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VOLUME 1







If he exalts himself, I humble him.


If he humbles himself, I exalt him.


And I go on contradicting him


Until he understands


That he is a monster that passes all understanding






					—Pascal, Pensées










CHAPTER ONE


Little Wolf Takes a Bite


MUFFLED SHOUTING BLENDED with his dreams. The pleasant meadow that had so far consumed his consciousness turned into a battle scene that Lei Wenhe had so far only read about in books, in the old stories about the mortals in the other world his niang1 told him about. They were violent beasts, those ones, his niang said. They fight over every little thing. They could spend their short lives cultivating and making each other’s lives better, but instead all they did was fight.


In the dream, Lei Wenhe’s family cried out in pain. His niang, his die2, his uncles, his aunts—even little Lei Qiu and Lei Yun, who didn’t know what agony was yet. All he could do was watch them as they bled out across the grass, staining the meadow red. He reached out for them, but his hands couldn’t touch them no matter how hard he tried. He couldn’t move. He was frozen, rooted to the ground.


The wetness woke him before the pain did.


He was unsure what was happening after the chaos of that dream. His first reaction was that his mattress had somehow become soaked with his family’s blood. He wanted to weep at the thought of it.


And then reality became lucid: the man standing above him, his fierce eyes, robes with colors reminiscent of the Yu clan—snow white with delicate gold accents.


Lei Wenhe tried to say, “Why are you in my room?” but when he opened his mouth only warm liquid spilled out. He choked on it. His chest felt numb. He tried again, tried to ask why, but again nothing came out but that liquid. Was he drowning? He didn’t feel like he was drowning. He felt cold. There was that wetness around him that had first woken him up. He could feel the warmth of it, spreading out across the surface of his chest, seeping into his sleepwear, soaking into the mattress against his back. Maybe he was drowning. He must be drowning.


There was a sound somewhere in the distance that made the other man lift his head. Dimly, Lei Wenhe became aware of the other noises beyond the walls of his room—the shouting, the clang of swords, the scattered screams. It was what had blended with his dream. But none of it sounded close enough to be his family. He was relieved.


The man cocked his head, listening harder.


And then the pain.


Lei Wenhe hadn’t even been aware of the sword until it was gone, but one moment his chest was numb and in the next it burned like fire, so hot and intense it made another stream of liquid cascade from Lei Wenhe’s lips, and the man standing above him was casually flicking red off a sword. Blood. It was Lei Wenhe’s blood. It was Lei Wenhe’s blood that bubbled up from the hole in his chest now, Lei Wenhe’s blood that dripped from his mouth and stained his lips, Lei Wenhe’s blood that soaked his clothes and his mattress.


The man didn’t look at Lei Wenhe again.


But Lei Wenhe looked at him. He memorized his face. He memorized every line of it, even as the man turned to leave: those fierce red phoenix eyes, the displeased curve of his mouth, the angle of his nose, the precise shade of his dark hair. If Lei Wenhe were to die here, his chosen death ripped away like that sword the man pulled from his chest, he was going to find that face in the next life and make him pay.


When the man was gone, Lei Wenhe gathered up the last bit of his strength. He bunched up his robes over the wound in his chest and pressed down, holding in the blood as best as he could, and pushed off his bed. Slowly—agonizingly—he limped out of his room. He needed to get to his family, needed to get help. His die was good at patching up wounds, he could help him—


He stumbled, fell. He couldn’t stay on his feet, but he needed to move. He needed to get to his parents. If he couldn’t survive, the least he could do was describe that monster who had been in his room. He clearly wasn’t in the Yu clan, no matter how well his robes matched, and from the color of his eyes and hair, he was mortal. A mortal had invaded their home and attacked him.


He made it to his parents’ room. The door had been torn apart. He didn’t go in. He could see all the red from the doorway, the way it crawled across the floorboards. He kept going, dragging himself along in the hallway. The next room, red. He was afraid to keep going. He stopped before he reached his younger siblings’ room and vomited blood onto the floor.


He could already smell death in their room.


He couldn’t bear to look.


His consciousness pulsed.


That man, whoever he was—


His hand fell, limp, to his side.


Whoever he was, Lei Wenhe was going to kill him. No, he wouldn’t just kill him; he would tear him apart. He would ruin him. He would hunt him down and he would make him pay for every single one of these deaths he caused tonight. He would make him regret not finishing the job, not driving that sword in deeper, not driving it in again.


He passed out there in the hallway and didn’t wake up again until the attack was long over.













CHAPTER TWO


The master healer was delivering instructions without batting an eye


IN THE SUMMER, when the ice melted some and the plants had survived the harshness of spring, the unoccupied northern lands were really quite beautiful. There were all sorts of trees that bloomed with the fierceness only those who struggled to survive could really understand. And the smell was incredible: all those blossoms turned the air sweet and floral, and with the way the petals would break away from the trees and drifted through the air, landing soundly on the hair and shoulders of the rich and poor alike, those unoccupied lands that so many avoided really became an unparalleled paradise.


The center of culture in these lands was a city called Si’en, which was small compared to the big bustling metropolises of the family territories. For people who had never gone into these territories, though, Si’en was as “bustling” as a city could get. In those summers, the streets of Si’en were stuffed full with all sorts of people, be they independent or aligned to some family clan, who wanted to sell and trade their goods without the laws of the clans restricting them. It was as colorful as a market could get. Certainly, other markets were busier, and richer too, but most everywhere one looked in those markets, they would see the same family’s colors, or the neutral colors of the peasant class. Only in Si’en were the streets filled with the colors of all the different families every which way you could see, with the neutral colors of the peasant classes, with clothing that you’d never seen in your life from offsets of families that you’ve never heard of. It was rather peaceful, too, Si’en—other markets might break out in fights and disputes over all these little disagreements and old grudges, but the markets of Si’en were ever moving, and everyone had another option they could go to. If you didn’t like one vendor, you could just go three stalls down and find what you wanted for just the right price.


Another colorful aspect about Si’en was the carpets. Other markets usually either stuck to neutral colors or more washed-out versions of the clan whose territory they were in, but Si’en’s vendors didn’t flaunt alignments so obviously. To protect from the cold and the wind, the vendors hung up thick and heavy carpets of all colors, turning the normally open streets into a maze of vivid patterns. A person could easily get lost in all of these carpets, but with all those blossoms floating around and the sweet floral smell mixing with the smell of all those fresh foods from the vendors, it wasn’t an unpleasant place to be lost in at all.


The vendors began setting up and opening their shops the moment the sun began to rise, and by mid-morning the market was already full. It was about this time that a young woman started stumbling through the crowd, pushing through this maze of carpets and people and stalls. She was somewhere in her mid-twenties, and anybody could tell from her robes and the sword she gripped on her right side that she was a cultivator, but that might have been hard to believe if you looked at any other part of her. Cultivators were supposed to be strong and confident and healthy, and this woman was anything but that. She looked so sickly and weak that it seemed she would collapse. Her skin was pale and yellowish. Occasionally she would stop and hack pitifully into her hand, and blood would spatter onto her skin and trickle from the corners of her mouth. When this happened, she hastily wiped her hand on her clothes and pressed on—if she found who she was looking for, she wouldn’t have to worry about any of this anymore. All those missions where something went terribly wrong and her core suddenly surged with energy or suddenly emptied all at once, all those nights where she stayed up until the sun rose, coughing and wiping blood from all seven of her apertures—they would be over if she reached her destination.


She had some idea of where she was supposed to be going. The answer to her problems was in the far northeast corner of the market, nestled against the big towering rocks against the river. The problem, of course, was getting there. Si’en’s market was designed for relaxed meandering and exploring, not for young cultivators with the mysterious “Golden Core Turns Black” disease needing the cure.


It took her the better half of a shichen3 to finally find the stall she was looking for. By this point, the cultivator’s chin was covered in blood and she’d given up on wiping it, but she could see the tell-tale snow-white carpet hanging about three zhang4 away from her, looking like a cloud in a sea of color. She all but crawled toward it and didn’t hesitate to push it aside with her bloodied hand.


The setting was remarkably different beyond the carpet.


For one thing, it was startlingly dark. The carpet acting as the doorway was snow-white—spotted red now thanks to her—but the carpet that hung above the space was ink-black. On either side of the cultivator were small tables with candles lined up on the surfaces, providing a dim, flickering light that illuminated the space. Beyond those little tables, she saw the shadow of a person. He was dressed warmly—a thick blue cloak covering his shoulders, gray robes underneath. Like most in these unoccupied lands, his hair was long and black and gathered in the hood of his cloak, but unlike many of those with long hair, he had done nothing to pull it up, and so it hung in long strands in front of his face. He sat absolutely still with his back to those big rocks, his hands in his lap, his eyes closed. He was rather ordinary looking, the cultivator thought, but the way he was sitting had a kind of unspoken grace to it, and the cultivator got a strange feeling in her chest, like she was watching a noble caught unaware.


And then she coughed again, and blood spattered onto her hand, and the silence broke. The man sitting in front of her opened his willow-leaf eyes.


“Hello. I’m sorry about the—” She stopped again in another coughing fit, but the man did not say anything. He simply waited. “I’m sorry about the rug.”


“Don’t worry about it.” His voice was slow and calm. “Are you here to cure your ailment?”


“Yes. I can pay.”


“No need to pay. Please, have a seat.” He gestured in front of him and the cultivator saw that he had some cushions set out. The color was indiscernible in this dark light. She went to them and fell to her knees. “What are your symptoms, other than bleeding?”


“My core, it—it keeps changing. I still have control over my mind, so it isn’t deviation, but it will sometimes act up. It’ll get…stronger or weaker so suddenly. I can’t rely on it at all. I have to protect my town, my family, if I can’t—”


The man lifted a hand, and the cultivator immediately shut her mouth.


“Golden Core Turns Black,” he said, simply, and she nodded. “Why did you come to me?”


“I heard you can cure it.”


The man nodded. “That is what people keep saying. It is not the truth.”


“What?” The cultivator was horrified. All this effort, this long journey—and she wasn’t going to be fixed? Was she going to die like this, coughing up blood until something more important fell from her throat? Was her core going to fail her entirely? “I thought—I’d heard—”


“I know what you heard, but it isn’t entirely accurate. Indeed, I can stop the progression of your disease, but your core will never be able to grow again. To halt the deterioration is to prevent growth, as well. In a sense, I am freezing your core as it is. Is that acceptable to you?”


Prevent growth? The cultivator was so young. She’d had all these grand ambitions to climb to the top, to make her impression on the world, to improve the lives of everyone not protected by a clan. She was even planning to reach immortality, to halt her ageing maybe sometime in her thirties, when she was strongest and most beautiful, and she could become a role model to all the peasants who dreamed of becoming cultivators.


All those dreams, gone just like that?


“Wanbei,”5 said the man gently, “it is either this or your life. Which do you value more?”


She looked up at him and spit another mouthful of blood into her palm.


“Honor is not worth the suffering you will endure,” the man continued. “This disease will continue to eat away at your core. You will lose control of it, and you will lose control of your senses. Everything you were once capable of will feel like a mere fantasy compared to what you will become. Is all of that worth the honor you might be able to accomplish if you refused treatment?”


He was convincing. The prospect of losing everything was so much more frightening than never being able to climb higher.


She clasped her hands together and pressed her forehead to the floor. “Please help me,” she said. “Great Master, I’ll do anything you ask.”


“You don’t need to do anything,” he said. “Just hold still.”


She had never held more still in her life. A mountain would have been envious of her stillness in that moment. After a moment she felt a warmth against her back, and she knew it was the man’s hand. A strange sensation followed. She was familiar with the way her internal energy moved—she had to be familiar with it to cultivate properly—but the moment the man’s hand touched her back, something changed. The energy seemed to halt, shudder—and then it began to move in the other direction, on different paths. She gasped from the shock of it and almost jerked away, but the man’s other hand suddenly gripped at her shoulder, and he held her in place. She must have been weak from the change in her energy, because no matter how she thrashed, he did not budge.


Then everything quieted at once. The man released her, lifted his hands from her back and shoulder, and she collapsed.


She stayed on the ground for some time. Then, shakily, she lifted her head.


She did not cough blood. She did not feel weak. She felt…strange, but she also felt normal. Her strength was what it used to be. The energy in her core was what it used to be. She could not take hold of the way the energy moved in her body, but she thought that, with some meditation and time, she would be able to figure it out and move it herself if she really needed to accelerate healing.


In wonder, she looked up at the Master Healer before her and suddenly dropped down again, pressing her forehead into the ground as if she were trying to dig a hole with it. “Thank you, Great Master.”


“Ah, no need,” said the Master Healer, seeming a little uncomfortable. “As long as you feel better.”


“I do,” she said. “I really do. Please, if there’s anything I can do—”


“Go back home and protect your people. Consider this a gift from me.”


She did not stop kowtowing; in fact, she only pressed her forehead harder into the ground. “I will spread the miracle of your gift as far as I can.”


“I don’t really—”


But she would have none of his protests, and after another few minutes of back and forth like this, eventually she kissed the hems of his robes and burst back out of that little corner stall, covered in blood but looking much more energized than she had in years. As she ran back out into the market to frolic about and enjoy the festivities with the rest of Si’en, she bumped rather hard into a man who was walking in the opposite direction. Her appearance gave him pause; he stopped and turned to watch her bound away, his eyebrows drawing together. He must be going in the right direction, he thought. No person could be covered in that much blood around their qiqiao6 and be as joyous as that without some interference in between. That famous person he’d heard so much about must be nearby. The man continued walking.


He, like the young woman who had just left that Master Healer’s place, was a cultivator. He didn’t carry a sword like she did so obviously at his side, and the robes he wore were more of a peasant’s than a cultivator’s—long and impractical for fighting and dull in color—but there was a sort of aura about him that was hard to miss. No matter how much this man tried to dress himself up as a normal townsperson, anyone could see that he was someone important.


Firstly, he was impressively handsome. He was handsome in the way that would make many turn their heads to take a second look, just to make sure they’d seen him right. Second, the way he moved was as if he was full of strength and authority—not graceful like nobles, but confident, and confident in the way that felt like he had earned his confidence. Even if someone somehow missed that handsome face of his—those sharp angles, the red phoenix eyes, the almost delicate bow of his lips—they would turn around just because of this aura, just to see what kind of person could seem so powerful seemingly without even trying. Thirdly, well—these were the unoccupied northern lands. Directly to the west was Xie’s territory, and the northernmost and westernmost district in Xie’s territory, which lined up so nice and flush against these unoccupied northern lands, was Zheng Xiaolang’s. Anybody who had spent any amount of time in the north this far west could recognize that this handsome cultivator was Zheng Xiaolang.


Most sect leaders did not often leave their districts unless it was for political reasons, for diplomacy meetings and so forth, but Zheng Xiaolang was an outlier when it came to this. He distributed different sections of his districts—micro-districts, his disciples often called them—between some trusted cultivators under his authority, and then he split his time between those cities and the unoccupied lands. At first, many thought he must be traveling to these unoccupied lands so much because he planned to conquer them for Xie Rong, but the years passed and he made no attempt to do any such thing, and eventually the people of these lands accepted that he was functionally just another cultivator who came to help them sometimes.


Those who did not recognize him turned and watched him walk away; those who did recognize him clasped their hands together and bowed briefly, and he bowed in return. When he passed the cultivator who was running the other way, he walked for a few more steps and then stopped by a vendor for directions. The vendor pointed the right way. In another twenty paces or so, he was standing in front of that snow-white rug stained with blood. Careful so as to avoid the red spots, Zheng Xiaolang pushed it aside and ducked in.


The Master Healer was sitting precisely where the other cultivator had left him, but when Zheng Xiaolang came in, he did lift his gaze up, and a little smile twitched at the corner of his mouth.


“Master Healer,” said Zheng Xiaolang as greeting, and clasped his hands together.


“I’m no master,” said the Master Healer with a strange lilt to his voice. “How can I help you?”


Zheng Xiaolang was rather good with accents, but he couldn’t place the Master Healer’s. It didn’t seem influenced by any of the major families, but it didn’t exactly seem like something from the northern unoccupied territories, either. “I seek your services.”


“Ah. You have Golden Core Turns Black?”


Zheng Xiaolang’s eyebrows drew together. “I didn’t come for that,” he said.


“Oh? What do you need then? How can I help you?”


“You are considered the leading expert on qi. What is your experience with the mind?”


An interesting question. The Master Healer said, “I have some experience.”


“I’ve heard word of a demon in Liping who takes control of a person’s mind.”


“Cultivators, too?”


Zheng Xiaolang shook his head. “I don’t know that.”


“What treatments have been issued?”


“I don’t know that, either. I came here first.”


“Ah.” The Master Healer let out his breath and settled his hands into his lap, folding them together carefully. “You aren’t here for advice. You want me to go with you.”


“I can compensate you.”


“I’m sure you can, but I don’t need any sort of compensation.”


Zheng Xiaolang was immediately suspicious. “What do you want, then?”


“Nothing.” Then he seemed to change his mind, his head tilting and his mouth twisting. “Ah…well—”


Here it was, thought Zheng Xiaolang. This was what happened when he went to a healer he didn’t know anything about. He’d run into all sorts of people like this; they pretended they didn’t want anything from him, tried to impress him with their modesty and their selflessness. And then time would pass, and when they thought they’d properly gotten his guard down and his trust in them, they turned around and started making their demands. Zheng Xiaolang had come to understand a long time ago that people who didn’t make any demands at the beginning were hiding something. It was just that Lei Wenhe was getting to that point a little faster than anyone else.


“I am a little worried about the state of any cultivators who come looking for me. I don’t have much money and my handwriting is quite bad—could you make some signs for me? The rug isn’t always so easy to spot, so I’d like one that I could use permanently, but I also need one explaining that I’m away.”


Zheng Xiaolang was a little baffled. “That’s all you want?”


“I don’t live a very extravagant life, and I don’t need to buy medicine.”


Zheng Xiaolang wasn’t quite sure how to reply. “I suppose I could get you that,” he said eventually. He had been trained by nobles to have handwriting befitting of nobles, so of course it was an elegant and beautiful script. He hadn’t ever made a sign before—a cultivator training to be a sect leader wasn’t the sort of person who would spend his time making signs for street vendors, nor was a sect leader. “What would you like it to say?”


“Hm…Black Core Turns Golden?”


Zheng Xiaolang stared at him.


“Is that too on the nose?” asked the Master Healer after a moment of silence.


“Ah—no, I can do that. There’s really nothing else?”


“Nothing that I can think of, though I hope you can spare some room on your floor if we stop at an inn.” This sentence ended with a slight lilt at the end, turning it into a question.


“Buying you a room is a matter of course.”


The Master Healer nodded and smiled. “Then that’s all I need. Bring me the sign tomorrow, and then we can go.”


That almost felt like an order. There were not many people who could stand—or sit, he supposed—in front of Zheng Xiaolang and give him an order without stuttering a little over it or at least hesitate a bit first. The only exception was Xie Rong, his clan leader. But here this Master Healer was delivering instructions without batting an eye, and Zheng Xiaolang accepted it almost on reflex. After a moment, he also asked, as politely as he could, “Could I have your honorable name?”


“My surname is Lei,” the Master Healer said. “My name is Lei Wenhe.” He did not ask what Zheng Xiaolang’s name was, and he did not seem the least curious about it either.


Zheng Xiaolang waited a moment, giving him the chance, and then he said, “Have you ever thought about getting a cultivation partner?”


The Master Healer lifted his eyes, meeting Zheng Xiaolang’s gaze steadily, not wavering for even a moment. “No.”


“Then, I’ll see you tomorrow,” said Zheng Xiaolang.


“Yes.” Lei Wenhe dropped his gaze and folded his hands together. “I will see you then.”













CHAPTER THREE


Don't the people of Liping know who governs them?


THERE REALLY WAS this strange sort of air about this Lei Wenhe. Zheng Xiaolang spent most of his life trailing after nobles, getting used to the way they moved and spoke and carried themselves, learning how to mimic it for his own use. To most, he gave a convincing performance; most could assume that he had been born a noble, that this was his natural state, but it wasn’t true. Zheng Xiaolang had been born a slave. It was only because Xie Rong had found him before he shipped out with his family that he became anything but a slave.


So Zheng Xiaolang was familiar with nobles, but he was also familiar with people who mimicked nobles. He was constantly aware of the differences even in himself. Nobles were effortlessly noble—effortlessly “superior,” though Zheng Xiaolang would never use that word. When he saw his reflection, and when he saw anyone else who, like him, had to put on a performance to maintain their position, he could pinpoint the differences in an instant.


What was strange about Lei Wenhe—one of the things that was strange, at least—was that he seemed like the opposite of Zheng Xiaolang. Zheng Xiaolang was a peasant who pretended to be a noble; Lei Wenhe seemed like a noble who pretended to be a peasant. He had that unmistakable grace to the way he moved. He looked absolutely ordinary when he was holding still, but when he moved, he reminded Zheng Xiaolang of all those nobles. He was both impressed and angered by this. Lei Wenhe would have been enough of a mystery if he didn’t move like this, but now Zheng Xiaolang was left wondering even more intensely than before who exactly this man was.


They met at Lei Wenhe’s little stall again. Zheng Xiaolang held up the sign he brought as greeting, and Lei Wenhe thanked him with a smile and took it to prop it up by the door. It read “Black Core Turns Golden” and in smaller lettering toward the bottom, Zheng Xiaolang had written: “will return in two months’ time.” He did not know for sure that this was accurate, but Lei Wenhe suggested it wouldn’t take much longer, so Zheng Xiaolang made the sign like this.


“How is it?” asked Zheng Xiaolang as Lei Wenhe propped up the sign. He noticed, just past Lei Wenhe, the snow-white rug was gone of its bloodstains from the day before. So this Master Healer was good at cleaning, too. Even the servants in Zheng Xiaolang’s district, who had been trained specifically to remove blood from all sorts of cloth, couldn’t get a stain like that out of that kind of rug so quickly, or maybe even at all, no matter how long they scrubbed at it. He admired it for a moment, his careful eyes trying to find any remnant of the day before, and finally concluded that it was entirely possible that this Lei Wenhe character simply had more than one white rug.


“Anything else?” asked Zheng Xiaolang, and Lei Wenhe smiled and shook his head. He had a strange way of smiling, just to add to the list of strange things—everything else about him was so graceful that Zheng Xiaolang might have mistaken him for a cultivator if he could sense any kind of power within him, but this polite smile that he turned toward Zheng Xiaolang was tight-lipped and strange, like he was only doing it for the propriety and was really not at all pleased with anything Zheng Xiaolang presented to him. If he didn’t like the sign, Zheng Xiaolang thought, well—that was just his problem. The strokes of the characters he’d written were inarguably magnificent, so if there was any problem with the sign, the problem was in what Lei Wenhe had asked him to write.


“You don’t know yet whether I’ll actually be able to help you. If it turns out that I’m helpless against this Liping demon, I’ll try to compensate you for your efforts and time.”


Zheng Xiaolang’s “efforts” in making this sign were just going to a nearby vendor and asking if they had a plank of wood they could spare. This Lei Wenhe really was a conundrum, but Zheng Xiaolang accepted that answer for what it was with a nod. “Then, when can you be ready?”


Lei Wenhe gave him that smile again and spread his hands. “I’m ready now.”


Zheng Xiaolang looked him up and down. The Master Healer was still in those warm peasant clothes, which looked even more worn in the light—the sleeves were full of holes, and the cloak slung over his shoulders had big patches of fur missing from the hood. Most peculiar of all, he only had a single water flask at his hip and a small pack slung over his shoulder, which Zheng Xiaolang had earlier seen him stuff with an assortment of dried fruits and nuts. “Is that all you’re bringing?”


“I don’t have much else to bring.”


Zheng Xiaolang was almost tempted to drag him through the market to a vendor who could give him better clothes. “Those will keep you warm?”


“We northern folk aren’t so delicate as you think, Daxia.7 The closer you get to the glaciers, the more immune you are to the cold. Besides, it’s warming up anyway.” With this, he started weaving through the market, and Zheng Xiaolang fell into step beside him.


“Do you live closer to the glaciers?”


Lei Wenhe glanced at him. “Is that what I said?” he asked, bland, and once again Zheng Xiaolang was at a loss for words. Then Lei Wenhe must have taken pity on him, and added, “I lived in Guangning for some time. If you stay there long enough, the cold doesn’t bite anymore.”


Zheng Xiaolang didn’t know if he believed that, but he tried not to let the doubt show on his face. “Is that where you grew up?”


“Ah, I’m not so important that someone like the great Zheng-zhangmen8 would need to know so much about me.”


That startled Zheng Xiaolang out of any more questions. “So you’ve known who I am all along.”


“Of course. Everyone in Si’en knows who Zheng-zhangmen is. The great cultivator who is so selfless he even helps the ones who aren’t aligned to the Xie clan.”


His words had a strange bitterness to them, but Zheng Xiaolang was unsure if he should mention it. “My reputation precedes me,” he said instead.


“Ah, most reputations do.”


Zheng Xiaolang really had no idea how to talk to this person. He’d mastered talking to all sorts of people—nobles, of course, who he had been raised to imitate; slaves, who he had endured a childhood with and who could see that he understood them and wanted to help them; townsfolk, who loved that he treated them with the same respect he gave to nobles; his disciples, who did all he asked. But Lei Wenhe, this Master Healer? He didn’t seem pleased no matter what Zheng Xiaolang said. It might be the case that Zheng Xiaolang had finally met his match. “What else have you heard about me?”


“Nothing in particular.”


Zheng Xiaolang decided to shut up after that.


They traveled for a few days together, stopping at night to set up camp or hire a couple rooms at the local inns. Zheng Xiaolang found himself thinking that Lei Wenhe, though he was difficult to talk to, wasn’t a bad person to travel with at all; he didn’t demand conversation, he didn’t pester Zheng Xiaolang about this or that, and he didn’t complain no matter how long they walked. He padded along behind Zheng Xiaolang quietly, sipping at his water and snacking on his dried fruits and nuts when the mood hit him, stopping when Zheng Xiaolang stopped and moving again when Zheng Xiaolang moved. If they needed to stop and talk to the locals, Lei Wenhe was full of knowledge, but kept his answers only as precisely long as they needed to be.


In some time, they reached a little town a few hours outside of Liping. Zheng Xiaolang found an inn and told Lei Wenhe to wait outside for a minute while he went to fetch his disciples.


“Oh, you brought along disciples?” Lei Wenhe asked, and settled himself comfortably against a nearby tree.


“I usually bring a few with me,” Zheng Xiaolang replied. “They’ll be able to protect you if anything goes wrong. They’re all capable.”


“I hope so,” said Lei Wenhe. “I really am useless in a fight.”


Zheng Xiaolang went into the inn. He found Xie Huiyan first in the main room. She was a sturdy young woman with strong arms and a slender waist, and her triangle eyes held the same ferocity as the rest of the Xie family, though she would never admit to it. At the moment Zheng Xiaolang walked in, she was having a conversation with the innkeeper about their meals for the night, and the innkeeper, who had gathered by this point that Xie Huiyan was an important person or at least connected to important people, was doing his best to give her the answers she wanted. Unfortunately for the innkeeper, Xie Huiyan had little patience for people who danced around what they really wanted to say instead of saying it outright, and was maybe two more exchanges away from abandoning the conversation entirely.


“Xie Huiyan,” said Zheng Xiaolang, and Xie Huiyan started and turned away from the innkeeper, immediately falling into a ninety-degree bow with her hands cupped.


“Shizun.”9


“Where are the others?”


“Lai Liu-shimei is resting. Hou Conglin-shidi is practicing his sword.”10


“Fetch them. We should leave as soon as possible.”


She bowed again. “Yes, sir.”


“And, Xie Huiyan?”


“Yes, Shizun.”


“Any news on Su Daihan?”


Xie Huiyan bowed again. “My apologies, Shizun. We haven’t heard anything.”


“Hm. Very well. Go get your shidi and shimei.”


Zheng Xiaolang went back outside. Lei Wenhe was still against that tree, his head leaned back and resting against the bark. He looked peaceful. Zheng Xiaolang couldn’t remember the last time he’d ever felt that peaceful. No—he didn’t know if he’d ever been that peaceful at all. “Lei Wenhe,” he called out, and Lei Wenhe opened his eyes but didn’t move. “Do you need to eat before we keep moving?”


“I have food,” said Lei Wenhe, and lifted his bag for Zheng Xiaolang to see. In their travels together so far, Zheng Xiaolang still had yet to see him refill it.


“Is money the problem?” Zheng Xiaolang decided to just ask outright. “I can purchase you something.”


“I don’t eat much. Don’t spend your money.”


“Money isn’t an issue. Do you want me to buy you some meat?” Surely a man couldn’t survive off just fruits and nuts.


“No, no need. I don’t eat meat.”


Apparently a man could, in fact, survive off just fruits and nuts.


Zheng Xiaolang’s little disciples were all ready to go and outside in just ten minutes. He made quick work of the introductions. Lei Wenhe, predictably, waved away Zheng Xiaolang’s title of “Master Healer,” but when Zheng Xiaolang wouldn’t accept his insistence the disciples just call him “Lei Wenhe,” he accepted “Lei-xiansheng”11 instead. Xie Huiyan was really unconcerned with whomever or whatever Lei Wenhe might be, as she always trusted Zheng Xiaolang with these matters and didn’t bother asking questions or pressing any further than she absolutely needed to. Lai Liu was more curious, and studied Lei Wenhe up and down a few times like she was trying to memorize him, which Zheng Xiaolang wouldn’t exactly put past her. Hou Conglin took Lei Wenhe in with his chin tilted up and his arms crossed, that problem child, probably assessing him for how much of a threat he might be. But they were all at least polite, and Lei Wenhe was polite in return, and after a few words they were all on their way to Liping.


Zheng Xiaolang and Lei Wenhe led the way. Right behind Zheng Xiaolang was Xie Huiyan, who spent some time recounting the last few days for Zheng Xiaolang, and Lai Liu and Hou Conglin walked in silence behind them. By the time they all reached Liping, Xie Huiyan had thoroughly sung the praises of her fellow disciples, who she had somehow found impressive in the short time they’d been apart from their teacher. Zheng Xiaolang told her to be quiet and took them to a nearby inn to eat and get information. They hadn’t traveled all that much since the last inn—only half a day—but he ordered a proper feast for them and several jugs of wine. Hou Conglin and Lai Liu obediently dug in. Xie Huiyan nursed a small bowl of rice. Lei Wenhe picked at his dried fruits and didn’t even try to touch any of the impressive spread in front of them.


When Zheng Xiaolang felt he had ordered enough and they’d all properly established themselves and customers, he flagged down the waiter one more time.


“I’d like you to tell me about the demon,” he said. The waiter went pale.


“Ah, Daxia, I’m really not allowed to talk about that.”


“Not allowed?” said Zheng Xiaolang. “Why not?”


“Well…there have been a few cultivators who came through here already, and none of them survived. I’m told to send you all on your way so you don’t get hurt too.”


“Do you know who I am?” asked Zheng Xiaolang.


“Sir, it doesn’t—”


“I’m Zheng Xiaolang.”


The waiter blinked a few times at the cultivator, seeming a little baffled, but in that silence it was Zheng Xiaolang that ended up looking more confused.


“Don’t the people of Liping know who governs them?”


The waiter blinked a few more times. If someone were to pass by, they might think he had something in his eye that was terribly bothering him. After another terrible silence stretched out, the waiter said, “Su Daihan?”


Zheng Xiaolang just looked at him. The waiter rubbed at his face and tried again.


“Uh…Xie Rong.”


Xie Huiyan slammed a hand onto the table and shot to her feet. Lai Liu reached up and took her wrist in one hand, and Zheng Xiaolang held up his hand too. Slowly, Xie Huiyan sat back down. “You’re in Zheng Xiaolang’s district,” she said, and her voice seemed to struggle to fit through the tightness of her throat. “Show some respect.”


Lei Wenhe seemed to be totally unbothered by the scene in front of him. As Zheng Xiaolang’s disciples looked icily at the poor waiter, who was still trying to figure out exactly what was going on and why everyone was so upset with him. Lei Wenhe sat there in total silence, happily chewing on his fruits, his gaze flitting leisurely between all these characters. The waiter, who at this point had a thin sheen of sweat on his brow, fell to his knees in front of the table and clasped his hands together.


“That’s my mistake for not recognizing Zhangmen.”


“Su Daihan is under my charge,” said Zheng Xiaolang, “but this is my district. And since it’s my district, it’s my responsibility to take care of all its problems. Now, tell me: what do you know about Liping’s demon?”


The waiter turned the question over in his mind a few times. Then he said, “I don’t know much…just some rumors.”


“What sorts of rumors?”


“I know it’s been getting worse. It started with just some peoples’ livestock getting injured, and then suddenly…well, one of my neighbors was taken in by the demon.”


“Your neighbor?” Zheng Xiaolang prodded.


“Her name was Guo Meirong. Before everything happened, she was a kind woman. She had three strong sons and a husband who treated her well. But one day it was like she’d just lost her mind. She was out working in the field with her two youngest sons. In one moment, she was planting seeds like nothing was wrong, and in the next she was attacking her son like she was an animal, tearing at his face, clawing at his eyes—the poor boy had no idea what was happening to him, and could only sit there in shock while his mother tore him apart. By the time her other son got there to help, the boy was already dead, and Guo Meirong was going to turn her attention on him. He didn’t have any choice but to kill her.”


Zheng Xiaolang considered all of this. “Guo Meirong’s older son—what’s his name?”


“Guo Li.”


“How did he kill Guo Meirong? Did he catch her off guard, or did he have any kind of training? Surely a woman who can tear apart a young man with her bare hands wouldn’t have any difficulty fighting against a farm boy.”


“I’m not sure about that, Zhangmen. I’m terribly sorry. I only know the gossip I’ve heard.”


“You didn’t see any of this for yourself?”


“No, sir, I really am sorry.”


“Can you tell me where this Guo Li lives?”


Zheng Xiaolang dismissed the waiter after he got this information and indicated everyone eat their fill before they got moving again. When they left the inn, Zheng Xiaolang tried to ask Lei Wenhe’s opinion on the information the waiter had been able to fork over.


“My opinion?” Lei Wenhe shook his head. “Surely you know that’s not nearly enough information to say anything for certain.”


“Shizun.” Xie Huiyan walked a little faster to catch up and fell into step beside her teacher. “Doesn’t it almost sound like Quiet Death? Shouldn’t we be worried?”


Lei Wenhe held back a scoff, and she gave him an offended look. This Master Healer might have been talented enough for her shizun to bring him along, but that didn’t mean she respected him the same amount.


“Lei-xiansheng, what do you mean by that?”


Zheng Xiaolang was also a little curious, but he wasn’t about to aggravate Lei Wenhe any more than he already had, so he just walked along and looked to Lei Wenhe for the answer. As always, the Master Healer was strolling along as if completely without worry—as if they weren’t walking through a town now that might have something that could kill him.


“You only have a small piece of information, which is that the woman went mad. There are all kinds of explanations for that. Think about it—Quiet Death is so far only known to be in Qian Dong’s district in Shen and Cao Meilin’s district in Cao, and both districts have closed their borders. For this person to have Quiet Death, the disease would have had to not only get past those borders, but also travel for weeks to get here, and somehow leave no evidence in its wake. And if it was contagious like Quiet Death, wouldn’t it have affected more people in Liping by now? In fact, wouldn’t it have overtaken all of your shizun’s district? So, if not disease, what else is left? It has the same end result as a serious qi deviation, for one. Even if the people of Liping don’t have strong cores like the ones I’m sure you’re surrounded with, qi deviation can occur in anyone who has even the most imperceptible of spiritual cores. Maybe this Guo Meirong was cultivating on her own. A curse is just as likely—perhaps she upset someone who used their means to punish her for it. The explanation that the waiter and your shizun believe is that it’s related to a demon, but the waiter’s story didn’t include any kind of demon, so what can you conclude from that? Does the demon have the means to affect from a distance? Does it have the intelligence to target certain people, or does it select people at random? Can it only affect one person at a time? Is that why it didn’t go after either of the sons present, or did it, and no one noticed? Or could you instead conclude that the matter of Guo Meirong isn’t related to a demon at all, and isn’t related to anything strange, and the woman just went mad for no reason at all?”


All of that thoroughly shut up Xie Huiyan. She respected this Master Healer a bit more, but she also liked him a lot less. Zheng Xiaolang laughed out loud while she sulked.


“I hope you learned from that generous explanation, Xie Huiyan. This Master Healer knows what he’s talking about.”


The Master Healer just glanced at Zheng Xiaolang. He didn’t say anything more.


Guo Li lived on the far east end of Liping, so far it almost couldn’t be considered still part of Liping. The Guo family had a nice little plot of land with a reasonable variety of crops, probably providing both for the family’s food and for their income when they sold their goods at the market. At second glance, though, one could see the crops weren’t getting taken care of. The fields had begun to be overrun with weeds, some of the crops had been abandoned halfway through planting and only grew in a couple rows, and some parts of the fields hadn’t even been plowed properly. On one side of the field, right against the road, was a young man with his outer robe removed and his underclothes pulled down to his waist. It wasn’t hot out, but he must have been working for a while now, as he had a thin sheen of sweat over his skin. He didn’t notice any of them approach—he was too busy pulling at the weeds. Xie Huiyan made a small distressed sound and grabbed at Lai Liu, pulling her back as if getting any closer to the half-dressed man was going to scandalize them both.


“Are you Guo Li?” Zheng Xiaolang asked as they approached. The young man looked up, pausing the weeding to wipe at his forehead. He looked alright enough; nothing to glance twice at but certainly handsome enough to not have issues finding a spouse when he needed one. But he was also very solemn, and could not muster up a smile even to be polite. He only nodded. “Your mother was Guo Meirong?”


Something passed over Guo Li’s face. He nodded again, a muscle in his jaw working.


“My name is—”


“It doesn’t matter who you are,” Guo Li said. His voice was very soft, almost impossible to hear. It didn’t seem to match the hard-earned muscles of his body at all. “I’m tired of talking about what happened.”


“You won’t have to talk about it anymore after this,” Zheng Xiaolang said. “I’ll take care of it.”


“En. That’s what everyone else said, too. My mother is dead. There’s no bringing her back.”


Xie Huiyan sneered from where she was standing back with Lai Liu. “Is your only motive for helping other people to benefit yourself? If we all thought that way, where would society be?”


Guo Li looked at her and his lip curled up. “What do you know?”


Zheng Xiaolang put a hand on Xie Huiyan’s shoulder, stopping her from talking. It seemed that stopping Xie Huiyan from making a mess of things was one of his primary skills. “Guo Li, I’m sorry for your loss, and I’m sorry you’ve felt so bothered by the cultivators coming to speak to you.” He went on to explain a bit about who he was—that this was his district, that it was his responsibility. Guo Li listened with that same expression on his face. “In any case,” Zheng Xiaolang concluded, “I am not a normal cultivator, I brought a healer who can help, and my disciples are more than capable of protecting everyone who needs help. Any information at all that you can offer will really help us.”


Guo Li studied Zheng Xiaolang, then looked at Lei Wenhe with a furrowed brow, then looked at the disciples one by one. Then he said, “It was my understanding that Su Daihan-daxia was in charge of protecting us.”


“I’m not sure where he is. That’s why I’m here.”


Guo Li: “My family was really hurt by this thing. If you’re even in charge of Su Daihan-daxia…that’s your failure as a leader.”


Xie Huiyan seemed to get over her desire to stay away from this shirtless man and started forward to defend Zheng Xiaolang, her eyes fierce. Zheng Xiaolang said, “You’re right. That is my fault.”


Xie Huiyan stopped.


“So I’d like to get reparations.”


“What would you like?”


Guo Li gestured to the field behind him. “We’re losing out on crops because of…everything. And we’ve lost a person to help us work the fields.”


“I’ll compensate you for the profit loss and provide you two workers to help you for the next ten years.”


Guo Li’s eyes narrowed. “Slaves?”


“No. You should at least know that slaves are illegal in my district. I’ll give you two workers and provide their salary.”


Guo Li seemed satisfied with his answer. He nodded. “Okay. What do you want to know?”


“Tell me about that day.”


“Nothing interesting. I was working on a different part of the fields, away from my mother and Xiao Wei. I didn’t notice anything was wrong until I heard Xiao Wei scream, but I was too far away.” He rubbed his mouth and it took a few minutes before he was able to compose himself again. “My mother…there was something wild in her eyes. It was like she couldn’t recognize me. For a moment, it was like she couldn’t even see me at all. I tried to—I tried to calm her down. I wrestled a lot with Da-ge12 when I was younger, so I was able to put her in this—in this choke hold, but I think it was too tight, and she—” He stopped again and shook his head. “I don’t know what else to tell you. None of the other cultivators could make sense of it.”


“Did she complain about anything before that day?” Lei Wenhe asked. “Maybe a headache, or a ringing in her ears?”


Guo Li shook his head. “No. Not that I know of.”


Lei Wenhe and Zheng Xiaolang glanced at each other, both a little relieved. Maybe Xie Huiyan’s theory was indeed unlikely. Lei Wenhe asked another question: “What about her relationships with other people? Did she have a tumultuous relationship with anyone?”


“My mother barely left the farm. She needed everything to be perfect, so she was always finding something to do. If anybody left, it was me or Xiao Wei.”


“What about your father?” asked Zheng Xiaolang.


“He’s a fisherman. He and Da-ge spend most of the year in Ningbo and travel back every fall to spend the winter with us.”


They work in Ningbo? That city was nearly two weeks’ travel from Liping. “Why don’t you all just live in Ningbo then?”


Guo Li shook his head again. “It’s too expensive, and this was my mother’s farm anyway. She wanted to stay here for as long as she could. I was worried before you came that we would have to sell.”


“Does your family have any enemies?”


Guo Li’s head must have been on some kind of mechanism that just turned it left and right, left and right. “We’re just simple farmers. Even if someone viewed us as competition…no, even then, there are other farms that have a lot more than us. There’s no reason someone would come after us first.”


Lei Wenhe crouched down and brought up a handful of soil close to his face, seeming almost as if he were examining it, or maybe even smelling it. Zheng Xiaolang wondered if he should do the same, but he had no idea what Lei Wenhe was doing anyway, and knew that he would just make a fool of himself if he crouched down too and sniffed some dirt. He opened his mouth to ask what the Master Healer’s goal was, but then Lei Wenhe was speaking again: “Do you know about anyone else who’s been attacked?”


That wasn’t at all what Zheng Xiaolang thought he would say. He wasn’t going to mention the soil? Zheng Xiaolang glanced at Guo Li and Hou Conglin; they both looked just as perplexed.


“Ah,” said Guo Li, composing himself, “I know of a few. Just some people across town—I didn’t really know them.”


“No connection between Guo Meirong and them?”


“Not that I know of. I mean, we might have sold them goods, but like I said she didn’t really go into town much, so it was probably me or—me or Xiao Wei who was selling to them.”


“Why do you think it’s a demon?”


Guo Li blinked. His gaze darted to Zheng Xiaolang, who just crossed his arms and nodded for him to continue. He was curious about the same, even if he was still wondering about Lei Wenhe’s handful of dirt. “Well…some people saw it.”


“Some people?” Zheng Xiaolang repeated. “Who? What did they see?”


“I’m not sure of all the stories. I’ve just heard whispers around the market.” Guo Li started to feel a chill at this point, and tugged up his inner robes to cover his exposed chest. Behind Zheng Xiaolang, Xie Huiyan visible relaxed. “It started with just calling it an omen—a dark shadow in the corners of your eye. And then people were complaining about their animals dying. They were violent deaths too, their fields covered in blood, the animals torn apart…when people started to lose their minds, what other conclusion were we supposed to reach?”


“This shadow,” Lei Wenhe said, “it was humanoid?”


“It was said the creature crawled on all fours, but it was otherwise human. Some even said it was wearing robes.”


Lei Wenhe’s hand moved, his fingers stretching out and releasing the soil. “What kind of robes? What color?”


“I don’t know that,” Guo Li said, and then hastily: “Not a cultivator’s robes! They were a peasant’s colors. We thought it might be trying to imitate us.”


“I imagine your mother’s body is long gone,” said Lei Wenhe, and Guo Li gave him a look so dismayed that Lei Wenhe waved his dirty hand. “Never mind.” He clapped his hands on his robes, knocking off the rest of the dirt. Zheng Xiaolang wasn’t sure whether he was supposed to apologize for him. “Have you had any cultivators in the family?”


An even more baffling question, still nothing to do with dirt as far as Zheng Xiaolang could tell. Guo Li scratched the back of his neck. “…No, I don’t think so.”


“Okay.” Lei Wenhe was apparently satisfied with this answer, and promptly reached into his bag with his dirty fingers to pull out a small handful of his food, which he began to place into his mouth one by one.


Guo Li: “…”


Zheng Xiaolang: “Can we come back here if we have any more questions?”


“When can I get what you promised me?” Guo Li asked.


“I’ll send a message to my sect tonight, but it might take up to a month for them to arrive.”


“Fine. Come whenever you like, then.”


Zheng Xiaolang sent his disciples along to ask all the other people of Liping about the demon and Su Daihan. Lei Wenhe stayed at his side, first watching Guo Li move further down the field as he tried desperately to repair what had been so neglected, then paying attention to Zheng Xiaolang as he gave instructions to his disciples. It seemed like he wasn’t ever phased by anything, and that he wasn’t ever interested in anything. When Zheng Xiaolang was done and began to walk back toward the center of Liping, Lei Wenhe simply followed after him.


“What do you think, after that?” asked Zheng Xiaolang.


“I agree with them. I think it’s a demon.”


Zheng Xiaolang glanced backward; Lei Wenhe still didn’t seem concerned, and just moved his head about like he was enjoying the scenery. “You asked a lot of questions back there,” he said. “It’s a little embarrassing to admit, but I’m not sure about the reasoning behind a few of them. Do you mind explaining?”


“No need to be embarrassed. What does Zheng-zhangmen need to know?”


“I’m curious about why you were examining the soil. I also want to know why you wanted to see her body, and why you wanted to know whether there were cultivators in his family.”


“Ah.” Lei Wenhe put on that tight-lipped smile again. “Well, the reason why I looked at the soil is best explained if Zheng-zhangmen examined it himself.”


So Zheng Xiaolang should have knelt next to him and picked up the dirt, even if it meant he would’ve made a fool of himself.


“As for the other things…hm, well, I think I have a theory as to what this demon is attracted to. I don’t want to make any assumptions before I have more information, though.”


“You already have a theory? What is it?”


“Check the soil,” said Lei Wenhe.


Apparently this Master Healer valued people figuring things out for themselves over just handing them the answers. As a teacher, Zheng Xiaolang was the same way, but it had been a long time since he’d last been the student. A little grumpy with this sudden power shift, he stopped and knelt at the edge of Guo Li’s property, took a handful of dirt, and lifted it to his face in the same manner he’d seen Lei Wenhe do it. For a moment, he didn’t see what the big deal was—it was dirt. It was dirty. It was making his hand dirty. It smelled rich, as all farming soil should. But—


“Ah, does Zheng-zhangmen understand now?” Lei Wenhe knelt beside him. Zheng Xiaolang looked over at him, amazed.


“There’s traces of spiritual power.”


“Mn.”


How had Lei Wenhe noticed something like that? It was almost imperceptible to Zheng Xiaolang even while he was holding it, but Lei Wenhe had known to check the soil while he’d just been standing above it? He truly had an unmatched talent when it came to spiritual energy.


“So this has something to do with qi,” said Zheng Xiaolang. He dropped the dirt back on the ground after some examination of it and brushed his hands off. “That’s your theory?”


“More or less.”


“And you thought…” It occurred to Zheng Xiaolang then suddenly, clicking into place in his mind like his sword into its holster: “You thought that Guo Meirong might have had spiritual power.”


“She might not have noticed, and since you don’t make it regular practice to seek out people to serve in your sect, she probably went her entire life without ever knowing.”


“Do you think she was powerful?”


Lei Wenhe made another sound, murmuring under his breath, and then louder: “No. If she had the opportunity to cultivate, or if she had decided to teach herself, it would have taken a lot of work to get to a place where she could use it effectively.”


“But this demon—do you think it could sense her core?”


“All demons are hungry for something. This one might be hungry for spiritual energy. It might even have some manner of control over its own core, and uses it against others.”


All of this, just from dirt and a couple of questions? Su Daihan, with whom Zheng Xiaolang had originally intended to work, would only have been capable of healing those who’d gone mad—and Zheng Xiaolang wasn’t even sure of that. Where was Lei Wenhe from and what all did he know that such deductions were so easy for him?


“If it is attracted to spiritual cores,” Zheng Xiaolang said, “then we won’t have to hunt it down. Even if other people in Liping end up having spiritual energy that they aren’t aware of, the demon will end up being drawn to me or one of my disciples.”


“En. If it’s following instincts alone, it might go for whoever is closest, but if it has intelligence, I imagine it will come for you.” He reached into his bag again and pulled out a small pinch of his snacks. “I hope your disciples will be able to handle themselves without your help.”


“They should.” But Zheng Xiaolang was still a little worried; he had no doubt that the three he’d brought with him were powerful youths, and compared to their peers were really quite exceptional, but he didn’t yet know just how powerful this demon was—if it could affect a person without being seen, and if it was responsible for Su Daihan’s disappearance, could it sneak up on those three without being detected?


“If you’re worried about them, you can come up with a plan,” said Lei Wenhe, and then without waiting for Zheng Xiaolang to do exactly that: “If you’re all in one place, it doesn’t matter who the demon comes for, and surely the concentration of energy with the four of you together will be too much for it to resist. Then, if I’m there, as long as you make sure I’m not injured, I can heal any injuries that might occur.”


Zheng Xiaolang was getting the feeling that, of the two of them, it was Zheng Xiaolang who wasn’t needed here. Lei Wenhe seemed fully capable of putting Zheng Xiaolang’s disciples exactly where they needed to be and would just need to worry about staying out of the way afterward. All Zheng Xiaolang was doing at this point was getting pulled along behind Lei Wenhe. “I’ll call my disciples back,” he said. “We can set up somewhere more isolated and wait for the demon there.”


“Zheng-zhangmen doesn’t want to try to confirm my theory first?”


Zheng Xiaolang laughed. “You sounded so sure. I think we can gather everyone together and move on from there.”


Lei Wenhe gave him an odd expression, like he wasn’t sure how to figure Zheng Xiaolang out. As if Zheng Xiaolang was the perplexing one here. “If you say so,” he said.













CHAPTER FOUR


The Demon of Liping


LIPING WAS A small farming town. No one really bothered to stop by and explore a town like Liping—it was almost exactly halfway between Si’en in the unoccupied lands and Anlu, where Zheng Xiaolang’s sect made its home, and it was off the main roads, too. Even the people who lived in cities and towns near Liping had no reason to go. The market that Liping offered was really only useful to the people who lived there. They had only exactly what they needed and nothing more; if anyone wanted something from anywhere else in Xie, or if they wanted something from another territory, they would have to travel to Si’en or Anlu.


This was precisely why it took so long for Zheng Xiaolang to hear about the demon in Liping. They were all self-sufficient; what they couldn’t procure for themselves they got from each other. Only rarely did a little town like Liping have people who ventured beyond the city limits to seek something more—people like Guo Li’s father and older brother. It took one of these rare adventurous people to spread the word that something was terribly wrong in their town, and by that time so much harm had already been done.


The first cultivator to come by and check on everyone, while the demon was still only attacking livestock, had in fact been Su Daihan, but he hadn’t solved the problem at all, and only promptly disappeared soon afterward. Then other cultivators had come by to see what they could do—independent cultivators who roamed without family ties as well as cultivators aligned to Zheng Xiaolang or one of Xie Rong’s other sect leaders. All six who showed up lost their lives, but they’d lost their minds first—and had taken out more before their bodies had given up. Any normal person would shudder to think what a cultivator affected by qi deviation could accomplish, but these townspeople had seen it happen again and again. It was really no wonder that the people of Liping wanted Zheng Xiaolang to leave so quickly. He’d brought along four people; if all those people lost their minds to the demon, there was no telling what kind of damage they would cause.


Xie Huiyan delivered all of this information to Zheng Xiaolang when they all found each other again. Hou Conglin and Lai Liu had gleaned much the same from their own interrogations, and only nodded and agreed to confirm everything Xie Huiyan was saying. Zheng Xiaolang told them a little about what he and Lei Wenhe talked about. “I’m not sure how it’s traveling or how it’s stealing the energy, so you need to be careful and keep an eye out. Lai Liu, set up some talismans around us and give Lei Wenhe something to protect him.”


Each of Zheng Xiaolang’s disciples had their own specialties. Some sects liked to have one thing all their disciples would concentrate on; Long Feifei’s sect, for example, primarily focused on straightforward attacks and warlike combat, which was fitting for a sect under such an ambitious woman like Long Qingge. Chen Tian in Cao’s district placed importance on grace and effectiveness as individuals; he stressed that disciples should not expect to lean on each other, and that if they did not have enough strength and talent to operate independently, then they were simply not good enough yet. Zheng Xiaolang, who was an exceptionally talented cultivator, who had reached immortality exceptionally young, who had been the leader of his sect for almost a hundred years now, who had a myriad of talents that would take a lifetime to list, was much more flexible in his approach. If a disciple had a particular talent, he would encourage them to pursue it, as long as they kept up in their studies in other areas. Someone like Lai Liu could keep up with the other disciples in a sword fight, but it was talismans that she excelled in. Likewise, Xie Huiyan knew the basic talismans and could easily do what was needed when it was needed, but she shined when it came to combat. With a teaching approach like this, Zheng Xiaolang’s sect was one that was all-encompassing in its talents. If you didn’t know what exactly you need but knew that a cultivator would help, two or three from Zheng Xiaolang’s sect probably had the necessary talents to take care of your problems.


Lai Liu made herself busy drawing up talismans. Compared to Xie Huiyan, she was willow-thin, and looked almost as if she might break if you looked at her the wrong way. She had dark peach blossom eyes that seemed incredibly intelligent, hollow cheeks, and a solemn expression on her face that many mistook as disdainful. In reality, it took quite a lot of effort for Lai Liu to look anything but disdainful; only people like Xie Huiyan or Zheng Xiaolang, who she trusted, would see those peach blossom eyes turn into crescent moons, see her mouth spread into a smile, see her let loose a little laugh that was surprisingly infectious. For everyone else, she was just like this: her eyebrows slightly drawn together, her thin lips shut tight, silent and concentrating. Lei Wenhe watched her for a while out of pure curiosity, then wandered over to see what the others were doing. Zheng Xiaolang was giving some instruction to Xie Huiyan and Hou Conglin, wondering about how best to react to a sneak attack, debating the most likely way the demon would approach. After a few minutes of listening to this talk, Lei Wenhe felt a tug on his sleeve and looked down to see Lai Liu and her big, solemn eyes. She held out a thin piece of yellow paper with red writing on it.


“What’s this?” Lei Wenhe asked.


“For your protection, Xiansheng.” It was the first time Lai Liu had spoken to him. Her voice was quiet and serene, each word formed like she had carefully considered it before she let it leave her mouth. “Put it on your person. It will protect your qi.”


Lei Wenhe tucked the talisman under his robes. “Are you making the same for everyone else?”


“No. It’ll hinder our ability to fight.”


So this was the kind of talisman that was like a double-edged sword: it would protect a person’s core, but it would also prevent them from using it. In that sense, it was like a temporary version of Lei Wenhe’s “cure” of Golden Core Turns Black.


“Sorry for all the trouble,” said Lei Wenhe. Lai Liu shook her head.


“It’s our duty, Xiansheng. Please be careful to stay out of the way when the demon arrives.”


Lei Wenhe wanted to laugh and tousle her hair. “I’ll do my best, Lai Liu.”


Lai Liu’s cheeks turned pink. She wasn’t the sort of person who got teased, especially by strangers. She’d cultivated this reputation that made her an untouchable jade of a person; she thought she was unapproachable and intimidating, but Lei Wenhe wasn’t affected at all. With nothing else to say, she ran off to join the other cultivators.


The way they all ended up was like this: in an unoccupied field, Lei Wenhe stood in the middle. Zheng Xiaolang stood a few steps in front of him and a little to the left. Directly to Lei Wenhe’s right was Xie Huiyan, and behind Lei Wenhe was Lai Liu. It looked less like they were using themselves as bait and more like they were using Lei Wenhe as bait, but Lei Wenhe didn’t seem to mind. In fact, earlier he’d tried to make himself comfortable on the soil, but Zheng Xiaolang gave him a stern look and he’d laughed and stood right back up. Now they were all just standing in one place, Xie Huiyan warily holding onto her sword, Lai Liu rubbing thin strips of paper between her fingertips, Zheng Xiaolang seeming relaxed but in reality constantly scanning his surroundings, constantly trying to sense in some way the demon that would inevitably approach them. He had a couple ways of doing so: firstly, he had incredibly heightened senses; if the demon made any sound, if it had any trace of a shadow, if it had the faintest of smells, Zheng Xiaolang would detect it. Secondly, he was exceptionally good at sensing a person’s spiritual core, which meant that he could casually stand next to a person and know precisely how powerful a cultivator they could become. In this case, he thought he should be able to sense a demon that had that much control over spiritual cores. That energy had to be going somewhere, after all.


Some distance away, Hou Conglin had all the people of Liping gathered in one place and was pacing a careful circle around them, his careful eyes watching, waiting. Of the three disciples that had come with Zheng Xiaolang, Hou Conglin was the most balanced of them. He couldn’t win a sword fight against Xie Huiyan, and he couldn’t outsmart Lai Liu, but they also couldn’t adapt like he could, switching tactics as easily as breathing, willing to give up his sword to fling a talisman if the situation called for it, or pulling out his sword in a battle of wits to end the battle a little faster. Naturally, since Zheng Xiaolang needed to be present to protect Lei Wenhe, Hou Conglin was the top choice to protect the rest of Liping. If the demon happened to sense one of the townspeople first despite the concentration of spiritual power, Hou Conglin could lead it back to the others.


The first couple hours were uneventful. Lei Wenhe was thankfully not the sort of person to demand conversation, but that meant the four of them were just standing in that empty field in total silence. An outsider walking by might think they had gotten lost, or maybe they had gotten into a fight and were refusing to talk to each other now. It might have been a little funny if the mood wasn’t so somber.


Then Zheng Xiaolang lifted his head, his nostrils flaring like he smelled something. He said, “Watch out. It’s getting closer.”


Xie Huiyan straightened and her hand tightened around her sword.


A tense silence followed.


Zheng Xiaolang kept slowly rotating in place, scanning the field, waiting for something to make an appearance. If even the smallest shadow was out of place—


And then everything erupted at once.


Zheng Xiaolang only sensed the thing a moment before it appeared. He spun around, his gaze focused, but before Lei Wenhe could ask him what was wrong, there was something springing up from the ground only a few steps from the Master Healer and lunging toward him. Lei Wenhe made a surprised sound and took a step backward. It seemed like the demon was going to catch him for a terrifying moment; it was as fast as lightning, and as soon as it came up from the ground was next to Lei Wenhe before Lei Wenhe could even blink. But just as fast as it had appeared, there was Zheng Xiaolang appearing between the demon and Lei Wenhe, and the demon flew backward. To the indiscernible eye, it looked like Zheng Xiaolang and the demon had just blinked into existence right next to Lei Wenhe. This was a battle between masters—even Xie Huiyan, who was the only one who could really hold her own in a fight against Zheng Xiaolang, could not follow their movements at all, and quickly realized that her shizun had held back in every little spar he’d had with her. He moved like a storm, and those eyes that she’d gotten so used to seeing kindness in were dark and fierce, intensely concentrated. He hadn’t even pulled out his sword yet—the demon had flown back just from a bare-handed hit to the shoulder.


And now it was gone.


Zheng Xiaolang immediately moved closer to Lei Wenhe, using one arm to push him back and behind him, shielding him with his body as he began to slowly rotate again. “It travels through the ground,” he shouted. “Lai Liu, put down a talisman to block it when it comes back up. We need to limit where it can go. Xie Huiyan, tell Hou Conglin what’s happening and pay—” He cut himself off and pushed at Lei Wenhe, so hard and sudden that Lei Wenhe went tumbling down. The demon had sprung up again directly in front of Zheng Xiaolang and swiped at him. Zheng Xiaolang leaned back, narrowly avoiding its claws. “Lai Liu, now!”


Lai Liu threw a talisman onto the ground and there was a brilliant flash of light. The demon screeched. Now that it couldn’t go back into the ground, the details were a little clearer—one might be tempted to call it humanoid, but any closer examination would presently rid them of any temptation to compare it to humanity. Its skin had turned gray and smelled of rot. Its spine had elongated and curved inward, so that it looked like it was hunching its shoulders. All fingers and toes had grown longer and sprouted sharp claws. Perhaps most horrifying was its head: the hair had fallen off in big chunks and only remained in patches, the teeth had blackened and decayed, and the eyes were pale white, giving the illusion of blindness. There was intelligence in those eyes, but there was no humanity in them. It just looked hungry. And, with its mode of transportation cut off, it looked angry too.


The demon hissed and jumped back from Zheng Xiaolang, landing on all fours and arching its back like a frightened cat. Zheng Xiaolang kept his eyes on it. Every time it moved, he took steps to match it, making sure it could never get to Lei Wenhe without getting through him first. “Xie Huiyan, come up from behind Lai Liu and set up a circle of protection around Lei Wenhe.”


Xie Huiyan obediently pulled out her sword and approached the demon from the back. Its full attention was on Zheng Xiaolang and Lei Wenhe, or maybe it was just Lei Wenhe—there was something about the Master Healer that the demon was attracted to. Perhaps some part of it could understand that someone with Lei Wenhe’s talents was its only chance at surviving. Zheng Xiaolang, Xie Huiyan, Lai Liu—they were all effectively the same as beasts to this creature. Lei Wenhe was a healer through and through. Perhaps, if Lei Wenhe put his hands onto its gray back and reached into its poisoned core the same way he had reached into so many cultivators’ cores, the creature would not be so hungry.


Zheng Xiaolang wasn’t about to let the thing test its theory out.


Xie Huiyan was getting closer. Her steps were careful and silent, and did not make an indentation in the soil. It might even be the case that she wasn’t touching the ground at all, but merely floating over it. She lifted her hand and her sword shot forward, too fast to follow with one’s eyes. The demon shrieked again and dove to the side. Its reaction time was really remarkable.


“Zheng Xiaolang,” said Lei Wenhe, who was still in the process of getting up after having been knocked down, “it has some intelligence.”


“I know that,” Zheng Xiaolang snapped.


“It also has some energy in its core left.”


Zheng Xiaolang let his senses expand some, beyond just paying attention to the demon’s movements; Lei Wenhe was right, but it wasn’t just “some.” It had the amount of energy one would expect from a cultivator—someone who had spent years building their strength. What did that mean? He reached back, his fingers tracing against the handle of the sword on his back. Did intelligence warrant mercy? Did a core mean something? Was Lei Wenhe trying to say that this thing was a Bai Wen? Was it more powerful than it seemed?


“If you let me touch—”


“No,” Zheng Xiaolang said. “We aren’t risking that.”


“Then you do it,” said Lei Wenhe. “Overwhelm its core. Its constantly hungry and constantly feeding on qi, but if you give it too much at once—”


“You want me to give it more power?” Zheng Xiaolang, even while remaining on the defensive against this thing, managed to give Lei Wenhe an incredulous look. “My disciples can barely handle this thing as it is, and you want me to give it more power?”


Xie Huiyan and Lai Liu, who were both Zheng Xiaolang’s top disciples, might have been offended at his saying this if they weren’t so concentrated on not getting torn apart by the creature’s claws.


“It’ll overwhelm its core and shock its meridians. You have plenty of qi to spare, don’t you?” There was a clever twist at the corner of Lei Wenhe’s mouth as he said this, almost like he was making fun of Zheng Xiaolang. “Try it. If it doesn’t work, I’ll prostrate myself at your feet.”


That wasn’t something that Zheng Xiaolang wanted, but if something went wrong, he still figured he could make do and take care of the demon afterward. He took a step forward, finally separating from Lei Wenhe, and reached out a hand.


Lai Liu let out a cry and collapsed.


“Lai Liu!” Xie Huiyan was immediately concerned, and rushed to her fellow disciple’s side, brandishing her sword at the demon in the same manner Zheng Xiaolang had been protecting Lei Wenhe before. The demon hadn’t touched Lai Liu, nor had it gone anywhere near her, but it had a self-satisfied smile on its face and was licking at its rotten lips like it had just eaten a good meal. “Shizun, Lai Liu—!”


Lei Wenhe had already surged forward, dancing out in a wide circle around where the demon and Zheng Xiaolang were standing. His steps were quick and graceful, landing so lightly on the soil they hardly made footprints, but not so fast that one couldn’t follow with their eyes. It looked absolutely effortless, like he was just taking a stroll, but anyone who was capable of the same would know how much talent it took. Zheng Xiaolang rotated to follow, his back against Lei Wenhe, his hands held out in front of him toward the demon. In a few steps, Lei Wenhe was at Lai Liu’s side. The sudden loss of qi had already caused a small deviation, but Lai Liu was making a valiant effort to gain control again; her eyes had rolled back in her head and she was trembling, her limbs jerking, her hands clenched at her sides. When Lei Wenhe put his hands on her, he felt that the energy was moving jerkily through her meridians, unable to cope with the sudden loss. He pushed in a steady stream of qi, gently incorporating his own energy into hers, and drawing out what she had stored in her golden core through the rest of her body. In a few minutes, Lai Liu had accrued enough qi to gain control again, and was able to sit up again and support herself.


Meanwhile, with both Lai Liu and Lei Wenhe protected behind the capable Xie Huiyan, Zheng Xiaolang was able to concentrate his full energy on the demon. He did as Lei Wenhe recommended, got close to the demon, and put his hands on it. Lei Wenhe had gently pushed that steady stream into Lai Liu; this qi that Zheng Xiaolang poured into the demon was more like a tsunami. Only a moment later—only a small fraction of the qi that Zheng Xiaolang held inside of him later—the demon froze, and it straightened onto two legs like a human again. It was unnerving to see it like that, poised like any of the other villagers. From afar, it probably looked like it was human. But then its jaw dropped unnaturally low, and it let out a faint screech, and after a moment its neck twitched to one side. Zheng Xiaolang prepared to grab hold of his sword again. He took a small step back, watching the demon warily.


An odd gurgle bubbled up from the demon’s throat.


Zheng Xiaolang pulled out his sword and cut it down.


They disposed of the body outside Liping, burning it and then covering the ashes in soil. Lai Liu was weak but more or less recovered, and decided to retire a little earlier at the inn while the others cleaned up.


“You were right,” said Zheng Xiaolang. His qi had already recovered from the loss, and he was at full power again. It was probably the case that he had barely felt the loss at all—this fight was not a struggle because the demon was exceptionally strong, but rather because Zheng Xiaolang was simultaneously protecting three others. “How did you know?”


Lei Wenhe shrugged. “It’s clearly hungry for qi, but every person’s body has a limit on how much qi it can handle. You wouldn’t understand with your own body, but any normal cultivator would feel overwhelmed with the amount of qi you have in your body at any given moment.”


“Cultivator?” Zheng Xiaolang repeated.


“Or demon,” said Lei Wenhe. “What about your missing cultivator?”


“Su Daihan? I don’t know. I’ll keep looking for him, but it looks like he moved on from here.”


“And your disciple?”


“Lai Liu will recover. You were essential in her gaining control again. If the demon had affected her any longer, the cultivation world would have really suffered a loss. Are you sure you aren’t looking for a cultivation partner?”


Hou Conglin, who had been quietly walking behind them, said, “Shizun, this demon—was it really so powerful?”


“Not so much powerful as it was fast,” said Zheng Xiaolang. “It could easily keep up with me. If I had spared a moment for any precise attacks, it could have gotten the better of me or one of your shijie.”13


“Where did it come from?”


Zheng Xiaolang shook his head. “Where does any demon come from?”


Hou Conglin was quiet for a moment. Then he said, “Was it a Bai Wen?”


The Bai Wen—the white lips—were creatures living in the glaciers. As legend said, the Bai Wen looked like frozen corpses with white hair, ice-blue eyes, and great cultivation power. They devoured any humans they caught. They were unkillable. Some said they were the base form of humanity—humanity before morality and civility, and therefore that much closer to nature and the gods, and that much more powerful.


“No,” said Zheng Xiaolang. “It was just a demon.” He hadn’t ever seen a Bai Wen in all his years, and didn’t put much merit in their existence. He knew those who believed they were the base form of humanity worshipped them, but he had the suspicion that many of the creatures people thought were Bai Wen were really just normal demons. “It was unusually fast, but it was just a demon.” He patted Hou Conglin on his shoulder. “Go back to the inn and join your shijie. I’ll take Lei Wenhe back to Si’en.”


Hou Conglin gave Lei Wenhe a glance over. He hadn’t seen Lei Wenhe in the fight and so still wasn’t very impressed with him, though with his personality he wouldn’t have liked him even if he had seen him in the fight. Hou Conglin was the kind of man who only liked those who seemed to serve some kind of purpose in the world, but what was Lei Wenhe doing? Just an independent cultivator, no alliances of any kind—what was he doing with his life? Even if he could heal that whatever-whatever disease, why wasn’t he doing anything with that knowledge? According to Hou Conglin’s shizun, he didn’t even charge for his services.


“He isn’t coming to Anlu?”


“No.” Zheng Xiaolang didn’t explain at all, and just nodded for Hou Conglin to move along, who cupped his hands and obediently left.


“You are a good teacher,” said Lei Wenhe once Hou Conglin was gone. Zheng Xiaolang was surprised. Was that approval in Lei Wenhe’s voice?


“I try to be,” he replied carefully.


“They trust you.”


Zheng Xiaolang felt a curious pang somewhere in his chest. He remembered a flash of his own days as a disciple all those years ago—Xie Rong teaching every little move, coaxing the qi through his meridians until he understood the way the energy needed to move. He shook his head, chasing the memory away. “Is there anything you would like before we return to Si’en? We’ll stop at the inn outside Liping. I can get you anything you need.”


“No, no need. We finished very quickly. I would like to return as soon as possible.”


Any other person, especially one who had already gained the favor of someone as important as Zheng Xiaolang, would have milked this relationship for all it was worth. Zheng Xiaolang had suspected in the beginning that maybe Lei Wenhe was just biding his time and was waiting until the very end, when Zheng Xiaolang owed him for all his help, to reveal what he really wanted, be it money or power or whatever, but he still wasn’t asking for anything.


They traveled back to Si’en together. With Lei Wenhe’s help, they moved through the carpeted maze much faster, and then Lei Wenhe was happily covering up the “back in two months” and propping the sign right back up by his snow-white carpet. “Well then,” said Lei Wenhe, and cupped his hands. “Pleasure to meet you, Zheng-zhangmen. Please take care.”


That was it? He wasn’t going to ask for anything at all? He wasn’t going to even say “see you again”?


“Wait a moment,” said Zheng Xiaolang, and Lei Wenhe paused with the carpet lifted up in his hands.


“Is something the matter?”


“There’s a competition in half a year’s time, in the capital district of Shen.” Zheng Xiaolang paused, searched Lei Wenhe’s face—but saw nothing he could read, as per usual. “Will you be going?”


Lei Wenhe gave him that tight-lipped smile. “Zheng-zhangmen, this humble one is just a healer who specializes in a single disease. How could I possibly presume to have a place at such a prestigious event?”


“You’re the only healer who can heal Golden Core Turns Black,” said Zheng Xiaolang, “and your understanding of and sense for qi is superior to anyone else I’ve met. Even if you weren’t so impressive, we’ll need healers to tend to the competitors.” He reached into one of his sleeves and pulled out a wooden disk about the size of his palm, which had the character for ‘Xie’ carved onto its surface and a golden tassel dangling from one end. “Take this,” he said. “This will act as your invitation. It will also provide you safe passage through all of Xie.”


Lei Wenhe took it and turned it over in his hands curiously. “You want me to go?”


“I think it would serve the cultivation world if you went,” Zheng Xiaolang said. “That place will be filled with people wanting to hire independent cultivators and healers like you and bring them into their territories as permanent residents, or even into the capital city. It will give you a safe place away from the demons here and will get you out of the cold.” He nodded at the badge he’d given Lei Wenhe. “In thanks for your help, please feel free to travel through the Xie territory and use the badge for any resources or access you need. It’ll be safer than traveling through lands with Snow Fever or through the glacier.”


Lei Wenhe tucked the badge into his sleeve and gave Zheng Xiaolang another bow. “Then, thank you, Zheng-zhangmen.” And he ducked inside without waiting for an answer.
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