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Descent from the Mountain

 

“Old Master, come, sit. Rest your feet. You must be weary after climbing all the way down.”

The voice that called to him was high and cajoling, filled with fake warmth so common among merchants. Khoo Huang Shen looked over, piercing dark eyes under bushy grey eyebrows scanned over the merchant and read all his intentions in a single glance. Greed, but underneath that, desperation.

Whim took over Huang Shen and he shifted course, weaving his way adroitly around the other pedestrians in the city, cloth slippered feet brushing against tile paving stones. The rumble of slow-moving carts, some pulled by horses and others hand-pushed, filled the air as did the delectable smells of the dishes the restaurants cooked right in front of their establishments to entice new customers.

It was to the nearest small establishment, a bare half-dozen tables propped up against a wall out of the way of pedestrians, that Huang Shen walked over. Unlike many of the other restaurants, this one was empty of patrons, though the stewed lamb in one pot wafted with enticing smells.

“Old Master, come. Sit, sit. I have twenty four stewed lambs’ meat with my family’s special spices and handmade noodles. Refreshing on this day,” Gao Liang said. “I have a longan drink too.”

Huang Shen smiled. “It sounds good. Two bowls.”

“Of course, of course.” Gao Liang hurried back to his pots and table, pulling the noodles from under the damp cloth and dropping them into the boiling water. Huang Shen watched him for a little while before turning his attention away, taking in the city.

So strange that the city was here. The last time he was here, it had been but a tiny fishing village at the foot of his mountain. Now, it was a sprawling metropolis with tens of thousands of residents, a bustling metropolis of mortals and cultivators. 

Cultivators.

Huang Shen’s eyes narrowed, his spiritual sense expanding to touch upon the entirety of the city. So many cultivators, almost the entire population. All trained, all clearing out their Body Cultivation meridians. Few of them had managed to clear out more than a few meridians, but all of them had started on the road to immortality. More Energy Storage cultivators everywhere, a smaller percentage by far, but enough to be different. A handful of Core cultivators, the magistrate, his head of guards, a Sect Patriarch and his visitor and the man above an expansive gambling den. The most hidden member of that elite club was an old woman by the water, washing clothes for a couple of coins each time.

“Old Master, please!” A bowl of lamb noodle soup dropped, its contents offering a delectable smell to Huang Shen. 

“Good. I noticed some stewed pork and innards over there. Please, ask them for a bowl,” Huang Shen said, a hand moving over an empty portion of the table to deposit a series of coins.

Huang Shen noted how Gao Liang paused upon seeing the coins. A brief push with his senses allowed him to spot the other coins changing hands, to see the differences. Ah. They had changed the make a few years ago. His were old. Still, coins were coins, though it did mark him as different and out of touch.
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