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The Favored Son

The slide of footsteps on smooth, rain-soaked stone in an empty courtyard. The swish of a cutting blade, crisp as a rising note drowned out by the beat of falling raindrops. In the distance, the never-ending fall of water through the mountain, a reminder of the clear green waters that gave the Sect and its members their name.

Wu Ying spun, one foot raised vertically as he brought his jian – a straight, double-edged sword three finger widths wide – to guard. Another motion, timed with his exhalation of breath, brought Wu Ying into a forward lunge, front foot extending to catch his falling body as his back foot drove him forward. Not upward, not down, but forward. Just like his father had drilled into him, year after year, as morning sun rose over their rice fields. Rain or sunshine, winter or fall, they had trained. 

The cold autumn rain was a minor annoyance for the cultivator, his internal chi warming him from within with each breath, each exhalation sending plumes of warmth into the sky. Every pulse of chi from his dantian flushing his skin as the green and white silk robes stuck to his body. Lunge and recover with a block, spin, and disengage the sword around an imaginary enemy. The dragon encircles the peach. Cutting three swallows as they fly. And at the end, after multiple forms, the dragon greets the dawn. 

Wu Ying exhaled, sheathing his sword with a quick flick and a reminder to oil it later. Only then did Wu Ying greet his audience, bowing deep to the Elder. Voluminous black robes did little to hide the svelte figure of the Elder, only offering to provide a deeper contrast with the pale, almost luminescent skin of the titled Fairy.

“Elder Yang,” Wu Ying greeted the Elder and his older martial sister.

“Wu Ying. I am glad to see you are keeping to your training,” Fairy Yang said.

“I am grateful for the Elder’s attention.” Wu Ying bowed to her in thanks, approaching her automatically to reduce the distance between them but stopping at a polite interval. The cultivator idly noted the way the autumn rains never touched Fairy Yang; her concentrated chi aura so strong that it warded off the elements.

“You are rising on the final step. Redirect your energy half-a-second later…” Fairy Yang proceeded to list Wu Ying’s flaws. Not only did she discuss errors in the way he moved, but also in his flow of energy, using the basic principles of combat to correct his actions. Wu Ying committed each sentence to memory, grouping them into areas of improvement so that he could tackle each one at an appropriate time. Eventually, Fairy Yang finished and added. “Do you have questions?”

“None at the moment,” Wu Ying said.

“Good. Then you will need to clean up. The Assignment Hall Elder has requested your presence,” Fairy Yang said. When Wu Ying hesitated, she added, “This is not a request.”

 

***

 

Wu Ying washed himself down with the supplied bath beans in haste, not daring to make the Elders wait. Cleansed, he was grateful to find a clean set of clothing ready for his use. Even if it was just another duplicate set of robes, appearances mattered. In short order, Wu Ying glided along the stone paths that led to the Assignment Hall. Located in the heart of the Inner Sect, it took Wu Ying just over ten minutes to arrive as he bypassed the occasional cultivator. Many offered Wu Ying a friendly greeting, one that he returned as he hurried on. Nearly a year and a half in the Sect, Wu Ying was finally gaining an understanding and acceptance among his peers.

The Assignment Hall was one of the largest buildings in the Inner Sect, dwarfed only by the Inner Sect Library and the dueling arenas. The hall itself was a double-storied wooden building made of expensive hardwood and detailed with carvings of notable sect Elders, powerful spirit beasts, and mystical guardians. The multi-inclined, partitioned roofs of the building allowed the occasional snowfall to collect, though a recent rainstorm had washed any signs of the winter chill away.

As Wu Ying walked between the pillars through one of the many double-doors that led within, he let his gaze roam. The Assignment Hall was quieter in the winter months, unlike the frenetic activity of spring and the steady flow of summer and fall. Winter was the time when Sect members studied and took courses, building upon the foundation of their cultivation. Still, the business of the Sect continued as Sect members arrived to fulfill their obligations to the organization. In the winter months, those assignments could range from academic– recopying and printing new scrolls, teaching rich nobles and merchants – to mundane delivery and escort work. Most dangerous of all were the occasional hunting jobs, where wounded and hungry spirit beasts needed to be dealt with.

“Wu Ying.” By his side, a familiar voice called to the cultivator. The ex-rice farmer turned, flashing his girlfriend a smile. 
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