction the other harvester had left in, Wu Ying’s head turning as he searched for more spirit herbs to collect. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Late on the fourth night in the spirit lands, Wu Ying and the guards were harvesting herbs, as had fast become the routine. In the deep darkness of an overcast night, Wu Ying grimaced as he held up the lantern and shone it across the ground. Still seeing nothing, he turned to Ru Ping. 
 
    “Senior, we seem to have traveled farther from the camp than normal,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “We have. The Yu Fire Exploding Cucumber[24] can send its seeds up to two hundred feet away,” Ru Ping said. “If you had taken better care, we would not be looking for them. Now, keep shining the light. They will glow when the seeds encounter the light.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. My hand slipped,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    The darkness, an errant wind, and exhaustion meant that the back of Wu Ying’s hand had brushed against the cucumber pod, making the plant explode and send its seeds flying. Wu Ying had managed to catch a few, but a few was insufficient for Ru Ping, which led to them traversing the undergrowth, searching for the fire-aspected seeds.  
 
    “Each of those seeds is worth a hundred taels,” Ru Ping said. 
 
    “A hundred taels! Liu, you could even—” one of the three guards exclaimed. He turned to where his friend had been, only to realize his friend was missing. “Liu? Liu!” 
 
    “Quiet,” Li Yao snapped as she shifted her spear closer to her body. She looked around cautiously and moved to where they’d last seen the guard, crouching low as she spotted something. “Light!” 
 
    Wu Ying complied, shifting the beam of light to where Li Yao looked. The light reflected off a dark wetness.  
 
    Li Yao touched the spot, her finger sinking into the deep red before she raised her stained finger and rubbed it with her thumb. “Blood.” 
 
    Wu Ying felt the dread that had taken root in his stomach clench harder. As he watched, another drop fell onto the spot. Li Yao hissed, jerking backward and raising her head to stare at the dense foliage above. Seeing nothing, she gestured for more light, but she never completed the action as Wu Ying was already moving. 
 
    In the branches of the tree, the remains of the missing guard lay. His body was torn apart, half-eaten. To Wu Ying’s surprise, there was little blood, even as intestines and other innards spilled from the figure. Wu Ying frowned and drew a deeper breath, realizing the smell of charred and cauterized meat came not from the distant cooking fires but from the corpse. 
 
    “What could have done that?” Wu Ying said softly. 
 
    Li Yao, much more practical, gestured for the team to pull in close, directing the guards to shine their lights into the branches as well. However, whatever creature had managed to abduct, kill, and eat their friend right above them was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    As Li Yao guided the team back to the encampment, Wu Ying shuddered at the martial cultivator’s ignoble death. From what Wu Ying could recall, the cultivator had been in the lower end of the Energy Storage stage and had still died without a sound. If it had been him, Wu Ying could not imagine he would have fared any better. 
 
    The danger in the spirit lands was not to be underestimated. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Over the next few days, their monstrous attacker stalked the team. More than once, the guards or Elders caught a glimpse of the creature’s silhouette as the day darkened. Each time, it was a glimpse of black fur and a creature that moved on all fours as it prowled the tops of the trees, stalking the expedition. 
 
    Even under the increased threat, Elder Li insisted they harvest as they traveled. While no one had spotted the creature during the day, no one could guarantee the creature only hunted at night. As such, even during the day, Wu Ying found the number of guards who joined them on the gathering expeditions increased. Moving in the cordon of wary sentries, Wu Ying found himself making more mistakes. 
 
    “Stop worrying about the demon beast,” Ru Ping chided Wu Ying later in the encampment. 
 
    “Demon?” 
 
    “Of course. Did you think a normal spirit beast would hunt us like this?” Ru Ping shook his head. “It must be a demon beast. But that is beside the point.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. It’s just… hard,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “It is not your job to be on guard,” Ru Ping said. “Your job is to harvest the herbs competently. It is your job to help ensure Elder Li can pay for this expedition.” 
 
    “We can’t pay for it?” Wu Ying said, horrified. 
 
    Ru Ping’s eyes widened and he sliced his hand parallel to the ground, as if he was chopping his words apart. “No, no. We can pay for the expedition. We already have. But we want to make a profit on this expedition, not break even. Do you understand?” 
 
    Wu Ying’s eyes narrowed, but he chose to say nothing. The profitability, or lack of it, of the expedition was not his problem. “I’ll do better.” 
 
    “Make sure you do.” 
 
    As the expedition traveled deeper into the spirit lands, the number of spirit herbs grew more plentiful. For the first time, Ru Ping became selective of what they harvested. As they traversed the undergrowth, shining light on the surroundings, the guards warily watched for their unseen predator.  
 
    Two hours of tense foraging ended with the group returning to the encampment and the defense of the hastily constructed formation flags. As they neared the flags, the cultivators relaxed—a touch too early. The demon beast launched itself from a tree outside the boundary created by the formation flags, targeting the second guard in line. 
 
    As it fell, Wu Ying caught his first clear glimpse of the creature. A feline presence, larger than any he had ever seen before. Short black fur and a cropped ear flashed by as it slammed into the guard, its sharp claws piercing the cultivator’s armor. Wu Ying, who was directly behind the man, had stepped aside as the creature bore its prey to the ground, his hand falling to his sheathed jian.  
 
    The Dragon unsheathes its Claws. 
 
    The cut caught the demon cat along its back, tearing at wiry fur. Yet the monster ignored the attack as it clamped its jaws around the cultivator’s throat. Legs bunched and released as the creature bounded forward, carrying the guard, the cultivator’s lifeblood falling on the ground. 
 
    Wu Ying threw another cut, the jian skipping along the monster’s hindquarters as it left. Ahead of the demon beast, Senior Ge forsook his weapon and threw a fist strike at the monster. The attack forced the monster to jerk away, the sudden movement tearing open the cultivator’s wounds even further. A follow-up punch glanced off the beast’s body, forcing its jaws open. A spear strike from the side caught the creature along its chest before it gave up its prey, disappearing into the dark.  
 
    The entire attack had happened in seconds, so quickly finished that the cultivators within the encampment had no time to react. Senior Ge snarled, facing the direction the monster left, while Ru Ping dropped to his knees and pressed bandages on the guard’s wounds. Wu Ying hurried over as he sheathed his jian, scrambling for bandages too. 
 
    “I’ve got it. You there!” Ru Ping called to another guard, who had just fumbled his dao out. “Help us carry your friend in.” 
 
    As they lifted the body, the lights in the encampment increased, bobbing lanterns and torches moving toward the harvesting group. Wu Ying and the dao-wielding guard carried the injured cultivator into the camp, where they were met by Elder Li. Directed by the old woman’s cane, they deposited the bleeding man near the fire, where another cultivator readied boiled water. Elder Li barked orders at Ru Ping, who removed his hands from the wounds and fished out needles and thread for the Elder. Together, the pair worked on cleaning and sewing the wounds of the dying guard. 
 
    Long minutes of desperate work, supplemented by a powerful healing pill, paid off as the cultivator stabilized. His once-pale face grew rosy, the torn wounds in his throat and chest clotting. Satisfied, Elder Li left the cultivator alone, her bloody hands held before her. Ru Ping gestured for additional help in completing the man’s cleaning and bandaging. Wu Ying found himself breathing easier when he realized the guard would survive, and he walked a short a distance away to sit, his feet giving way as he lowered himself.  
 
    “Close,” Tou He said as he joined his friend. 
 
    “Yes.” Wu Ying turned his hands over in front of him, crusted blood flaking off his skin as he flexed his fingers. “If I had been ahead…” 
 
    “If, if, if,” Tou He said, shaking his head. “Do not dwell in the past, do not dream of the future, concentrate the mind on the present moment.” 
 
    “A little too wise for you, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Did I say it was mine?” Tou He flashed a smile. “I did live in a monastery most of life.” 
 
    Wu Ying offered his friend a wan smile then flexed his bloody hands once more. With a shake of his head, he stood. “I should clean up. And give Elder Li the harvest.” 
 
    “Of course. Be careful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next few days were quiet, the group continuing their harvest even under the protests of the guards. The number of members in the harvesting group increased again, but finally decreased when Elder Po declared the creature had stopped stalking them.  
 
    “That’s good,” Wu Ying remarked to Liu Tsong as they jogged through the spirit lands. Even if Wu Ying had spent his days training, the constant exercise over the last week or so had increased his physical fitness even further, allowing Wu Ying to take occasional moments to just run. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Liu Tsong said. “Demon beasts that stalk and hunt their prey will leave for only a few reasons. I do not think we injured it enough to scare it away. Which means we have likely entered the hunting grounds of a predator the demon beast fears.” 
 
    Wu Ying stumbled on an upturned root, his attention on the implications of her rather distressing news. As he recovered, Wu Ying sighed and offered his friend a tight smile. If they were facing ever more danger, then he needed to expand his meager cultivation. After he’d relayed that, Liu Tsong made a face and waved goodbye before taking a position upwind of the cultivator. 
 
    Ignoring her actions, Wu Ying deepened his breathing and focused within, sensing the chi coursing through the environment. He pulled it toward his dantian, cleansing it and making the chi his own even as he used a portion of the chi to aid his stamina. As he inhaled, Wu Ying drew in the wild ambient chi, and as he exhaled, he sent the dregs, elements, and impurities out of his body.  
 
    Hour after hour, Wu Ying’s feet pounded the earth as he cultivated. All to get strong. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A day later, Wu Ying was jolted out of his run when the group ahead slowed and stopped. Wu Ying frowned, relaxing his cultivation as he settled his chi. As Wu Ying gained full control of his senses, he realized the guards had spread out across the tiny clearing they had stopped in.  
 
    In front of the line of guards and Elders, a group of xing tian stood, barring the way. In one hand, each headless, eight-foot-tall creature held an axe, and in the other, a wicker shield. The score of xing tian stared at the cultivators with rage, shaking their axes, as the eyes where their nipples should be switched from target to target and the mouths in the creatures’ stomach-regions wordlessly screamed. 
 
    “Stay back,” Liu Tsong warned Wu Ying as she fell back to join him. “Let the guards and Elders fight.” 
 
    Wu Ying knew she was saying that for his sake. Even from this distance, Wu Ying felt the pressure of the monsters’ cultivation, the way they warped the ambient chi with their presence. At the least, a pair of those xing tian were in the Core cultivation stage, while the others were all in the Energy Storage stage. Their innate bloodlines made the monsters more powerful by default, though they would struggle to grow in cultivation as they reached the extent of their bloodlines’ strength. 
 
    As Wu Ying drew his jian, he eyed the Elders confronting the Core cultivation monsters. Elder Li stood, back bent, cane in hand as she faced them. Beside her, Elder Wei stood before a glowing pill cauldron, the spinning cauldron controlled by her chi. Elder Po was bare-fisted at the front of the group, his body gaining a metallic golden sheen that covered him from head-to-toe as he channeled his metal-aspected chi. And beside Elder Po, Elder Dong was armed with a pair of axes that glowed red. 
 
    The battle began with the lesser xing tian charging the cultivators. The guards intercepted the monsters as the Elders watched the pair of Core-level monsters. Upon meeting one another, the two combatant groups exchanged blows of compressed and aspected chi from swords, axes, fists, and feet. In the clash of conflicting chi, the air stirred and gusted, blown apart by the conflicting chi. The gusts of wind brushed against Wu Ying’s face and brought with it the sting of burning earth and the stink of corrupted demonic chi. 
 
    In one corner, Chao Kun fought a pair of xing tian alone, his fists flying and striking like departing meteorites. Each impact against their wooden shields resounded through the clearing. So powerful was each of his blows, the monsters he faced were forced to fight on their back feet and stay on the defense.  
 
    In another portion of the battlefield, Li Yao and Tou He fought together, their spear and quarterstaff combination upsetting and tripping a trio of demon beasts. Close by the pair, a group of five dao-wielding martial specialists suppressd a half dozen xing tian of higher cultivation, providing defense and safety to each other as they fought.  
 
    As the battle heated up, the two Core cultivation xing tian roared and made their move. As if they had planned it, the pair combined their attacks and lashed out with their axes, sending a shrieking lash of compressed fire- and metal-aspected chi toward the Elders. The chi was intercepted by Elder Po, his robes tearing under the assault but his golden metal body left unscarred. Elder Po rushed the pair as the other Elders completed their preparations. 
 
    Elder Li muttered and tapped her cane against the ground, the rhythm sending small thrums of power rushing up the soles of Wu Ying’s feet. As Elder Li’s attack built, Elder Dong joined Elder Po in his charge, only to be overtaken by a swirling, lit cauldron. One of the xing tian attempted to block the cauldron with its shield before it was forced back. As the pair of charging Elders reached the xing tian, the resounding impact of cauldron and shield shook Wu Ying’s chest. 
 
    As the battle increased in fervor, more and more dust was kicked up. Cold snowflakes gathered in one corner, thanks to Li Yao. As a water-aspected cultivator, she brought the chill of winter and the cold of the depths of the ocean to her attacks, forming snow as she fought. As the snowflakes mixed with the sudden gouts of flame and smoke from other cultivators and the scattered earth, Wu Ying quickly lost full view of the battle. Unconsciously, Wu Ying stepped forward but was held back by Liu Tsong. 
 
    “Wait. We’re here as reinforcements. And to ensure we are not attacked in the back,” Liu Tsong reminded Wu Ying.  
 
    Wu Ying bit his lip in frustration but stepped back to scan their surroundings, seeing no reinforcements as yet. 
 
    As the noise of the battle reached a crescendo, a creaking roar, as if a thousand rocks had cracked, erupted from the clearing. As Wu Ying’s patience was about to end, the wind swirled once more with purpose and carried away the loose dirt, floating ice crystals, and smoke to reveal the remnants of the battle. 
 
    Surrounding the corpses of a quarter of the xing tian was fresh earth that gripped their feet and thighs. Many of those monsters showcased defensive wounds, injuries which had been dealt after they were trapped. Even one of the Core xing tian had been caught, though it had freed one foot before its chest had been caved in by a flying cauldron. Even now, the cauldron spun lazily around the dead monster. 
 
    The second Core xing tian lay a short distance away, an arm displaced, its legs broken, and where its neck would be was a deep depression from a kick. Numerous cauterized cuts crossed its body, deep wounds from Elder Dong’s paired axes. 
 
    All around were the signs of the xing tians’ desperate fight. Wu Ying walked forward, staring at the corpses of the once-imposing monsters. Creatures without a head, their torsos and limbs were crushed, cut, and burned. As Wu Ying watched, the other cultivators were digging into the bodies, extracting spirit stones and handing them to the Elders. 
 
    “Be quick about this. We do not want to be here too long,” Elder Po said. “This must be the xing tians’ hunting grounds. If they have established themselves, there will be more.” 
 
    At Elder Po’s warning, the cultivators sped up their actions. None wanted to repeat this fight. Even if they had won it with relative ease, it was only because they had outnumbered the xing tian. The result of the battle could easily change if the expedition group were outnumbered. Better to hurry out of the xing tians’ hunting grounds and, hopefully, enter a safer location. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The group ran, barely stopping long enough to eat. No more cooked meals, just pre-wrapped food, sometimes heated by those with fire-aspected chi but more often eaten cold. The guards spread out, keeping an eye on the flanks and their rear, while the Elders watched for problems in front. 
 
    By the time sunlight completely left the forest they traversed, the group had covered over thirty li. As they set up for the evening, the guards took even further precautions, laying out warding talismans and temporary traps. Elder Dong created a low-level security formation, one meant to disorient and hide, rather than injure potential attackers. Dinner was cold rations again—leftover, stale porridge and gummy, dried, salted sausages.  
 
    Rather than sit with the others and assault them with his stench, Wu Ying sat downwind, near the edges of the wards and behind the sole tent. To Wu Ying’s surprise, as he chewed on his stale meal, he found he could overhear the conversation being held within the tent. 
 
    “There were no xing tian here seven years ago,” Elder Li insisted. “Just like there were none ten years ago when Po passed through.” 
 
    “You say that, but the signs show a considerable-sized clan,” Elder Dong said. 
 
    “They could have been pushed here from another location,” Elder Po said. 
 
    “Does it matter?” Elder Wei said. “We still need to leave their hunting grounds as quickly as we can.” 
 
    “It matters if they have been pushed aside. Any demonic or spirit beast that could drive them away might be too strong for us to win against,” Elder Po said. “This expedition has grown more dangerous.” 
 
    “Do you want to return?” Elder Li asked, her voice a challenge. 
 
    “No. But we should be aware of the increased dangers.” Elder Po lowered his voice even further. Wu Ying had to strain to catch his next words. “We are likely to see more deaths before this is over.” 
 
    Someone sniffed. 
 
    Then Elder Wei’s voice came, cold and merciless. “Only among the unimportant. I’m sure you all have your contingencies, as I do.” 
 
    “And they don’t matter?” Elder Dong said, anger tingeing his voice. “I thought you brought one of your direct disciples, Ye Fan.” 
 
    “My least-promising direct disciple, ” Elder Wei replied. “Though it would be a pity to lose her and Chao Kun. They have some minor talent.” 
 
    Wu Ying winced, wondering how Liu Tsong would feel if she heard her master so casually dismiss her potential death. A moment later, Wu Ying realized his own life had not even merited a mention. As his face flushed with anger, Wu Ying bit into his tongue by accident, and he released a little yelp. The arguing voices in the tent stilled, and Wu Ying scrambled to his feet as Elder Dong poked his head out of the tent. 
 
    “You there. What are you doing here? What was that noise?” Elder Dong asked. 
 
    “Uhh… cleaning my bowl, Elder,” Wu Ying hastily replied and bowed. “I bit my tongue while eating and walking. I’m sorry for disturbing you.” 
 
    “You can’t even move and eat. Idiot.” Elder Dong sniffed. “You’re the smelly one, aren’t you? Go clean the bowl and yourself. And do not come near this tent again.” 
 
    “Yes, Elder! My apologies Elder,” Wu Ying said, bowing again before he scrambled away.  
 
    When he was a distance away, Wu Ying tenderly probed his bit tongue and breathed a sigh of relief. Getting caught eavesdropping was unlikely to do him any additional favors. 
 
    Still, Wu Ying could not shake the memory of the conversation. And how casually the Elders, Elders who were meant to look after them, had dismissed their lives.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day, the expedition began running at first light. Hours passed before they met the first scouting party. Unlike before, the xing tian pulled back rather than clash with the cultivators and trailed the group at a distance. As the group ran, they heard the clash of axe against shield punctuating the silent forest. 
 
     “Why are they doing that?” Tou He growled as the second hour of the xing tian trailing them passed. 
 
    “Can’t you tell?” Wu Ying said, tilting his head to where the last clash came from. “Can’t you sense it?” 
 
    “Sense what?” Tou He said. 
 
    “The increase in demonic chi. They’re drawing in more of their people,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    As the xing tian were currently mute, the clash of axe and shield must be their way of signaling for more of their clan. 
 
    “We should kill them then.” 
 
    “And how are you intending to catch them?” Li Yao said as she swung around from where she ran. “They are at least at the Energy Storage, maybe Core stage. Once you leave the group, they will flee from you. Senior Ge and the Elders might be able to catch them, but that would give the xing tian a chance to catch them alone. And if they leave, who protects us?” 
 
    Tou He jumped over a knee-high root, landing lightly, while Wu Ying swung around the root. As Wu Ying ran, he felt his chi churn, pushing through his meridians. If there was one advantage to all this running and constant re-use of his chi, it was how clean his opened meridians were. It did nothing for the uncleared meridians that were still clogged with impurities, but he found the stench others complained of had reduced significantly. If they kept this up for the next couple of weeks, he might be able to move and cultivate without becoming so reek, maybe even break through to the next stage.  
 
    “So what do we do?” Tou He said after the group had run for another hundred feet. 
 
    “Run. We run and hope to leave their hunting grounds,” Li Yao said. 
 
    “Won’t it allow them to gather their people? If we all head in the same direction and fight them…” Wu Ying offered. 
 
    “I’m sure the Elders have a plan,” Li Yao said. 
 
    Wu Ying frowned, recalling the overheard conversation from last night. Perhaps the Elders did have a plan, but as he looked back to where the injured cultivator flagged and the porters struggled, Wu Ying wondered if the plan was to leave bait behind. He shook his head, discarding the thought. He would worry about that when it happened. If it happened. It was not as if he could do much to stop them. 
 
    On and on they ran. In time, even the least sensitive of the cultivators could feel the ominous presence of the demonic chi in the distance, surrounding their group. Twice, the expedition group moved so fast, they overtook the xing tian deployed ahead of them and clashed with the scouting groups. Each battle was fast and furious, the entirety of the expedition group taking part in the attack.  
 
    “We won, didn’t we?” Tou He asked blithely after the second fight, looking forward to where the Elders were speaking in soft tones. “Why do they look even more worried?” 
 
    “Numbers,” Wu Ying panted. He had been of little use in the fights, barely contributing to the demise of a single Energy Storage-level xing tian. And even then, he had to pierce it with a bracer-reinforced attack while it had been distracted by his friend. Now, Wu Ying was finding it hard to keep up, his breathing ragged, his chi stores dropping precipitously. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Tou He complained. 
 
    “He means there are too many xian ting. We have defeated over twenty, but there are still more. How large a clan have we found?” Chao Kun said as he dropped back to speak with them. The senior martial specialist had been shifting position along the line as they ran, ensuring no one had been left behind. 
 
    “Oh. Ohhh… Buddha’s tears,” Tou He said as he looked around at the foreboding surroundings. He gulped and clutched his tong fas tighter, the pair of half-T short sticks a polished burgundy wood. “We should run faster.” 
 
    “Trying,” Wu Ying said then shut up, saving his breath. 
 
      
 
    Hours. Lunch was eaten on the run, passed from one cultivator to another. The pieces of meat and congealed, glutinous rice were wrapped in green leaves for freshness. The food tasted strange, having been stored and reconstituted from the enchanted storage rings, but in these circumstances, it was the perfect supplement. Eventually, as Wu Ying and the other lower-level cultivators trailed farther and farther behind the group, Chao Kun made another appearance with bottles of pills. 
 
    “These are chi restoration pills,” Chao Kun said. “Place under your tongue. Do not chew. Let it dissolve slowly and pull the energy into you. There are three pills in each bottle. Only use them when you are low.” 
 
    “Thank you, Senior,” Wu Ying and the other cultivators chorused. 
 
    “No need. This is from Elder Wei.” 
 
    Wu Ying hesitated, but after seeing how the other cultivators perked up the moment they placed the pills under their tongue, he took one out and used it. The first thing that struck him as he closed his mouth was how bitter the concoction was, making his face pucker up. The next was the surprising fruity fragrance that filled his mouth. As Chao Kun urged them onward, Wu Ying took off running, breathing through his nose and drawing forth the chi the pill released into his body. The chi from the pill was unaspected, ensuring all of them could make full use of it. Wu Ying knew the aspected cultivators would make less optimal use of the pills than he did, but then again, they were of higher cultivation level. So it probably all balanced out. 
 
    Given a second wind, the group sped up, leaving their surprised pursuers behind for an hour, but soon, the clash of weapon and shield surrounded the group once more. This time around, the tempo of the shieldbeat had increased and synchronized. Each clashing filled the forest, pushing at Wu Ying’s chest with the force of their impact. 
 
    “Get ready,” Li Yao, who had taken her turn running beside the slowest of the group, warned the cultivators. “They’ll be coming soon.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded, his jaw clenching tightly. All around, he saw the guards pulling in close to the expedition group. 
 
    “Hurry up. We’re nearly there!” Elder Po’s voice came from the front, drawing their attention.  
 
    When Wu Ying mouthed “Where?” to Li Yao, the cultivator shrugged.  
 
    But in answer to Elder Po’s declaration, the entire expedition sped up again. Wu Ying fumbled for a second, tossing his second pill from Elder Wei’s stash into his mouth and storing the pill bottle. It was a waste in a way, for Wu Ying could tell he had not fully assimilated the first pill. Worse, the continued use of the pills would leave toxins and impurities in his meridians, forcing him to extend his cultivation time. 
 
    But better a longer Body Cleansing than dead. 
 
    The first attack came from their right, a trio of impatient xing tian charging forth from the undergrowth. Tou He and the other pair of cultivators on the right flank took the attack straight-on, never breaking their stride. One threw a curving metal disc that slipped above a shield, tearing off a xing tian’s ear as it blinded its target. A second guard fired bolts from a repeating crossbow[25] and peppered a xing tian who managed to block all but two of the bolts. Unfortunately for the monster, the cultivator had poisoned the bolts, and the demon stumbled as the poison entered its bloodstream. Tou He caught the last demon’s descending axe high with the tong fa before hooking the weapon and striking the axe out of the demon’s hand with his other weapon. A quick series of strikes cracked and broke the creature’s knee, allowing Tou He to disengage and catch up with the expedition. 
 
    As if the initial attack was a signal, more probing attacks were launched at the group. As the attacks intensified, the group was forced to slow its headlong rush. Wu Ying soon found himself facing off against a pair of xing tian, his sword weaving a defensive formation as he fought off the striking axes. The shields the monsters wielded blocked any attacks he could throw, forcing Wu Ying to constantly retreat and opening a line in their formation.  
 
    All around, Wu Ying caught glimpses of various cultivators locked in battle. A porter, smashed to the ground by a shield, gasped his last as an axe buried itself in his chest. Li Yao battled three xing tian by whirling her spear above her head and conjuring a series of ice spikes that cut into her opponents, pinning them in place. As quickly as the demons fell, others took their place. 
 
    As the line was about to collapse, Elder Dong appeared, jumping high above their heads. As he spun through the air, he threw a series of inscribed yellow talismans. The talismans unerringly struck the xing tians’ foreheads and carried the demons out of the line before exploding and wreathing their targets in flame. In the brief respite, the cultivators regrouped, breathing heavily and favoring wounds. 
 
    “Do not stop. I will hold them off!” Elder Dong directed the group.  
 
    In Elder Dong’s hands, his axes appeared before he threw them out to strike and injure the xing tian who had already begun to charge. As one, the remaining members of the expedition took off, heeding the Elder. Wu Ying’s last glimpse of the Elder was Elder Dong slowly backing away, his axes flying from his hands, still burning with flame. 
 
    “Will he be okay?” Wu Ying gasped. 
 
    “Shut up and run,” Chao Kun ordered with a snarl. But even he threw a worried glance backward. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the Elders took a direct hand in the running battle, the next few minutes were easier. In short order, Wu Ying found the group slowing down and bunching up. Elder Po fell back to watch their back as Wu Ying saw the reason for the expedition stopping. A wide canyon lay before them, separating one mountainside from the other. Between the two, from far below came the light rumble of water. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” one of the cultivators said.  
 
    Already, the rhythmic drumming of the xing tian approached. Wu Ying looked behind, seeing nothing but undergrowth and the thin line of combat cultivators. 
 
    “Relax. Once we cross, the xing tian will not be able to harm us,” Liu Tsong said. 
 
    “But how will we cross!” the same worrywart cried out. 
 
    In answer, Liu Tsong pointed at the edge of the canyon, where Elder Li and Ru Ping stood. Elder Li continually struck her cane on the ground, and as Wu Ying watched, earth formed and added to the dirt beneath Ru Ping’s feet. The man strode forward, dispersing seeds before him that fell and grew, anchoring the formed earth and creating a green-carpeted bridge. As the pair walked forward, the bridge formed beneath their feet.  
 
    The remaining members of the group stared in awe for countless seconds before Chao Kun’s voice cut in. “This is not the time. Watch yourself. The xing tian will attack us for real once they realize we are trapped.” 
 
    “And we’re down one Elder already,” Tou He said. 
 
    As if to punctuate his words, sudden explosions erupted from the treeline. Elder Dong stumbled out of the vegetation, past the line of guards who parted to let him through. Li Yao grasped the Elder and held her cold hands over his bleeding wounds, freezing the blood that dripped from the injured Elder.  
 
    “Do not worry, child. It’s mostly superficial,” Elder Dong said, chest heaving as he drew in air.  
 
    The Elder made no move to stop Li Yao however, allowing her to continue her ministrations. Once Elder Dong caught his breath, he fumbled out a healing pill and swallowed it, closing his eyes to cultivate and heal. 
 
    Wu Ying gestured with his head to Tou He, and together, the pair joined the thin line of guards near Chao Kun. As they readied their respective weapons, the crackling of flame coming from the forest died off and the beat on the shields increased in tempo. 
 
    And then stopped. 
 
    “Ready yourself,” Chao Kun warned. 
 
    The xing tian exploded from the trees in a wave. Wu Ying drew upon the Brilliant Woo Petal Bracer and sent the metal chi into his sword. Executing Covering the clouds with the Tail, Wu Ying tapped into his understanding of the Dragon’s Breath and the metal sword chi to strike at the xing tian. The attack, when it struck, tore open skin and muscle, exposing bone and injuring the demons that failed to block the cultivator’s attack. Next to Wu Ying’s initial target, a pair of demons whose shields had been badly cared for had their defenses shattered, leaving them exposed. 
 
    Wu Ying’s projected attack was joined by others. By his side, Senior Ge threw his fists forward at such speed, only the after-shadows of his fist strikes could be seen. The projected fist strikes forced back those who faced him, many falling to the ground, bloody and concussed. Those demons that had the misfortune to face Elder Po could not withstand even a single punch.  
 
    But not all portions of the line were as equally fortunate. 
 
    Tou He, unable to project energy—even falsely like Wu Ying—took his attackers on directly. The ex-monk swung and thrust the blunt end of his weapons, catching, upsetting, and striking those demons that came within range. But the limited range of his attacks forced him to retreat as axes and shields pressed him back.  
 
    As more and more xing tian arrived, the line buckled. 
 
    Wu Ying found himself beset by one of the xing tian that had broken away to attack him. Forced to pay attention to the demon, Wu Ying allowed others to close in on the group. Yet he had little choice, for the demon’s overbearing strikes required all his attention. A careless block would see his weapon beaten out of his hand, exposing him to further injuries. 
 
    A twist and Wu Ying kicked out, sending the demon flying backward even as it blocked the kick. Another thrust, slipping through the gap between shield and axe, tore open the inner thigh of  monster. A hasty dodge and a follow-up corkscrew punch set back another attacker. 
 
    The line of cultivators was forced to collapse backward, relying more and more on Chao Kun, Li Yao, Elder Po, and a few other powerful martial specialists. Wu Ying fought as hard as he could, but often had to divert more powerful opponents to Senior Ge.  
 
    “Useless.”  
 
    The words spoken by Elder Wei were soft, but somehow, they reached everyone’s ears. A muted beat of wood hitting metal resounded behind the cultivators even as greenish-purplish smoke creeped across their feet. Wu Ying, surprised by the change, missed a block and managed to dodge by jerking backward at the last minute. The axe parted the light armor he had purchased, leaving a shallow cut across his chest. As the xing tian moved to finish Wu Ying, the smoke curled up around its legs as if it were alive, shocking the creature. 
 
    As the monster opened the mouth that was located at its belly button, the smoke dove within. Immediately, the demon beat on its torso in an attempt to drive out the smoke. All along the line of cultivators, the xing tian were assailed by the smoke. Those behind backed away, wary of the living smoke.  
 
    “Fall back,” Elder Po said, shaking the blood off his fists.  
 
    The cultivators retreated under the protection of the hip-high smoke. As Wu Ying retreated, he glanced back to see the smoke continuing to spill from the cauldron manned by Elder Wei and Liu Tsong. Wu Ying watched as the Elder directed the smoke from the cauldron with waves of her hand, the smoke twisting and surging toward the xing tian. Even as he watched, Wu Ying saw how the level of smoke forming decreased, the way the smoke at the edges of the clearing dissipated. 
 
    “How long can she hold?” Tou He asked. 
 
    “Long enough,” Liu Tsong replied with a grim smile. “We used a lot of rare materials for this, but it should hold.” 
 
    Wu Ying breathed a sigh of relief, then looked back to where Elder Li and Ru Ping worked. How Ru Ping made the seeds grow and sprout, holding the earth together so that Elder Li’s chi would be less exhausted, amazed Wu Ying. Wu Ying knew the Elder had to be supporting the entire thing with her chi, chi that was being exhausted as they crossed the gap.  
 
    As Wu Ying looked back at the cauldron and its smoke and the xing tian prowling the edges of the smoke that had poisoned and killed their friends, Wu Ying could not help but marvel at the Elders. Together, they had held off a clan of xing tian.  
 
    “Core Cultivators are amazing,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Yes. But the xing tian have their own,” Chao Kun said. “They have not come out yet.” 
 
    “Why not?” Tou He asked. 
 
    “I do not know. They are holding back, far behind the cliffs. It is almost as if…” Chao Kun said. 
 
    “As if?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “As if they fear angering what is on the other side of the cliff,” Elder Po said, overhearing their conversation. 
 
    His words silenced Wu Ying and the other cultivators until Elder Li finished forming the green earth bridge. The silent group crossed the bridge one, Elder Wei sauntering across at the back. The dying embers of the fire beneath the cauldron sputtered and stopped, the smoke fading away. As Elder Wei walked across, the bridge crumbled behind her feet.  
 
    As if outraged by Elder Wei’s slow saunter, a xing tian rushed the gap and leaped forward. Cries of shock erupted from the cultivators’ mouths. Only to be silenced by Elder Wei’s mocking smile as her pill cauldron flew from behind the creature and struck it in the back, sending the monster careening into the depths of the canyon. 
 
    Elder Wei turned around then, the cauldron hovering in front of her. She stood there, mocking the demons for long seconds before she tossed her head, black hair billowing behind her. A graceful turn of her heel saw the Elder face the cultivators before she strode forward. As she placed her feet on their side of the canyon, the remainder of the bridge finished crumbling, separating cultivator and xing tian. 
 
    “Showoff,” Elder Li complained, the old woman pounding her cane on the ground. “You, porters. And Wu Ying. Help set up camp. We’ll rest here tonight.” 
 
    The groaning porters stood back up, pulling out tents and other equipment. Wu Ying staggered over to help them, wincing at the congealed blood on his chest and wondering how many they’d lost in that desperate fight. Too many, most likely. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    The group stayed for a single day, resting and treating their accumulated injuries. At least, most did. Ru Ping roused Wu Ying late that evening and dragged the injured and tired cultivator on a harvesting trip along the cliff face. Hanging off the cliff edge, held in place by a pair of ropes, Wu Ying and Ru Ping swung back and forth, occasionally adjusting their height as they harvested plants from the sheer cliff faces. A third line clipped to their side held the collection bags which were pulled up at intervals as they were filled. And filled they were, for the pair found numerous rare and uncommon herbs that only grew in such locations. 
 
    When Wu Ying finally crawled out of his bedroll the next morning to join the expedition group as they ate breakfast, Li Yao asked, “What time did you get back?” 
 
    “Late.” Wu Ying had no idea how long they had worked. After the third time Wu Ying suggested they stop and Ru Ping’s strenuously objected, he gave up.  
 
    “Will you be able to keep up?” Li Yao said. 
 
    “Ru Ping said the expedition will be going slower,” Wu Ying replied as he got his breakfast. He made a face as he ran a tongue along his teeth, debating between pulling out his horsehair toothbrush before breakfast or after. As his stomach rumbled, Wu Ying discarded the idea and focused instead on sating his hunger. 
 
    In short order, the group had packed up and was ready to go. True to Ru Ping’s word, the expedition moved at a slower pace, allowing the injured cultivators and those still exhausted from the fight to keep up. Once again, the guards spread out to scout the surroundings, leaving Wu Ying and the other non-combatants to plod along on the trail. 
 
    Hours passed, with a break for a leisurely lunch, before tension crept into the group again. As Wu Ying jogged by a nearby fallen tree, his lips curled down. Along the edges of the trunk, Wu Ying spotted the deep gouges left by a claw the size of his wrist. The broken portion of the trunk showcased the rest of the claw gouges, conducted with such strength the entire tree had broken. 
 
    “Cat,” Wu Ying said to Li Yao, who jogged beside him. 
 
    “Or something with a feline body,” Li Yao corrected. 
 
    “Or something with a feline body,” Wu Ying agreed.  
 
    He did wonder what it meant for so many creatures to be mixtures of others. Demonic blood gone wrong? A certain heavenly mandate that creatures could only have so many forms? After all, even Sun Wukong[26], that master of shapeshifting, could never get rid of his tail. Idle thoughts to pass the hours as he ran and cultivated, thoughts which required or provided no answer. 
 
    On and on, the group ran. When night arrived, Wu Ying went out once more to harvest. Days passed without incident, a factor that made the entire expedition ever more concerned. Eventually, as they neared their destination, words of warning were passed back. The group slowed down as they entered a clearing. 
 
    Before them, standing as tall as a building and as wide as one too, a pixiu stared at the trespassers. The pixiu was a creature with the body of a lion that had long antlered horns jutting from its head and soft, downy wings furled up along its torso. Tawny golden fur with bright streaks of red and lighter yellow ran along the monster’s body. As first the creature stared at the group in silence, until Elder Po strode forth with Elder Li. 
 
    “Greetings, honored pixiu,” Elder Po said, bowing low. “And our deepest apologies. We had not known this was your demesne.” 
 
    “Good that you acknowledge your mistakes.” The pixiu’s voice was a low, throaty growl, feline and yet cultured. “Turn around and I will only eat one of you.” 
 
    “We cannot do that, honored pixiu,” Elder Po said. As the pixiu bristled, Elder Po waved and a simple wooden table appeared, followed by silk-wrapped packages. A half-dozen packages appeared on the table as Elder Po bowed low. “We beg you to allow us to continue our journey through your lands. We are not far from where we need be—a meadow high above on the mountain with three rings.” 
 
    “I know the place. It is outside my grounds,” the pixiu said. 
 
    It prowled forward to sniff at the packages and its feline face wrinkled, giant paws rising to claw apart the packaging and release the contents. The smell of smoked and marinated demon boar strips erupted from the first package. From the next, roast spirit duck, soaked in rice wine. Each package held a different delicacy, their aromas making Wu Ying’s mouth water and his stomach growl. 
 
    “I’ve never tasted any of those,” Tou He said jealously. “Not prepared like that.” 
 
    “I doubt most of us have,” Wu Ying replied. “I recognize the packaging. It’s from the Jade Garden restaurant.” 
 
    “Mmmhmmm…” Li Yao audibly swallowed overflowing saliva. 
 
    The pixiu bent its head forward, biting into each offered package and sampling the food. It let out a happy roar before it stuffed its face, rumbles of contentment erupting from its chest as it ate. The pixiu finished consuming half of the contents before it turned to the waiting Elders. “This is sufficient for your trespass thus far. Another dozen to let you go farther. And the same for the return. And the five Core demon cores you collected from the xing tian.” 
 
    Wu Ying could not help but wince at the declaration, even as the Elders bowed low to the creature. The cost of the meal offered was in the hundreds of taels. Add in the demon cores and the additional meals and the cost of passage would be in the thousands of taels. On the other hand, Wu Ying stretched his senses out again then retracted them immediately, the burning sensation in his perception making him wince as he encountered the pixiu’s aura. The pixiu glowed from the suppressed power it contained. 
 
    “What is it?” Wu Ying asked Li Yao, jerking his head toward the creature. “I’ve never felt something so powerful before.” 
 
    “The pixiu is a Nascent Soul Primary beast. It has ascended to the most basic level of immortality,” Li Yao whispered. 
 
    “Nascent soul? But—” 
 
    “Pixiu are descendants of the original long[27]. They carry the bloodline of dragons in them. Of course they are strong,” Tou He remarked. “For them, achieving immortality is as easy as breathing for us. Only time bars their way.” 
 
    The Elders took their leave of the feasting creature, regrouping to have a quick discussion. In short order, Elder Po returned to the pixiu with a storage ring. The pixiu levitated the ring toward itself with the skillful use of chi, sliding the ring around its antler, where it joined two others. 
 
    “Go. But be careful,” the pixiu said. “There is something wrong with the mountain.” 
 
    “Something, honored pixiu?” 
 
    “Something.” The pixiu chuffed out loud. “My instincts tell me not to near it. Nor does it hold anything of interest to me.”  
 
    After letting out a wide yawn, the pixiu swallowed the last of the delicacies and lay down next to the table before Elder Po made it disappear into his ring. Stretching out lazily in the clearing, the pixiu basked in the sun, no longer interested in the humans or their expedition. 
 
    “Come quickly. And make sure to thank the honored pixiu,” Chao Kun ordered the rest of the party.  
 
    The party moved past the resting pixiu, bowing low as they traversed the clearing. The line of bobbing sect members was of no interest to the creature. 
 
    Until Wu Ying. A single slitted eye, brilliant gold, cracked open as Wu Ying passed by. It regarded Wu Ying with predatory consideration, freezing Wu Ying in a half-bow. 
 
    “You. You smell familiar.” 
 
    “Honored elder?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Your name.” 
 
    “Long Wu Ying, honored elder,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Ah. That is why.” The eye drifted closed, Wu Ying dismissed as its curiosity was assuaged.  
 
    Wu Ying stayed bent over till he decided the pixiu was no longer interested in him. Together, Wu Ying and the expedition group left the clearing, the pixiu still basking in the sunlight and reveling in the delicacies it had eaten. Wu Ying’s last glimpse of the pixiu was of the golden-furred creature, eyes closed, relaxing in the sunlight. Content only the way a cat could be. 
 
      
 
    When the group had left the lazy creature a distance behind, Wu Ying was accosted by his friends and Chao Kun. 
 
    “What did it mean, you smell familiar?” Chao Kun started. 
 
    “I don’t know, Senior.” 
 
    “Do you have the blood of dragons in you?” Tou He asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Have you met dragons before?” Li Yao said. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then why would it say ‘that is why’?” Chao Kun said. 
 
    “I don’t know!” 
 
    “Can I have some of your blood?” Liu Tsong said. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “I just want to test it,” Liu Tsong tried again, batting long eyelashes at him.  
 
    Li Yao frowned at Liu Tsong when she did this. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Liu Tsong said. “But if you have a dragon’s blood, your family would be due a significant amount of support. Bloodlines, even weakened bloodlines, are precious resources for the kingdom.” 
 
    “We don’t!” Wu Ying snapped at them as the uncertainty the creature had engendered in him and the persistent questions broke through his calm. He raised his voice, knowing the Elders were listening too, even if they were not making a show of it. “If we did, don’t you think we’d be more than a peasant family? That we’d make use of it so we wouldn’t ever have to count the number of cups of rice till the end of winter? Share a single piece of meat, boiled in the soup till it is tasteless, among all three of us? Do you think we like being poor?” 
 
    After the silence dragged on, broken by the thump of feet on the ground, Li Yao said, “Sorry.”  
 
    In the distance, the Elders shifted their attention away, content to leave the matter alone. 
 
    “It’s fine. I really do not know why the pixiu said what it did.” Wu Ying scratched his head as embarrassment at his outburst caught up with him. 
 
    “No harm done,” Chao Kun said.  
 
    The group ran in silence for a time before Tou He spoke up. “He does have a dragon’s temper… owww! Damn it, Wu Ying, you didn’t have to hit… owww!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The remainder of the journey to the base camp was filled with no surprises. In fact, things became routine and almost boring. As there were no further dangers, Wu Ying was forced to spend hours harvesting what herbs and spirit plants they could find. Even as the expedition decreased the volume of area they harvested in, the lack of civilization ensured the harvesters always had something to pick. When everyone else had time to rest, eat a proper lunch, and sleep a full night, Wu Ying had to scarf down his food then harvest until short hours before the dawn sun rose. Even if the guards accompanied the harvesters, at least they could rotate shifts. By the time they reached the clearing from which they intended to operate, even Ru Ping was feeling the strain of the unending work. 
 
    If there was one advantage to all this work, it was how the constant running and fighting had provided Wu Ying further impetus to reinforce his cultivation. As Wu Ying slumped by the beginnings of the cooking fire, he felt his eyelids drift closed, and his breathing deepening. Only to be interrupted by a slap on his back. 
 
    “Wake up. No cultivating yet,” Tou He said as he sat by Wu Ying. 
 
    “I wasn’t cultivating,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “I was trying to give you the benefit of the doubt,” Tou He said.  
 
    Wu Ying shook his head, looking around the buzzing encampment. The porters were already at work, one of them tending the burgeoning fire. The other porter was setting up the expeditions’ tents from the backpacks they had borne all this way. As this was intended to be their base camp for the next week, the porters were taking greater pains in the set up.  
 
    Even the other members of the expedition were taking part in this activity for once. Liu Tsong was beside Elder Wei, carefully clearing the ground in the spot they deemed worthy of their time. Elder Dong was walking the encampment with his compass, judging the lay of the land as he planned the layout of their defensive and spirit-gathering formations. While Elder Dong was just of the second ring as a formation master, his formations were sufficient to protect and alert the group against most threats if he had sufficient time to set them up. Outside of these groups, a few of the guards were being directed by Elder Po himself as they cleared a few saplings around the base.  
 
    The only people who were not doing anything, Wu Ying realized, were himself, Ru Ping, and a couple of guards. When Wu Ying located Ru Ping lounging under a convenient tree, the senior cultivator gestured for Wu Ying to stay seated. 
 
    “Should I help out?” Wu Ying muttered. 
 
    “No,” Tou He said firmly. “You’ll likely have to do some harvesting soon. But it seems like there is no rush, since we will be here for a while.” 
 
    “How about you?” Wu Ying said, curious as to why Tou He was not forced to help. 
 
    “Elder Li is concerned the flower might have blossomed already,” Tou He said. “As such, once we’ve rested, a small group will be traveling to view the flower.” 
 
    “And you’ve been chosen,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Along with Senior Ge,” Tou He acknowledged. “We’re taking the majority of the guards.” 
 
    Wu Ying frowned, wondering if he would be forced to go, thus Ru Ping’s gesture. Then again, no one had spoken to him about the trip. After a moment, Wu Ying shrugged and left the matter alone. He had no desire to volunteer for more work. 
 
    In a short twenty minutes, Ru Ping walked over, glancing at Tou He. “Did your friend speak of what we are doing?” 
 
    “Yes,” Wu Ying said. “Am I coming?” 
 
    “No. The two of us are sufficient,” Ru Ping said. “We’ll take you there eventually, but it is unlikely you will be needed. Rest for now. Maybe take a shower.” 
 
    In short order, the guards and Elder Li assembled and took off, heading farther west. Wu Ying eyed the group, knowing they intended to head not toward the peak but to a clearing just below it. Even as Wu Ying watched, the smaller group disappeared into the undergrowth, the dense vegetation swallowing them with nary a sign of their passing. 
 
    Wu Ying sighed and closed his eyes to relax. For the first time in a while, the cultivator could rest without concern. At least until the group returned in a few hours. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later that day, when Wu Ying woke from his short but restful nap, he found the camp abuzz with activity. A pot hung over the cooking fire before him, the smell of well-cooked porridge wafting to Wu Ying’s nose and waking his rumbling stomach. Around him, groups of cultivators walked, talked, or cultivated, most murmuring softly to one another. As Wu Ying looked up, he was surprised to see it was late in the day, the edges of the sun peeking out from the mountain peak. 
 
    “Awake at last?” Liu Tsong said as she came to sit beside him. Wu Ying could not help but notice she automatically took a seat upwind, another reminder he had yet to shower since today’s earlier cultivation-inspired run. 
 
    “Yes,” Wu Ying said, then decided washing could wait. He conjured a bowl from his spatial ring and ladled the porridge into his bowl, then he pulled out a spoon and stirred the rice porridge to cool it faster. “I’m surprised no one woke me earlier.” 
 
    “There’s no point.” Liu Tsong gestured to where Elder Wei continued to fuss over her pill cauldron. Beside the Elder stood an inner sect member with cleaning pads, an urn of spring water, and infinite patience. Liu Tsong’s movement then shifted, encompassing Elder Dong, who continued to walk the perimeter, marking out locations for formation flags. “No one has work for you to do. Until the formations are complete, we do not want to attract any further attention.” 
 
    That made sense. Though he was surprised Elder Li had let him rest this long, even if it was sensible. Turning his head to where her tent was located, he was surprised to see it dark and empty, as was Ru Ping’s. A quick scan showed the encampment was busy but lacking in bodies. 
 
    “Are they not back yet?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “No. Elder Li mentioned to Elder Wei she might delay returning in order to spend the time modifying the environment,” Liu Tsong said. “You should be able to sleep well tonight.” 
 
    Wu Ying smiled at the truth of the statement. There was little use in harvesting material when it would have to sit and wait for Elder Li’s return to be properly stored. Wu Ying shook aside a flicker of misgivings, focusing instead on the fact he could, at last, rest. The time spent running and cultivating had stretched his dantian, putting him closer than ever to his next breakthrough, but it had also wearied him more than ever. 
 
    “Good. How are you doing with this trip? We haven’t had much opportunity to talk,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “It’s interesting,” Liu Tsong said, her voice lowering to keep the conversation between them. “I do not like sleeping outdoors very much. Too many insects. And I still do not understand why we could not have left earlier and used horses.” 
 
    “Spirit animals. Demon beasts.” 
 
    “Autumn Wind is trained not to run,” Liu Tsong said. 
 
    “That’s your horse?” Wu Ying said, surprised. 
 
    “Yes. I trained her with my father since I was young,” Liu Tsong said. “She will not run.” 
 
    “You know, not everyone can afford a spirit-trained animal,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    “Spirit horse,” Liu Tsong corrected. “Autumn Wind is in the fifth stage.” 
 
    “Ah, of course,” Wu Ying said, making a face. 
 
    Liu Tsong’s eyes narrowed as she spotted how Wu Ying reacted. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s… never mind.” 
 
    “No. What is it?” Liu Tsong insisted. 
 
    “Nothing. Just how you nobles have it easy.” 
 
    Liu Tsong arched an eyebrow. “Nobles?” 
 
    “Well, you and your horses. It’s not as if everyone can afford a tamed spirit animal.” 
 
    “No. Of course not,” Liu Tsong said. “Do you really think we’re all the same?” 
 
    “Well—” 
 
    Liu Tsong snorted, shaking her head. “I thought you had gotten over that already. Are you still feeling persecuted?”  
 
    “Yin Xue—” 
 
    “Yes, yes. I know of him,” Liu Tsong said. “But did you ever think about why the nobles reacted to you and not, say, Tou He?” 
 
    “Well, Tou He’s an ex-monk—” 
 
    “Ex,” Liu Tsong said. “And you might be rare, but you’re not the only commoner in the sect. So why you?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “It’s that look on your face, the way you hold yourself.” Liu Tsong sniffed. “You carry yourself as if you’re better than us. As if because we were born as nobles, we’re less worthy than you.” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “Really? Are you really saying you don’t think nobles are lazy and gifted with everything?” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “And we’re where we are because of our money and status?” 
 
    “I guess so,” Wu Ying admitted. “But in the outer sect—” 
 
    “Oh yes, the outer sect. That’s why I never said anything then. There are those in the outer sect who rely on their status and money, on their circumstance, and hope it is enough. But you’re not in the outer sect now, are you?” Liu Tsong fixed Wu Ying with a flat gaze until he reluctantly shook his head. “And do you see any inner sect member being lazy? Relying on their status to get ahead?” 
 
    “Lazy…” Wu Ying fell silent and Liu Tsong allowed him to do so.  
 
    He thought over his recent interactions. Of how Bao Cong worked for hours in front of the forge, sometimes going so far as to reforge pieces he, personally, found unacceptable. Or Li Yao, who was at the training grounds every single day, working herself to the bone to better her martial styles. Or even Liu Tsong, seated beside him, intent on learning how to be a better teacher and visiting him again and again. Even the Elders and Seniors Wu Ying had met who were bad teachers were not bad cultivators. They just had no interest in teaching. 
 
    Wu Ying sat beside his friend, going over the people he knew, his interactions, and his own reactions. The way he cursed nobles all the time, how he blamed them for their upbringing—even when he bemoaned their actions of blaming him for his own upbringing. Wu Ying turned over in his mind what he had done, how he spoke, who he spoke to, and came to a realization. About himself. And the sect. 
 
    “I’ve been a bit of an ass,” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “A bit?”  
 
    Wu Ying shook his head, leaning back as something in his chest unclenched. He opened his mouth to say something else to Liu Tsong, but the bitterness that had sat within him from being picked upon by Yin Xue and his sponsors faded. The anger, the resentment, the hurt bled out and, in doing so, opened previously blocked meridians. Enlightenment—just a touch, a moment of grasping the Dao—pierced Wu Ying’s mind. 
 
    Around the pair, chi swirled as Wu Ying’s enlightenment was acknowledged by the heavens. Chi hummed and flowed and Wu Ying sat straight, his aura loosening as he grasped at the sudden increase in ambient chi. As chi poured into his dantian, Wu Ying did his best to corral it and send it swirling within, intent on making it his own and, perhaps, pushing for a breakthrough. 
 
    Liu Tsong watched for a moment before she stood, a rueful half-smile on her face as she walked away from the campfire. All around Wu Ying’s still form, cultivators glanced at the child reaching enlightenment before they looked aside, leaving him alone to savor the opportunity. 
 
    As she walked away, Liu Tsong muttered to herself with little intent, “Maybe I should consider holding a few grudges.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am going to be so happy when I’m done with this stage,” Wu Ying said as he gagged on the stench that rose from his body as he exited his cultivation. But even the smell could not stop Wu Ying from basking in his accomplishment of breaking through to Body Cleansing 11. Though a moment later, Wu Ying flushed in shame as he realized why he had achieved his breakthrough. “I’m going to have to apologize to a lot of people, aren’t I?”  
 
    “You could start with me,” the outer sect porter said, arms crossed in. “I had to make a new fireplace and dinner since you decided to cultivate right next to mine.” 
 
    Wu Ying winced, glancing at the burnt porridge that sat over the dying fire in front of him. He apologized to the porter, promising to finish the spoiled food after he had completed his shower. Only when Wu Ying had apologized a few more times did the porter give in, though Wu Ying wondered if the eventual acceptance was the porter’s desire to make Wu Ying leave.  
 
    Wu Ying shrugged and stood, turning his mind back to the momentary enlightenment he had received. And the apologies he had to make. The one he looked forward to least was Yin Xue. Even if there was bad blood between them, even if Wu Ying had real reasons for his dislike, for his enmity. Holding on to the grudge had only managed to clog up his own meridians. Dwelling in the past, reveling in it, was not good for one’s dao. Not for most.  
 
    Some darker daos, those that people did not discuss in polite company, used such negative emotions. Held them close, tended them. Made them part of their belief system, their mentality. Used them to grow stronger, even if doing so made progressing through Body Cleansing and Energy Storage harder. Those stages might be aided by enlightenment, but it was, in the end, a physical cleansing and cultivation. Even Core Formation was mostly physical. Only when one needed to form a Nascent Soul did the need for a proper dao ideology matter. And at that point, those who held, who believed in, a darker dao could act. Could form their immortal souls based around a belief of hate and anger, of vengeance and jealousy. 
 
    These groups, these cults, these individuals, were not spoken of much among proper cultivation societies. The dark sects were feared, spoken of in hushed conversations late at night among close friends. Creatures who preyed on the weak, who threw their immortal souls into the flames of their baser instincts, were prone to violent whims and petty jealousies. Hushed conversations of entire families, entire sects destroyed due to a careless word added to the fear. 
 
    Wu Ying pushed away those thoughts, bringing his attention back to the present. Not the time or place for it. Especially when he was about to get naked. Chuckling, Wu Ying headed for the outdoor shower.  
 
    Shower. Supper. Then an apology to Liu Tsong. And his other friends, when they returned.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, Wu Ying was completing his forms when Liu Tsong walked up to him and the remaining group of martial specialists. The young pill refiner had an extremely serious expression, one which made the other martial specialists pause in their practice as well. 
 
    “Senior?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “They are still not back,” Liu Tsong said, stating the obvious. 
 
    “You mentioned they might be staying later.” 
 
    “Later. But they should have returned, or at least sent a messenger.”  
 
    “Is there anything we can do?” Li Yao said as she stepped forward. As the most senior martial specialist left at the camp, she took command of the discussion.  
 
    Wu Ying scratched his head but left it, knowing it was not his place to speak.  
 
    “Not yet. The Elders are discussing the matter, but I wanted to let you know.” Liu Tsong looked around once more, her eyes landing on the formation flags distributed throughout the camp. “I understand Elder Dong wants to reinforce the formation before we send others out.” 
 
    “Very well. We shall await your commands,” Li Yao said, though she looked worried.  
 
    As Elder Li had taken Ru Ping and the majority of the martial specialists, there were a few guards left. And one was still injured. As it stood, the injured guard had been forced to exert his cultivation to keep pace with them, adding internal injuries to his external ones. The week of rest had been meant to allow the man to recuperate. 
 
    “What do you think they are talking about?” Wu Ying said.  
 
    It was simple enough to him. Elder Li was in trouble. They should help her. Was that not what Liu Tsong had spoken of? The bonds between sect members? As for Elder Wei’s comments about leaving them, it had just been words. After all, no one had been left.  
 
    “I know not,” Li Yao said, nodding over to where the Elders conferred in their tent. “But they are unlikely to leave Elder Li. She might not be as treasured as Elder Wang, but her abilities have provided many with much-needed medicine and pill ingredients. Losing her would be injurious to the sect.” 
 
    Wu Ying touched the hilt of his sword as he turned away, staring in the direction the party had left a day ago. He could not help but wonder what could have delayed them. What it was that might have killed the group, if they had died. The pixiu’s ominous words resounded in Wu Ying’s mind once more, and he could not help but dread what they would find. 
 
    It was an hour later when the three Elders broke from their meeting. Elder Po walked to Wu Ying as he sat, reinforcing his cultivation. As the Elder neared, Wu Ying settled his chi and stood. 
 
    “Long Wu Ying?” Elder Po said. 
 
    “Yes, Elder.” 
 
    “Did Elder Li teach you how to harvest the kurinji flower?” Elder Po said, getting to the point immediately. Wu Ying nodded. “How confident are you at harvesting the plant successfully?” 
 
    “Not at all, Elder,” Wu Ying admitted. “The flower is tricky and requires one to control their aura and chi flow minutely. While my aura is well controlled, I am still new to this. Fluctuations in my aura and chi while harvesting the kurinji will affect its potency. To do the best job possible, two individuals are required as well.” 
 
    “Can you teach, or at least guide, a second?” 
 
    Wu Ying frowned. “I could, but I too have just started learning.” 
 
    “Understood,” Elder Po said. “One of us will aid you if necessary. You will have to teach all of us Elders nonetheless.” 
 
    “Are we not looking for Elder Li?” 
 
    “Of course. But we must also plan for the fact they are not alive. We want—no, we need—the kurinji flower. Even if it is not as potent if you harvest it, we must finish this expedition,” Elder Po said. 
 
    “Yes, Elder,” Wu Ying said. “Elder…?”  
 
    “Speak.” 
 
    “Why is it so important?” Wu Ying frowned, looking around and recalling the fallen. So many fallen.  
 
    Elder Po hesitated, then he stepped closer and lowered his voice. “Do not speak of this to others. The sect has learnt the Six Jades Sect had three Elders break through into the pinnacle of the Core cultivation stage over the winter.” 
 
    “Three?” Wu Ying’s jaw dropped. The Six Jades Sect were the Verdant Green Waters’s rival sect from the State of Wei. They were who the sect fought on the battlefields when the two states warred. And if they deployed all three pinnacle Elders, the balance of the war would tilt drastically toward the Wei. 
 
    “Yes. The armies will clash this year, as always, but it will be muted. The Elders must reinforce their cultivation. But next year…” Elder Po shook his head. “That is why we must have the pills. We are close to breaking through. All of us. But enlightenment has yet to strike. Our cultivation has bottlenecked.” 
 
    Wu Ying bowed his head, understanding at last. This, this expedition, was about more than money or contribution points or the self-serving development of a group of Elders. This expedition was about survival. Of the sect and the state. 
 
    “I will do my best, Elder.” Wu Ying could not help but add, “But I hope I am not required to.” 
 
    “So do we.” Elder Po placed a hand on Wu Ying’s shoulder then removed it before gesturing. “Pack yourself and get ready. We leave after lunch.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The group that left after lunch consisted of Elder Po, who knew where the flower was located; Elder Wei, who brought her cauldron; Liu Tsong; Li Yao; and two-thirds of the remaining martial specialists. Including Wu Ying, that number totaled nine members, leaving Elder Dong to care for their base camp and the porters, cooks, and remaining specialists. 
 
    Knowing they needed to travel fast, the group packed easily consumable food and the minimum amount of camping materials. In theory, the location was a half day journey for non-cultivators, a short few hours’ run for the group. Once again, Wu Ying had to admit, his lower cultivation level would slow the group. Even if he had achieved another level of cultivation, the gap between them all was large. But at least, Wu Ying comforted himself, it was not as if they could finish the job without him. 
 
    Once they had left the boundaries of the camp, Elder Po beckoned Wu Ying to where Elder Wei and himself waited. Liu Tsong, gliding beside the two, smiled at Wu Ying as he neared. 
 
    “You will inform us how we are to harvest the kurinji flower,” Elder Po said. “Now.” 
 
    Wu Ying gulped, seeing the seriousness in the pair of Elders. Drawing a deep breath, he pushed his hesitation aside and began.  
 
    A short minutes later, Elder Wei snapped, “Enough with the conditions and the humble words. We understand. You are a neonate. If we fail, we will not blame you.” The Elders next, under-her-breath word was probably not something Wu Ying was expected to hear. “Much.” 
 
    Wu Ying gulped again but took the fear within him and pushed it away, focusing instead on reiterating what the Elders needed to know. After a half hour more of discussion, Elder Po clapped to end the talk. 
 
    “Good. That is sufficient. I understand you recently broke through again?” Elder Po said. 
 
    “Yes, Elder.” 
 
    “Unfortunate timing,” Elder Wei said. “Your aura control has grown shoddy once more.” 
 
    “Yes, Elder.” 
 
    “Go. Practice.” 
 
    “Yes, Elder.”  
 
    Wu Ying took advantage of her abrupt command, falling away from the pair and focusing on his aura. He had not spent much time practicing his aura strengthening technique recently, so he knew the Elder’s harsh words were correct. If a little hurtful. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the group traversed the mountain, ascending steep slopes, the amount of vegetation decreased at an alarming rate. At one point, Elder Po stopped and pointed wordlessly at a tree trunk. Elder Wei stepped forward, using a conjured ladle to push against the shattered edges of the tree itself. Wu Ying edged closer and frowned as he realized the stump looked to have been shattered not by claw or blade but by teeth. Remnant strips of bark still hung on the edges of the dying tree, tiny gouges from claw marks showing how even the bark itself had been ripped from the tree. 
 
    The pair of Elders shared a knowing glance before they waved the group on. As they climbed, the trees grew further and further stripped, bereft of bark, leaves, and often their very trunks. Bushes were ripped from their moorings, chewed portions of the leaves and branches scattered about. Wu Ying eyed the green carnage, grateful to note from the dried-out remnants that this destruction had been done weeks ago. 
 
    Up and up, the group climbed. Eventually, the clearing leveled out and they increased in speed. Wisps of low-hanging clouds floated around the mountains, hiding and revealing sharp cliff faces and bare rock in the distance. In front of them, mists floated, shrouding the clearing they journeyed toward. As they moved forward, Wu Ying sensed the difference in chi. Something. Somehow… 
 
    “What is that?” Wu Ying asked Li Yao, who trotted beside him. 
 
    Li Yao shook her head, uncertain as well. “The pressure?” 
 
    “That is a formation,” Liu Tsong said, frowning.  
 
    As she spoke, Wu Ying noted how the Elders were looking ever more concerned. Yet instead of speeding up, they were moving more slowly before the Elders came to a stop.  
 
    Wu Ying let out a breath, feeling the tightness in his chest and the churning in his gut decrease as they stopped moving. As he stood still, a cold wind blew by and Wu Ying shivered as he realized the back of his robes was damp with sweat. “What…?” 
 
    “A fear and beguilement formation,” Elder Po said, eyes narrowed. “It is the Seven Star Fear and Beguilement Formation from the sect.” 
 
    “Why would it be here?” Li Yao said. 
 
    “The team,” Wu Ying said, realization striking home. “They’re alive. And using this. But—” 
 
    A howl cut through the silence of the mountain, making Wu Ying shake and shudder as an instinctive part of him quailed at the noise. In the scream was a ravenous hunger, a desperate need to fill a never-ending abyss. His hand clenched around his jian, knuckles growing white. 
 
    “What was that?” Liu Tsong asked. 
 
    “The taotei,” Chao Kun said, appearing beside the group from the mist. The once-cultured, kempt inner sect member was bedraggled, deep bags under his eyes, long hair in disarray and a portion shorn off. A torn sleeve revealed a still-bleeding left arm. “Come. We must go. Place a hand on my shoulder. I will lead you through the formation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once the rescue group managed to traverse the beguilement formation, they found a much-reduced scouting group. In a heptagon formation, seven members of the original group sat, each of them cultivating and supplying chi to the formation via the formation flags set forth before them. Even Wu Ying could tell the formation had been hastily constructed using pre-prepared formation flags. As he extended his senses to the formation and the individuals supporting it, Wu Ying could not help but notice how a significant portion of the chi they provided was dissipating into the air instead of reinforcing the formation. 
 
    What was even more shocking was the state and numbers of the scouting group. Elder Li, who sat in the center of the formation, had a cane laid before her, but it was one Wu Ying had never seen. Each of the surviving members of the scouting group lay about on the ground recuperating or sat cultivating, and all were injured. Even Tou He looked the worse for the wear, seated in front of a formation flag, bare-chested with deep bruises along one side. 
 
    “What happened?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “The taotei caught us unaware,” Chao Kun replied. “Rest for a bit. I will deliver the Elders to Elder Li, after which I will show those of you who have arrived how to replace us at the formation flags.”  
 
    “I know this formation,” Li Yao volunteered. 
 
    “Good. Bei Khoo is tiring the most,” Chao Kun said.  
 
    Li Yao bobbed her head and trotted off to replace the cultivator.  
 
    The other cultivators moved to take a break, have a quick word with their friends, or in a few cases, relieve other cultivators at the formation flags, leaving Wu Ying to truly take in the clearing. The first thing to catch his eyes were the kurinji plants dotting the clearing. The kurinji were a few-feet tall shrubs that sprouted and grew at irregular intervals. As Wu Ying bent to look at a shrub, he could not help but notice how close to blooming the flower buds were. The petals for the plants were purplish-blue in color, with some shading all the way to sky blue. It did not take Wu Ying long to notice the plant he stared at was of the common variety, flowering once every twelve years. What they were looking for was the much rarer, spirit-enhanced plant which flowered once every half century.  
 
    “Beautiful, aren’t they?” Ru Ping said as he limped over.  
 
    Wu Ying’s jaw dropped as he saw how bandaged the cultivator was, one entire side of his face covered.  
 
    When Ru Ping saw Wu Ying’s gaze drift to where his ear had been, and the bandage that covered one eye, the cultivator offered a sad half-smile. “I am one of the lucky ones. It only ate one ear. I shall regain my eyesight eventually.” 
 
    “What is the taotei?” Wu Ying asked, his voice hushed as he looked around. “Everyone mentions it, but I have never heard of it.” 
 
    “I keep forgetting you are new to the sect,” Ru Ping said. “The taotei has plagued these lands for decades. It constantly moves around the spirit lands, so much so we do not know if there is one or a dozen of these creatures. We believe it be at least three though—for its cultivation level constantly changes.” 
 
    “And this one’s level?” 
 
    “Peak Core,” Ru Ping said. “It’s a demonic beast, released from the underworld directly. The taotei has four legs and carries its strength in its forelegs. It has a mouth filled with teeth, horns that surround and protect its body, beady, ever-hungry eyes, and a flat snout. The creature prefers those with chi for its meals, but it never stops eating.” 
 
    “The trees.” 
 
    “Yes. We should have known. We should have realized it had come to this land.” Ru Ping’s voice dropped as he continued. “Maybe she did and wanted the flowers anyway. When we arrived, Elder Li set up the formation immediately. But it was too late by then. 
 
    “It hit us when we were nearly done. Tore into Ah Bei. Bit off his arm. And then his torso. And legs.” Ru Ping glanced at a corner before jerking his gaze back to Wu Ying. There, in the shadows of the mist, Wu Ying could swear he saw a darker spot. “Killed and ate another two before it bore me down. If not for Senior Ge’s attack and sacrifice of his arm, I might have been eaten too. He struck it in the side. And then…” 
 
    “Then?” Liu Tsong, who had stayed, asked breathlessly. 
 
    “Then Elder Li hit him with her cane. Broke her cane and released the stored chi within, blowing it away. She hurt it enough that it backed off. And when it was outside our formation, we activated it forcefully,” Ru Ping said, nodding toward the group. 
 
    “That’s why it’s so sloppy,” Liu Tsong said. 
 
    “Yes. It saved our lives. But we cannot leave,” Ru Ping said. 
 
    “I don’t understand. If it’s at peak Core formation, should not the Elders be able to win?” Wu Ying said, brows drawn as he spoke. He looked over to where the Elders spoke in hushed tones, tension and worry radiating from their bodies. 
 
    “Not everything can be judged solely from their cultivation level,” Chao Kun said as he returned to the group. Even in the short time away, it looked as if his arm had been bandaged over. “Just as it is possible for a cultivator to beat those a tier above them.” Chao Kun looked pointedly at Wu Ying. “It is possible—even likely—for certain kinds of creatures to be stronger than their tiers. Elder Po is the only martial specialist among the Elders. And the taotei is a powerful, tier-bending demonic beast. It draws its strength from the food it eats, growing in strength as it eats more. Or when it is starved.” 
 
    “Then what are we to do?” Wu Ying asked. 
 
    “That will be up to the Elders. For now, you have training. You will need to take your turn too,” Chao Kun said, jerking his head toward the formation points. 
 
    “Yes, Senior.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The basics of the formation support was simple—all it required Wu Ying to do was take the cultivator’s place, sit down, and channel his chi into the formation flag before him. The trick was that Wu Ying needed to channel the chi into the formation in a steady and constant fashion to match the expenditure of energy. This was unfortunately complicated by the inefficient formation, due to its hasty set up, and the variable amount required due to errant winds blowing away the mists, and the addition or subtraction of living creatures within the formation. 
 
    All of that meant it was better to send more chi rather than less into the formation. Wasted chi would not affect the formation, but too little chi could weaken it. As Wu Ying breathed and focused upon the formation flag before him, he steadied his beating heart and pushed more chi through his meridians from his dantian, sending it coursing from his hands to the flag. Even as he supported the formation, Wu Ying cultivated, drawing in additional chi from the ambient environment to increase his endurance. Each moment, each breath saw the exhalation of power, saw the chi in his body course through his meridians and out into the formation. The process was tiring, as if Wu Ying was taking part in a fast-paced marathon session. A marathon that required him to breathe slowly and steadily.  
 
    Hours later, Wu Ying was awoken from his cultivation and gently pried away from the formation flag. Too tired to walk away, Wu Ying rolled to the side and lay spread-eagled on the ground, his body soaked. 
 
    “If you would leave, that would be great,” the cultivator who had taken his place grumbled before he shut his eyes. Hands cupped together loosely, the cultivator deepened his breathing and took over the reinforcement of the formation. 
 
    Wu Ying ignored the cultivator, too tired to speak as he focused on recovering his energy. Eventually, Wu Ying managed to stagger to his feet and find a somewhat private location to wipe himself down, change his clothes, and comb his hair. Finally presentable, the cultivator strode over to join the small fire where a filling meal stewed. 
 
    “How long was I at the formation?” Wu Ying muttered as he noted both Li Yao and Liu Tsong still in their places in the formation. 
 
    “About four hours,” Tou He said from behind Wu Ying. 
 
    “Tou He!” Wu Ying exclaimed as he spun and hugged his friend. He stepped back when Tou He expressed his displeasure and detached from his friend. “You are looking better.” 
 
    “We’ve been taking turns on the formation as best we can. But”—Tou He shrugged—“it is hard. I do not have the same amount of chi as the others.” 
 
    “How long did you last?”  
 
    “About three hours at a time,” Tou He said. “We had to meditate and regain our chi as fast as we could before the next person failed.” 
 
    Wu Ying could not help but feel a flush of warmth at the idea of beating his friend at something. Then he mentally kicked himself for the thought. “You were injured?” 
 
    “A cracked rib and a sprained wrist,” Tou He said, holding up his left hand. Wu Ying could tell the inflammation had mostly disappeared, leaving a slight discoloration on the wrist itself. As for Tou He’s chest, Wu Ying saw the remnants of the bruises. “I was far away from the taotei when it arrived. Barely got a hit in myself. It still shattered my tong fa.” 
 
    Before he could ask additional questions, Wu Ying’s stomach rumbled, reminding him of his initial plans. In short order, the pair were seated a short distance away with bowls full of stewed meat, yams, wild mushrooms, and cabbage. 
 
    “We must have just missed speaking to each other earlier,” Wu Ying commented after he had finished half his bowl.  
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “This taotei. How bad is it?” Wu Ying said, dropping his voice so as not to disturb the others.  
 
    Tou He gained a haunted expression. The ex-monk ran a hand across his bald head, pausing as he felt the beginning of scruff on it before he repeated the motion. “Bad. It’s strong. Fast. But most of all, it’s hungry.” 
 
    “How is that bad?” 
 
    “It wants you. Your chi. Your soul. It looks at you and you know it wants to eat you. To tear you apart and consume you. It frightens me,” Tou He confessed.  
 
    Wu Ying frowned, still not understanding, but fell silent as Tou He did not seem to desire to speak further. After spooning in a mouthful of stew, Wu Ying chewed and thought of another topic. Or at least, a related topic. “Did the Elders decide what we’re going to do?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Tou He said. 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “We are to wait here, enforcing the formation until the flowers bloom. At that time, Elder Li will harvest the flower and Elder Wei will make the pills as planned.”  
 
    “But the taotei—” 
 
    “Cannot get in so long as the formation holds. With your reinforcements, the Elders believe we can hold on long enough for the kurinji flower to bloom. When the Elders have consumed the pills, they will grow even stronger and will take on the demon then,” Tou He said.  
 
    Wu Ying looked at the frowning face of his normally happy friend. “You sound worried.” 
 
    “I am. It is at least six more days before it’s expected to bloom. Maybe longer,” Tou He said. “And we’re already tired. What if we cannot hold the formation?” 
 
    “Then we all die,” Elder Wei’s cold voice crackled through the night air. The old pill refiner looked at Wu Ying then Tou He, sniffing. “Are you not a Buddhist?” 
 
    “Yes—” 
 
    “Then what are you concerned about? You will reincarnate. Or are you concerned all that meat you have eaten will make you a meal too?” Elder Wei cackled after she spoke. “There are no guarantees in cultivation.” 
 
    “Yes, Elder,” the pair chorused together. 
 
    “Do you think a fight between us and the monster would not be harmful? How many of these flowers would be damaged? What if it damages the one we need?” Elder Wei said with disdain. “If we lost the flower, would not all this be a waste?” 
 
    Tou He said, “But if we die—”  
 
    “We die.” 
 
    Tou He clamped his mouth shut while Wu Ying looked between the two. Elder Wei looked at Wu Ying, her eyes boring into the cultivator. He offered her a respectful nod. Whatever he thought, Wu Ying understood the necessities that drove the decision. Neither choice was optimal. And since the decision had been made, he could not change it. All he could do… 
 
    “Better eat up, Tou He,” Wu Ying said, bumping his friend with his shoulder. “We’re going to need the energy.” 
 
    Elder Wei nodded curtly at Wu Ying before walking off, making the rounds around their small encampment. As Wu Ying watched, she stopped by Chao Kun, unwrapped his arm, applied a salve, and rewrapped the damaged limb before moving on.  
 
    Together, Wu Ying and Tou He exhaled in resignation and got more food. The next few days would be long and tiring. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    A hand landed on Wu Ying’s shoulder, jolting him from his cultivation. Four days later, the entire process had become automated for Wu Ying. Sit down, channel chi at the bare minimum required to ensure the formation did not break. When you feel the hand on your shoulder, move aside and allow the next person to take over. Rest, eat. Cultivate to restore your chi levels. Rest more. Take over when it was your turn. 
 
    Simple. But not easy. Wu Ying rolled out of the way with a surge of energy then lay on the ground beside the cultivator who had taken his place. This time, to Wu Ying’s surprise, it was Li Yao. The female martial specialist was too tired to speak, though she flashed him a quick smile. All of them were too tired. 
 
    Each rotation, the cultivators entered the formation anchor points a little more exhausted. Each time, they struggled to stay focused, to keep the chi to the right amount without wasting. Even as they all gained greater experience and practice, exhausted minds and souls slipped. When the formation nearly failed when Tou He collapsed on the third day, the Elders had started rotating in. The addition of the Elders helped stabilize the formation and allow the cultivators more time to rest, as the Elders’ greater chi amounts allowed them to stay in the formation longer.  
 
    Twice, the taotei had attempted to breach the formation. Each time, its presence had forced a significant and painful increase in chi expenditure. Each time it tested the formation, the cultivators exhausted themselves even faster. If not for the taotei’s greed and impatience, coupled with its lack of tactical thinking, the formation would have fallen long ago. 
 
    As Wu Ying pushed himself to his feet, he stumbled, the sudden motion sending his head spinning. He tottered unsteadily till he regained his balance and stumbled over to the unending cooking fire. Once he spooned food into his bowl from the seemingly bottomless pot of stew and rice, he sat down hard. Bleary eyes traced the simple fire-aspected demon stone Elder Wei had donated to make the cookfire, the poor peasant within him marveling at the waste of taels. The exhausted cultivator who ruled his body quieted the whining peasant within with a mouthful of food. 
 
    As Wu Ying finished his meal and moved to get another bowl, Ru Ping arrived next to Wu Ying, his bandaged face somber. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Tired.” 
 
    “Hold out your hand.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Hold out your hand and keep it steady,” Ru Ping commanded again. 
 
    Too exhausted to argue, Wu Ying removed one hand from his bowl and held it out for Ru Ping. Ru Ping stared, eyebrows sloping together before he allowed Wu Ying to retrieve his hand and more food.  
 
    When Wu Ying sat back down with his meal, Ru Ping spoke up. “Your hand is trembling.” 
 
    “A little,” Wu Ying admitted.  
 
    Cultivating and channeling chi was not supposed to be a physically demanding act. But doing so for four days straight with little break would take a toll on most bodies. The constant churn of chi through meridians and dantian would affect the physical body in the same way channeling chi could increase a body’s strength or agility as a directed effect.  
 
    “You will not take your place at the next rotation,” Ru Ping said. 
 
    “I won’t?” 
 
    “No. Elder Li has determined she requires someone with both working eyes. Eat, rest, cultivate.” Ru Ping fished in his robe and pulled out a pill. “Take this when you have finished eating. It will dissolve while you sleep and provide nourishment for your body and increase your passive absorption rates.” 
 
    “What is it?” Wu Ying said, taking the bottle with both hands and turning it around to see no label attached. 
 
    “A Yang Metal Water Chestnut Pill,” Ru Ping said. “The yang chi within increases your passive chi absorption while the metal aspects help to cleanse your body.” 
 
    “And the water chestnut?” 
 
    “Tastes good.” 
 
    Wu Ying blinked and looked at Ru Ping. The other cultivator’s face was bland, offering no clue if he was joking. In the end, Wu Ying thanked the other for his aid and returned to his food. Even the brief surge of energy from a full stomach had faded as his body hungrily drew on whatever source of energy it could to fill the gaping maw in his dantian. 
 
    In short order, Wu Ying stumbled away from the cookpot, stuffed. He swallowed the pill before he collapsed on his bedroll, a part of him grateful for the balmy summer evenings before he fell asleep.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day, Wu Ying woke to the high morning sun beating down on his eyelids. Wu Ying threw a hand over his eyes before memory returned. Shooting up from his bedroll, Wu Ying was surprised to find his muscles moved without the usual aches and pains that had plagued him the last few days. Even more surprising was the extent his dantian had filled overnight. He was nearly half full, the highest amount he had been from a night’s sleep since they started this process. 
 
    After completing his morning ablutions and dealing with an overfull bladder, Wu Ying returned to the campfire. To his surprise, Wu Ying saw Elder Li working the campfire, frying up sticks of dough and warming a pot of soybean. Wu Ying scratched his head, surprised to see the civilized meal, and even more surprised when Elder Li made a stick of marinated meat appear in her hand to roast over the fire.  
 
    “Come, help me turn these,” Elder Li said without turning around. 
 
    “Yes, Elder,” Wu Ying said and hurried over.  
 
    Together, the pair cooked then handed out the fried bread sticks, warmed soybean drinks, and when it was ready, the barbecued meat.  
 
    When the initial rush was done, Elder Li turned to Wu Ying. “Eat. Then we’ll talk.” 
 
    Doing as he was commanded, Wu Ying scarfed down his meal before he was forced to raise his hands again, showing them off to Elder Li. Next, she ran him through his aura suppression exercises. As Wu Ying did his best to contain his chi, the Elder scowled. 
 
    “Pitiful,” Elder Li said. “If your cultivation was not as low as it was, I would rather use Ru Ping. Do not cultivate further. The less chi you have, the less you will affect the kurinji. Go practice your aura suppression until it is time. When you are reaching for your aura to strengthen it, make sure to not overreach. You must imagine the aura…” 
 
    Over the next few minutes, Elder Li detailed the numerous things Wu Ying had done wrong. From overreaching to the inept way he had smoothed his aura, the Elder offered criticism and solutions. By the time Elder Li was done and Wu Ying had time to consider her words, he realized by using both her knowledge and his own, he would likely reach the Greater Achievement level in the exercise. 
 
    Excited as he was by the accomplishment, Wu Ying could not help but look into the distance where the three Elders stood. A short distance from them was the reason for their entire expedition—a single bush that had altered its own destiny. The bush sat all by itself, the other nearby kurinji plants having died off due to the mutated plant hogging all of the chi in its surroundings. 
 
    Wu Ying let his eyes narrow on the plant, staring at the still closed buds. Wu Ying looked around and noted how other plants were close to flowering and in some cases, were flowering. If the mutated plant followed the same timeline, he had less than six hours to put his new learning into practice. 
 
    Moving a short distance away from the campfire, Wu Ying took a seat and cycled his breathing until he calmed down. Then, taking into account what Elder Li had said, he practiced, tightening his aura and smoothing out the imperfections in it. Working to make his presence ever smaller, ever more mundane. Ever more… mortal. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hours passed in a flash, Wu Ying achieving minor gains through the process. Increased understanding or not, only through the process of practicing could Wu Ying gain a proper understanding and, most importantly, affect the change in his aura. Each minute, each pass over his aura saw an improvement, a gradual tightening that reduced his presence and decreased the leak. To Wu Ying’s surprise, the addition of the strenuous four days of channeling practice was what allowed him to make further strides. The constant flow of chi through and out of his body allowed Wu Ying to sense his acupoints with even greater precision. That allowed him to more closely tighten those acupoints and sense the outflow of chi to the aura membrane. 
 
    After hours, Wu Ying was awoken from his training. Ru Ping jerked his head toward where the Elders stood, at the edges of the boundary of the mutant kurinji flower. Even here, Wu Ying could sense the difference, the way the chi flow in the clearing had changed. As he turned his head, Wu Ying spotted how some of the other flowers in the meadow had already opened, others on the cusp of blooming. 
 
    “Go. Keep tight hold of your aura,” Ru Ping said. 
 
    “What will you be doing, Senior?” Wu Ying said. 
 
    “Harvesting. The other kurinji flowers are not as valuable, but they are rare. We can use them for a variety of pills.” 
 
    “Of course, Senior,” Wu Ying said. “There will be a lot of work.” 
 
    “I know. I’ve already started. I best get back to it. The flowers are only valuable when they have bloomed.” 
 
    “Good luck, Senior,” Wu Ying said. He walked forward, letting his gaze dart around the clearing.  
 
    Most of the cultivators at the seven formation flags were their strongest members. Those included Chao Kun, Liu Tsong, and Li Yao. Tou He was seated beside the fire, cultivating along with a couple of others. Another cultivator lay, sleeping. Only the Elders were up and active. 
 
    “Elders,” Wu Ying said as he bowed to the group as he arrived. 
 
    “Wu Ying. You have improved,” Elder Li said, looking the boy over. “Good.” 
 
    “Thank you, Elder.” 
 
    “I know we have spoken of this before, but let me reiterate. We enter a few minutes before it blooms, holding our auras tight to our bodies,” Elder Li said. “Once within, I will set up the harvesting material we need. I will conduct the entire harvesting process, but you will help me hold aside the branches I indicate. To store the flowers, we will place them in the chi-capturing cold jade container I have prepared. After which, you will take the container to Elder Wei as she prepares the pills.” 
 
    “Yes, Elder.” 
 
    “Good. Now, remember. To begin the harvesting, we must first isolate the chi from each branch,” Elder Li said.  
 
    Wu Ying leaned forward, listening intently. Not that he had not learned this before, but Elder Li was focused on ensuring he knew each step perfectly. 
 
    Minutes passed, the petals of the flower opening at a glacial pace. After making sure Wu Ying knew his part of the plan perfectly, Elder Li stopped talking. As the tension in the atmosphere increased, Wu Ying could not help but shift and look around, searching for an escape. In doing so, Wu Ying caught sight of Tou He seated by the campfire, munching on the remnants of the barbecued pork without a care in the world. The ex-monk waved the skewer of meat at Wu Ying, making the cultivator break into a smile. 
 
    Elder Li tapped Wu Ying on the top of his foot with her cane then walked toward the flowers. Wu Ying settled his breathing and focused on his aura, double-checking it was as retracted as he could make it. Content, Wu Ying followed after Elder Li. 
 
    The mutant kurinji flower had stark blue petals with golden highlights and a pistil of light pink. It was a beautiful flower, and on a single crowded branch, multiple flowers bloomed. The shrub the pair approached pulsed as it drew in chi from the surroundings, filling the flowers with earth- and water-aspected chi.  
 
    Elder Li squatted next to the flower before she handed Wu Ying the box and laid out her tools, including talismans laid out beneath the base of the plant that would lull the plant’s natural defenses to sleep. She sat facing the flower for long moments, judging the flow of chi. When the plant fully bloomed, Wu Ying needed no one to inform him, for the sudden shift in chi flow was apparent. As if a lock had been placed across an irrigation channel, the flow of chi being drawn into the plant cut off. In his surprise, Wu Ying did not see Elder Li move, but the next moment, a flower was in her hand, held out toward him. 
 
    Wu Ying scrambled and opened the box, allowing her to place the flower within. Again and again, Elder Li worked, harvesting the flowers using the knife and foreceps she had laid out, while Wu Ying helped move branches away when needed. Never once did she touch the plant directly. 
 
    When the box was full, Wu Ying placed the second box nearby Elder Li before he moved swiftly and surely to the waiting Elders. Outside of the range of disturbance, Elder Wei had begun the process of refining the pills, the cauldron glowing with the heat of the earth flame set beneath it. 
 
    “Good. The quality is very good,” Elder Wei said when Wu Ying presented the box to her. After glancing at its contents, she set the box aside, focusing her full attention on her cauldron.  
 
    Beside her, Elder Po stood, ready to assist, as Liu Tsong sat at a formation flag. 
 
    Time passed with Wu Ying moving back and forth between the cauldron and the plant. He lingered longer each time at the cauldron, watching as Elder Wei added fresh spring water, spirit herbs, beast parts, and even crushed spirit stones. She boiled the entire concoction down multiple times, concentrating the energies of the materials and removing the dregs with a swirl of her ladle. Elder Po caught the dregs in a container that he set aside so as not to contaminate the environment. 
 
    When the entire bush had been nearly completely harvested of its flowers, Elder Li returned with Wu Ying.  
 
    It was when they had left the shrub’s immediate surroundings that Wu Ying asked, “You left some flowers behind.” 
 
    “We have enough. If it is fated, more bushes will appear,” Elder Li said. “Come. Let us store these properly and watch Elder Wei.” 
 
    For hours, Elder Wei worked the pill cauldron with intense concentration. Each movement she made, each action she took was planned to enhance the production of the pill. From the stirring method Elder Wei used, to the infusion of chi or the set up of the environment around the cauldron, the refining of this pill was an intricate dance of chi and intent. It was countless li different from the way Wu Ying blended his own pills. The live demonstration allowed Wu Ying to clarify many previously learned but barely understood principles of pill refining. 
 
    It was late in the night when the pills were finally completed. Elder Wei struck the pill cauldron in the side one final time, and the congealed pills flew from the cauldron to land in the waiting bowl. All three Elders peered at the pills, letting out a simultaneous exhalation of relief when they saw five perfectly formed, glistening red pills. 
 
    “Saint-level pills,” Elder Wei said, pride radiating from her voice. “If one is unable to break through using these, then heaven has no place for you.” 
 
    “Yes…” Elder Po reached for a pill only to have his hand smacked by Elder Wei. 
 
    “Do not put your dirty fingers in my bowl. I will hand it to you.” Suiting action to words, Elder Wei flicked a pill into Elder Po’s hand then repeated the action with Elder Li.  
 
    The pair took the pills with a slight bow to Elder Wei before taking a seat a distance from each other in the clearing. Around them, smaller defensive formations were set up to ensure the cultivators were not disturbed, as well as to enhance their collection of chi. In seconds, the pair had stilled their breathing and calmed their minds before they consumed the pills. 
 
    “Elder Wei?” Wu Ying tilted his head as he watched her place the remaining three pills in a pill bottle. 
 
    “Elder Dong and I will consume our share in the sect,” Elder Wei said. “We are close to ascending from the Core cultivation stage. If we ascend, we will be noticed by the heavens and must face a Heavenly Tribulation. This is not the place for that.” 
 
    Wu Ying nodded. Heavenly Tribulations were well-known disasters and roadblocks on the road of cultivation. The first major tribulation occurred when a cultivator formed a Nascent Soul. The Nascent Soul itself was a rebirthed, untouched, uncorrupted soul, one soaked in the cultivator’s dao from the moment of its inception. The newly born soul would then face the displeasure of heaven, protected only by the strength the cultivator had accumulated. 
 
    If the cultivator survived, the Nascent Soul would grow over the course of the cultivator’s journey to immortality, absorbing enlightenment and meaning from the cultivator’s existence. In the end, the cultivator’s Nascent Soul would be fully grown and face a final Heavenly Tribulation. If it survived, the cultivator would ascend to the heavens as a new immortal. Those unfortunate souls who steeped themselves in a false dao, those who failed to embrace their dao fully, or those whose dao was too small and narrow would fail at this last step, destroyed by the wrath of heaven itself. 
 
    A shift in the flow of ambient chi made Wu Ying turn his head, his jaw dropping as he felt the environment churn. Chi, swirling and resolving in a whirlpool of energy, flowed directly toward each of the Elders in their formations. 
 
    “How long…?” Wu Ying said before he stopped when he spotted the pale mien of Elder Wei. “Elder?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Elder Wei breathed. “Heaven’s fury. The formation cannot hold if they cultivate here. We should have realized it…” 
 
    “Realized what?” Wu Ying said, but understanding shut his mouth too.  
 
    The Elders were draining the ambient chi, bolstering their cultivation as they attempted to breach the barrier between one cultivation level and the next. Nature abhorred a vacuum, and the more the pair cultivated, the greater the flow of chi from outside the formation. The shift in chi put a greater pressure on the deceptive mists the formation created, forcing the reinforcing cultivators to pour in more chi to stabilize the entire formation. 
 
    As Elder Wei dithered, Wu Ying spun, assessing his friends and fellow cultivators. One, then another cultivator started trembling, their chi levels bottoming out, their bodies reacting to the lack of chi within themselves. Wu Ying’s mind spun then firmed, his thoughts clear. 
 
    “Senior Ge. Senior Liu. You must let the formation go,” Wu Ying said. “We cannot hold it. Break the formation, all of you! The rest of you, form up. We must fight and delay the taotei when it arrives.” 
 
    “Delay it?” Elder Wei said shrilly. “Are you insane? You are not even at the Energy Storage stage!” 
 
    “What choice do we have? Run?” Wu Ying shook his head, casting his gaze back to the unmoving forms. “No. We stand and fight. If we can hold on long enough for the Elders to break through, we should be able to win.” 
 
    “And if not?” Elder Wei said. 
 
    “Then it seems our road ends here,” Tou He, who had just trotted up, answered for Wu Ying. The monk flourished his staff, turning his head from side to side as the mists outside churned and boiled. “Why have they not dropped it yet?” 
 
    “Because I can’t order them to let it go.” Wu Ying turned to Elder Wei. “Please. We cannot have them exhausted when the taotei arrives. If it will fail, at least it should fail on our schedule.” 
 
    Elder Wei pursed her lips, pressing them so tightly together they turned white. After letting out a dissatisfied harrumph, she raised her voice. “Let the formation drop. Retreat and rest. We will face the taotei and delay it.” 
 
    In short order, the cultivators broke away from the formation flags, stumbling over to where Elder Wei waited. Wu Ying and Tou He helped their fellow sect members, handing out the remnants of breakfast to the hungry and tired group. The moment the group finished their food, they sat down in a loose circle and cultivated to restore their drained chi. 
 
    Without the continual infusion of chi, the formation broke down. Mists which had obscured and confused dissipated in the evening air, leaving the surroundings easy to see. The waxing moon and clear night sky gave the wary cultivators a good view of their surroundings. 
 
    “Rest well, all of you. When the taotei comes, it will not come quietly,” Elder Wei said.  
 
    She strode off a short distance, returning to her refining cauldron, and she began the process of cleansing the cauldron. Wu Ying sighed and moved around the meadow, setting up a series of bonfires if the monster did come. Thankfully, it seemed the taotei had left the immediate surroundings.  
 
    Yet as Wu Ying reached out with his senses, he could not help but note the massive shift in chi caused by the cultivating Elders. It would not be long before the monster noticed the change. And then it would return. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    A summer dawn was peeking around the edges of the mountains in the distance. Wu Ying yawned, sipping on the cup of tea he had brewed to keep himself awake during the chill of the night. He took another turn around the encampment, nodding encouragingly at the other cultivators who were awake. As one of the most rested individuals, Wu Ying had taken it upon himself to stay alert, allowing the others to regain their strength. Each minute, each hour, Wu Ying had expected the taotei to turn up. And yet, silence still lingered. 
 
    The howl that penetrated the meadow made Wu Ying wince. Even now, having heard the taotei repeatedly over the course of the week, he still felt the bone-deep fear the demon beast’s approach engendered. The taotei was a legendary demon, a creature of ravenous gluttony, a monster that even the heavens rejected. A monster whose existence was an affront to the heavens and the Dao of all things. 
 
    The howl was more than sufficient warning for the cultivators. As one, they roused themselves from their seats, standing and readying their weapons. Liu Tsong fell back beside Elder Wei’s massive pill cauldron, guarding her Master. From her storage ring, Liu Tsong conjured her weapon, the segmented, three-piece staff clicking together as she pulled on the internal chain to lock the weapon in place. 
 
    Senior Ge stood at the forefront of the group, bare-handed as always. Dressed in new robes, the long-haired cultivator had tied his hair into a bun in preparation for the battle. Over the course of the week, his left arm had healed somewhat, though it still lay by his side, bandaged. Beside Senior Ge, Tou He held his favorite staff, the weapon resting on the ground as he leaned on it. Li Yao, with her spear, flanked Senior Ge on the other side. When she caught Wu Ying looking, she flashed him a smile and received a tentative one in return.  
 
    “Bah!” Breaking away from the group, Li Yao strode back and kicked Wu Ying in the shin. He howled, hopping on his foot as he clutched his injured leg. “Stop looking so somber. You’re making all of us sad.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to hit me!” Wu Ying growled. 
 
    “I didn’t have to. But I wanted to.” Seeing Wu Ying put his foot down, Li Yao flashed him a smile. “When we’re back at the sect, I’ll let you buy me dinner in compensation.” 
 
    “When… that sounds nice,” Wu Ying said, offering her a tentative smile. 
 
    “Good.” Li Yao smiled then walked back to her spot.  
 
    It was then that Wu Ying realized what Li Yao had said. “Wait. I’m buying you dinner?” 
 
    Wu Ying looked around, puzzled, but none of the other cultivators were paying him any attention. Or, if they were, they weren’t looking at him. Another howl, this time much closer, drew Wu Ying’s attention back to what was truly important.  
 
    “Later. I’ll think about it later. Maybe after we kill the demon…” 
 
      
 
    Their first sight of the taotei came as it crested a small hill, rushing in its unnatural manner. Powerful forelegs bunched up and sent the monster hopping forward while the smaller hindlegs caught up to the body. In this manner, the taotei moved in a strange semi-hopping motion, like a frog’s hop reversed. 
 
    “Li Yao, Tou He, and myself will hold the front line,” Chao Kun said. “We will attempt to attract its attention and force it to spend itself on us. In turn, the rest of you are to flank it and attempt to cripple its legs. The creature is fast and dangerous, the horns along its body sharp and spirit-infused. Attack and back away immediately. Is this understood?” 
 
    Words of consent rang out from the group.  
 
    Chao Kun frowned and turned to Wu Ying. “Not you. Or you, Liu Tsong. Those who have not trained in our formations should stay behind. You will be our last line of defense with Elder Wei. Ru Ping, watch the injured.” 
 
    Wu Ying’s fists clenched, frustration at being excluded boiling in his chest.  
 
    Chao Kun did not wait for his acknowledgement, instead turning around and walking forward, stretching and rotating his shoulders to loosen tight muscles. As the taotei continued its headlong rush, the martial specialist took off as well, bare feet digging into the earth. The closer Chao Kun got to the monster, the more the wind flowed around him, wrapping and tugging at his bound hair. Beside Chao Kun, a few steps behind, Li Yao and Tou He ran. The remaining cultivators spread out. 
 
    As Chao Kun closed with the monster, he jumped, one hand pulling back to throw a punch. The taotei pushed upward with its front legs, bouncing up to snatch the cultivator from the air. A sudden gust caught Chao Kun, pushing him higher and allowing the cultivator to dodge the attack and land his own. The impact of fist on green-grey skin sounded like a hammer smashing into hardwood, muffled and loud, and it forced the taotei to stop. As a wood-air-aspected individual, Chao Kun’s ability was extremely flexible. 
 
    As the taotei stilled, Li Yao exploded forward in a thrust that glanced off a horn. The spearhead scraped the monster’s skin, her attack attracting the monster’s attention. A hopping jump nearly caught Li Yao, the creature’s explosion throwing the dodging cultivator into the air. Before the monster could continue its attack, Chao Kun was on it, throwing a series of short, air-encrusted whirlwind fists into its side before he flipped back.  
 
    Even as the monster bunched its legs to follow Chao Kun, Tou He, thus far ignored, thrust his quarterstaff at the monster’s hide, making the monster stutter to a stop again. The monk caught the staff as it rebounded and spun the weapon around in a rising blow that caught the lunging monster as it recovered. As the monster flipped over, Tou He slid backward, his feet digging furrows in the earth as the energy of the attack dissipated. Tou He’s style, the Mountain Resides, might not be particularly powerful, but it excelled at defense. 
 
    Even as the three cultivators fought to trade off on attracting the demon’s attention, the other cultivators arrived on its flanks. A dao-wielder brought his sabre down on its back thigh, cutting a long furrow. Another, using a halberd, missed his strike and lopped off a horn instead. As the taotei whirled on them, Tou He pounded on its body and sides with his staff, attracting its attention again—only to watch his precious staff get bitten in half. Before the monster could finish the job, Li Yao was there with her staff, threatening its eyes with her point. 
 
    The cultivators fought and distracted the monster like the highly trained martial artists they were. Without the element of surprise, the taotei found dealing with the martial specialists more difficult. Left behind, Wu Ying, Liu Tsong, and Elder Wei watched the fight. 
 
    “They are doing well,” Wu Ying said, to break the silence. 
 
    “For now. They are burning their chi at an astounding rate to keep up with the taotei,” Elder Wei commented coldly. “Your friend, the monk, is even burning his life force.” 
 
    Wu Ying jerked at her words, narrowing his eyes on Tou He. His friend was engulfed in a shimmering heatwave. Burning one’s life force should have only been possible at the Energy Storage stage—but those who were fire-aspected had the ability to do so even at the lowest level. After all, burning was what fire did.  
 
    “You idiot,” Wu Ying whispered in horror.  
 
    Life force, lifeblood, was something individuals had a limited amount of. Some herbs, some medicines, could recover the lifeblood to some degree, but it could never be entirely replaced. Mortals had a limited lifespan. Burning one’s lifeblood was tantamount to reducing one’s time on earth, cutting short one’s chance of immortality. 
 
    “He is right,” Liu Tsong said as she placed her hand on Wu Ying’s shoulder. “This is no time for half-measures. If we do not buy the Elders enough time, we will all fall.” 
 
    Even as Liu Tsong spoke, Wu Ying saw another weapon shatter. The unlucky cultivator was saved by a last-minute explosion of air, one formed by a timely fist from Chao Kun. That further exhausted the tired cultivator, making him stumble. Only the intervention of another cultivator striking the taotei with a flame-covered mace saved Chao Kun as he pulled back, cradling his fist. The now-swordless guard recovered and drew another weapon from his storage ring, jumping back into the fight as the taotei focused on another cultivator. Even from this distance, Wu Ying could tell the new weapon was less powerful, less sharp. A backup weapon. 
 
    “When it breaks through, I shall assault it with my cauldron,” Elder Wei said, her voice still dispassionate as if she were detailing a pill formula. “The attack should allow us some modicum of protection. Liu Tsong and Wu Ying, you must do your best to finish it.” 
 
    Wu Ying winced. Winning the fight seemed impossible. After all, if the nearly dozen martial specialists, working together, could do little but harass and lightly injure the taotei, what could the three of them do?  
 
    “Elder, perhaps we should be the distraction?” Liu Tsong offered. 
 
    “No. My cauldron can suffer more damage than you can,” Elder Wei said. “While I can control the pill cauldron to defend and attack, its attacks are less powerful and concentrated. Sufficient for my purposes most times, but against the taotei, unlikely to be sufficient.” 
 
    Even as the group spoke, the battle between the martial specialists and the monster was coming to a close. A sudden twist of the creature’s back as it planted its front legs threw the demon’s spike-ridden hindquarters into an unsuspecting cultivator. Impaled, the martial specialist plunged his short jian into the creature’s hindlegs before expiring. 
 
    In the distance, a pair of martial specialists helped each other retreat. One limped on a shattered leg, the other’s face covered with blood with a strip of flesh hanging off his side. Of the twelve initial cultivators, seven still stood, the final two lying still on the churned earth. As a cultivator fell, the taotei unleashed a howl, filling the clearing with its unwashed, malodorous breath. 
 
    “Tou He, Jin Ya, Ou Shen, fall back. We four will use the Green Yin Leaf formation,” Chao Kun ordered, re-ordering the remnant group.  
 
    Even as he spoke, Chao Kun dashed forward to meet the taotei’s charge, a well-timed uppercut catching the lunging bite. The wind-boosted attack threw back the monster, forcing it to wiggle on its sloped back to regain its feet. As Chao Kun retreated, he shook his right fist. Dripping blood flew upward and around his fist, staining the swirling tornado around his hand with blood. 
 
    As the named cultivators retreated, Wu Ying turned his gaze to the still Elders. Both sat in silence, the chi in the atmosphere around them so thick it was visible. Around Elder Po, a silver-white halo of power twisted, emerging from the ground and sky. Elder Li was likewise covered by the darker brown-and-yellow chi of the earth. In the glow of the concentrated atmospheric chi, Wu Ying could not help but notice the pair’s auric presence had increased even further. 
 
    “Wu Ying.” 
 
    “Yes, Elder Wei?” Wu Ying said, turning his gaze back to the woman. 
 
    “Your aura control. Exert it to the maximum. Hold yourself back and launch your attack when you are given the opportunity. If you have no aura, the creature might ignore you,” Elder Wei said. 
 
    “Yes, Elder.” 
 
    Liu Tsong offered Wu Ying a half-smile as he stepped away from them. If he was going to launch a sneak attack, it would be better for him to give himself more space. Next, Wu Ying steadied his breathing, drawing his aura tight along his body and closing off the leaks as best he could.  
 
    Tou He, retreating with the others, offered Wu Ying a frown as he passed his friend. The ex-monk was pale, as if he had been lying at the bottom of an ice-cold lake for hours. Eyes which were often filled with laughter and life looked dead, unfocused, as Tou He stumbled to a stop, one hand gesturing futilely. Tou He looked at his empty hand blankly before he took a proffered staff without a word. 
 
    Another roar and Wu Ying turned around to watch with horror as Li Yao was bashed aside. Snow that had gathered around her body escaped as Li Yao lost control of her chi, the green-robed cultivator tumbling through shrubs and dirt before coming to a sudden rest. The taotei roared in triumph and shook its body. Accumulated ice, formed from a strike right below its rib, shattered and the pieces ejected. Doing so left a gaping wound that poured blood, the first effective strike of the battle. 
 
    A flicker of motion in the sky. As Chao Kun dropped, he sheathed his fist in a spike of air and blood. Glimpses of wood could be seen beneath as the bracers he wore extended under the control of his chi. He landed the blow above the taotei’s sloping forehead, his air-powered chi dispersing as it met hardened skin, the wood spike shattering on the bone beneath. But behind the initial attack, Chao Kun’s fist continued forward. Under the blow, the earth beneath the taotei crumpled, grass and plants exploding upward from around the monster. The resulting impact and rebound threw Chao Kun’s limp body gracelessly through the air. 
 
    Forced into the ground, the taotei blinked beady, confused eyes. The monster moved its front feet, pulling one foot out of the sucking ground before flopping it bonelessly back on the churned earth. A low, pitiful whine erupted from its mouth. From its nose, a slow trickle of blood appeared. 
 
    “Senior Ge got him!” one of the returned cultivators said, enthusiastic in his admiration.  
 
    Spurred on by the success of their leaders, the remaining pair of cultivators around the taotei launched their attacks. A crossbow bolt, enhanced by chi, dug into one backleg as the metal-aspected attack sent the bolt-head spinning. The remaining attacker chose to attack the ground the taotei was enmeshed within, water flooding and mixing with the earth and making the creature sink deeper. 
 
    Trapped, the taotei attempted to free itself a few times. Enraged, the creature raised its giant mouth to the sky and opened it. Expecting another roar, Wu Ying was surprised to see instead a black ball of energy forming in front of the monster’s mouth.  
 
    “What…?” 
 
    “Hold your auras tight!” Elder Wei commanded even as her fingers flicked and twisted in front of her. 
 
    The black ball of chi, rather than exploding, collapsed into a smaller ball. Chi, at first floating toward the cultivating Elders, changed direction and flooded toward the ball. The two attacking cultivators screamed as aspected chi erupted from their bodies, stolen away. Even Wu Ying, standing a distance away, felt how the monster’s attack tugged at his aura, seeking to steal his chi. 
 
    The attack lasted for three breaths before the taotei snapped its mouth forward and swallowed the much larger ball of black chi. Having consumed the chi, the taotei glowed for a moment then used its forelegs to propel itself out of the mudhole with a backward hop. Earth and mud erupted, splattering the twitching forms of the nearest cultivators.  
 
    “It comes,” Elder Wei spoke, her voice still cold.  
 
    As Wu Ying watched, she levitated her cauldron while the remaining injured, tired, and chi-bereft cultivators readied themselves for the monster. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Slavering, fang-ridden mouth. A four-legged green-grey monster. Hunger given form. Black blood fell from numerous surface wounds and one major stab wound, poisoning the earth as the monster rushed forward. Even its blood hungrily absorbed the chi from the ground where it landed. As the taotei approached, its movements were off-beat, front and hindlegs moving at different intervals as the creature suffered from the concussion it had received.  
 
    Wu Ying crouched low, hand on his still-sheathed sword, aura drawn as close and tight as he could. He watched the monster lope past him, ignoring the low-cultivation threat. Better prey lay ahead. Wu Ying’s friends, his sect mates, and the Elder. All who stood in a much-shortened line behind a floating metallic pill cauldron. 
 
    The demon hopped, and the cauldron flew to meet it. When the creature tried to shift direction, Elder Wei flicked her fingers, expertly anticipating the taotei’s intentions. The resounding crash sent the cauldron rebounding into the ground to plow a furrow in the earth. As for the taotei, its claws scrabbled on loose earth as it sought purchase. 
 
    The remaining cultivators launched their attacks, concentrated chi striking the monster’s body. Fire burned, ice froze, air pierced, earth and metal pinned and sought vitals. The monster shook its head, the weak attacks doing little but annoying it. It bound forward to be met by spear, staff, and sword, the cultivators fighting to keep the monster at bay. 
 
    And Wu Ying sneaked closer, seeking the perfect strike. 
 
    “Hold the line,” Elder Wei snapped as she saw another cultivator bashed aside.  
 
    The cultivator landed awkwardly, his femur cracking with a snap. The Elder jerked her fingers upward, the cauldron flying into the sky then crashing down on the taotei’s forehead.  
 
    “Now!” Wu Ying shouted, too excited to stay silent. He drew his jian as he dashed forward, covering the last few meters as he pulled on the chi in the bracer. His eyes locked on the open wound created by Li Yao as the taotei stilled. 
 
    The Sword’s Truth. 
 
    Wu Ying felt his lips peel back in a wolfish grin as his sword, glowing with contained power, neared the taotei’s body and the open wound. He saw the opening, the gap. And then it disappeared as a fang-filled maw filled his gaze. 
 
    “No!” Wu Ying snarled.  
 
    Instinct had Wu Ying release the built-up chi attack. The beam of metal-aspected chi punched into the softer flesh of the demon’s mouth, making it snap it shut. The motion shattered Wu Ying’s sword as it was caught within, forcing Wu Ying to slam into the now-closed mouth. As he fell onto the ground, Wu Ying let out a low groan. 
 
    “Wu Ying!” Tou He shouted as he rushed to aid his friend. 
 
    The taotei lowered its head again, intent on consuming the audacious fly that had attacked it. Wu Ying surged upward, instinct driving his next attack. The First Fist—a single, focused punch that put the entirety of Wu Ying’s body behind it. All the rage, all the anger, all his intent. Focused into a single spot, down through two knuckles. 
 
    The punch caught the edge of the taotei’s gumline, hitting both teeth and gums, throwing Wu Ying back as he skidded across churned earth. Feet that barely escaped the closing jaws were torn apart as razor-sharp teeth tore at his shins and the tops of his feet. As Wu Ying slid to a stop, a hand grabbed his collar and hauled him back. 
 
    “Thanks!” Wu Ying said as he staggered to his bloody feet.  
 
    Robbed of its prey, the taotei moved to chase but was blocked by a spinning, bisected staff. Liu Tsong’s metal-aspected attack struck from strange angles, driving the monster back as Liu Tsong invested her staff with her chi. For a few moments, the creature retreated under her sudden onslaught. 
 
    Then the dented pill cauldron fell on it again. The taotei dodged the clumsy attack, managing to get most of its body away. As the taotei regained its balance, Elder Wei coughed, blood dotting her lips as the exertion from the numerous attacks rebounded. 
 
    “How much longer?” Tou He asked as he leaned against his borrowed staff. The cultivator was too pale, and Wu Ying could tell it was taking all his strength to stand.  
 
    “I don’t know.” Wu Ying looked down, feeling earth under one foot, and realized he had lost one of his shoes. Wu Ying kicked off the other, wincing as the pain from his torn legs shot up his body. He shook it aside as he retrieved another sword. “Can you go on?” 
 
    “Can you?”  
 
    Wu Ying offered his friend a half-smile before he took off after the taotei. The battle between the remaining cultivators had already robbed them of the other two still-active cultivators. Only Liu Tsong and Elder Wei still stood, though Wu Ying saw the limping form of Senior Ge returning in the distance. 
 
    Too long. 
 
    Too late. 
 
    As he ran, Wu Ying tried to gauge the monster. The wound in its mouth had already closed. The wound in its side released a trickle of blood when it moved. The other wounds, other than the concussion, were entirely superficial. At least four dead, many more injured and maybe dead. And together, they had managed to annoy the creature. 
 
    A snap. A scream. Liu Tsong staggered back, her arm bleeding as she tore it from the creature’s mouth before it finished biting through. She fell backward, blood gushing from the mangled ruins of her left arm as she struck the acupoints leading to it, sealing her blood flow. 
 
    The pill cauldron fell, but instead of hitting the monster, it fell upside down and landed on Liu Tsong, covering her. A moment later, the taotei rammed the cauldron, sending it and Liu Tsong spinning away. A cry behind Wu Ying spoke of Elder Wei’s injury, leaving Wu Ying and Tou He to stand before the monster.  
 
    For a moment, left alone, the taotei looked from side to side as if it was confused. Provided no immediate threat, its basic instinct took over and the taotei turned toward the most delectable prize—the unmoving forms of the Elders. Wu Ying shifted his body, putting himself between the taotei and the Elders. Even as the group fought the monster, the concentration of chi among the cultivating Elders grew ever more intense.  
 
    “Just a little more,” Wu Ying said. He was not sure to whom he was speaking. Perhaps he was trying to comfort himself. 
 
    “I’ll stop it,” Tou He, by his side, announced. The ex-monk lowered his borrowed staff, tottering forward before firming his stance.  
 
    Before Wu Ying could object, the taotei launched itself at them. Tou He jumped too, staff at first sliding through his front arm before he finished throwing his backhand forward, both arms exchanging places as the monk’s body stretched. It was a perfect motion, a perfect attack. It struck the jumping creature’s lower body and sent Tou He flying backward into the ground as his attack rebounded. 
 
    The monster’s motion paused for a fraction of a second, giving Wu Ying time to focus his next attack. The second form of the Sword’s Truth, an attack that combined the Dragon’s Breath and the lunge. It was the same attack, the same motion physically. But unseen was the way Wu Ying channeled his chi. It flowed, just as he had done with the formation flags, out of his body, flooding the sword in his hand and combining with the metal chi in the bracer. It all concentrated, focused on the tip of his sword and held close by Wu Ying’s aura, which had extended itself to the sword. 
 
    The attack transcended what a mere Body Cultivator could perform. It was meant for those in the Energy Storage stage. Understanding and wielding the deeper meaning of the weapon, combining it with the chi of his body, and sending it in a single, focused beam of energy. 
 
    The attack ripped apart the air as it crossed the distance to the taotei and dug into its wounded side. The wound tore open, the beam of sword chi cutting through skin and muscles, tearing at veins and tendons. Then it petered out as Wu Ying and the bracer ran out of energy. The cultivator swayed even as the taotei, flinching in surprise, landed off-target. 
 
    A knee gave way, then another, and Wu Ying caught himself on the ground with the tip of his sword. He braced himself against the weapon, raising his head with great effort to see the bleeding and angry monster stagger back to its feet. 
 
    “Not enough,” Wu Ying said to himself dispiritedly. “Not strong enough.” 
 
    The taotei shook itself as it turned to Wu Ying, fixing him with a malicious gaze. It roared at the insignificant insect who swayed from the rotting breath. Rather than die on his knees, Wu Ying attempted to stand, failing the first and second time before he managed to rise while leaning on his planted weapon. 
 
    “Maybe I could make it choke on me?” Wu Ying said half-heartedly.  
 
    He looked around. Chao Kun was still staggering over, already half-dead. Tou He lay on the ground, twitching as his body suffered from the attacks. The cauldron lay unmoving, Liu Tsong trapped within. Elder Wei coughed blood, her body and meridians damaged. All the other cultivators were down or, like Wu Ying, barely able to stand. 
 
    Turning once more to the slavering monster that stalked forward with its ungainly, injured gait, Wu Ying dug deep, finding an ounce more of stubbornness, and drew his sword from the ground.  
 
    Time to die. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Time to die. Wu Ying felt the words resound in his mind as he stared at the demon as it jumped, its mouth open wide. Rows of razor-sharp fangs, a couple bent askew from Wu Ying’s punch, closed in on him. The cultivator raised his weapon, the blade of the jian at his eyes as he readied himself to use the Dragon Stretches in reverse. A reverse lunge, putting his jian down the monster’s throat. It was an attack he was unlikely to survive, but perhaps he could force it away. Hard to eat when you had a metal rod stuck down your throat. 
 
    Time stretched, fractions of a second elongating into eternity as the creature flew closer. Eternity in a breath. Wu Ying found himself staring into the creature’s nostrils, spotting the black hairs within. Saliva fell, gravity taking forever to act as black blood sprayed behind. Time stretched, till it did not. 
 
    Now. 
 
    Wu Ying’s back leg extended, gravity dropping his body faster than any muscle could. Lead hand stretched forward to pierce the demon’s mouth. Stretched into the mouth, even as it closed. 
 
    Then the body shifted. The mouth, which was meant to close around Wu Ying, moved aside, a ripple of flesh and teeth shoved aside as Wu Ying watched. Even if everything felt as if it was moving like molasses, Wu Ying had no time, no ability to shift the angle of his sword. He cursed mentally as he saw his final attack go awry. 
 
    And then time sped up. 
 
    The taotei, about to land and swallow him whole, was blown away. A golden body flashed by, following the fist that had struck the demon. Together, the two tumbled into the distance, kicking up dirt and destroying the precious kurinji bushes. 
 
    Wu Ying, having exhausted his mind and energy with that last motion, collapsed. He lay there, too drained to move, as the sounds of battle resounded through the meadow. Having overdrawn his body and will, his consciousness faded for a few minutes. 
 
    When he woke, Wu Ying found a sliver of energy had returned. He struggled to his knees and found a delicate helping hand pulling him the rest of the way up. Wu Ying looked at the hand to see the entire limb heavily bandaged in familiar green cloth. 
 
    “We did it,” Wu Ying said after he caught his breath. He idly noted his bare feet had stopped bleeding, the torn flesh crusted over. The pain radiated, but it was no worse than the strain in his meridians. 
 
    “We did,” Liu Tsong said, looking into the distance.  
 
    Wu Ying followed her gaze to catch sight of the battle. A familiar dented and lopsided cauldron floated in the air, occasionally dipping down to strike at the lurching monster. Spikes of hardened earth and stone erupted from the ground, tearing into the demon’s body, while pits opened up beneath the monster, disrupting its balance. Disdaining such petty tactics, Elder Po stood in front of the demon spirit and lashed out with fist and feet, each blow so powerful it rippled outward and made loose earth dance. 
 
    Seeing the battle well in hand, Wu Ying searched for Li Yao’s form. He frowned, not spotting it where it had fallen. He took a tottering step, only for Liu Tsong to catch his arm and turn Wu Ying. By the remnants of the cauldron fire, a makeshift first-aid station had been created. Ru Ping, Chao Kun, and a few less-injured cultivators worked on those still unconscious. Those included, to Wu Ying’s relief, both Tou He and Li Yao. As Liu Tsong had Wu Ying pointed in the right direction, she guided the exhausted cultivator over. 
 
    “Should we not help them?” Wu Ying said, trying to turn his head back toward where the Elders fought. 
 
    “Help them?” Liu Tsong said with a laugh in her voice. “How?”  
 
    As if to punctuate her words, another concussive blast of air washed over the pair, making them stumble. A painful roar erupted from the beleaguered taotei before a hacking, liquidy cough followed. 
 
    “Point taken. Were they always this strong?” Wu Ying said.  
 
    The difference between Elder Po, Elder Li, and Elder Wei was even more marked. Elder Wei could only provide support at this moment, her wobbling cauldron dipping down to smash the taotei when an opportune moment came up. 
 
    “Elder Po is a semi-martial specialist. Much like you and Tou He,” Liu Tsong said. “Once they broke through to peak Core, my Master was bound to be left behind. She, like me, does not specialize in hitting people.” 
 
    “And a single in-stage cultivation growth was this great?”  
 
    “Of course. Each stage adds a new layer to a cultivator’s Core. Each layer in a cultivator’s Core protects their soul and reinforces their meridians, allowing one to increase the amount of chi they wield. As each layer goes on top of the next, each increase is bigger than the next.” 
 
    “Right…” Wu Ying said. It was not as if he had not known that, in theory, but having it explained to him and seeing the effects were somewhat different. 
 
    Strength.  
 
    They had it. And he, still, did not. Wu Ying found he desperately wanted it. Not because he wanted to hurt someone, not because he had a contest to win or even to protect another. Wu Ying found himself desiring strength to have choice. More choices than the ones he had found himself faced with. Be eaten while facing the monster coming for you and your friends. Or run and be eaten anyway. Those were unpalatable choices.  
 
    Strength. Strength meant choice.  
 
    “Wu Ying?” Liu Tsong squeezed his arm, bringing his attention back to the present. “Did you realize something?” 
 
    “Yes,” Wu Ying said.  
 
    It was not enlightenment. He did not see a greater portion of the Dao. Or perhaps, he did, but it was insufficient. But it was a clarification, a resolution. It was not enough, Wu Ying knew, to resolve all of his concerns and thoughts on cultivation. Not enough to clarify his dao. But at least, Wu Ying realized, he wanted it. Not just cultivation for cultivation’s sake, but to gain. To gain… something. That something, Wu Ying knew, he had yet to find. Learning what it was was part of his journey, of finding his dao.  
 
    “But it’s nothing that can’t be dealt with later,” he said. “Come, let’s get your arm looked at properly. And see if there is any food left.” 
 
    Liu Tsong broke into a light laugh, which was punctuated by another bone-shaking thud as the Elders fought. Together, Wu Ying and Liu Tsong limped over to the remaining cultivators. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The remainder of the battle between the Elders and the taotei was anticlimatic. In short order, the Elders left the sightlines of the group, tearing up the mountain as they pursued the monster. Wu Ying could not find it within himself to care. Even the fighting techniques the Elders used were so far outside of Wu Ying’s, and most of the other cultivators’, experience, it was like asking a three-year-old to learn to grow rice by watching his family. The three-year-old was more likely to cause harm than grow a proper rice stalk—either over-watering, planting in the wrong direction, or crushing the rice plant. All things in the proper time, in the proper order. 
 
    Knowing this, Wu Ying helped to organize the aid station, boiling water, cleaning wounds, and prepping food. Exhausted or not, Wu Ying was one of the better-off cultivators, especially after he had cleaned and bandaged his wounds. The addition of a flesh-mending pill helped, the anti-pain properties providing Wu Ying some succor. 
 
    It was to an organized and exhausted group the Elders returned to, smiling and joking. Elder Wei was the sole individual who looked unhappy, the loss of her treasured pill cauldron weighing on her.  
 
    “Good, very good. Start another fire. I have a haunch of the taotei. Let us eat, drink wine, and be merry,” Elder Po said, his face flushed with victory. 
 
    “We should rest, heal, and return to the main group. Elder Dong is likely to be worried,” Elder Wei cautioned instead. 
 
    “Bah! Let him worry. We can send a messenger talisman if you are concerned,” Elder Po said. “As the formation is down, it should be no issue.” 
 
    “Ah Li?” Elder Wei said, turning to Elder Li. 
 
    “Let us stay. I have another set of formation flags we can set up. Less complicated, though less powerful. It should be sustainable solely from the ambient chi,” Elder Li said. 
 
    “Fine.” Elder Wei walked aside and pulled a talisman from her storage ring.  
 
    A few whispered words, then Elder Wei folded the talisman, forming a paper crane that she tossed into the air. The paper crane beat its wings, flying in a straight line toward their base camp. 
 
    “Where is my fire!” Elder Po said, stomping around the clearing till he found a suitable spot. “Ye Fan, bring your earth flame over. It shall taste all the better.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    A couple of hours later, as the group enjoyed the roasted taotei haunch, Wu Ying could not help but agree. The succulent and chi-infused meat was lightly gamey, the taste of garlic cloves and crushed herbs suffusing the meat. The taotei skin was perfectly dry and had bubbled up as moisture fled the fatty flesh, creating a light and puffy crackling that shattered and spread the dry fat through the mouth with each bite. 
 
    “So, mphhf, good!” Li Yao, who had woken at last, sat propped up against a pair of convenient blades. In her hands was a chunk of meat, which she tore into.  
 
    Beside her, Liu Tsong sat, having discarded her normally graceful demeanor to follow Li Yao’s example. 
 
    “Unfair,” Tou He said from his spot on the ground. Due to his injuries, he could not eat any of the solid food. Wu Ying looked at his friend with concern once more, only to be offered a smile. “Stop worrying. You are worse than my old Master.” 
 
    “But your injuries—” 
 
    “Will heal,” Liu Tsong said for Tou He. “There is some semi-permanent damage, especially to his spine and hips. But those can be fixed at the sect.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have done that.” Wu Ying looked down, the slice of meat in his hand suddenly tasting like ash. 
 
    “You needed an opening. And you didn’t disappoint,” Tou He said. 
 
    “Rubbish. I did nothing to it,” Wu Ying said, recalling his attack. How he had put everything he could into the strike only to see the taotei shake it off. 
 
    “You did well nonetheless,” Chao Kun said, dropping heavily down beside them. His actions prompted the martial specialist to wince, bruised and torn muscles protesting. “You were fighting a Core cultivation monster and managed to injure and slow it. That is something to be proud of.” 
 
    When Wu Ying continued to look down, Li Yao threw a piece of meat at Wu Ying’s face. It splattered on his cheek then slid down to the ground. Flushed with anger, Wu Ying looked at the source of the attack to see Li Yao holding a small rock next.  
 
    “No taking my credit. That wound in its side was mine first,” Li Yao said. 
 
    “I wasn’t—” 
 
    “And no feeling down. We’re alive. Many others aren’t. We’ll burn some incense sticks and paper money when we return. And get stronger. That’s all you can do as a martial specialist,” Li Yao said. 
 
    “I’m not a martial specialist,” Wu Ying replied, but seeing Li Yao toss the stone down beside her, he found himself smiling.  
 
    “No. But you fight like a badly trained one,” Chao Kun said, slapping Wu Ying on the back. “Which makes you better than most others.” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “My apologies, Liu Tsong. You were… well. You are not that good,” Chao Kun admitted, and it was Liu Tsong’s turn to toss a piece of meat at Chao Kun. Of course, the senior martial specialist was more adept than Wu Ying, intercepting and swallowing the flying piece of meat with ease. 
 
    “Better than you. Punching the taotei in the head. What? You didn’t think it had as thick a head as you?” Liu Tsong taunted. 
 
    Wu Ying smiled, watching his friends revel in the food and the fact that they were alive. Even Tou He, too sick and disallowed from eating, was smiling. As Wu Ying turned his head about, he spotted Li Yao smiling at him, and he flushed, ducking his head. Well. They’d survived. And it seemed he might owe the lady a dinner. Pushing aside the sorrow in his heart, Wu Ying focused on the meal and the slight wind that blew across the meadow, brushing against his skin. He focused on the meal and that other, all-important truth. 
 
    They were alive.  
 
      
 
      
 
    A week and a half later, the expedition group trooped back into the sect. The expedition avoided the main gates, entering via a smaller side path. Those who were injured were taken to the physician’s hall, their helpers dropping off the injured cultivators before being chased out. Most of the lesser injured had spent the slow journey back healing their own wounds. 
 
    As they stood outside the physician’s hall, Chao Kun glanced between Li Yao and Wu Ying before he excused himself, citing additional work needing to be completed.  
 
    Left alone, Wu Ying looked at the young lady for a moment. “Assignment hall?”  
 
    “Sure. You’ll need the taels for my meal,” Li Yao said. 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “Were you thinking some other time?” Li Yao said, shaking her head. “There’s no better time than now.” 
 
    Wu Ying savored her words. After a brief hesitation, he offered her his hand before he led her to the assignment hall.  
 
    Time. 
 
    Time to enjoy their lives as cultivators. To enjoy being alive. Time to receive what was owed them. To train and improve their cultivation. Time to grow in strength. 
 
    Because if there was one thing Wu Ying was certain about, it was that there would be another incident. Another time of heart-stopping terror. 
 
    That too was the life of an immortal cultivator. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 THE END 
 
    Wu Ying will be back as the shadows of war loom in book three of A Thousand Li: 
 
    The First War 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Glossary 
 
    Aura Reinforcement Exercise—Cultivation exercise that allows Wu Ying to contain his aura, trapping his chi within himself and making his cultivation more efficient and making him, to most senses, feel like someone of a lower cultivation level. 
 
      
 
    Body Cleansing—First cultivation stage where the cultivator must cleanse their body of the impurities that have accumulated. Has twelve stages. 
 
      
 
    Cao—Fuck 
 
      
 
    Catty—Weight measurement. One cattie is roughly equivalent to one and a half pounds or 604 grams. A tael is 1/16th of a catty 
 
      
 
    Chi (or Qi)—I use the Cantonese pinyin here rather than the more common Mandarin. Chi is life force / energy and it permeates all things in the universe, flowing through living creatures in particular.  
 
      
 
    Chi points (a.k.a. acupuncture points)—Locations in the body that, when struck, compressed, or otherwise affected, can affect the flow of chi. Traditional acupuncture uses these points in a beneficial manner.  
 
      
 
    Core formation—Third stage of cultivation. Having gathered sufficient chi, the cultivator must form a “core” of compressed chi. The stages in Core formation purify and harden the core. 
 
      
 
    Cultivation Exercise—A supplementary exercise that improves an individual’s handling of chi within their body. Cultivation exercises are ancillary to cultivation styles. 
 
      
 
    Cultivation Style—A method to manipulate chi within an individual’s body. There are thousands of cultivation exercises, suited for various constitutions, meridians, and bloodlines.  
 
      
 
    Dao—Chinese sabre. Closer to a western cavalry sabre, it is thicker, often single-edged, with a curve at the end where additional thickness allows the weapon to be extra efficient at cutting.  
 
      
 
    Dantian—There are actually three dantians in the human body. The most commonly referred to one is the lower dantian, located right above the bladder and an inch within the body. The other two are located in the chest and forehead, though they are often less frequently used. The dantian is said to be the center of chi. 
 
      
 
    Dragon’s Breath—Chi projection attack from the Long family style. 
 
      
 
    Elements—The Chinese traditionally have five elements—Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal, and Water. Within these elements, additional sub-elements may occur (example—air from Chao Kun, ice from Li Yao). 
 
      
 
    Energy Storage—Second stage of cultivation, where the energy storage circulation meridians are opened. This stage allows cultivators to project their chi, the amount of chi stored and projected depending on level. There are eight levels. 
 
      
 
    Huài dàn—Rotten egg 
 
      
 
    Hún dàn—Bastard 
 
      
 
    Jian—A straight, double-edged sword. Known in modern times as a “taichi sword.” Mostly a thrusting instrument, though it can be used to cut as well. 
 
      
 
    Li—Roughly half a kilometer per li. Traditional Chinese measurement of distance. 
 
      
 
    Long family jian style—A family sword form passed on to Wu Ying. Consists of a lot of cuts, fighting at full measure, and quick changes in direction. 
 
      
 
    Meridians—In traditional Chinese martial arts and medicine, meridians are how chi flows through the body. In traditional Chinese medicine, there are twelve major meridian flows and eight secondary energy flows. I’ve used these meridians for the stages in cultivation for the first two stages. 
 
      
 
    Mountain Breaking Fist—Fist form that Wu Ying gained in the inner sect library. Focused, single, powerful attacks. 
 
      
 
    Nascent Soul—The fourth and last known stage of cultivation. Cultivators form a new, untouched soul steeped in the dao they had formed. This new soul must ascend to the heavens, facing heavenly tribulation at each step. 
 
      
 
    Northern Shen Kicking Style—Kicking form that Wu Ying learned at the outer sect library. Both a grappling and kicking style, meant for close combat. 
 
      
 
    Qinggong—Literally “light skill.” Comes from baguazhang and is basically wire-fu—running on water, climbing trees, gliding along bamboo, etc. 
 
      
 
    Iron Reinforced Bones—Defensive, physical cultivation technique that Wu Ying trains in that will increase the strength and defense of his body. 
 
      
 
    Sect—A grouping of like-minded martial artists or cultivators. Generally, Sects are hierarchical. There are often core, inner, and outer disciples in any Sect, with Sect Elders above them and the Sect patriarch above all. 
 
      
 
    Six Jades Sect—Rival sect of the Verdant Green Waters, located in the State of Wei. 
 
      
 
    State of Shen—Location in which the first book is set. Ruled by a king and further ruled locally by lords. The State of Shen is made up of numerous counties ruled over by local lords and administered by magistrates. It is a temperate kingdom with significant rainfall and a large number of rivers connected by canals.  
 
      
 
    State of Wei—The antagonistic kingdom that borders the State of Shen. The two states are at war. 
 
      
 
    Tael—System of money. A thousand copper coins equals one tael. 
 
      
 
    Tai Kor—Elder brother 
 
      
 
    Verdant Green Waters Sect—Most powerful Sect in the State of Wen. Wu Ying’s current Sect. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Author’s Note 
 
    And that’s book two. As you can tell, book three will be dealing with the on-going war between the states of Wei and Shen. Book three will take a little while as I have some research to complete before I can do the book justice. It will likely release in early 2020. 
 
      
 
    As always, I’ve thoroughly enjoyed writing the novel. If you enjoyed reading it, please do leave a review and rating. The reviews make a huge difference in sales, which is how I earn a living. 
 
      
 
    In addition, please check out my other series, the System Apocalypse (a post-apocalyptic LitRPG), Adventures on Brad (a young adult fantasy LitRPG), and the Hidden Wishes (an urban fantasy GameLit series). Book one of each series follow: 
 
    
    	 Life in the North (Book 1 of the System Apocalypse) 
 
    	 A Healer’s Gift (Book 1 of the Adventures on Brad) 
 
    	 A Gamer’s Wish (Book 1 of the Hidden Wishes series) 
 
   
 
      
 
    I also host a Facebook Group for all things wuxia, xanxia, and specifically, cultivation novels. We’d love it if you joined us: 
 
    
    	 Cultivation Novels 
 
   
 
      
 
    For more great information about LitRPG series, check out the Facebook groups: 
 
    
    	 GameLit Society 
 
    	 LitRPG Books 
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
     About the Author 
 
      
 
    Tao Wong is an avid fantasy and sci-fi reader who spends his time working and writing in the North of Canada. He’s spent way too many years doing martial arts of many forms and, having broken himself too often, now spends his time writing about fantasy worlds. 
 
      
 
    If you’d like to support me directly, I have a Patreon page where previews of all my new books can be found! 
 
    
    	 Tao Wong’s Patreon 
 
   
 
      
 
    For updates on the series and my other books (and special one-shot stories), please visit my website: http://www.mylifemytao.com  
 
      
 
    Or sign up for my mailing list: http://eepurl.com/c35JS1 
 
      
 
    Or my Facebook Page: https://www.facebook.com/taowongauthor/ 
 
      
 
  
 
  
 
   
    [1] Ink rubbings started in ancient China around 220BC. Actual woodblock printing began around the 8th century CE. Moveable woodblock printing started around 10th century CE. Books were significantly more prevalent in China than the West for a long period. 
 
  
 
   
    [2] Similar to ancient China’s Imperial Examinations that were the gateway to imperial bureaucracy. The large imperial bureaucracy in China often held power that rivaled that of the emperor himself. 
 
  
 
   
    [3] Also known as the Compendium of Materia Medica. This is a real book written in Li Shizhen in the 16th century. The work here is obviously altered to fit a cultivation world. 
 
  
 
   
    [4] Ganjiang is in fact a sword in Chinese lore and has a tragic story attached to it. 
 
  
 
   
    [5] It comes from a Chinese saying that states that it’s best to have three for drinking tea and four for wine. Three for tea to have proper conversation. Four for wine, so that if one party gets too drunk to continue, the other two can continue while the drunk party is escorted home. 
 
  
 
   
    [6] Called the mu ren zhuang. Most likely, you’ve seen a version in Ip Man, but the “wooden man post” has numerous styles to suit the training requirements of the martial art. Can involve one or two hands, springs, weights, and swings.  
 
  
 
   
    [7] Literally means Black Cat 
 
  
 
   
    [8] This lí is different from the lǐ used in the title. A lí here is a millimeter. The difference is in the intonation and makes more sense when you realize that Chinese is a pictographic language. So these two look very different when written in traditional Chinese characters and sound different due to the different intonations. 
 
  
 
   
    [9] Reminder – Wu Ying’s Long is the character for dragon. Thus her reference. 
 
  
 
   
    [10] Reminder. Dao literally translates as “the way.” I use the capitalized and non-capitalized versions in the text to show when people are speaking of the Dao (the true way) and the dao (the smaller ways which are part of the greater Dao). 
 
  
 
   
    [11] Some of these are real books. Others, not so much.  
 
  
 
   
    [12] Chinese coins were strung together on a string through the central hole. A string was basically a tael, so half a string is half a tael. 
 
  
 
   
    [13] Listening-in students are students who are not directly taught by the teacher. They “listen in” to lectures 
 
  
 
   
    [14] This is a paired joke about the famous “vinegar taster” painting that depicts Confucius (sour), Buddha (bitter), and Laozi (sweet) around a vat of vinegar, tasting it. It is an allegory of their views on life and humanity and their precepts. 
 
  
 
   
    [15] The Ghost Festival is a traditional Chinese festival on the fifteenth night of the seventh month of the lunar calendar. The entirety of the seventh month is considered the Ghost Month and is when ghosts and spirits come out from the lower realm. Proper observances are required to avoid lost, wandering ghosts.  
 
  
 
   
    [16] The jiangshi are a traditional Chinese boogeyman. More details will be in the story, but they’re highly amusing monsters. 
 
  
 
   
    [17] As a side note, while I am using traditional Chinese surnames, I am ignoring clan boundaries and geographic locations since this is a fantasy world. Also, it’d be even more confusing for everyone if everyone started having the same few surnames.  
 
  
 
   
    [18] Not actual paper money. Figurative paper money is made to be burnt for ghosts for them to spend in their afterlife. It always makes me wonder about inflation though, considering how much is burnt. Also, modern day funerals add credit cards. But no one ever burns a card reader… 
 
  
 
   
    [19] Chinese saying. It sounds better in Chinese, but it’s the Chinese equivalent of caveat emptor. 
 
  
 
   
    [20] In traditional Chinese cooking, recipes used to be passed down based off a handful, a pinch, and so on. These sizes were regulated and young women would be trained by their mothers in exacting degree what a pinch, a handful and the like was until the motions were instinctive. 
 
  
 
   
    [21] Horse stance is a basic strength, endurance, and stability building stance in many martial arts. Northern and southern styles vary, but generally the stance has feet apart, pointing forward, and the body lengthened upward. 
 
      
 
  
 
   
    [22] Dragon lines are the Chinese term for the idea of leylines. Natural rivers of chi energy. 
 
  
 
   
    [23] Yes, it’s a real flower. 
 
  
 
   
    [24] Exploding cucumbers are real too. And edible.  
 
  
 
   
    [25] Did you know China had repeating crossbows as early as the Warring States (475 – 220 BC)?  
 
  
 
   
    [26] Better known as the Monkey King 
 
  
 
   
    [27] Reminder. Long equals dragon 
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