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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    A giant mountain loomed before us, taking up the horizon as we cut our way through the forest towards it. It floated in the air, like the clouds were holding it up over the city below. 
 
    Wind cut through the trees, making the hair that had grown to my shoulders tickle my neck. I brushed it away, trying to pick apart what I was seeing. I’d waited so long to get to a sect. 
 
    “You can see the elevators,” Celina whispered next to me.  
 
    I squinted towards where she was looking. “Those things dangling off the side?” They looked like some sort of fruiting plant growth, but at this distance, they had to be meters in diameter. 
 
    “Yeah. They use them to pass goods up and down between the mountain and the city. Every sect has a city at the base of their mountain; the city gets protection, and the sect gets resources and labor.” 
 
    I heard a muttered curse ahead, followed by a rip and lots of stomping. Celina and I walked up behind Michelle, who had been using a sword like a machete to clear away the dense forest. She appeared to have stopped to rip apart a branch that had snagged her sword. The foliage was paying the price brutally under her boot.  
 
    Clearly, she’d had enough. I squeezed her side before stepping in front of her to take the sword and her place clearing the path. She fell back with Celina. I fell into a rhythm as I slashed through the undergrowth. 
 
    We’d flown most of the way to the sect on Aurora’s back, but we’d stopped just short of eyesight to prevent too much unwanted attention. The sect would be my new home and hopefully new family, but I had no doubt there were still power dynamics at play. I didn’t want to show my cards too early. 
 
    Aurora, my gorgeous mana beast, had nearly collapsed after she had transformed back. She was now resting in the first ring on my chest, the source of my mana. My first ring was adorned with a feather like Aurora’s wings, and a second, plain gold ring was connected to it. Soon it would house my next mana beast. 
 
    Most mages had a low-rank mana beast for their first ring, but Aurora had been with me since childhood, watching over me and waiting for when my first ring was completed so that she would be able to join me in the world. There was a lot about her that was still a mystery, but the parts she’d let me see were amazing. 
 
    I paused in one of my swings, feeling a low-level mana beast approaching. 
 
    Sure enough, a Hungry Wolf jumped out of a bush to my left. 
 
    With a flick of my wrist, I caught it by the neck. There had been a point in time when killing it would have been much more challenging, but in the world of cultivation, power meant everything. I was stronger than this rank zero beast now. 
 
    It must have been quite hungry to try to take us on, and I felt a pang of guilt at the idea of killing it. Instead, I threw it to the side and sent a pulse of mana out to warn it and others like it away. Maybe one day it would be able to progress into a worthy opponent or be a challenge for another mage to use to grow. 
 
    The Hungry Wolf growled, getting in the last say before turning and running. I watched it go, flooded by the memories of our previous battles. 
 
    “Remember when we ate one of those, Isaac?” Michelle had come up to my side. She paused, noticing she’d caught me in thought and tilted her head to the side. 
 
    Her blonde locks bounced as she tilted her head, and her blue eyes sparkled as she waited for me to speak. The two of us had gone through so much since we’d left Locksprings together. 
 
    Wind swept through the area and some of her hair swept into her face, distracting me. Reaching forward, I tucked it back behind her ear, taking in her beauty. She was mine. We were together, essentially married. 
 
    The concept of commitment and marriage had become more relaxed since the dungeons had entered our world. Constant threats to survival had made living and enjoying life more essential. 
 
    “Wait? Hungry Wolves are edible? What did you eat? The bones?” Narissa called from behind, pretend gagging a bit for added emphasis. 
 
    Celina laughed, elbowing her sister in the side. “Careful. Your snob is showing.” 
 
    Narissa nudged her back, shrugging her shoulders as Michelle took up the lead position again, hacking away at the forest. 
 
    I put on my best orator voice. “We had just escaped an army of rank zero monkeys; they were coming quickly, throwing fireballs as they ran. By luck, there was a river nearby. Jumping in, we avoided the fireballs, only to be swept downstream by a strong current. Cold and hungry, without spatial rings to pull food out of, the Hungry Wolf was our best option. We were, in fact, hungry enough to eat a Hungry Wolf.”  
 
    Narissa shook her head and continued her fake gagging while Celina laughed. 
 
    Since I had used my soul to complete the corrupt art used on Narissa, my relationship with both of the sisters had become strained. 
 
    Celina was concerned for her older sister, who to this point hadn’t really shown much emotion about what had happened to her at the Sun and Moon Hall. Narissa was still bound, but arguably now to someone she had a level of trust with. 
 
    However, that just strained my relationship with Celina. We’d gotten close to something, but it had become too complicated. Celina’s body was filled with poisons as part of her cultivation, and even the kisses we’d shared left my mouth numb. 
 
    That barrier, and the faint distrust about her sister’s situation, had been a wedge over the travels here. But I was determined to see her off on the right foot. 
 
    I could feel the laughter coursing through Narissa between our souls. I was still getting used to the connection, though. My mana pulled a bit, wanting to deepen it, and I did my best to clear my mind so I wouldn’t influence her. Pulling back had become easier since I’d completed my second ring. 
 
    Celina shot glances between me and her sister. Her concern was apparent. 
 
    “How much further do you think we have, Celina?” I asked. 
 
    From seeing them together, it was clear they were sisters, but Celina’s button nose and pouty lip gave her an air of innocence. It made it even better that she was a poison mage. Deceptively deadly. 
 
    “Not much farther. We’ll hit the roads before noon, I think, and then the city before dinner.” She eyed the floating mountain before looking off further into the horizon. 
 
    We could see a second mountain; it wasn’t more than a foggy, blue silhouette in the far distance. It was home to the Thousand Blossom Valley sect, Celina’s home. 
 
    I had avoided asking what she would do once we reached the sect, and she’d avoided saying anything as she clung to her older sister that she’d just managed to save. 
 
    I tried to broach the topic carefully. “Narissa, I know we gave you a set of robes, but do you think you’d like to join the Ferrymen?” 
 
    Shock, followed by disappointment, went through the piece of my soul that kept her standing. It felt invasive to feel her thoughts, but that piece of my soul was the only thing currently helping her soul connect to her body. 
 
    The Sun and Moon Hall had used a corrupt technique on her, which had given them control of her. This was the best solution to get her back on her feet and escape the dungeon. It was a twisted, corrupt practice of dual cultivation. It would have broken a lot of people, but I could feel that she was still strong through the bond. 
 
    I looked back up at the mountain, clouds rolling off its edges as it floated in the sky. It felt odd walking up to a sect after just nearly escaping another one not even two days ago. 
 
    We had tried to stop the Sun and Moon Hall, but the battle had reached the elders, and our power was nothing compared to theirs. A war had begun, one we would have died from already had Aurora not helped us to get away. 
 
    We were at war with the Sun and Moon Hall, and my childhood love was on the other side, hopefully retaining herself. A part of me still held out hope that she’d still be the Kat I remembered. 
 
    I cringed, feeling a pang of guilt at leaving her behind. 
 
    When I’d last seen her, her mind had already been slightly warped, likely twisted from the corrupt techniques they practiced. I had no doubt the ‘Soul Well’ she’d mentioned was part of it. 
 
    We would always have a connection, but I wasn’t sure it could hold up against the onslaught of corruption she’d keep experiencing with the sect. 
 
    “Gold for your thoughts?” Michelle looked concerned. I wasn’t sure how long she’d been watching me. 
 
    I just sighed, running my hand through my hair. 
 
    “Ah, thinking about Kat, Stud?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile a bit. She was getting to know me a little too well. “Yeah. She was so messed up when I saw her, Michelle. It was almost like she was a different person, but I still feel a connection to her.” 
 
    I took in Michelle’s expression. Coming from a family with multiple mothers, she was fairly accepting of other women, but I still worried about making her insecure in our relationship. 
 
    But she just nodded and reached over to rub my back as we walked. 
 
    Narissa jumped in to fill the silence. “I mean, if you fell out of love that easily, you’d kinda be a shit person.” 
 
    Celina let out a sigh at her sister’s bluntness. 
 
    Michelle jumped in to get us back on track. “Who knows, maybe she’ll come through for us. She still loved you, Stud.”  
 
    I nodded and gave her a smile. 
 
    We’d had a lot of time on our walk towards the mountain, and I had shared my conversation with Kat atop the hill in the dungeon. 
 
    She wanted to reset the world in order to save it. As the Sun and Moon Hall’s Saintess, she had all of their resources at her disposal and a central position for gathering intel. I just hoped her sanity held. 
 
    I paused in my thoughts as I took in the somber faces around me. My funk was bringing down the whole group. It was time to change the subject. “What are you girls excited for most in the city?” 
 
    “A bed!” Michelle blurted out, grinning wide as she wiggled her eyebrows. 
 
    I winked back at her, returning her smile. I definitely looked forward to the next time I had her in bed. A month ago, I would have been anxious, but we’d come a long way. 
 
    “Shops,” Narissa and Celina said together, which caused them to descend into a fit of giggles. 
 
    “Sounds like we’ll need to walk the town in that case. Have you been here before, Celina?“ I chuckled to myself as I noticed the girls seemed to have picked up their pace. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s called Styx. From old world myths, it was the path to the underworld. I’ve passed through it to visit the Ferrymen before, but I’ve never spent much time in it.“ 
 
    “Styx...” I played with the name, not sure what to make of it. But it would be my neighbor for the foreseeable future once I joined the Ferrymen on the mountain. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Celina had nailed the timing. 
 
    Around the time the sun was at its peak, we were walking along the stone-paved roads that wound themselves towards the city and the mountain floating above it. 
 
    These roads were a far cry from the cracked and overgrown concrete we had back in Locksprings, where I’d grown up. 
 
    We turned around a bend, where some of the landscape cleared, and Styx opened up before us. 
 
    Unlike the ramshackle of mixed construction that made up Locksprings’ architecture, Styx looked like it was built from the ground up with freshly quarried stone. The buildings varied in architecture, with larger, more ornate buildings in the middle and unadorned, square structures surrounding them. With the variations in stone, it was beautiful, despite being shadowed by the floating mountain. 
 
    As we approached the gates, the guards kept their eyes trained on the surroundings, not even bothering to check people as they entered. 
 
    “Are they not worried about who enters?” I asked. My father had been captain of the guard back in Locksprings, and despite not having a lot of visitors most of my life, any who did come were thoroughly checked. 
 
    “Nope. You mess around here and you are either damaged in the head or looking to die,” Celina said. 
 
    “So is it the Ferrymen that keep the peace?” 
 
    “Yes, and no. Their presence is a huge deterrent, but the city is self-governed. The prosperity from being attached to a sect makes the city wealthy enough to afford powerful mages as guards.” 
 
    I nodded, curious at just how powerful the guards were, so I reached out with my senses. Both of them were second-ring mages with bronze meridians. My eyebrows rose. 
 
    Things were really different here. Back home, the gate guards would be first-ring mages with clear meridians. Usually, only their supervisor would be a second-ring mage. 
 
    “Woah,” Michelle breathed out as we stepped into the city proper. 
 
    The streets were neatly lined with walled courtyards. The actual houses were set further back, but many had a storefront built into the first floor, facing the street. 
 
    “These are just the storefronts; each one also has a house for the shopkeepers. When we get further into the city, you’ll see the mansions with compounds and dozens of courtyards.” Celina kept her focus forward, scanning ahead, not distracted by the shopkeepers hawking their wares. 
 
    There was less of an urgency to these shopkeepers than the ones where I’d grown up. They still called out to get attention, but it seemed less critical to their livelihood. 
 
    I started scanning the buildings for a place to stay when a scream tore through the crowd. 
 
    A hooded man darted out of a large building that had ornate columns along the front that held up a high roof. 
 
    I moved quickly, positioning myself in front of him, sword drawn and ready. “Stop.” 
 
    He barely paused, immediately drawing a dagger and charging at me. 
 
    I was tired from our journey, but my mana sang for another battle. 
 
    I blocked his stab and caught him in the leg with a sweep that sent him stumbling to the side. 
 
    However, before I could make another move, several powerful mage auras slammed down on me and the thief. It felt like a thousand pounds of weight had been placed on my back; it was all I could do to remain standing. 
 
    The thief wasn’t quite as capable. He was caught mid stumble and was pressed down, kneeling. 
 
    Several guards appeared just outside the area, and a young woman in a red dress stepped out of the ornate building, followed by an older man. I immediately identified him as the person generating the aura that was pressing me down. 
 
    “Young Miss Hua.” The guards nodded in reverence towards the woman. 
 
    She looked about my age, but her pink hair was pinned up in an elaborate bun that made her look stately, and she stood there with a posture that demanded respect. 
 
    “Thank you.” The woman nodded, and the pressure let up. Neither of us moved. 
 
    “Both of you, come with us. Starting a fight in the city is a crime.” One guard stepped forward to detain me. 
 
    “Sir, I believe you should take another look at the man you are about to detain. His robes may be dirty, but I think you’ll find they sway your decision.” Miss Hua’s clear voice cut through the noise of the city. 
 
    The guard gave me a once over before his eyes nailed themselves to the emblem on my chest. 
 
    “I apologize, young master.” He stepped back, bowing his head. The girls hurried to join me once the guards had backed off. 
 
    “However, the other man stole from our auction house and must be dealt with appropriately.” Miss Hua’s eyes became hard as she looked over the still kneeling man. She stepped up to him to retrieve her goods. 
 
    The guards eased back their weapons and moved away. 
 
    My eyes stayed focused on the fallen thief. As I watched, his mana flared, and there was a nauseating edge to it. 
 
    I moved quickly, striking his head from his shoulders and cutting off the half-formed spell as it faded into a cloud of purple gas. I paused, satisfied that whatever was about to happen was fixed. 
 
    “Move.” Celina pulled me and Miss Hua away from the corpse. Just after we moved, a black centipede launched itself out of the thief’s back. 
 
    I got my sword up in time as it latched onto my blade, the mandibles dripping with sticky, green venom. I tried to figure out how to kill it when it was already clutching my sword. 
 
    I didn’t have to think long. Celina started stabbing needles into it until the centipede stilled like a statue. She pulled it gingerly off my blade and took a reinforced cage out of her spatial ring, placing it inside. 
 
    “Is that still alive?” I asked, wanting nothing more than to squish the bug. 
 
    “Yes, and I will keep it alive to return it to the sect.” Celina looked disappointed with the statement. 
 
    As I felt a sinking feeling in my chest, I realized that was the first time she’d acknowledged she’d be returning to the Thousand Blossom Valley. I’d held onto hope she’d stay with us. 
 
    “Thank you, both. May I approach the body now?” Miss Hua asked me. 
 
    I paused, reaching out to scan him with my mana. I felt no life left in him, but still I hesitated. I moved to retrieve it myself, just in case. 
 
    The bug-infested corrupt mage didn’t move as I patted down his clothes. I found a few coins and a vial of green beads. The poor fellow didn’t even have a spatial ring. 
 
    “Thank you.” Miss Hua accepted the vial of beads. “These aren’t any sacred treasure, but they are very expensive antidotes.” 
 
    “He was probably dying from this poison mana beast after he let it infest him,” Celina said, holding up the cage. 
 
    I shivered. That had to be one of the grossest ways to get power. Letting that thing inside my body was never going to happen. 
 
    “It would have been much smaller when he started.” Celina held her thumb and forefinger wide apart. The gap was significantly smaller than the cat-sized centipede in the cage. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to repay you, disciple?” Miss Hua asked, stowing the beads away. 
 
    The guards had already dispersed, and I was surrounded by my girls. The young miss gave each of them an appraising look while she waited for my answer, one eyebrow arching up and a subtle smirk spreading across her face. 
 
    “We’d appreciate directions for a place to stay the night before we head to the sect,” I said, taking the offered help. 
 
    “Ah! You must stay with my family. We’d be happy to offer a courtyard for the night.” 
 
    I paused, unsure if I was committing to anything beyond just a night’s stay. I wasn’t willing to risk it. 
 
    “We don’t want to trouble you with that. Maybe there’s an inn nearby?” 
 
    She straightened and raised her voice, her tone almost becoming angry. “Absolutely not. We own several inns, but I won’t point you to one. Please, it would honor me to have you stay with us and share dinner.” 
 
    I waited to see if any of the girls interjected, but when they were quiet, I decided to take the offer. “Fine. We’ll accept, Miss Hua.” 
 
    “Fantastic. And please call me Diana.” She clapped her hands with a finality. “Let me wrap up my business at the auction house, and I can personally lead you all there.” She turned for us to follow. 
 
    The auction house was a large ornate building. The front had carved pillars and a gilded door adorned with so much gold that I wondered if I had to re-evaluate my definition of wealth. 
 
    Out of those doors poured two rows of women as we approached. They were all dressed nicely and didn’t have a hair out of place. Although, they still didn’t compare to my new acquaintance. 
 
    I picked at my robe, suddenly feeling underdressed for the grand building before us and those within. 
 
    Diana gave us all a once over before she called out a pair of maids from the lines with two short claps. 
 
    She gave an apologetic wince. “I can’t have you loitering around waiting for me looking like that.” 
 
    Diana turned to the maids. “Take care of them. Let them use my facilities to clean up. They can have anything they want.” With that, she left us with the maids. 
 
    The two maids didn’t bat an eye. They split like it was a choreographed dance. One bustled the girls away to some private area of the auction house. The other beckoned for me to follow. 
 
    “This way, please.” She led me in a different direction through the gallery. 
 
    Inside, there were glass displays and roped off pedestals, each carrying a well-lit display of wealth. 
 
    “Are all of these items for sale?” I asked the maid. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Would you like any of them? The young miss said you can have anything you want here.” The maid turned, not quite meeting my eyes. 
 
    I paused, startled. I really could take anything—Diana had meant it. 
 
    “No, I was just asking.” 
 
    “Then yes, these are all for sale. But they are low-grade compared to the auctions. These are just to bring attention and provide a reason for people to come and go from the auction house,” the maid chattered as she continued her task of leading me. 
 
    First, we went up a flight of stairs, then through a door that led into a private room with a balcony looking out over an indoor stadium. 
 
    I stopped and wandered over to get a view from the balcony. 
 
    “This is the auction hall where we hold weekly auctions. If you’d allow me to be so bold, we are the number one auction house in Styx.” 
 
    For some reason, looking out over the auction hall solidified just how different this city was. And these were just the people under the sect’s floating mountain. I had an entirely new world to figure out and find my place within. 
 
    I thought back to Aiden in Locksprings and his taunts that Kat had entered a different world than me. I was starting to believe there was some truth in that, but now I was entering it. 
 
    Turning back to the maid, I gestured for her to lead on. If she had picked up on the emotions roiling within me, she gave no exterior indication of it. 
 
    “Through here is a personal spa that I think would suit your needs.” The maid opened a door to a tile-lined room with a large steaming pool in the center. 
 
    Given all I’d seen, I wasn’t surprised, but I still marveled at the amazing room. The pool looked heavenly. After our journey, I couldn’t wait to soak my aching muscles in it. 
 
    “If you’ll hand me your clothes, I’ll have them washed and dried by the time you are done.” The maid waited for me to undress. 
 
    Given that she seemed comfortable, I wasn’t shy about stripping in front of her, but the way her eyes roved over my form when I handed her the robe made me think she had done it on purpose. 
 
    “I’ll be back shortly.” The maid regained her professional veneer and closed the door behind her.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    After the maid left, I got clean in the steaming bath. It was as glorious as it had looked. 
 
    When I was ready to get out, I noticed my robes sitting to the side, clean and pressed. It was a bit concerning she’d managed to come and go without my notice. 
 
    Getting out, I got a look at myself in the mirror as I put on the robe. We’d been in the wild for so long, so I hadn’t seen myself in a while. 
 
    I was taller, maybe six-foot-three-inches, from the effects of awakening my bloodline. Inherited from my mother, my bloodline was a power in my blood that had saved my life many times. Although, before I could use it properly, it had nearly killed me. 
 
    I turned, looking at the other physical differences. 
 
    My body had gone from soft muscles made from exercise to the hard, corded muscles of labor and work. I couldn’t help but do a little flex, appreciating the development. 
 
    Just a month of life as a mage and my body had hardened significantly. I traced the large scar on my arm from my fall into the abandoned dungeon. It would be one of many if I continued on the path I was already heading down. Combat was a part of the life of a mage. 
 
    A knock at the door startled me out of my gawking. 
 
    I stepped into the dark blue pants and tied my matching martial robe, which was emblazoned with the oar and boat of the Ferrymen. 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    The maid poked her head in. “The Young Miss has said she will be ready soon. She sent me to check on you.” 
 
    She took me in. If my hair wasn’t so shaggy, I think I’d look quite presentable with the clean robes and body. Her smile of approval seemed to agree. 
 
    “Sure. I’m ready.” I stepped through the door as the maid expertly slid out of the way. 
 
    She was a mage, but not a strong one. I could sense that she had her first ring. With a one-ring mage as a servant, I was suitably impressed. 
 
    The maid led me to a waiting room with plush couches. The girls were already cleaned up, and they perked up as I walked into the room.  
 
    Michelle, who had naturally assumed her role as mother bear for the group, was the first to turn and greet me. “You clean up well.” The honey-blonde warrior grinned at me with a bit of mischief in her eyes. 
 
    I took her in. She had always had an athletic body, but the last month and the martial dress she wore accentuated every toned curve. I let my eyes roam her, taking in the beauty who had agreed to be mine. 
 
    There was a radiance to her ever since my mother had brought out her bloodline to make her stronger. 
 
    My eyes caught her deep blues, and I earned a wink for my attention. I noticed additional eyes were on me. 
 
    Turning, I took in Celina and Narissa. The brunette sisters, while similar, each had cleaned up into their own styles. Narissa had a smaller presence, shrinking into the background. Her sister felt like a coiled viper ready to strike, beautiful yet deadly. 
 
    All the girls cleaned up were a sight to see. I found myself distracted as Diana stepped out of her office. Shaken from my perusal, I moved to position myself between her and the girls.  
 
    She swept into the room, head held high. She paused once inside, looking us over.  
 
    “Much better. And just in time.” Diana did nothing to hide her slow scan of my body. 
 
    “He cleans up well, doesn’t he?” Michelle stepped forward. Her tone held a challenge, but the small smirk on her face showed her teasing. 
 
    Diana jerked slightly, clearly not used to any challenge, before she recovered and laughed awkwardly. A slight blush spread across her face. 
 
    Not wanting anything to escalate, I broke the silence. “Yeah yeah, we are all hot stuff. I’d love to see the city on the way to your place.” 
 
    Diana’s blush only deepened, spreading to the open chest of her dress. 
 
    “Of course. How rude of me to keep a guest waiting. There will be a carriage out front.” She waved, and the maids disappeared. 
 
    I stepped out, remembering the way back through the gallery to the front. 
 
    As we neared the front, the line of hostesses gave me grins and requests to return soon instead of the silent bows.  
 
    “The girls seem to agree you clean up well,” Diana said, noticing the attention. She stepped forward to a plain but well-maintained carriage. 
 
    I ignored her comment and instead focused on the carriage. “I expected something more...” 
 
    “Gaudy? The show and splendor of the auction house is good for business, but it’s not really my style.” 
 
    We all piled into the carriage. It was a tight fit for five. Michelle and Celina pressed themselves against me while Diana and Narissa took the opposite bench. 
 
    Michelle rested her head on my shoulder while she looked out the window. I enjoyed the excuse to put my arms around both of them to get comfortable. Celina didn’t press herself to me, but she was relaxed. I figured she still didn’t trust her body. 
 
    Because her sect practiced poison arts, she had limitations on how intimate she could be without poisoning the other person, at least until she had her immortal body and could control the poison completely. 
 
    The few kisses we had shared had left my mouth numb until my life mana could cleanse the poison. 
 
    “You look comfortable,” Diana commented, keeping a close eye on the girls to my side. 
 
    “He should be,” Michelle commented, keeping her eyes on the window. 
 
    I hugged my feisty lover’s shoulder. The last thing I wanted was hostility, especially when we were heading into Diana’s compound. 
 
    I was actually a little surprised at Michelle’s chilliness. She usually was more excited than me at adding another woman to our group. 
 
    “What would you like to see?” Diana asked, trying to make conversation. 
 
    “I’d mostly love to get a feel for the city if we could just go around through it.” I said, watching the buildings go by the window.  
 
    Styx was so different from Locksprings that I was feeling out of place. Kids were walking around with low-level mana beasts beside them, some playing together in a nearby fountain. Large mana beasts were pulling wagons, their owners delivering goods between the businesses. 
 
    Not being as cut off from dungeons and resources had clearly changed the way of life in this town more drastically than Locksprings. 
 
    I wondered what my friend Steve would think of all this. His family owned a mana beast farm when we were growing up. I had a feeling he’d geek out over the variety. 
 
    “Over there is another of my family’s businesses. We own several stores, but I don’t manage those.” Diana pointed out clothing stores that I knew the girls would be interested in perusing. She was a businesswoman, and she started using her skills to sell the girls on the town. 
 
    I enjoyed watching the girls as they chatted with Diana. Michelle warmed back up to our host as the girls talked about fashion and accessories. By the end, Diana had promised to have a number of clothes brought to our courtyard for the girls to shop in private. 
 
    “Isn’t that too much?” I asked, feeling somewhat uncomfortable with that level of service. 
 
    “It isn’t uncommon for members of the Ferrymen to get such preferential treatment. After all, they do keep the city safe. And besides, sometimes people in robes can get too much attention when they shop at the stores. It makes it hard to move around freely.” Diana waved away my concern. 
 
    It seemed like disciples of the sect were treated like celebrities in Styx, so the special treatment from Diana made more sense. But I still wondered what would be expected in return. My girls seemed happy, so I decided to just wait and see what happened. 
 
    Up ahead, I could see the carriage continuing towards a large compound. “Is that where we are going?” I took in the large estate. 
 
    “That’s my family’s manor. It connects to my estate on the left,” Diana answered nodding her head to the side. 
 
    Michelle whistled as we realized just how prominent a family in Styx we were visiting. 
 
    “Is your whole family businessmen?” I asked. 
 
    “The family is quite large, so not everyone is, but we all support the family businesses.” Diana shifted slightly, smoothing out her skirts and tucking away any loose strands of hair. 
 
    By the time we rolled up to the gates, she was poised, a professional veneer across her face. 
 
    Several of the guards at the gates gave respectful salutes to the carriage as we passed. 
 
    “The guards like you. That’s always a good sign,” I noted. 
 
    “Our family treats our employees well...” Diana trailed off. 
 
    The gates to her estate opened wide as we rolled past, and her estate sprawled out before us. The carriage moved directly toward the main manor. 
 
    There were several courtyards for guests and those who lived and worked on the grounds, but it didn’t seem that Diana had any intention of dropping us off at one of those. Instead, we pulled right up to an extensive building decorated tastefully with precisely trimmed hedges and spots of bright flowers. It wasn’t overdone, but it was immaculate, likely kept up by a number of gardeners. 
 
    “You have a lovely home,” Narissa said, struggling to come up with something to say. 
 
    Diana couldn’t help herself and burst out laughing. “Sorry. You don’t have to compliment the house or anything. Please feel comfortable and use it as you would your own.” 
 
    “Are you sure? We’d be fine using one of the courtyards. We are strangers after all.” 
 
    “My home is far too large. It would be nice to fill it.” Diana reached forward, starting to push open the door. As it started to open, one of the doormen rushed around, quickly opening it further. 
 
    I hopped out of the carriage first and held my hand for each girl as they descended from the carriage. 
 
    Michelle graced me with a curtsy and a saucy wink. “Thank you, kind sir, how gracious of you. You’ll have all the ladies falling at your feet.” She batted her eyes at me before they turned calculating as she scanned our surroundings. 
 
    I laughed, ignoring her teasing at the formality and helped the sisters down. Celina rewarded me with a peck on the cheek. 
 
    Diana blushed as she took my hand. “There are not that many gentlemen left. I’m glad to see I still have trained eyes for men.” 
 
    I smiled at her flirting and waved a hand for her to lead. “After you. This looks like a place I could get lost in if I wasn’t careful.” 
 
    “Alfred. Can you have the table set for four guests and drinks brought to the waiting room?” Diana’s back had straightened, and she was talking in her businesswoman tone. 
 
    There was no response; an older man just turned and crisply walked deeper into Diana’s mansion. 
 
    The first thing I noticed in the house was a line of portraits along the wall, each one with Diana’s same pink hair. I nodded at them. “Is pink hair common around here?” 
 
    She pushed through a set of double doors to a room with plush chairs and couches that looked like they were more for show than actual use. 
 
    Diana glided across the room, sitting down into one of the chairs. “Yes, it’s quite the distinctive trait, isn’t it? You’d think it comes from a bloodline, but unfortunately, my family isn’t particularly talented at cultivation.” She let her hair drop and shook her head until it flowed down, framing her face. 
 
    She took in my confusion and continued. “We believe cultivation talent comes from either having an ancestor that was once a mana beast or had formed their immortal body. Thus, reinvigorating our family bloodline is important to us.” 
 
    I nodded. But it still seemed odd that her family would be so prominent in the city if they didn’t have much talent. I tried to come up with a kind way to ask her about it but struggled. 
 
    She chuckled, seeing my discomfort. “Yes, I have some power. But what I have was developed with the extensive resources of my family.” 
 
    She looked down at her hands. “Yet here you are, surpassing me, and likely had a tenth of the resources.” She looked up at me. “I’m assuming you’re from some random little town?” 
 
    Michelle tensed up, clearly not appreciating the little town comment. I reached over and rubbed my hand on her leg. Diana noticed as well. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend. It’s not common for a second-ring mage to show up and not have any of the mannerisms of a sect disciple. It was pretty clear you weren’t from around here, but you were wearing those robes. You’re either a fake pretending to be a Ferrymen disciple or from a very remote corner of the world.” 
 
    She paused, taking a deep breath after rattling through her logic. “My uncle said you had an extremely thick foundation as a mage, and I’ll admit that I was curious about you.” Diana looked over to Michelle, who had slowly become less tense. 
 
    I nodded, impressed at how she’d pieced it together. “Got it in one. We were recruited by an elder of the Ferrymen, but we got separated and came on our own. I was hoping to sort things out by visiting the sect tomorrow morning.” 
 
    The tension evaporated and Michelle leaned back into me. 
 
    Diana smiled, smoothing out her outfit. “Drinks?” As she spoke, a maid came in with a platter of options. 
 
    I picked a dark brown whiskey. I’d only ever had a taste of the swill guards drank when my father wasn’t looking. I wasn’t quite sure what to expect from this, but I had a feeling it would be a far cry better than that junk. 
 
    Taking a sip, it left a long, cool burn down my throat. I relaxed into the chair. 
 
    “Good, isn’t it? It’s even made with ingredients to help mages. It will help cleanse impurities from your mana.” Diana picked her own far clearer drink. 
 
    “If you have all of this, what is it you want from us?” Narissa asked, more guarded than the rest of us. 
 
    “Can’t a lady want some friends?” Diana asked, taking a sip of her own drink. 
 
    A small crease appeared as Narissa frowned slightly, pursing her lips, but she didn’t push further. 
 
    I held my suspicion at bay as well. For now, we were about to be fed and sheltered, and we needed that. I’d enjoy this with the girls and then we’d move on. 
 
    “So, Diana, what do you do outside of running the auction house?” 
 
    She paused and thought about that. The pause extended. I was surprised it was such a hard question. Finally, she spoke. 
 
    “You know, between running the auction house and cultivating when I can, I have done little for fun. The auction house is a big moneymaker for the family, and there’s no small amount of pressure to ensure it runs smoothly.” 
 
    We weren’t quite sure what to say to that. It seemed odd to have so many resources and not much time to actually use them in interesting ways. 
 
    Michelle broke the extended silence. “Want to come shopping with us?” 
 
    Diana’s eyes lit up. “Yes! That would be lovely. I’ve already asked for racks to be brought here, so we could all shop together after dinner. How does that sound?” 
 
    Michelle popped up from her seat, walking over and whispering something soft enough into Diana’s ear that I couldn’t hear. 
 
    Whatever she’d said made Diana blush, then call over a servant to pass along the request. 
 
    As soon as that servant left, another appeared. “Diana, your si—” 
 
    “Baby sister!” The doors behind the servant flew open, and an older and less modest version of Diana strutted into the room. 
 
    “—ster is here,” the servant finished with a sigh. 
 
    “Sister, I heard you had guests and were bringing clothes from my shops here for them to browse! You piqued my curiosity.” 
 
    Her sister scanned the room and her eyes fell on me, but she didn’t meet my eyes. Instead, she was staring at the emblem on my robes. 
 
    “Ah, friends from the sect. You must know my fiancé, Leo,” she said his name with gusto and pride. 
 
    I couldn’t help messing with her a bit. “Nope, not familiar.” 
 
    She scowled before catching it and correcting it into a cheerful facade.  
 
    Diana laughed, putting down her drink. “Nikki, these friends are new in town. They’re coming to the sect for the first time after being recruited. They have yet to hear your fiancé’s name.” 
 
    That explanation seemed to smooth her sister’s ruffled feathers, and she motioned for a servant to pour her a drink. “That makes sense. I have to admit, I thought you were frauds for a second. Leo is very well-known.” 
 
    Nikki smoothed out her sheer dress, which looked more like lingerie than clothing, before sitting on the ledge of a built-in bookshelf. She dangled her legs, and I had to be careful where I looked to avoid seeing her crotch. 
 
    “They are not frauds. They saved my life earlier, and I am certain she is a Thousand Blossom Valley disciple.” Diana pointed to Celina with her glass. 
 
    “We just happened to come by a situation where we could help.” Celina raised her glass to Diana. “To making new friends! Cheers.” 
 
    “Yes, new friends. Say... I think it would be more comfortable over at my place. I can get you all up to speed on the sect and even get Leo to bring you guys in tomorrow. That should start you off on the right foot,” Nikki spoke casually, taking time to look over her nail cuticles, but the atmosphere between her and Diana had changed. 
 
    I took in the slight tension in the room. Leo might be a great guy, but I wasn’t jumping at the chance to be introduced to the sect by a guy I didn’t know.  
 
    Diana had been nothing but kind. To walk out now would be rude. 
 
    I tried to just wait and see how it played out, sipping on my drink, but then I felt an elbow in my side. I looked back and forth, realizing the girls were waiting for my answer. 
 
    “Diana’s already gone to the trouble to start dinner for all of us. It would be rude to leave now, and this home is very comfortable. Thanks for the offer, but I think we’re good.” 
 
    I noticed a small smile stretching across Diana’s face before she hid it behind her drink. 
 
    Nikki frowned slightly, watching her sister, but finally sighed and smiled. “Of course. Since dinner’s started, that would be rude. But lil’ sis, you don’t mind, do you?” 
 
    Diana shrugged, smirking at her sister. “It’s no loss to me if you leave. The servants will just eat well.” 
 
    Nikki’s eyes turned calculating, taking us all in. “Very well. You’ve won this round.” 
 
    She turned to inspect a trinket sitting on the bookshelf. “So, I heard your precious auction house had a thief. And it was a corrupt mage, at that! How could anyone feel safe giving you items to sell if you can’t protect them?” 
 
    Diana rolled her eyes. “He didn’t get away, which is just testament to my security. Attempted theft is far less concerning.” 
 
    “That won’t help business. I can almost hear the rumor mill churning already. I could step in and run things for a bit if you want. With Leo at my side, we could give a stronger sense of security.” She grinned broadly. “After all, he does have the bloodline of the Azure Dragon. Who would mess with the auction house?” 
 
    Diana looked tired, like she’d heard this before. “First of all, Leo is a dick. I’m not letting him into my business. Second, I am perfectly capable of running the auction house on my own. Now, I am afraid I hadn’t planned on you joining us for dinner, and it’s about to be served. Deepest apologies.” 
 
    I decided to make my stance clear. “If it is a bloodline you are looking for…” My forehead burned as my bloodline no doubt glowed on my forehead. 
 
    Both the sisters stared wide-eyed. 
 
    “An ancient bloodline,” Diana said softly, focusing on my forehead. “I’m even happier you accepted my invitation for dinner.” 
 
    She turned to her sister. “Looks like Leo won’t be the only person with an ancient bloodline very soon.” 
 
    Nikki tossed her head back, stepping forward with her back straight. “So be it, sis. Come to me when the auction house becomes too much to handle. I’m always happy to help you.” 
 
    She set her drink down untouched before turning back to me. “What was your name again?” 
 
    “Isaac.” 
 
    “Well, Isaac, let me officially welcome you to Styx. And good luck in the Ferrymen.” 
 
    She turned and strode out of the room, hips swaying as she walked. 
 
    I turned to Diana. “You don’t think she sent the thief to your auction house, do you?” 
 
    She thought about it before responding. “No. She wouldn’t fall so low to be working with corrupt mages, but she will take advantage of the situation.” 
 
    “You have a bitch of a sister.” Michelle downed her drink and laughed. 
 
    Our host let out an enormous sigh. “Yes, I do. But she’s not all bad. She’s so proud of her upcoming union with Leo, and so is the family, but I think she’s also anxious about it. He treats her like some trophy. She’s always looking for the next way to please him and keep his favor.” 
 
    The doors opened to the study, stopping the conversation there. The maid bowed before speaking. “Dinner is ready, if you’ll follow me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The dining room sparkled. A grand table made to seat several dozen people was centered in the room; one small side of it had been set for our group. 
 
    A crystal chandelier dominated the high ceiling, glittering from the candlelight around the room. I realized the crystal was made of cut beast cores. At least a thousand of them had been cut and hung as decoration. It was a staggering display of wealth. 
 
    “This is lovely,” Narissa said as she twirled, taking in the entire room. 
 
    “Thank you. While running the auction house isn’t always easy, it comes with some fantastic perks. It’s a huge earner for the family—the crown jewel, some would say.” 
 
    “That’s why your sister wants it?” Michelle asked. 
 
    I let the maid seat the girls first before taking the seat she pulled back. 
 
    The maid unfolded a napkin into each of our laps. I knew that the gesture was supposed to be fancy, but it made me feel like a child or an invalid. I grudgingly accepted it, figuring it best not to fight their hospitality. 
 
    “Yes, partially, but it’s more than that too. My family encourages competition among the younger generation. We all start off as workers for the family, and they let us grow and eventually purchase buildings from the older generation, who then enjoy a luxurious retirement. 
 
    “It’s a cycle, and like everyone else, I worked my way up. I started as a hostess at the auction house. My sister, on the other hand, has been rapidly acquiring the family’s shops, and now that she’s been engaged to a prodigy of the sect, her status has ballooned. Many in the family are practically giving away their assets to get on her good side.” 
 
    Michelle scoffed. “Doesn’t seem like she has a good side.” 
 
    The conversation was interrupted as a team of maids walked in with our first course. I looked at the small cup of thick, red soup, and my stomach grumbled, reminding me how long it had been since I’d last eaten. 
 
    It smelled rich and herbaceous. Taking a bite, it was as good as it smelled. 
 
    I held back a moan, but Michelle made no attempt, moaning loudly next to me. As the creamy soup exploded with a dozen balanced flavors across my tongue, it was followed by a kick of mana. 
 
    “This is fantastic.” I didn’t bother with polite niceties. It was one of the best things I’d ever had, and it was just a simple appetizer. I couldn’t wait for the rest. 
 
    “I’ll bring the chef out after for you to thank personally.” 
 
    I nodded my thanks, continuing to devour the soup. 
 
    “So, you were saying? Your sister?” Celina hinted back to the earlier conversation. 
 
    “Yes. My sister’s ambition has continued to grow. She’s recently been hinting and applying pressure for me to sell my auction house. Given her status rise, my family is backing her pushing for me to sell. It sounds trivial, but I can assure you my family’s pushing makes waves.” 
 
    Our host pushed back her soup, half-finished. “It is becoming harder and harder for me to acquire the large ticket items I need to attract people to my business. Instead, my sister opened up two luxury goods shops the last few months. With the help of her fiancé, sect mages are selling to her rather than the auction house.” She frowned down at the plate, clearly frustrated. 
 
    It was starting to make more sense. “You need people not already loyal to your sister and soon to be brother-in-law on your side to be able to compete.” 
 
    “Yes, and I think we can help each other. It’s clear you don’t have as many resources.” 
 
    Michelle cleared her throat with a short glare, causing a flustered Diana to ramble on quickly. 
 
    “I don’t mean to offend, not at all. I simply meant to say that I believe Styx has more resources than where you came from.” 
 
     I gave her a slow nod.  
 
    “Yet you show up here a second-ring mage. That means you have remarkable talent, having broken through to the second ring without the sect’s resources. Your bloodline and golden meridians are testament to your potential.” 
 
    “So you want me to directly compete with her fiancé, this Leo?” I was not interested in being set up to make enemies within the sect. I’d come here to focus on cultivation so I could help in the war against corrupt mages. Division was not going to help that goal. 
 
    “No, you don’t want to fight with her fiancé. I just want to work together with someone who shows so much potential. Look around you. What do you see?” She waved at the empty yet luxurious dining room. 
 
    “Money. Lots of it,” I said. 
 
    “Yes. More than I could use myself. I want to partner with you. I’ll provide you the resources you need to cultivate into a powerful mage. In return, I’d like you to help me get items to keep my auction house afloat. And as you progress in the sect, encourage others to sell to me as well.” 
 
    I had gotten caught up in her troubles before I’d even gotten my feet under me in the sect. 
 
    I looked over to Celina, asking for her opinion in my look. She understood sect politics better. 
 
    She laughed. “I mean, it isn’t ideal. You’ll get some opposition from her sister, but who said cultivating as a mage was a peaceful life? And you need precious resources to develop your soul and then exorbitant wealth to form your immortal body. 
 
    “Mana for cultivating your meridians is everywhere, but items that nurture the soul are rare. And the more powerful the treasure, the stronger the immortal body you can form. This could be good for your cultivation if it doesn’t get you killed.” She shrugged. 
 
    I knew cultivation was going to get harder, but I hadn’t expected it to require such extensive wealth. I’d hoped I’d just have to kill more things. 
 
    “How did you plan to do it?” I asked Celina. 
 
    “Like most mages: spending a lot of time selling spoils from hunting mana beasts or diving into dungeons. Our host is just asking that you sell to her. Honestly, it is rather beneficial for you, Isaac.” 
 
    Diana jumped in. “It is just an investment. I see potential in you and your small group. Investing now in your growth will provide excellent returns when you still sell to me after you’ve become a more powerful mage.” 
 
    I looked back over to Diana. She was beautiful, but the more I looked at her, the more I saw her loneliness. 
 
    Her family was a giant competition. With her wealth, she had surrounded herself with servants and workers. She chose people whose loyalty she could buy, finding herself constantly judged by those that were supposed to love and care for her. 
 
    This offer wasn’t just an investment. It was a chance for her to make a friend that she could lean on one day. 
 
    I wasn’t against it, but I wouldn’t enter into a deal where we weren’t equals. 
 
    “I won’t take advantage of you, Diana. I am happy to use your auction house to sell our spoils for a fair price, but I won’t take additional resources beyond their value. I know I’ll need more, so what else can we do to earn the resources we need?” 
 
    Diana’s mouth opened and closed without making a noise. 
 
    The servers returned, and she regained her composure while they laid out the next course, which was a salad made from cultivation materials. 
 
    “Do you understand what you just turned down?” She came to herself, a slight furrow still in her brow. 
 
    The rest of the girls didn’t comment, leaving it between Diana and I, focusing their attention on the salads. They would respect what I decided. 
 
    “No, I probably don’t entirely understand all what you were offering, but I do know enough to know it was an unequal transaction.” I picked at the salad before me. It had a hint of earthy bitterness beneath the simple oil dressing. “I know my worth, and I’ll find a way to get what I need for my future. I’d be happy for your help in an equal partnership.” 
 
    Michelle smiled at me from across the table with a proud tilt of her head. 
 
    “I see...” Diana trailed off, picking at her own salad as the table descended into silence as we ate. 
 
    The maids came back to collect our plates, and that seemed to trigger a new spark of conversation. 
 
    “Your time in the sect could prove valuable. What do I need from it...” Diana trailed off. “I don’t need their cultivation resources, and the sect covets their techniques and more advanced mana beasts.” 
 
    Michelle would not let her continue to stall. “You want a friend in the sect to help even the pressure you feel from your sister. You want protection from being associated with the sect.” 
 
    Diana cleared her throat. “That would be one benefit, but I would also like assistance in cultivation. I have resources and the best techniques, but I need help raising my talent.” 
 
    I leaned back at the ask from our host. Resources and techniques were easy, but raising her talent was not. I remembered the two Meridian Cleansing Fruits I had remaining from our dungeon dive. 
 
    I pulled them from my spatial ring. The two translucent gold fruits with veins of mana running through them appeared on the table. “What of these?” 
 
    Diana looked at them with a bit of hope that soon faded, slowly shaking her head. “I’ve already consumed Meridian Cleansing Fruits to purify my meridians. That’s not the problem.” 
 
    I leaned back, looking at the fruits we’d gone to so much trouble to gather. We had to escape and outmaneuver a Flood Dragon in the dungeon where they grew. Doing so had unleashed the anger of the mana beast that was on par with a natural disaster; it had leveled miles of jungle in the dungeon after we had taken its fruits. 
 
    “At the very least, they must be valuable enough to sell to your auction house?” 
 
    “Oh yes, they will fetch a lovely sum. I’ll pay two-hundred second-rank beast cores for them both.” 
 
    I whistled at the sum, unable to help myself as a grin spread across my face. 
 
    That was the equivalent of twenty-thousand rank one cores, and Diana had offered it up without blinking. 
 
    Second-rank beast cores would have slightly more value, since second-ring mages could not cultivate easily with first-rank cores. The mana in them was too diluted to do more than restore a second-ring mage’s mana. With the second ring, the focus of a mage shifted to strengthening their soul, and this needed more concentrated mana. 
 
    With a sufficiently powerful soul, I’d be able to compress and concentrate my mana and progress through the second ring into the third. 
 
    The second ring was about realizing one’s soul and building a firm soul palace to house it. Both of which were stronger the more you could compress your mana to create a firm foundation. 
 
    “Sold,” I said, coming back to the conversation and noticing all of them waiting for my response. 
 
    I went through my mental inventory of goods, trying to find other goods I could trade, but Diana’s auction house needed a few large ticket items. Besides my mother’s sword, which I wouldn’t dream of selling or even showing that I had, I had nothing else that would fit the bill. 
 
    But then I realized we might have a way to enhance her talent. The enchanted pillar that my mother had used to awaken Michelle’s bloodline might just be able to do the same for Diana if her family really did have a latent bloodline. 
 
    “It may be a long shot, but we may actually have a way to awaken latent bloodlines.” I drew upon my bloodline again, nodding over to Michelle. 
 
    Michelle did the same across the table from me, and our marks appeared on our foreheads quickly. Hers was an obsidian shell pattern and mine was gold scales and feathers. 
 
    Diana shook her head. “There are families in the sect that have the same techniques, but it only works on their own blood.” 
 
    Michelle shook her head at Diana’s words, a spark in her eyes. “Isaac’s mother awoke mine, and I could help do the same for you. But we need to know what your bloodline stems from and then get the essence blood of that lineage.” 
 
    Nerissa’s and Celina’s eyes opened wide at the news. They looked between Michelle and I, clearly eager for similar treatments. 
 
    Our host barked a laugh, but her eyes shone with disappointment. “My family’s blood supposedly comes from a Qilin. Do you realize what a monumental task it would be to obtain blood essence from one? Even if I sold my entire fortune, it would still be outside my grasp because, even if it existed, no one would sell it.” 
 
    Michelle sagged a bit in her chair, and I felt my own excitement dim. My mother’s pillar wouldn’t make a difference if that was the case. 
 
    “Well, it’s still a possibility, and we could still find a way in the sect to increase your talent.” I should have known it wouldn’t be so simple. 
 
    Diana raised her glass. “Cheers to that. Where there’s a will, there’s a way.” 
 
    The toast was repeated around the table as we all raised and clinked our glasses. 
 
    As if summoned by our celebration, servers came back with the main course. Even before they set the plates down, the room filled with a smoky savory smell of tender meat. 
 
    I had to swallow and try not to drool as they set down a large set of ribs slathered in barbeque sauce. I plucked a corner of the meat. It tore off easily, and I gave it a taste. 
 
    Mana erupted through my body with the meat. 
 
    “Second-rank mana beast meat?” 
 
    “Yes, it is also from a farm outside the city where they raise the pig-like mana beasts.” Diana pulled a bone free of her own plate and started nibbling as daintily as one could eat a rack of ribs. 
 
    I went slow, taking time to absorb the bounty of mana present in the meat. I savored not only the flavor, but also the opportunity to consume such cultivation material. 
 
    When I finished, I was almost sad, despite being stuffed. But I sat back with a heavy stomach and let out a sigh. 
 
    The others were finishing up. 
 
    “That was lovely. Thank you.” Narissa bowed her head fractionally towards Diana. 
 
    “You are quite welcome. Now, pardon me, but I must make arrangements for our after-dinner activity.” Our host pushed back from the table and set her napkin down on the plate. 
 
    As she left, the servers came in and cleaned up. 
 
    “Excuse me, could you call the chef in for us to thank?” I asked the woman taking my plate. 
 
    “Absolutely, sir.” She bowed her head and hurried off with the plate. 
 
    Suddenly it was just me and the girls, and I enjoyed the momentary reprieve from the unknown. 
 
    Celina let out a heavy sigh. “I have to return to the sect tomorrow morning. I must take the Gu we captured back.” 
 
    “Why is it so important?” 
 
    “My sect thrives off breeding and raising various poisonous mana beasts and letting them grow through consuming each other. This may just be a single rank one mana beast, but it represents fresh blood into the breeding program and potentially new poison. One of our rules for all disciples is you must return with any discovered poison attribute mana beast. They are rare enough that I must comply to support the Valley.” 
 
    Even the apologetic gaze she gave her sister held determination to return to her sect. I could tell it was very important to her. 
 
    “Will you be back?” 
 
    “No. At least, not in the short term,” she sighed. “Traveling with you all has been great, but as a poison mage, there are very specific resources I need. If I’m ever to forge my immortal body, I need to train within the sect and stay focused.” The last was said with a longing glance my way. 
 
    We’d become close, but we had always known we couldn’t go any further until she had control of the poison in her body by forming her immortal body. 
 
    I wasn’t happy to lose her, even if it was just temporary, but we all had our own paths. 
 
    “I understand. But we’ll see you again—I’m sure of it.” I gave her a reassuring smile and a wink. 
 
    Celina swallowed around a lump. “Er. Our mountains are close. I’m sure we’ll both be at a dungeon together soon.” 
 
    “But we don’t have to say goodbye just yet. Tonight, we celebrate!” I raised my glass. “To growing stronger, and may the bonds we forged only grow with distance until we can be together again.” 
 
    The girls’ spirits raised like a bonfire taking light, and they echoed my determination with their own. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir.” My server was back with a muscular man behind her. “I have brought the chef.” 
 
    The chef wore a white robe discolored with a splatter on the sleeves. He had a mustache waxed to points that tipped up, giving him a very arrogant feel. 
 
    “Hello, guests of our employer.” He gave a curt bow. “How can I be of assistance?” 
 
    “Please, no need to be so formal. We wanted to thank you for the fantastic meal.” 
 
    His eyes caught on the Ferrymen emblem on my chest, and he only became more formal. “It is my honor to cook for disciples of the sect.” 
 
    The maid behind him chuckled and whispered something to him that I couldn’t hear, but it seemed to do what my words had not. His shoulders relaxed. His voice loosened up. 
 
    “Is it true that the boss asked for your help?” 
 
    “Yes, and we will help. But she offered too much,” I said kindly, watching as he relaxed further. 
 
    But then he surprised me by kneeling on the floor and bowing over. “Please, if you can help her, you will have my gratitude.” 
 
    The server in the doorway looked like she was about to join him. 
 
    “Stop. Get up.” I stepped back from the begging man, confused at the sudden display. 
 
    “No, please. Promise to help the boss. She has no one since her sister has taken over the family, and she is kind to us.” 
 
    I had a feeling Diana needed more than just items for her auction house. I had just gotten to know her, and I was a stranger in this new city. 
 
    “Please. She is a good person. I don’t want to see her family destroy her.” He crawled forward, keeping his head down. 
 
    Michelle blocked him from getting too close. “It doesn’t seem like she needs our help that badly. She has so much wealth.” 
 
    “She does. But her family is going to abandon her once Nikki is married. They will want to throw everything at Nikki and any child she has. They will do whatever they can to strip the boss in an effort to build up her sister.” 
 
    I frowned. It fit what Diana had said, but it sounded much more drastic than just a bit of competition. However, I still wasn’t sure what I could offer that could help. 
 
    “Please. All the boss needs is the support from within the sect to hold her ground.” 
 
    He continued to inch forward on his knees. 
 
    “Get up. I swear I’ll help her. She’s already proven her worth by taking such good care of strangers.” I meant it. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what could be done, but I had already entered a partnership with Diana. I wasn’t about to go back on my word because it got more difficult. 
 
    The cook scooted forward, but the maid at the door coughed twice, and he shot to his feet. His stiff attitude returned. 
 
    Diana’s voice called from the hallway as she stepped into view. “Girls, I have our shopping trip all prepared!” She clapped her hands, a grin across her face. 
 
    She paused when she saw the chef. “Oh, good! You had the chance to thank the chef.” She smiled at him. “Martin, the food was fantastic, as usual.” 
 
    “It is my absolute pleasure to continue working for you.” He gave a curt bow and turned to leave, giving one last meaningful glance to me. 
 
    “Great, so where is this shopping trip?” I asked. 
 
    Michelle and the other girls were already following our pink-haired host out the door. I chuckled as I stood there, a man forgotten for shopping. 
 
    “If I may?” The maid bowed, turning to lead me through doors into a large chamber with high arched ceilings. 
 
    The girls were already moving about in a sea of clothing racks. There had to be nearly a hundred racks. Somehow, there were enough racks to make the large antechamber feel cramped. 
 
    I enjoyed taking in the girls’ excitement as they tried on different clothes. There was a resounding theme in a portion of the racks, and that was the gray blue of the Ferrymen. 
 
    Michelle flitted between the racks, and I saw her carrying a pile of clothes, but their color was that of the Thousand Blossom Valley. I ignored the oddity and looked around. 
 
    I spotted a nice, plush, red chair in the room’s corner outside the racks, and it called to me. “Can you bring me a drink? I’ll be over there.” 
 
    The red leather chair was even more comfortable than it looked as I sank into it. I traced the studs on the arm as I waited for my drink and watched the girls. 
 
    All of them seemed to note where I had set up but didn’t actually pause in their shopping. 
 
    “Anything else?” the maid asked, handing me my drink. 
 
    “Got a foot stool for this by any chance?” 
 
    She smiled at how comfortable I was getting. 
 
    It wasn’t how I had intended to spend the night, but the girls were certainly having fun, and I couldn’t complain. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    I woke up wrapped by Michelle and Aurora on either side of me. I enjoyed the groggy moment, feeling their bodies pressed up against me. I smiled as I replayed the night. 
 
    The shopping had devolved into a fashion show, with each dress becoming more and more revealing. At one point, Michelle had danced around in front of me in a slinky dress, enjoying my reaction as she teased me. Apparently, she’d asked Diana to include lingerie. 
 
    I’d nearly hit the point of throwing her over my shoulder and finding the nearest flat surface when she’d grabbed my hand and led me to our room. 
 
    Celina and Narissa had stayed behind, likely spending the last night together before they separated for a bit. 
 
    Aurora had been insistent on coming out of my ring and joining us after I had satisfied Michelle the first time. From there, it had been a mess of kisses, touches, and pure pleasure. 
 
    I started getting hard again just thinking about it, so I took a deep breath and tried to calm myself, looking between my sleeping green-eyed and blue-eyed blondes. 
 
    Michelle’s hard body was pressed against me, her hair thrown haphazardly across the pillow. 
 
    Aurora’s soft body was melded against mine, curled up more carefully, with her hair falling over part of her face. They were simply stunning.  
 
    “Morning, Master.” Aurora’s emerald eyes opened up and captured me. 
 
    It was like she was my personal angel. And she had been when she’d saved my life back when I’d first used my bloodline and nearly killed myself with its power. 
 
    As a mana beast of the life element, Aurora could heal, but she had also taught me a more savage side of life mana—the drive to survive at all costs. My angel could be brutal when necessary. 
 
    “Morning, Angel.” I wrapped her in a fierce hug and claimed her soft lips. 
 
    Since getting my second ring and growing my soul power, I’d been able to communicate to her through my soul and feel her through our connected souls. I no longer worried as I once did if her affections were because she was a mana beast bound to me. 
 
    The kiss she returned held no guessing at her love for me. Aurora might call me master, but our souls were in a partnership. 
 
    Aurora moaned into my mouth as she rolled under me, putting me on top. 
 
    I could feel the desire in her for me to pin her down and claim her as she fought back for dominance. As a Kunpeng, a massive mana beast that was half-fish, half-bird, she was fully a predator and desired strength. 
 
    “You two are so hot,” Michelle whispered. I looked back to see that she had rolled over on her side. One hand propped her head up while the other was lost beneath her sheets. 
 
    My warrior woman was no less wild than Aurora, but she fought to be my equal, not dominated. She’d give me a hell of a fight every step of our lives together. 
 
    “You can always join us, babe,” I growled, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Michelle bit her lip and slunk over. 
 
    We were interrupted by a knock on the door. 
 
    “Guests. I am coming to notify you that breakfast will be served shortly.” 
 
    Aurora groaned under me as she rubbed herself against my leg. “Such bad timing.” She continued to grind. 
 
    Michelle and I couldn’t help it. We laughed. 
 
    “Sorry, Aurora, but we need to get going.” 
 
    My lovely mana beast pouted before diving in for a deep kiss. I returned it, pulling her close and drawing the kiss out, because I knew this was a goodbye kiss for a while. We needed to keep her somewhat secret until we had a stronger lay of the land and people we could trust. 
 
    Our kiss broke. She gave me a sultry look before disappearing into my ring. 
 
    “Come on, Stud.” Michelle was already stepping into the shower, and I joined her for a quick scrub down. 
 
    “We can’t be too long,” I said, tracing the supple curve of her ass. 
 
    She gave me a look over her shoulder that told me I was playing with fire. “Keep touching me like that, and we’ll take however long it takes.” 
 
    She turned to lean back into me, wigging a little as she did it. I couldn’t help the slight rumble that emerged from my throat. The woman was sexy. 
 
    I fought myself. I so wanted to continue playing with that fire, but we really needed to get down to our host. Celina was also leaving this morning, and I wanted to have time with her before she left. 
 
    A hand reached back and coiled around my member, breaking me from my thoughts. 
 
    “You are so stressed, you know that? Stop worrying.” Michelle turned and started stroking me with her hand, warm water cascading over us. Her other hand reached up and cradled the back of my neck, kneading into me and holding me possessively. I looked into her eyes that were locked on mine, smiling as she worked me. 
 
    My iron resolve to be quick broke further with each stroke. 
 
    Smiling, she knelt down, water streaming over her blonde locks and down her body. She leaned forward, taking me into her mouth. Looking up at me as she expertly worked me, she stroked deeper and deeper. 
 
    Her throat rumbled as she added some vibrations. She was bringing me to my peak fast. 
 
    I tensed, releasing and soaking the back of her throat. My body relaxed, calm spreading through my body as she took all I gave. 
 
    She pulled back, licking the bits that still remained, looking pleased with herself. 
 
    “You are amazing,” I managed to mumble, my mind still foggy. 
 
    But she was already turning to exit the shower with a smirk. “Let’s go deal with your worries now that you’re more relaxed.” 
 
    I nodded and followed behind her. 
 
    I blushed when I realized the servant had been waiting outside our door the whole time. Luckily, I was pretty sure we were relatively quiet. Regardless, he remained professional as he led us promptly down to the dining hall again. 
 
    The rich room looked so different in the morning light that I did a double take to make sure it was the same dining hall. The walls that were softly lit with candlelight last night shone brightly from the morning sun streaming in from the high windows. 
 
    “Morning,” Diana called out, smiling as we entered. Narissa and Celina paused in their conversation. 
 
    “Morning. What’s for breakfast?” I tried to keep it casual, walking over to grab a seat next to Celina. I gave her a side hug, knowing today was probably hard for her. 
 
    “They should bring out the platters soon. I find it is easier to let people pick their own breakfast.” 
 
    Her serving staff came in at that moment, as if on cue. I wondered if they’d been standing behind the door, just waiting to be summoned. 
 
    In their arms, they carried enormous platters of eggs, toast, and an assortment of breakfast meats. It was a buffet. 
 
    I eyed the bacon like it was my third lover and jumped on the chance to pile my plate full of eggs and bacon. The toast looked good, but I wanted protein. I wasn’t sure if it was the change of becoming a stronger mage, but my predator instinct seemed to be increasing with my cultivation levels.  
 
    I had known there was an aggression that came with being a mage—from needing to hunt mana beasts for their cores to grow—but I hadn’t considered that there could be actual physiological changes that came with it. 
 
    I still was human, and my morals seemed intact, but I couldn’t deny that something had changed; I saw it in the mages around me as well. We needed to be able to kill and fight to survive. 
 
    Taking a bite of the crispy bacon, I could feel the mana wash over me, and I enjoyed the smoky, greasy meat. I realized it was likely the same type of mana beast that had given us ribs the night before. 
 
    “This is delicious. Same farm as last night?” 
 
    “Yes, it is fantastic, isn’t it? One of my new favorites.” 
 
    Everyone dug into the meal. More than a few moans escaped the girls as they tried their first bites. 
 
    “Oh. This is wonderful,” Narissa said, and the others echoed as we all picked at our food. 
 
    “I know you all enjoyed your time here, and I’m not shooing you out, but I would like to know your plans for today so I can arrange for carriages.” 
 
    I went to speak, but paused, turning to Celina. I wanted to make sure her plans hadn’t changed. 
 
    The poison mage sighed. “I must return to my sect. If you could have the Gu brought back at the end of breakfast, I will head out immediately.” 
 
    “Do you need a carriage?” Diana offered. 
 
    “No, it will be faster if I run back. On my own, using the road between the two sects, I can make it back in under a week.” 
 
    I was surprised. Gu must really be important if she was going to run the entire way. While a valid means of travel for a mage, it was still exhausting to flat-out run for days on end, only stopping to rest. 
 
    I squeezed her hand under the table. “Stay safe.” 
 
    “En.” She nodded with determination. 
 
    I turned to Diana. “We’ll head off to the sect here shortly.” 
 
    As I said the words, I couldn’t help but feel a weight. We were going to join the Ferrymen today. 
 
    I had dreamed of joining a sect, of exploring the world beyond Locksprings, since I was a child. It hadn’t seemed completely real until now that it was finally happening. 
 
    She nodded and called for a servant to ready a carriage. “You know, you can break our agreement anytime. I’m essentially just your preferred merchant, not your only one. However, I’d ask that you come see me from time to time regardless.” 
 
    “You are more than a preferred merchant, Diana. You are a friend.” 
 
    She gave a wide smile. “Then, as a friend, let me give you a gift as congratulations for joining a sect.” 
 
    I felt like I’d just been played, but I didn’t have time to dwell on it as maids carried in trays and placed them in front of each of us. I picked out several fruits and pills that I knew, and even more that I didn’t. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have.” Michelle pushed her tray away from her, but I saw her eyeing the goods. 
 
    I looked to the sisters to understand the value of the tray before each of us. They were both shocked, but not reeling, from the items placed before them. Narissa caught my look. 
 
    “This would be a few months’ supply to one of the favored members of a sect. It’s nothing heaven defying,” the older sister said. 
 
    It was like Diana had likely planned it perfectly to not be so much that I’d reject, yet still being substantial. Clearly, I was too predictable. 
 
    I gave Diana a look that let her know what I thought. “I accept your gift. And I will repay you when I’m able.” 
 
    Diana laughed and then tisked. “No, no. You see, it would be rude for you to repay this. It’s a gift.” 
 
    I smiled back, joining in the game. “Yes, but we have our own customs from our ‘bumpkin’ town outside Styx. I really must ask that you respect them.” 
 
    Her retort died on her lips as she took in what I said, then burst out in laughter. “Alright, you win. It never hurts to have a member of the sect indebted.” 
 
    “Miss, the carriage is ready,” a maid said from the doorway before disappearing. 
 
    I looked down at my plate. I hadn’t finished, but I was ready. 
 
    Scooping up the last piece of bacon, I stood. “Let’s not put this off any longer. Diana, if you’d please show us the way?” 
 
    Our host didn’t even bat an eye at the food left on the table, standing to guide us out of the house. 
 
    On our walk out, Celina pulled my sleeve for me to slow down, and I obliged, creating some space between us and the rest of the group. 
 
    “Isaac, promise me you’ll have an elder look at my sister right away. The Ferrymen have people known for their soul arts. I’m sure there will be somebody who can help her.” 
 
    Her eyes shone with vulnerability. I looked her in the eye, knowing she needed the reassurance. 
 
    “Of course. I swear upon my cultivation as a mage that I will do everything I can to remove the corrupt art from Narissa when we get to the sect, and allow her soul to be entirely hers.” 
 
    She searched my eyes for a moment before accepting my promise. 
 
    I pulled her in for a hug and gave her a kiss on her forehead. “I swear I’ll help her, Celina. I want her freed as much as you do. What they did to her was awful, and I hate that I’m having to keep the connection for her to be conscious.” 
 
    She nodded into my chest, and when I let her go, she wiped at her eyes. “Let’s catch back up to them or they will think we’ve run off to find a room.” 
 
    Michelle looked back, her eyes full of understanding. The other two barely missed us, or at least, they ignored our moment alone to give some privacy. 
 
    Outside the mansion in the circle drive, a maid held the cage with the Gu trapped inside, and another male servant held the door open to a carriage. 
 
    I took a deep breath. Our journeys were officially separating for now, but it was for the best. 
 
    Michelle picked Celina up and wrapped her in a fierce hug. “You take care of yourself, or I’ll hunt you down.” 
 
    “I promise—” She sniffed back tears. “I promise, I will.” 
 
    Narissa was there when Michelle let up, and held her arms open. Celina dove into her sister and the two of them shared a muffled goodbye. 
 
    I gave Celina another hug with a kiss on her head. “I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    She picked up the mana beast from the servant and waved to Diana and her house. 
 
    I took a deep breath at watching her go. The last time I said goodbye to a woman I cared about, she had changed so much before I saw her again. But Celina was too stubborn to turn out like Kat, and she’d already been challenged before I’d met her. 
 
    As I reassured myself, she rounded the corner and was out of my line of sight. 
 
    “Ahem.” The servant holding the carriage door politely got our attention. “It would be best if we can head to the sect before the streets get too busy.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, taking a moment to say goodbye to Diana. “It was a pleasure. I hope you get everything you want out of this deal, and I will see you soon.” 
 
    Her pink hair fluttered as she shook her head. “No, I’m afraid I’ve already caused you trouble. It’s me that owes you. Please, come back, and send me word if there is anything you need.” 
 
    I couldn’t understand how such a giving person had amassed such wealth. From meeting her sister, it seemed like she was a definite anomaly. I gave her a bow for goodbye. 
 
    Michelle and Narissa said their goodbyes and followed me into the carriage, the door closing behind us. 
 
    “I half-expected her to join us,” Michelle said as the carriage lurched forward. 
 
    I laughed, but Michelle continued. “You are a catch.” She nuzzled into me. “And your bloodline seems to draw women in like honey. I would know.” 
 
    I smiled, leaning down to give her a kiss, and we settled in comfortably together. 
 
    Michelle’s attention turned to Narissa. “So, what’s the first thing you are going to do at the sect?” 
 
    Narissa spoke, her voice muffled from looking down. “I am not part of the Ferrymen, so they’ll want to test me. But, if I pass, I’d like to see what they have for my... condition.” 
 
    “This must be scary for you, but you know we are both here for you. We’ll find a way.” 
 
    She slowly nodded. 
 
    When I’d first connected Narissa’s body to her soul, she had had an internal fire. But, ever since the dungeon, she’d become quieter as the days had passed, and become more reserved. 
 
    I tried not to overanalyze it, but given that a piece of my soul was what allowed her body to connect to her soul, it was hard not to wonder if I was influencing the change. 
 
    I hated it. Nobody should have that kind of control. 
 
    Even beyond the promise Celina had me make, I was eager to help Narissa and right the wrong done to her. 
 
    The two girls started talking quieter, and I didn’t pry. Focusing on the view outside the carriage, I watched as we got closer to the mountain. 
 
    It was in far more detail at this distance. Long green streaks of moss and vines hung from the mountain, and the ground under it was covered in mist. Giant wooden elevators hung from the mountain and were already working to transfer goods and people between Styx and the sect. 
 
    The floating mountain rose far above where the elevators attached, a monstrous bronze gate where the elevator reached only showing hints of a city behind the walls. The mountain carried upwards, with structures that appeared to be in tiers all the way up the clouds, disappearing out of sight. 
 
    I wondered what kind of mage lived up in the clouds. 
 
    There was a cluster of elevators we appeared to be heading towards. Where they ended in the city of Styx, I could make out a raised platform between the buildings as we passed. 
 
    “Are we heading to that platform?” I called out to the driver. 
 
    He didn’t turn from the road, but he shouted so I could hear him. “Yes, that’s the north entrance to the sect. If you are new, you must go through there first.” 
 
    The carriage continued to roll closer to the platform, and I could make out people loading and unloading carts from the elevators. But what I hadn’t expected was to watch a person fall from the floating mountain and land on the platform, with all the grace of a cat hopping off a counter. 
 
    There wasn’t even a disturbance at the platform with his actions. Was such a display so normal for the city of Styx? 
 
    “This is it.” The carriage driver pulled us to a stop. 
 
    I leapt out, more than ready to venture to my new home. Looking back, the girls were getting out, and I wasn’t sure what Michelle had said, but Narissa was holding her head high as we stepped out to the platform. 
 
    One of the worker’s eyes immediately locked onto our robes and hurried over to us. 
 
    “Morning. Returning to the sect or picking something up?” 
 
    “Returning,” I said. 
 
    “Great. Fantastic. There’s a lift going up in a minute with some light goods that you can ride.” He pointed to one such elevator being filled with what looked like bedding supplies. Blankets and pillows filled the elevator, which was the size of a small room. 
 
    I inspected the rope that held the container that was going to carry us up to the sect. It felt unnatural to be sticking myself into it. 
 
    The rope attached to the container was a coarse braided cord, about as thick as my thigh. I could sense enchantments layered on both it and the container. 
 
    I’d never been one for enchantments, but I knew things like reducing the weight of objects was not uncommon. I had to imagine both the cord, and the elevator, were reinforced to make this trip safely. 
 
    “Worried?” Narissa asked, sensing my mood and teasing me a bit. 
 
    “You can’t tell me they don’t make you a bit nervous.” 
 
    A small smile flitted across her face. “Don’t worry. They have them at the Sun and Moon Hall too. They are constantly inspected and reinforced with far more enchantments than they need. While the sects might work their disciples hard, it would be stupid to let a simple accident waste all the resources they put into a disciple.” 
 
    That made sense. We were far more important than the cost of these enchantments. Although, I liked to think we were worth keeping safe regardless. 
 
    “Alright, you guys and gals, hop on in,” the platform worker called. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The elevator rocked back and forth as it made its ascent, slowly finding its balance. I completely forgot my nerves as I looked out between the wooden slats to view the world. 
 
    When I’d ridden Aurora in, I was lost to the adrenaline rush from the battle, and I hadn’t taken it all in. The city below was a busy anthill of activity. The Hua estate was obvious, like a stamp upon the city, claiming it as their own. 
 
    Outside Styx, the wilderness took over and spread out to the horizon. 
 
    As we rose, the Thousand Blossom Valley mountain became more visible, and I wondered where Celina was in her journey. I hoped she stayed safe. 
 
    The elevator continued up. An exclamation from Michelle caught my attention, and I turned to follow her gaze. She was looking at our new home now that some of the cloud cover was below us. Thousands of mana crystals crusted the underside of the mountain, some as large as a house. 
 
    As we passed by the underside, a wall of vibrant green growth poured off the edge of the mountain, blocking my vision. As we cleared them, the lip and another wooden platform came into view. It was smaller than the one in Styx and far less busy. 
 
    The elevator was attached to a large wooden arm. A cord ran through a series of pulleys to a large spoked wheel. Two muscular men, clearly mages, were turning the wheel and providing the power that brought the pulley up to rest at the top of the wooden arm. 
 
    “Woah!” Michelle shouted, steading herself as the wooden arm swung us over to the edge of the mountain, and we fell a few feet to land on the platform. I felt Aurora pulse in my chest, feeling my panic. 
 
    “Haha. Sorry, sister!” one man called jovially as he stood up from the wheel and wiped off his brow. 
 
    The man had shrugged off the top of his robe, but it held tight, bound to his waist. It was early morning, but sweat still soaked his robe. 
 
    “Elder, the next load’s done,” the other man called. 
 
    I popped the latching mechanism for the elevator and swung the door open, ready to get my feet back on solid ground. 
 
    A middle-aged man was walking down the little dock towards us. 
 
    “Good morning, disciples,” he greeted us with an enormous smile as he took in our robes. “You know the drill. Please present your tokens.” 
 
    Michelle and I looked at each other for help. Seeing her bewildered face made me laugh, but when I turned back to the elder, he was scowling. 
 
    “Did you really think it was so easy to enter the sect?” 
 
    “We were invited by Elder Shaw, but then the attack at the dungeon separated us. We weren’t able to get any further instructions from him, but we followed his instructions to come.” 
 
    The elder came up short. “Elder Shaw returned yesterday, heavily injured. He has not woken up yet.” 
 
    “He’s alive?” I asked, and my reaction must have helped, because the Elder nodded and pulled back his aggression. 
 
    “Though, I must warn you, with Elder Shaw unable to speak for you, you will be required to pass the test.” He appraised each of us for a moment. “You all have the talent needed. Good luck.” 
 
    Michelle stepped up next to me. “Can you please tell us more about this test, Elder?” 
 
    “You must push forward through the gates. You’ll enter the city of the outer sect. There will be guards there, and you must resist their attacks and make it into the city. Wear red on your approach and they will know you are challenging for the right to enter the sect.” 
 
    “That’s all?” I asked. 
 
    “To resist the attacks of several mages that are at your own level is not so simple, and it only grants you access to the Outer Court of the sect. Your talent will be tested again in the Outer Court, and from there you may attempt to move into the Inner and Core Courts of the sect. Although, even with your gold meridians, the Core Court isn’t something you should expect to ever reach.” 
 
    I nodded along with his explanation and pulled a red robe from my spatial ring, changing right there in front of everyone. The girls showed the same decorum, ignoring the eyes of the two workers. 
 
    The elder left us, heading over to the two men who had brought up the elevator. He then handed them something. I could see the familiar gleam of getting paid in the two workers’ eyes. 
 
    “Michelle, Narissa, are you ready?” I asked the women. 
 
    “Let’s do this.” 
 
    “Sure. The Outer Court test shouldn’t be too bad.” 
 
    I turned to Narissa. “Did the Sun and Moon Hall have the same structure?” 
 
    “We did have a test, but not all of the sects are similar. The Outer Court is generally the largest. The sect does not give many free resources to the Outer Court disciples, since they’re less valuable. They do jobs for the sect in order to earn resources. Competition is fierce to move to the Inner Court.” 
 
    I looked back to the two men as they started lowering the elevator again. “Like those two?” 
 
    “Exactly. They will be paid in a currency unique to the sect, and with that currency they can buy resources they might need for cultivation. The sect opens their warehouse for anyone in the sect to buy what they need, from beast cores to medicines to techniques... for the right price.” 
 
    “Sounds like hard work,” Michelle said, looking back at the two men working the wheel. 
 
    “Those two are probably trying to strengthen their bodies while earning resources to cultivate. Everyone focuses on tasks that also help with their cultivation.” 
 
    As we continued up the path, there was a disciple standing by the road that caught sight of us and turned, running towards the city gates. 
 
    “I guess we’ve been spotted.” I looked forward, keeping an eye out for the first attack. 
 
    We didn’t have to wait long for a man and woman to appear before us. “You wish to enter the sect?” the man called out. 
 
    I cupped my fist and bowed. “Yes, please test us.” 
 
    The pair nodded to each other before they began drawing upon their mana. A massive serpent of water wrapped itself around the woman before striking out at me. 
 
    The impact from the spell reminded me of the waterfall my father had made me train in to break down my meridians. The frigid water didn’t stop, and the torrent continued to pour forth. 
 
    I grunted and braced against the rush of water, but it didn’t feel like a very powerful attack. As it pushed me, and I started giving ground, I realized it wasn’t meant to harm me, but hold me back. I’d have to press through to enter the sect. 
 
    Lowering myself, I not only braced, but I pushed forward into the spell. 
 
    I couldn’t see anything around me. I was cut off from Michelle and Narissa. 
 
    The spell wasn’t over; it continued to hammer me, and the surrounding ground had become slick mud. If I didn’t do something soon, no matter how strong a mage I was, I wouldn’t have firm enough ground to stand on. 
 
    Pulling life mana to me had become easier, like taking deep breaths. I pulled what I could find and then focused on Aurora’s savage aspect of life. Yelling out over the roaring water, I slammed my fist into her spell. 
 
    It shattered, and I nearly fell forward. 
 
    The woman was heaving with effort, and the man was wiping sweat from his brow. Both of them looked exhausted. 
 
    Michelle was to my left and covered in sand. I realized she must have undergone a similar test, but with an element that wasn’t her own. 
 
    Meanwhile, Narissa was soaked to the bone like me. Her feet were wrapped in stone, holding her in place. 
 
    “Welcome, brother and sisters.” The male disciple stepped forward and shook each of our hands. “Unfortunately, your arrival has been preceded by some chatter. People are itching to come out and test you. Take your time. Don’t rush.” 
 
    I shook his hand with a wry smirk. “I guess we’ll just have to deal with what comes our way. Thanks for the warning.” 
 
    “Good luck.” He turned to head back to the sect, the woman joining him. 
 
    “That was friendly,” Michelle said, tossing her hair and trying to comb the sand out. 
 
    I wrung out my sleeves. “I think that was just the welcome mat.” 
 
    Another figure appeared on the road, but they were waiting for us to come closer. “Looks like we might get to take our own pace. Narissa, was it the same at the Sun and Moon Hall?” 
 
    “No, the entry test there was very different.” She frowned and scrunched her brow, like she was having trouble remembering it. 
 
    I wondered if it had been the start of the technique used to control her. 
 
    “Regardless, they won’t stop us.” I drew in more life mana, preparing for the fight. 
 
    How was I going to rescue Kat from whatever the Sun and Moon Hall had done to her and protect the other women in my life if I couldn’t even pass into the outer area of the Ferrymen? 
 
    I needed the sect’s help to take on the corrupt mages and progress in my cultivation. The only option was forward, which I moved toward with determination. 
 
    “Don’t charge in all on your own, Stud. We are a team.” Michelle caught up to me and jumped forward, her shield spell up at the ready as we got in range of the next mage. 
 
    “HA!” the mage in Ferrymen robes roared as a large seal made of fire burned above him, then slammed down on the three of us. 
 
    The fire didn’t seem like much, but when it hit, the spell spun with mana and it felt like a house had fallen on the three of us. Michelle’s shield held, but we were in a deadlock. And our opponent had the advantage. 
 
    “Michelle. Break this.” 
 
    My beautiful warrior grunted in response as her bloodline mark spread across her forehead. The attacking mage’s eyes widened. 
 
    Her spell went from blue to black. She screamed and threw the shield spell out, pushing off the fire seal. 
 
    I was on the mage before he could recover from his stumble. 
 
    “Good job.” He held his hands up before I had to do anything. “I was wondering how you pissed off Leo, but now I get it. With a bloodline, you’re going to either be friend or foe.” 
 
    “Leo?” My gut sank with recognition. 
 
    Nikki’s fiancé was named Leo, wasn’t he? I took a deep breath. “I think I met his fiancée passing through Styx. Pink hair, about this tall, kind of a snob?” 
 
    The mage in front of me visibly winced. “Yeah... best of luck, friend. And tip for your survival: you might want to keep your feelings on her to yourself. He may bash her from time to time, but nobody else is allowed to.” He turned and hurried away from me. 
 
    I looked up, realizing more mages were now standing along our path to the city, and we’d gathered a bit of an audience. 
 
    “Wow, do they do this every time someone comes to the sect?” Michelle asked. 
 
    “No, I think this is a homecoming gift based on our run-in with the older Hua sister.” 
 
    “Oh. That guy was Leo?” Narissa asked, joining us. 
 
    “No, but he had information. Apparently, Leo is a problem, and he’s done or said something to rally the disciples to come challenge us.” I enjoyed the eye roll the girls made when they heard Leo. 
 
    Michelle pounded her fists together. “Well then. Come and get ’em.” She gestured to the growing crowd. 
 
    I took in our competitors. He had to motivate these people somehow. Either he had that much sway, or he was rewarding them somehow. Regardless, he was using his authority to bully the new disciples, and he was using the lower-level disciples to do it, based on those we had encountered so far. 
 
    That didn’t sit well with me. Only weak leaders hid behind their followers. 
 
    Cracking my neck, I agreed with Michelle. “We’ll just have to earn our way into the sect. If people keep coming like this, we’ll never last. Our best option is to sprint through.” 
 
    Both the girls took note of the gathering crowd before us. Narissa huffed. “You think that’s wise? There have to be rules about how this process is managed.” 
 
    “If there were rules against this, the elders would have made their presence known. At least one has to be watching this. So, let’s give them a show.” I smiled over at my warrior, who grinned back ferociously. Narissa was a bit more reserved, but she nodded that she was ready. 
 
    Michelle took up position in the front, and Narissa and I guarded each side. Together, we rushed forward into our first opponent. 
 
    He wasn’t ready for our charge and hastily threw out a spell. It bounced against Michelle’s shield, and she tossed him aside as we barreled past. We put extra mana into our legs, moving faster. 
 
    Another disciple jumped in our way. He was just close enough to take the brunt of Michelle’s shield as we continued past him, refusing to slow down.  
 
    I felt a prickle on the back of my neck. Turning, I instinctively punched out with my Golden Needle spell just in time to knock out the core of the spell thrown my way. 
 
    The disciple we’d pushed past hadn’t given up, but his spell faltered and fell to the ground with a crash. 
 
    The surrounding crowd grew noisy. They seemed to agree that attacking from behind had been a shady move, but I noted they did nothing to stop it. 
 
    I looked forward again. Michelle hadn’t stopped, but the gates were still far away. The crowd of disciples in front of it had grown, and anticipation shone in their eyes. Some seemed to be observing, but the majority looked ready to jump into a fight. 
 
    Were we going to have to defeat the entire Outer Court in order to enter the sect? 
 
    Another mage hit the front of Michelle’s shield, and I realized our defensive strategy was going to fail. I had to act. 
 
    Rushing up on Michelle as she was halted by another mage, I leapt over her shield and tackled the mage to the ground, hard enough to jar my bones. I pushed off him. He looked like a fish out of water, winded from the tackle and mouth gaping open. I jumped up, already bracing for the next attack. 
 
    Sure enough, another mage was ready. I needed to make them less eager to get in our way. Drawing mana into myself, I cast the Kunpeng’s Claw that Aurora had taught me. I shaped the spell with my soul power to make it sharper and harder than any time I’d cast it before, but not enough that it would kill, though. It was time to see how good I’d gotten. 
 
    The massive golden talons appeared in the sky and slammed down on the unprepared mage. He fumbled and was barely able to bring up raw earth mana to block it. His spell held only for a fraction of a second before it crumbled, and my spell crushed him into the ground. 
 
    I kept the pressure on until he coughed up blood and went slack. I felt bad for hurting him, but he would live. We might not survive if we looked like weak targets. 
 
    “Keep going,” I called to Michelle and raced to catch up. I hoped we could avoid hurting others so badly. In the end, this was a fight with Leo. He was just using them to do his dirty work. 
 
    The next mage looked more worried than before. I cast another Kunpeng Claw, showing that I still had plenty of mana left. 
 
    After that second show of force, the path began to clear. We no longer looked like easy money. I didn’t wait for more challengers and rushed forward to the gate, with the girls on my heels. 
 
    “Watch out.” 
 
    I felt it before I saw it. 
 
    Flooding my arm with mana, I raised a shield up to block a bolt of lightning. The lightning sizzled and stung my arm as it fell limp, twitching with electricity. I looked at who’d attacked, but I knew who I would likely find. 
 
    However, I was more disturbed by the smell of my charred flesh. Cradling my arm, I stood tall and prepared for a follow-up attack. Michelle and Narissa were at my side, and the crowd behind us had gone silent. 
 
    Standing on the gate was a man in Ferrymen robes, although his robes were more ornate, with scale patterning and light blue trim. His hair was long and pulled back, dancing in the wind like a vain hero. 
 
    The surrounding crowd stared at him with open awe and respect. I knew this was Leo. 
 
    His spell hadn’t been gentle. The message was clear. Even with my rapid healing, it would take a minute for me to recover use of my left arm. 
 
    Lightning was a variant attribute of wind, and it was a powerful and nasty attribute. It was just as powerful as fire and just as swift as wind, which was a terrifying combination. It was only balanced by the fact that it held a narrower scope of attack. 
 
    Leo stood loftily on the top of the gate and glared down at me, daring for me to advance again. 
 
    Michelle, headstrong as she was, ignored our little stare off. She put her shield up and walked to the gate with Narissa under her shield. As she walked, she used one hand to flick off Leo. 
 
    Leo frowned, sending another bolt of lightning down onto her, shattering her shield and pinning both the women to the ground. 
 
    He’d simply flicked his wrist to send that attack. It hadn’t given Michelle time to react. I needed to distract him before he hurt her too badly. 
 
    I locked eyes with Leo. “Having fun?” 
 
    “No. I do not enjoy having my personal time wasted to block scum from entering the sect.” His arms crackled with lightning, and his threat was clear. 
 
    The crowd was all leaning forward, wanting to hear every word said. They all were waiting for Leo’s next move like trained dogs. 
 
    I was suddenly glad I had been raised away from most sects. I couldn’t imagine giving my will away to somebody else. Locksprings had its faults, but I’d been raised with honor by my father. 
 
    “Turn back, and I won’t have to harm you.” 
 
    “Well, that sucks, because we’re going through. But I’m glad you finally decided to stop hiding behind the other disciples.” 
 
    Leo’s brow furrowed. He lifted his hand, and lightning swirled around his arm until the form of a dragon crackled within the lighting. 
 
    “Remember, you did this to yourself,” he said without a shred of emotion, then he thrust his palm at me. 
 
    The lightning flew off from his arm and boomed as the spell launched itself at me, still in dragon form. 
 
    I snorted and struck out with a clawed hand. The Kunpeng Claw materialized and snatched the lighting dragon out of the air, crushing it to the gate with a boom that rang deep and clear, like a solid hit to a gong. 
 
    We both staggered from the mutual destruction of our spells, though Leo looked more surprised than hurt. 
 
    “You!” He lost his calm and shouted at me, raising both hands. 
 
    The sky filled with lighting. I could see a bloodline mark burn bright blue on his forehead as he jerked his hands down, and an even larger lighting dragon uncoiled from the clouds, diving towards me. 
 
    I could feel the danger as the dragon took form and opened its jaws to me. There was a palpable pressure from the spell as it came out of the clouds. 
 
    The gathered crowd was already moving away, shaking their heads. They had already pronounced me dead. 
 
    The pressure from the spell locked me in place; I had no choice but to fight. My aspect of survival thrummed through my mana, and I felt my forehead burn as my bloodline mark appeared. 
 
    Gasps sounded around me, similar to when Michelle’s bloodline had shown. My bloodline felt incomplete somehow, but it was full of the power of Aurora’s Kunpeng bloodline. 
 
    Not only did a claw form this time, but the entire body of the legendary Kunpeng stretched out like it was covering the sky with its wings. It raced to meet the dragon, who had offended it by claiming dominion over the sky. The air shook and dirt scraped my skin as they crashed together. 
 
    The Kunpeng’s cry pierced the air above the dragon’s roar. So much for trying to come to the sect under the radar.  
 
    My spell caught the dragon in its talons and pushed it back. I held my clawed hand in a vice as I struggled against his spell. The progress was slow, and I could feel Leo’s spell gain power. I had thrown everything I had into the spell, but he still had mana to spare, and he used it. 
 
    The Kunpeng’s progress stalled, and I could feel the dragon gaining momentum. The skin on my outstretched hand cracked and bled. 
 
    I pushed with everything I had, scraping all the mana left in my meridians and anything Aurora could give me into my spell. It wasn’t enough. I faltered. 
 
     Steadily, lightning gathered in the dragon, and I felt the momentum shift. Both spells were descending. 
 
    Grabbing hold of his spell as tightly as I could, I redirected my spell to the side. Both the dragon and Kunpeng rocketed to the ground some hundred yards to the side of each of us. 
 
    Screams came from the crowd as they raced to get clear of the blast. I couldn’t see anything as I shielded my face. Dirt and sand scraped at my skin and my robes threatened to rip as they flapped in the explosion’s wake. I rooted myself to the ground, unwilling to yield as the weight of my robes settled back on my shoulder. I moved my arm to see the aftermath. 
 
    We had destroyed the immaculate lawn, making a shallow crater in the floating mountain. The debris blown into the air stretched for miles, making the world hazy. I was surprised the surface had been damaged at all. It had likely been reinforced by more mana than I could imagine. 
 
    Leo was gone from the top of the gate. I felt the smirk before I realized I was even smiling. 
 
    I found Leo on the ground with me. His hair had come unbound and was covered in dirt, disheveled from the blast. He held his sword with murder in his eyes, but he made no move. He looked over at a short man who had appeared between the blast and the two girls. 
 
    I had been right. The elders had been watching. 
 
    Two claps rang out. 
 
    The short man smiled, completely free of the dirt that caked Leo and I. “Impressive. It seems the test is finished, and they passed, Leo. Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    Leo looked down at his drawn sword and sheathed it. “Yes, honored elder.” He looked like a petulant child. 
 
    “I’m surprised you were in this fight at all. If we had the Inner Court coming out to the Outer Court to test prospective disciples, we’d never get any fresh blood. Let alone disciples with bloodlines who have already earned the endorsement of an elder.” 
 
    Leo’s jaw ticked at the mention of an endorsement. 
 
    The short man smiled, turning to me. “Elder Shaw has spoken much of you since he woke up this morning. Welcome to the sect.” 
 
    I was relieved to hear the elder was okay. Hearing his account of the battle would hold more weight in swaying the sect to fight the corrupt mages. “I’d heard that he was still unconscious.” 
 
    The elder shrugged. “Don’t expect everyone to know everything. Elder Shaw is awake and quite talkative. If you have a moment, I’d like to bring you three to him.” 
 
    “Of course. But first, I need to check on my friends.” I cupped my hands and bowed quickly before rushing to Michelle and Narissa. In the corner of my eye, I could see Leo scowl and turn to leave. 
 
    I knew it wouldn’t be over, but at least now we could get resources we needed to combat him. I understood that Leo feared us as competition, but it felt there was more to his animosity. Not for one second did I think this was about Nikki being offended last night. There was more going on in the Ferrymen. 
 
    “You okay?” I pulled Narissa to her feet. Michelle was already getting up on her own. 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll be fine after I have time to meditate.” Narissa winced as she put weight on her leg. 
 
    “I’m fine too, Stud.” Michelle stuck her tongue out at me. The red robe she was wearing was worn from the gauntlet we’d just ran, but otherwise, she looked to be fine. My warrior woman was made of tough stuff. 
 
    I shot Michelle a grin. “Yes, you are one fine piece of ass.” She blushed at my boldness, but I could see the smile tugging at the corner of her lips. 
 
    “I thank you, Elder, for blocking the blast for them.” I turned back to the elder, ready to enter the sect. 
 
    “Oh, did I? I just stood where I wanted to. Curious.” A sly smile spread on his face. “But enough of that. Let’s be off.” 
 
    I felt a force wrap around us before the elder lifted off the ground and flew. He was flying! And we were being dragged along by some force I’d never experienced before. It was like the sky itself was carrying us. I couldn’t even sense wind mana at work. 
 
    I was excited. This was a taste of what genuine power as a mage meant. He likely could have stopped the earlier fight with a casual turn of his wrist. 
 
    At this moment, even the battle with the corrupt mages seemed insignificant. 
 
    We flew over the outer sect, past the inner sect, and into the core. Each layer was separated by a wall, which looked more ceremonial than functional, unlike the outer wall of the sect. 
 
    As we went, I noticed that the entire mountain was covered in caves carved out of the face. They grew further apart as we climbed the mountain. Near the top of the mountain, we reached a large building. Any further up, and we’d have gone into the clouds. I couldn’t tell how much further up the mountain went. 
 
    I felt euphoric. This is what I just fought to join, what I’d been trying to reach for so long. I looked over the mountain from the top, taking in the sect and the landscape far below. I could feel all the possibilities. 
 
    “This is the Elders’ Hall, a gathering space for those of us who have earned such a title.” He paused, making eye contact with each of us before he spoke again. 
 
    “Young ones, I would ask that you exercise extensive caution. I have brought you here, but several elders are still young and bitter from their struggles to reach this level of the sect. Seeing a disciple here might upset them.” 
 
    “Thank you for the words of advice, Elder...” 
 
    “Bo,” Elder Bo answered. 
 
    “Thank you, Elder Bo,” the three of us said in unison with a half bow. 
 
    “No need to be so formal. Come, come.” Elder Bo opened the hall for us. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The Elder’s Hall was grand. It was different from the grandeur I was used to, with neither pretty baubles nor gilded doors. Instead, it was just larger than life. Carved into the mountain was a space where even Aurora would have been able to move about unhindered. 
 
    I looked back outside the door and tried to estimate the space. It didn’t add up. 
 
    “Spatial enchantments,” Elder Bo answered in response to my confused look. 
 
    I nodded and stepped into the hall. The entire room was made of plain stone that had been carved carefully to show what I guessed was the sect’s history. Reliefs were carved into the several-story-high walls depicting scenes of powerful mages. The carvings added to the larger than life feeling of the hall. Certain reliefs had an elder meditating in front of them. 
 
    “This place...” I couldn’t find words to describe it. 
 
    “The carvings are full of profound knowledge. But let us not disturb those who seek their answers.” Elder Bo seemed to speak directly into my ear. Judging by each of the girl’s expressions, he’d done the same with each of them. 
 
    Elder Bo led us through a series of passages that left me wondering just how deep into the mountain this hall went. Finally, he stopped and opened a large set of double doors to what appeared to be a recovery area. 
 
    Enchanted chimes played soft delicate music. There were various lounging areas with plush white seats and private hot springs nearby. The room smelled heavenly, the aroma relaxing me and providing small bits of mana. The whole environment of the place was built to ease one’s mind. 
 
    “This is?” I asked, not quite sure what this room was for but hoping there was a version of it in the other sect areas. 
 
    “A recovery ward. At our level of cultivation, it is less about receiving healing than taking the time to recover yourself. If you ever form your immortal body, you’ll understand.” 
 
    “Bo?” a voice called out from behind the divider of one of the hot springs. 
 
    “Shaw, I’ve brought your new recruits.” 
 
    There was a splash of water and ruffle of clothing before Elder Shaw stepped around the divider. His hair was still wet, and every step left wet footprints as he made his way to a sitting area. “Please, join me.” 
 
    I looked around to see if we were disturbing anyone else, but the room seemed mostly empty. I looked back at Shaw, who looked worn as he sagged into a chair. 
 
    “Don’t worry, the only other guest is so deep in meditation that she won’t hear us.” Shaw gave a wave of his hand, bidding us to sit down. “Congratulations on making it all the way here. Though, I shouldn’t be surprised given your mana beast.” 
 
    Elder Bo raised a brow at that but didn’t comment. 
 
    “Thank you, Elder Shaw. We made good time. But I’m more interested to know what happened after we left.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. You all stirred up quite a bit of trouble.” He fished out a pipe from his spatial ring and started packing it. 
 
    I didn’t agree with the way he phrased it, but it seemed best to stay quiet. 
 
    “After the disciples fled, all of the elders went all out, myself included. Because it is extremely difficult to kill those with immortal bodies, both sides had it out until there were more of us dragging those who couldn’t fight away than actually fighting.” He puffed on his pipe as he lit a small fire on his finger. 
 
    “What happened to the rest of the sects and disciples?” 
 
    The contents of the pipe glowed orange as the Elder sucked on the pipe. “Most of the disciples lived if they weren’t caught in the start of the fight. Besides that one elder that chased you, none of the others were lowly enough to hunt low-ranked mages.” 
 
    I let out a sigh of relief. My childhood friends Jonny and Steve had likely escaped safely.  
 
    Michelle spoke up. “What of our town?” 
 
    Shaw frowned. “Gone. I checked it when I left. There is no trace of your home. It is like someone swept the whole town off the map.” 
 
    I could feel Michelle tremble beside me. It was only a few weeks ago that we were sitting and having dinner at her house with her dad and moms. I couldn’t imagine what she was going through at the news. 
 
    “I don’t think they are dead,” he quickly spoke, seeing Michelle’s distress. “If my guess is correct, the Sun and Moon Hall moved the town. After all, it seems the town had been an experiment for them to produce young mages with bloodlines.” 
 
    Elder Bo jumped in. “I truly don’t believe they would let that work be destroyed. They would want to save as much as they can, which means keeping the citizens alive at the very least.” 
 
    “We’ll go looking for them when we can. Your mothers know what they’re doing. They’ll stay safe until we can get to them,” I tried to reassure Michelle, rubbing her back while Narissa held her hand. 
 
    I turned back to the elders, anger churning in my gut. “What are the Ferrymen going to do about the Sun and Moon Hall’s deceit? I want to join the efforts against the corrupt mages.” 
 
    The elders grew silent, exchanging looks. Apparently, Elder Shaw lost the silent battle because he turned back to us. 
 
    “Our sect, along with many of the others, has chosen not to engage in the toils of the mortal world. The destruction that happened outside the dungeon portal was nothing but a reminder of why rank three and four mages shouldn’t fight.” 
 
    I was stunned. “You can’t mean that. You are going to let corrupt mages run free, abusing others however they wish?” I immediately wished Narissa wasn’t in the room for the discussion. 
 
    Her face had grown pale, and the only thing keeping me from jumping to my feet was Michelle’s hand. 
 
    The elder spoke in a quiet but firm voice. “It’s not so simple. Elders in or near their fourth ring spend dozens of years at a time in solitude, practicing cultivation. Over ninety percent of our elders are in secluded cultivation right now. They can’t be disturbed with anything happening off the mountain.” 
 
    “So we just sit here pretending we know nothing?” I grit my teeth. 
 
    “No. We elders leave it to the disciples. Those in the core of the sect direct the quests that are offered to disciples for rewards. They are the best among us and decide if we go to war.” 
 
    He paused and sighed, and I braced for the bad news. 
 
    “I have given my report, and it has been heard by the elders and those in the core of our sect... but they have taken the stance not to act until it directly affects the mountain or the town that supplies our goods.” 
 
    All this time, I’d held the Ferrymen up to be the best of mages, and now the sect was just going to turtle in their mountain while the corrupt mages ran rampant. 
 
    I’d come to the sect to grow, but I also came to join a force that would fight back. “How do we change that?” 
 
    Elder Shaw slowly grinned, sharing a smile with Elder Bo. 
 
    I realized I had fallen into whatever they were planning. “The Core Court makes that choice. Currently, Henrick leads the Core. I believe you met his little brother today. 
 
    “Henrick is about to pass on that mantle soon. As it stands right now, Leo is most likely to take his spot in the core of the sect. And, if he does, I have no doubt the decision to wait out any potential war will hold. But... if say a newcomer were to take that spot, they would be able to influence a change.” 
 
     I realized this also had to do with why Leo had been so determined to oppose me. Showing up not one but two ancient bloodlines was a threat to his future of leading the Ferrymen. “Fine. How does somebody become a Core disciple?” 
 
    Elder Bo spoke up, not seeming to be affected by my growl in the least, his chipper nature remaining. “It is not easy, but based on what I saw today, you might just stand a chance. First you must become an Inner Court disciple. Then you must challenge and win your way into the top nine of the Inner Court. They make up the Core Court and have the full resources and power of the sect behind them. 
 
    “There are nine seats, but the top is the most important. The strongest rules, even if there are nine total in the Core Court. You’ll find strength holds a lot of sway here. I just go above and beyond with my delightful personality.” 
 
    I couldn’t hold still anymore. I let go of Michelle’s hand and stood, pacing the room. I could feel all their eyes on me. But I needed to think, and I did it better while moving. 
 
    I had some serious work to do if I needed to go up against Leo and his peers. They’d had years to perfect their skills and progress in the sect, and based on our fight, I was outmatched in spells. It was beyond the challenge I’d expected. 
 
    I paused and looked back at Michelle. My warrior’s eyes were wet, and I could see her plea for her family in them. 
 
    Narissa wouldn’t meet my eyes. I knew she was playing through the horrors she’d been through and imagining others being pulled into the same fate. My resolve hardened seeing both of them so hopeless. 
 
    Maybe the elders and sects didn’t feel attached to what happened off the mountain, but we did. I owed it to Locksprings to protect it and other cities like it. 
 
    “Fine. How do we join the Inner Court?” As I said it, relief crept into Michelle’s eyes. She gave me a slight nod. 
 
    “Trials are held monthly, with the goal of determining if you have the talent to form your immortal body. The last one was several days ago, so you have some time. You’ll also need to earn a thousand merit points from the sect in order to enter it.” 
 
    I rubbed the bridge of my nose. More tasks, more things to get done. 
 
    Narissa answered my next question before I could ask it. “Merit points are the currency within the sect. Just about anything you do for the sect will earn them.” 
 
    I nodded. I needed time to process all of this and explore my options. For now, we had enough of a plan, even if it felt a bit impossible. And I hadn’t forgotten the other reason we’d come to the elders. 
 
    “Elders, we rescued Narissa during the dungeon. The Sun and Moon Hall had damaged her soul. Are either of you able to advise us on if it can be treated?” 
 
    Elder Bo put his hand out to Narissa. “If you don’t mind, let me see the damage.” 
 
    Narissa placed her hand in his palm, and I could feel his soul probe hers. When he found the connection between us, I could feel his raging anger. 
 
    It felt like my soul was about to be thrown into a boiling volcano. Burning pain seared straight into my mind, and I curled in on myself, grabbing the seat for support. I could hear someone, multiple people in fact, screaming. I couldn’t tell who as my entire world was blurred by pain. 
 
    When the pain started to fade, I felt a firm hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “I apologize. I forgot myself when I saw the connection between you two.” 
 
    I looked up and saw Elder Bo’s face still contorted with anger. “What they did to her was terrible. I understand.” I winced as his hand clenched tighter on my shoulder. 
 
    My mind was still torn from his anger. “The one who did this to her is dead. I took his spot so we could get her out of the dungeon. Please, Elder, help me free her.” 
 
    The inferno in his eyes dimmed, and he removed his vice grip. “I’ll take care of her. There is a group within the sect that will be able to help.” 
 
    I let out a sigh of relief. At least I’d fulfilled my promise with Celina, and Narissa was going to be able to recover, even if it took some time. “Good. Whatever you think is best.” 
 
    “I’ll take her now. Best of luck, you two.” Elder Bo didn’t give Narissa the chance to say goodbye before he disappeared with her. 
 
    “I apologize for his behavior. He has some history with such techniques.” Elder Shaw commented, looking at where they had exited before turning to me.  
 
    “We should get you down to the outer sect and settled in. I’ve been here recovering long enough.” He stood, using his arms as much as his legs to lift himself out of the chair. 
 
    I went to help him, but he waved me away with a grin. Michelle was already standing and ready to leave as well. 
 
    “It shouldn’t take too long. Though, traveling with me won’t be quite as luxurious as Elder Bo,” Elder Shaw murmured, leading us out of the recovery room. 
 
    We walked through the halls in silence. Once again, several of the reliefs pulled at my attention. I wanted to stay, but this was a place for the elders to cultivate, and I wouldn’t be back for a long time. 
 
    Stepping out of the Elder’s Hall, Shaw pulled a carriage with no horses out of his spatial ring. “Hop in.” 
 
    We piled in, and Elder Shaw looked forward. The carriage lifted up and started heading down the mountain. 
 
    “How many rings does Elder Bo have?” Michelle asked. 
 
    “Four. I’m only at my third ring, with my immortal body completed. There is a vast gap between the two of us. He has gone through his tribulation and is no longer a mage, but an immortal.” 
 
    “Immortal?” I asked, surprised at the new information. I knew that it was possible to form an immortal body, but there was a difference between that and being an immortal. 
 
    “It is a long way away for you two. Best not to look at the top of the stairs when there are troubling steps in front of you. But, if you want to know more, a number of elders will be holding sessions to give guidance. You can listen to what they have to say.” 
 
    I nodded, liking the idea that we could learn depending on our areas of interest. We would be able to form our own path in cultivation, and that was far different from the approach of the academy in Locksprings. 
 
    I watched the mountain pass by as we approached the city that had been hidden behind the entry gate. It was simple, yet solid. Most of the city was made of stone with sloped clay tile roofs. There was not much variation in the buildings. The city split into four directions from what appeared to be a large central square. 
 
    I looked beyond the city. The gate we’d fought at and the land was already back in pristine order. You’d never know a battle took place just a few hours ago. 
 
    “Here you go.” Elder Shaw stepped out and pointed us to a building. “Through there you’ll find some disciples working, and with this token, you can get started on your path in the sect.” 
 
    He pulled out two tokens with the Ferrymen’s symbol of a boat and oar. They were beaten bronze, showing wear from being in multiple hands in the past. On them, I could feel deep and complicated enchantments. 
 
    We each took one. “Thank you for everything, Elder Shaw.” I cupped my hands and bowed at the waist.  
 
    “Best of luck, you two.” He stepped back into the carriage before it took off. 
 
    “I can’t believe after all our work we are finally joining a sect.” Michelle’s hand slid into mine and gave me a tight squeeze. 
 
    Hand in hand, we walked through the bustling street and into the building. It was a sturdy wood structure with sloped roofs that were vastly different from the style we’d grown used to in Locksprings. 
 
    “Can I help you?” a disciple asked, not looking up from her work on the desk. 
 
    “We are new to the sect. Here is a token from Elder Shaw.” I held out the item that I’d just obtained. They looked even more worn under the bright lights. 
 
    “Ah. Those are for you to keep hold of. They are your sect badges and basically needed for everything in the sect. You must keep them on your person at all times. If you lose it or misplace it, you won’t be welcome in the sect until you pass the trial again.” She passed them both back to us after a moment of inspection. She was a mousy looking girl, with twin braids going down the back of her head. 
 
     As she finally looked at us, her eyes widened with sudden recognition. “You two are the ones who fought Leo today.” 
 
    I scratched the back of my head, not quite sure how to answer that. “Yep, that would be us. Guess our entrance wasn’t very subtle?” I expected something from that, but not a scowl. 
 
    She looked disgusted with me. “You are fucking idiots. Leo’s older brother leads the core of the sect, and Leo is going to replace him soon. Not sure what you did, but you better kiss ass or you won’t be...” 
 
    Michelle leaned forward, setting both hands on the desk and putting her face mere inches from the girl’s face. “I suggest you don’t finish that statement, or I might take it as a threat. And given what you either heard or saw today, you should know better. Finish getting us what we need.” 
 
    There was a moment of electricity between the two women before the girl at the desk shrugged and stepped back. 
 
    “Here are your new robes and your housing token.” She pulled out two dusty, moth eaten robes and two chipped stone tokens that were so faded it was hard to even read the numbers. 
 
    It was clear she’s saved these for someone she truly hated.  
 
    “No need to thank me. Today is also the end of the month, so I’ll take your housing fee.” She waved her own token over ours, and an enchanted number zero rose out of our tokens only to roll back to a negative one. 
 
    “Oh no. If you are negative, you risk being kicked out of the sect.” Her tone held mock disappointment. 
 
    A large part of me wanted to beat her and take her token, but I paused. She had left her token out on the desk like she wanted me to make that mistake, so it was likely a trap. 
 
    I put on my best eat-shit smile. “Thanks.” 
 
    “No problem. Make sure you go check out the central square for jobs and have a nice day.” She smirked and tilted her head. 
 
    I threw the dusty robes into my spatial ring and pulled Michelle out by the hand. It looked like we hadn’t won many friends from our fight with Leo. But for now, what we needed most was some work. We headed towards central square to look at the job postings. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    As we walked, we had to move around the heavy flow of disciples. They moved with determination and purpose, not strolling like I was used to in Locksprings. 
 
    You could feel a hunger in the air. 
 
    Around us, disciples were practicing every sort of craft imaginable. Some hammered away at anvils, their sweat hissing as it dropped onto the red-hot steel. Others were simply manual labor, carrying goods around the city. Shops surrounded us, each pushing their trade. The smell of a failed concoction carried through the air from what I guessed was the alchemist shop across the street.  
 
    “That must be the square, Stud.” Michelle pointed to where the street of shops ended. The street opened up just past them, and stalls filled the space. In the center was a large, squat monolith that people were flocking to and running from. 
 
    “And I’ll bet my whole negative one merit that the giant stone has something to do with earning merit,” I chuckled, drawing a few strange looks from those near us on the street. 
 
    “Not going to take that bet.” She rolled her eyes as we stepped into the loud square. 
 
    “Nourishing meals! One mana beast core!” 
 
    “Sharp swords, only a few merit points!” 
 
    “Lessons in spear technique, only a hundred cores!” 
 
    Listening to those hocking their goods, I was glad to hear that mana beast cores weren’t worthless here. But I had what I needed at the moment, so my attention stayed on the stone in the square. 
 
    People were darting in and out of the crowd, quickly moving up to the monolith and then darting back into the masses. We stepped up to the platform surrounding it. 
 
    As people approached, they held their tokens out. At that moment, small enchanted projections would light up their face, and they made some motions in the air, selecting from whatever they saw. 
 
    Taking my own token, I held it out to the stone. Michelle did the same beside me. Light burst out from my token, and I could feel the images with my mana. I pushed a bit through my token, and words began flying by too quickly to comprehend. I tried to reel it back. 
 
    I got the hang of it quickly and started reading through the list. “Pill making, lute repair. Hey Michelle, here’s a quest for what those guys at the dock were doing.” 
 
    Her breath tickled my shoulder. “What? Two merit points a day? We’d have to do that for almost a year and a half just to make enough for the Inner Court trials.” Her voice held disappointment. 
 
    I agreed. There had to be better jobs out there than the tasks I was seeing on the list. I watched for new ones to pop up, and suddenly, I saw one flash on the screen to take care of a mana beast problem. It disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. “Did you see that?” I pointed to the space it had vacated. 
 
    “Where’d it go?” 
 
    “You two must be new.” A man was standing to the side, arms crossed. He looked us over, his eyes lingering a bit too long on Michelle. 
 
    I stepped forward to get his attention. 
 
    His gaze shifted back to me. He had sweat on his brow, indicating he’d already put in work today. 
 
    I didn’t sense he was past his first ring, but his determination shone through. 
 
    “Yes, we joined today.” I reached out my hand, and he shook it. 
 
    “Thought so. I heard what you’d said. You lost out to the clans. They take up most of the combat tasks and then create a party from their members.” He shook his head. 
 
    “The clans are Dragon, Tiger, Phoenix and Turtle. Disciples from the clans are the ones who typically progress the fastest, making them able to move onto the Inner Court. It’s hard to get the resources and opportunities you need without them. But they are also selective.” 
 
    “The rest of you just accept staying in the Outer Court?” 
 
    He gave me a once over. “Most of us aren’t second-ring mages when we join.” He smiled and shrugged one shoulder. “Learning to craft is a far easier and safer way to earn resources. I guess you could say I’m rather attached to all my body parts.” He began laughing at his own joke, before sobering up as we started drawing attention. 
 
    I opened my mouth, then closed it, unsure what to say to that. We hadn’t had time to read the quest to see what level mana beast was causing the problem, but it made sense that until disciples progressed, it was safer to stick to the trades. 
 
    I knew that most mages, like Kat, were recruited early into their first ring. 
 
    We were an anomaly, getting to our second ring without a sect’s help. Those that were more powerful had less time and attention to put on simple labor tasks, so it was logical that they would want disciples to put in a lot of work to progress. 
 
    The sect lived off of these people in the Outer Court working crafts rather than training for combat. In turn, each of these crafts needed someone with mana and strengthened bodies. It was a delicate balance. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure you’ll become a second-ring mage. I can see how hard you are working, and effort is ninety percent of the challenge.” 
 
    He scratched the back of his head nervously. “You think? Sometimes it feels so far away. I’ve already been at this for almost a year.” 
 
    Michelle jumped in, clearly excited that we finally seemed to be making a friend in the sect. “Hey, would you want to grab a meal and help introduce us to the sect?” 
 
    His attention shifted back to her, and he seemed to be struck silent for a moment. 
 
    I put my arm around her shoulders, feeling a bit smug. “So, how about it?” I said it gently. I couldn’t blame the guy for being into her. 
 
    “Yeah, of course.” He was shaken from his stupor. “Oh, how rude of me. I’m Rob.” He put away his token and held out his hand. 
 
    “I’m Isaac. And this is Michelle.” 
 
    He nodded, eyes flashing between Michelle and I before he turned. “Come with me. I have to go close my shop before we snag a bite.” He stepped away from the monolith and headed in a different direction than we had come from. 
 
    Unlike the path from the sect gates, this one was less busy. It shifted more into a working sector and less of a market. Instead of stalls along the side of the street, there were small workshops dotting the road, with what looked like apartments above them. 
 
    “Do you stay out here, or do you have an assigned housing?” Michelle asked. 
 
    “I have a cave that I can go isolate myself in when I have enough resources to enter secluded cultivation, but it is easier to stay out here in the town to earn what I can.” He turned down another street, and we found ourselves in front of a workshop. 
 
    It was no larger than my kitchen had been in Locksprings. Herbs hung from the ceiling to dry, and empty vials waiting to be filled lined the walls. In the center, there was a space for his alchemy cauldron and a bench with half-prepared ingredients. 
 
    “You’re an alchemist?” I asked, poking one of the hanging herbs. 
 
    “Yep, Grade 2 alchemist. I can make pills for second-ring mages too. I’m saving up to get a powerful mana beast for my second ring. Then, I’ll focus my resources on cultivation.” 
 
    Rob moved about his workshop, quickly storing what appeared to be the more expensive things in his spatial ring while checking herbs to see if they were ready to stop drying. When he seemed satisfied, he finished by cleaning up his workstation. 
 
    Despite being a small space, it was well organized. He’d clearly had some time to get it all just right. 
 
    “You must be a fire mage if you are practicing alchemy. What beast are you saving for?” 
 
    “A Burning Ti—” 
 
    The front door of his workshop boomed, like someone was trying to break it down. “Open up!” A harsh female voice came from outside. 
 
    I looked at Rob and cocked a brow. He looked worried, scared. 
 
    “One second,” Rob called towards the door before turning back to us. “Don’t worry about it. This will just take a minute.” His voice was shaky. 
 
    Michelle stepped in front of him and answered the door. She leaned against the door jamb casually, taking in the new arrivals. 
 
    Beyond her, there was a woman, flanked by two men. They didn’t look like rough types; they wore clean robes and were put together. The woman had a scar over her left eye, adding to her more handsome beauty. They all held themselves aggressively, like they were ready to start breaking things before they even started talking. 
 
    One of the men recovered quickly to Michelle answering the door, smoothing his hair back and putting on his best charming smile. Unfortunately for him, it held the full charm of a greasy weasel. 
 
    “Hello, beautiful. What are you doing in a place like this? We could take so much better care of you.” The two men shared a look. 
 
    It was like they were trying to figure out who would get her first. I took an aggressive step forward. The woman took a look at me, seeming ready to attack, but then she registered my cultivation and turned sharply. 
 
    At least she had some brains. 
 
    Michelle threw a shield up behind them. Moving quickly, she picked the man who had spoken up by the throat. 
 
    “We can come back another time.” The woman moved away, face planting directly into Michelle’s shield spell. However, she recovered quickly and started casting a spell. 
 
    I didn’t know what she was casting, but I was worried it would damage Rob’s workshop. I couldn’t have all he’d worked for damaged because of us. 
 
    I stepped past Michelle and put my hand straight through the half-formed spell, shattering it as I protected my arm with my mana. I grabbed the woman by the arm and tossed her inside the workshop. 
 
    My back brushed against Michelle, and we moved in sync. I grabbed one of the men, and she was already tossing the other. They landed inside with a thud as I closed the door. Turning around, I crossed my arms. 
 
    Michelle dismissed her shield spell and turned. We were a united force. 
 
    Rob had pressed himself to the back of the workshop, clearly riled. “You can’t just assault them.” 
 
    I paused. “I don’t know the rules of the sect, but it feels justified to help you defend your space. They came to cause trouble.” I crossed my arms and leaned back against the door. “They came to shake you down, didn’t they, Rob?” 
 
    “Well, it’s not against the rules. The sect will only interfere if you kill someone, but I’m still not sure this was wise.” Rob lowered his eyes back to the three on the floor. 
 
    They were showing a variety of reactions. The man who’d been caught by Michelle had a wet spot on his robe and a puddle forming under his legs. The woman looked like she was about to let out a string of expletives. 
 
    “So.” Michelle walked over and leaned across the worktable next to the woman. “What was so important for you to pound on the door like that? It didn’t sound like a friendly customer. So the question is, are you here for Rob or us?” 
 
    The woman looked between Michelle and me. 
 
    There was a flicker of recognition, and her focus on me confirmed my thoughts. When Rob had mentioned the clan names, I’d assumed Leo would choose the clan that matched his draconic bloodline. 
 
    I could see the woman swallow some of her fear behind a false confidence before she spoke. “You two are toast. The clan already wanted to find you, and now you assaulted us. We are just low-level collectors, but they’ll kill you for this.” 
 
    Michelle tisked. “I think you’re missing which of us is sitting in their own filth.” She indicated over to the man sitting nearby. “Now, I think you owe Rob here an apology.” Rob looked like he wanted to sink into the floor.  
 
    The woman opened her mouth, ready to interject, but Michelle cut her off. 
 
    “First, you barge in here like a bitch. Then, you started a spell that no doubt would have damaged his workspace. And now, you threaten us when we did literally nothing to deserve the animosity from Leo.” She paused. “So you can either be civil and make this right, or I can help encourage you to make better life choices. Pain is a great motivator.” 
 
    The woman started a spell but was cut short as Michelle punched her in the gut, knocking the wind out of her. 
 
    “Um, you really shouldn’t antagonize the Dragon Clan,” Rob whispered from the side. I felt badly for involving him in our troubles, but at this point, we needed a show of force. 
 
    “Which clan doesn’t get along with the Dragons?” I asked him while we waited for the woman to recover. 
 
    “Umm... all of them? None of them get along.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Well, which one is number two, in the highest competition with them?” 
 
    He lit up with understanding. “The Phoenix Clan is number two... but you can’t join them—they are all girls.” 
 
    I sighed. He clearly didn’t understand what I was trying to get at. 
 
    The woman on the floor coughed back air into her lungs. “The answer he wants is the Tiger Clan.” She wheezed and glared at me. 
 
    “The Dragon is on top.” She paused for emphasis. “The Phoenix cunts are powerful but stay neutral, and the Turtles are a weird bunch. The Tiger Clan fights the Dragon Clan openly.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I sighed. “Now, back to Michelle’s question. Why were you here?” 
 
    Rob spoke up, seeming to find his voice. “They were here for the two points they make me give them for tax.”  
 
    I paused. “You can take somebody’s merit points?” 
 
    “No. No. Yes. No.” They all spoke at once and I looked to Rob, who had said yes. 
 
    “They can’t be taken, but they can be given.” Rob avoided eye contact with the three on the floor. 
 
    “So they come around asking for your points. I’m guessing there’s a pretty steep punishment for turning them down?” I already knew the answer. 
 
    “Yes.” Rob stared down, avoiding eye contact with everyone. 
 
    Michelle smiled as she cracked her knuckles. “This will be fun.” 
 
    I took in my wicked warrior and was glad I wasn’t these three. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Michelle tossed the last of the three scumbags into the alley. We had knocked them unconscious, but they would heal. 
 
    I needed us to get a head start. There was no doubt more would come looking for us once these three reported back to the Dragon Clan. 
 
    “I should return these.” Rob stood fidgeting with his medallion. I had included him in the cut. It was my way of trying to make up for him being involved in our trouble. 
 
    “Nope. That’s your fee for showing us to the Tiger Clan,” I reminded him for the third time. 
 
    He was completely enamored with how many merit points he had gotten. We’d each gotten sixty-two points. Apparently, that sum would have taken Rob over a month. But, for our goals, we still needed to find a better source of points. 
 
    Luckily, we were already second-ring mages, and I hoped we’d be able to take on harder, higher paying tasks quickly. Our best option seemed to be joining the Tiger Clan. We had encouraged Rob to pack up all his belongings and join us. His shop wouldn’t be safe anymore. 
 
    Standing in the alley by his shop, I looked down the street. It was far busier than when we had entered. Disciples were leaning casually against buildings. It seemed out of pattern with the bustling I had seen before.  
 
    Looking closer, they all had unique robes. “Hey Rob, is there a meaning to a bright blue trim on sect robes?” 
 
    “Huh?” He looked up from the token he was still fidgeting with. “Yeah, blue means Dragon Clan.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Which way to the Tiger Clan?” I hissed, urgency creeping into my tone. 
 
    He looked confused for a split second, but then spotted the mages. He practically yelped in fear. “That way.” He pointed past the mages. 
 
    Behind me, I could hear the slide of Michelle’s foot on the pavement as she fell into a battle-ready stance. The disciples in the street turned to us, still feigning casual expressions, but their eyes watched us closely. 
 
    “Time to go. On my move,” I spoke softly. Pausing a moment for them to register what I said, I then bolted down the street towards the Dragon Clan mages blocking the street. 
 
    Rob hadn’t moved, but I’d grabbed his shoulder and dragged him with us. “No. No. No!” 
 
    Michelle’s shield spell was up, and it rattled from the impact of a dozen spells. 
 
    I didn’t sense any second-ring mages from the spells, but there were still more mages on the other side. A second-ring mage might be worth ten first-ring mages, but we wouldn’t be able to hold off against the growing number from the Dragon Clan for long. 
 
    More were arriving by the second. It looked like we were up to about forty, but I wasn’t about to take time to count. 
 
    I almost drew the bone sword, but I worried about drawing the greed of people in the sect. Besides, I wouldn’t want to kill any of them. I would have felt more confident about our ability to get through it if we didn’t have to pull our punches, making sure we didn’t kill anybody. I hadn’t joined the sect just to be kicked out. 
 
    “Michelle, behind us.” I felt the back of my neck prickle from the mana building up behind us, but I couldn’t turn around and take my attention off the threat in front. 
 
    The first volley of spells seemed to have been the signal for all the Dragon Clan to come out of the woodworks. 
 
    I tried to think quickly. They had numbers, but with my second ring, I should have stronger flexibility in my spells. I just needed to find a way to use that to our advantage. 
 
    Michelle had switched to guard our back, but we wouldn’t be safe for long. 
 
    Spells of every color surrounded us. The stone path and the wooden shops glowed like a kaleidoscopic among the battle. They weren’t holding back. If they kept tossing spells like this, we would die. Apparently, they didn’t share the same concern about the penalty. 
 
    I focused inward as I cast Kunpeng’s Claw. Earlier in my fight with Leo, I’d brought the full image of a Kunpeng to bear. I wondered how else I could manipulate it. I thought back to Aurora getting us to safety, and the idea snapped into place. 
 
    I imagined Kunpeng’s great wings wrapped around me. 
 
    Large, translucent golden wings wrapped around the three of us, blocking the spells. Each one hammered into my spell like an icepick to the head, but I gritted my teeth and endured it. 
 
    I dug my nails into my palm, bracing for the next part of my plan. 
 
    Leo’s lighting had moved to his whim. I wondered if I could have the same control over my spells. I grabbed onto Michelle and Rob, flexing the wing shield. It snapped open, but as it did, my brain felt like it was being ripped in two. 
 
    Rob cried out, and I realized I was crushing his shoulder, but I didn’t have concentration to spare. I felt the wings ripple with my loss of concentration. 
 
    “Whatever you are doing, do it now, Stud!” Michelle cried, her own shield weakening. I could see the rainbow of light from the next barrage of spells reflecting off the pavement. 
 
    I flexed the wings again, and they snapped downward. It ripped me off the ground and tossed us into the air like a giant’s plaything. I held tight to Michelle and Rob. 
 
    A spell nearly hit us, and my concentration broke. The wings shattered as we moved just above the rooftops. Flying would have to wait for another day. 
 
    I landed hard on a pitched roof a street over, but I barely registered the pain. I clutched at my head; my soul threatened to implode with my loss of focus. 
 
    “Stud.” Michelle’s voice pierced through the pain, and I felt someone grab my ankle. “Get up now.” 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to push out the pain and reground myself in my body. I clawed at the clay tiles on the roof until I found a handhold and pulled myself up, blurrily able to make out my surroundings. The process of getting vertical was agonizing. Moving was going to be tough. 
 
    Rob was hyperventilating and holding his shoulder, but he still had enough of his wits to steady himself on the slanted roof. 
 
    I pulled myself up to a sitting position and slapped him across the face. The smack rang him into silence as he stared at me. 
 
    “Which way to the Tiger Clan?” I grunted, pulling myself to my feet. 
 
    Rob looked around, trying to get his bearings. I looked over to Michelle, wondering if she knew. 
 
    “Square is that way.” She pointed back over her shoulder. 
 
    “Dragons are north and Tigers are east from the square. So... that way.” Rob did the mental gymnastics with a dazed look, but Michelle was already picking him up. 
 
    “You good to run, Stud?” 
 
    I grunted, not very confident in my body’s current state. I pushed down the pain in my soul as I flooded my body with mana. 
 
    Clay tiles shifted as the Dragon Clan pulled themselves up onto the building beside us. We had bought some time, but we didn’t have much more. 
 
    A spell flew far over our heads. I wasn’t sure if it was a signal or a failed attack, but I didn’t want to stick around and see either way. 
 
    “No choice. Let’s go.” I steadied myself and hopped over to the next roof, stumbling on the uneven tiles and wincing as my head spun. 
 
    A flash of light exploded next to me. Michelle shielded us from the first shot of what I was sure was going to turn into a salvo. 
 
    I got myself together and climbed over the crest of the roof, sliding down the backside and catching myself near the bottom. 
 
    Spells were going off around us. Michelle joined me on the edge, and we kicked off together, jumping to the next roof and getting our feet under us as we picked up the pace. 
 
    My head was getting better, but I knew I couldn’t risk another spell. 
 
    My focus narrowed to getting to the next roof, and the roof after that. I couldn’t let anything else exist. 
 
    The sound of clay tiles shattering behind us picked up, until it reached the feverish tempo of dozens of drums. I knew that the Dragon Clan was following and were growing in force. I just had to hope they didn’t keep a ringer in the outer sect. 
 
    I checked on Rob, but he’d passed out and Michelle was carrying him like a sack. I couldn’t help but laugh, and as I started, it turned a bit hysterical. 
 
    “Stud, keep it together. We are losing our lead.” 
 
    I nodded, refocusing. As we crested the next roof, new disciples gathered on the roofline ahead of us. I wasn’t sure if they were Dragon Clan, but they weren’t attacking us yet, so they were better than the ones on our tail. 
 
    “Michelle, heads up.” 
 
    “Maybe they are just observers?” I could hear the hope in her voice. If they were more Dragon Clan, we were screwed. 
 
    More and more disciples appeared on the roofs ahead of us. Meanwhile, the tiles behind us popped with alarming speed. The outer sect was alive with bright lights from the flying spells, like a small fireworks show. And yet there was no screaming in the streets, no panicked crowd. I caught several disciples opening their windows to see what was happening, like we were entertainment.  
 
    The disciples ahead of us were arraying themselves into more of a battle formation. I could see hands on weapons even at this distance. “They don’t look too friendly, Michelle. Shield ready.” 
 
    Tapping my own mana, I readied to help her how I could. But, with how my mana was at the moment, my soul might break if another spell shattered. 
 
    The group ahead of us began lighting up as they channeled various spells. I braced. 
 
    Pushing all my mana into my legs, I ducked low and sprinted across the remaining roofs. Michelle remained hot on my tail, arm up ready to shield. Rob was simply bouncing like a sack of potatoes on her shoulder. 
 
    Spells roared in front of us, and at the last moment, I grabbed Michelle. “Down. Don’t shield,” I yelled, hoping I was right. 
 
    The spells screamed over our heads and exploded into the building behind us. “Get up. We need to get past them.” 
 
    Michelle looked confused, but I didn’t have time to explain. 
 
    Spells started flying from both sides, crashing into the air, making our current spot even more dangerous. 
 
    Grabbing Michelle, we ran along the side of the roof until we were away from the worst of it. We hopped the last few roofs to get behind the second group of disciples. 
 
    It was like we had crossed an invisible boundary. Spells were exploding as the two sides continued fighting, but our space was calm. 
 
    A disciple with white trim on his robe approached us, palms up. “Welcome to Tiger Clan—the boss is going to want to meet with you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    They led Michelle, Rob and I through a confusing series of hallways until we finally reached a back-office area. 
 
    We were then left to wait for ‘The Boss’ as the Tiger Clansmen referred to their leader. Nobody seemed to be around, but I had no doubt there were eyes on us. 
 
    I plopped down in the nearby overstuffed couch, trying to look as casual as possible. Michelle came over, tossed Rob down next to me, and perched on the arm of the couch next to me. She was clearly on alert. 
 
    The building wasn’t grand like Diana’s residence. It was simple, yet imposing, with large furniture and impressive stonework inlaid into the wall. It felt ancient. 
 
    Aurora started beating in my chest. I chuckled, letting her out. 
 
    “Master!” She was in my lap, showering me with kissing and running her wings over me. 
 
    “It’s fine, Aurora, calm down.” I pulled her off me to look her in the eyes. “I’m fine.” 
 
    Aurora struggled with her very non-human emotions in my lap. She looked like she wanted to both smother me with affection and tear someone else apart to release her anger. 
 
    Michelle leaned over, sliding into a seat next to me and pulling Aurora into her lap. “We love you too.” 
 
    Michelle’s fingers pressing into Aurora’s hip, working to hold her still. My lovely mana beast must have realized she was staying put, because she wiggled and settled herself into Michelle. 
 
    “You sure about this?” Michelle asked, pushing down one of Aurora’s wings to wave at our surroundings. 
 
    “Yeah. There’s no going back from here. We can’t hope to change a sect on our own. And it will take too long to gain the resources we need without a clan. This is our best path.” 
 
    Aurora nodded vigorously and then her attention caught on her wing. She pulled one in, combing through the feathers and adjusting them. 
 
    “Well, maybe in this clan we’ll find another girl to join us. Without Celina and Narissa, it feels lonely,” Aurora pouted. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Another? You are insatiable.” 
 
    Michelle huffed. “Stud, it’s not just about the sex. We are stronger as a group. The relationship just binds us tighter.” 
 
    Aurora nodded emphatically. 
 
    “Not everyone we run into will keep up with us. And so far, we haven’t met many two rings,” I said. At Aurora’s scowl, I shook my head and held my hands up. “I will keep an open mind, I promise. I just don’t want to force it.” 
 
    Michelle rolled her eyes. “Of course not. Like we’d let just anybody in. But I wouldn’t mind a few more joining us.” At that, she tickled Aurora’s sides, causing her to squirm. 
 
    I watched the two girls, enjoying their playfulness. I still wasn’t convinced that we would find more that could compliment us so soon, but I wouldn’t turn down another amazing woman that my girls accepted. 
 
    “I know we’ll need more,” Aurora spoke. “Male or female, you need to find friends in the sect.” 
 
    I pointed to Rob. “Making friends already.” 
 
    Both of them gave me eye rolls. “Stud, we need to find close friends, people we can trust to have our back in the sect. Diana’s great, but she can only do so much. And we’re doing much better at making enemies than friends at the moment.” 
 
    “Exactly. That’s what we are doing here, waiting in the Tiger Clan. Enemy of my enemy is my friend and all that.” I met Michelle’s glare long enough that she turned away and dropped it. 
 
    Despite her anger, I smiled. Her feistiness was familiar. “Remember when we used to fight all the time? Back before we became mages?” 
 
    Michelle focused back on me. “Yeah, and you were so focused on Kat, you didn’t even realize I was crushing on you so hard.” She tried to hold a stern face, but a smirk appeared. 
 
    “All it took was an army of freaking fire-throwing monkeys to finally get you two through that friend-zone,” Aurora teased. “But it worked, and he stopped being rocks-up-his-nose stupid about me.” She leaned back, wrapping one of her wings around herself and smiling. 
 
    “How could I stay so stupid with you two stunners?” I grinned, taking in my two beautiful blondes as they blushed with the compliment. 
 
    I was still so stunned at how amazing they were.  
 
    Aurora spoke up. “How do you think Narissa is doing? I hope they’re able to help her.” 
 
    I paused for a second and tried to sense her with my soul. 
 
    It hurt to flex it. Injuring my soul would take some time to heal, but I could sense my connection with Narissa to the south. Dragons were north, and Tigers were east. If it followed the beasts of four directions, then Phoenixes would be south, and Turtles would be west. 
 
    The beasts of four directions were the offspring of the Qilin, the guardian of the underworld. It made sense in a poetic way. 
 
    “I think Narissa is in the Phoenix Clan.” 
 
    “Good, I hope she can get the help she needs. And I hope they don’t become your enemies too, Stud.” Michelle stuck out her tongue. “On the outside, it seemed like a sect was one big group. In reality, it seems hypercompetitive.” 
 
    “Competition is healthy.” I shrugged. 
 
    “Yeah. At least your human version of competition isn’t eating each other,” Aurora commented helpfully. “Though, maybe it would help mages to stop being so soft.” Her head bobbed up and down emphatically, lost in thought. 
 
    I chuckled. Aurora may think a bit more primally, but it often helped put things in perspective. I needed to focus on survival. Not just my survival, but that of my friends, my town. It upped the stakes. Hopefully, Tiger Clan could help me, but if not, I’d just have to go somewhere else. 
 
    With the thought of protecting those close to me, I got up and checked on Rob. I was sorry I’d gotten him wrapped up in all of it. I’d make sure he at least got to join the Tiger Clan for his own protection. 
 
    Aurora saw my study of Rob and got out of Michelle’s lap. Walking over, she leaned down and peered at him, putting her face inches away. Tilting her head, she paused and then poked him in the arm. 
 
    His eyes started to open, going wide at Aurora’s face so close to his. I reached over and pulled her back to me, giving him a little more space. When he saw me, he settled down a bit more. 
 
    “Uh. What? Where am I?” Rob babbled. 
 
    “Morning, Sleepy,” Aurora pipped. 
 
    “Huh?” He looked closer at her, before sitting up straight. He rolled off the couch with a thud onto his knees, as he bowed to Aurora. I knew she was gorgeous, but this was overdoing it. “Elder! I’m so sorry. Forgive my rudeness.” 
 
    Michelle and I exchanged a look of confusion, but Aurora seemed to like the title, looking pleased with herself. I jumped in. “She’s not an elder, Rob. She’s my mana beast.” 
 
    Rob’s jaw hung open as Aurora nodded proudly. “Yes, he’s my master.” 
 
    “I take it you’ve seen rank four mana beasts before? Why did you think she was an elder?” I sat back down on the couch, pulling Aurora into my lap. 
 
    She happily plopped down. Rob watched our interaction, still baffled. 
 
    “Uh, well. We have a few rank four mana beasts in the sect, but they are all elders or attached to one.” His brain was clearly struggling to reconcile what he was seeing. 
 
    “What about Leo or some of the other big shots?” I knew it would be somewhat rare, but I was surprised if only elders had mana beasts like Aurora. 
 
    Rob answered quickly. “Leo has a rank three Thunder Wyvern. His family breeds them. I don’t know what his second ring is though.” 
 
    I pointed to Aurora. “Is her staying out going to be a problem?” She looked over her shoulder, giving me a little glare. Clearly, she was not pleased with the idea of being out of the action. 
 
    “No, probably not, but she’s going to be distracting.” His face zeroed in on her generous chest. 
 
    I cleared my throat, enjoying his face turning red. 
 
    Even if she was distracting, Aurora deserved more freedom, and we were reaching the point that it would be hard to continue keeping her a secret. After the spells I’d had to cast, people would start to put it together. 
 
    “Aurora, you can stay out, but try not to be too protective. We need these people to like us.” 
 
    She spun herself around until she was straddling me and started kissing every inch of my face. I laughed and picked her up, spinning her back around in case the clan finally decided to show up. They’d kept us waiting for a long time, but it was probably some power move.  
 
    While we continued waiting, I let my mind wander. Beyond needing more merit points to get into the trials, we also needed to either find or purchase essence blood of powerful mana beasts. Without it, I wouldn’t be able to help Diana using my mother’s pillar nor grow my own bloodline. That was a lot of sect points. There had to be another way to earn them beyond the menial tasks. 
 
    “Rob, is there a way to sell things for merit points?” 
 
    “Sure. But you need to find an elder to make the exchange.” 
 
     I nodded, hoping Elder Shaw would be willing to trade with us. 
 
    “If you get in, the Tiger Clan’s elders will probably trade with you,” Rob added. 
 
    “Elders are part of the clan?” That surprised me. 
 
    “Sure. Elders aren’t that much different from disciples. Outer Court elders are one progression past Inner Court disciples, and then the Inner Court elder after that. They compete just like us.” 
 
    “What about the Core disciples?” Michelle asked. 
 
    “Core disciples are different. They are the nine mages of the sect who show the most promise. Only the most powerful are able to join when a new trial occurs every hundred years. They lead the clan and control the resources.” He took a deep breath before continuing. 
 
    “Once you become an elder, you are no longer eligible, because it’s meant to be the exceptional mages among us, and many elders are strong due to time and dedication, not innate skill.” 
 
    I tried to process what he was saying. “So, you can either go Outer Court, Inner Court, Outer elder, Inner elder or Outer Court, Inner Court, Core Court?” 
 
    Rob smiled, clearly pleased that I’d understood him. “Exactly.” 
 
    I thought about it. It made sense that the Outer Court would have stronger mages coaching the newer disciples. Likely, they also served a policing role. 
 
    Come to think of it, no elder had showed up during our entire flight from the Dragon Clan. Disciples had been in the windows, but they had looked completely calm. I’d have figured death was so common that they were desensitized, but now I was fairly certain an elder must have been watching, waiting to step in if it went too far. 
 
    I began to understand the mindset I’d witnessed a bit better. If Leo grew up here, he wasn’t used to truly being afraid of other mages. Fighting and competing and even being harmed, sure, but he probably hadn’t ever experienced the death of a close friend. They were too used to elders stepping in and protecting them. 
 
    The rest of that thought was cut off as the door banged open. A woman in white robes entered. A stark black belt cinched in at her waist, and she immediately scanned the room. 
 
    Her face was set in a fierce gaze, her features strong but feminine in the limited light. She narrowed her eyes as she took all of us in, her eyes landing and lingering on Aurora. 
 
    I measured her in return. She looked about my age, though it was hard to really know since aging slowed after the first ring. She had a waterfall of smooth black hair falling down her back, curling at her hips. She wore the martial robes with pride; her shoulders were back and her head was held high. She looked lean and strong, and based on the way she’d entered and stood, used to leading. 
 
    “I thought you said there were three?” She turned back to the man. 
 
    “Boss, I swear there were only three.” He shifted with agitation. 
 
    She faced us again and her eyes continued to take in Aurora, who was sitting in my lap tracing her wings, completely carefree. The leader cupped her hands and gave a brief bow. “I apologize, Elder. I should have given warning before entering the room.” 
 
    As she lifted her head back up, she looked confused. I guessed that she was likely trying and failing to place Aurora. 
 
    It was tempting to use the leverage of them thinking Aurora was an elder, but I didn’t want to start off with a lie. I needed friends. “This is Aurora. She’s not an elder. She’s my mana beast.” 
 
    I waited to see how she’d take that. 
 
    Understanding lit in her eyes, and she closed the door, taking a seat across from us. Leaning back, she continued studying us. Particularly me. “You have a mana beast as powerful as her as your second ring?” 
 
    “Uh, actually, she’s in my first ring.” I slid Aurora off my lap into the space between Michelle and me. “She bound herself to me when I was a child.” 
 
    That seemed to only confuse the woman more. Shaking her head, she pushed past it. “That’s a story I’d love to hear another time. For now, we have bigger problems. You all have caused me quite the trouble.” She pressed her fingers into the bridge of her nose. 
 
    “I’m sorry we brought danger to your doorstep, but we had no choice. We were ambushed outside Rob’s shop, and it was our best chance.” 
 
    She waved my statement away. “We fight all the time. The issue is that you’ve divided my clan. Half are screaming for you to join immediately, and the other half are demanding we kick you out because you are more trouble than you are worth. Frankly, the fact that you had it out with Leo on the first day makes me lean towards the latter.” She crossed her arms and leaned back. 
 
    I nodded, trying to figure out what to do next. Deciding, I stood up and held out my hand. 
 
    “We didn’t get a chance to be introduced. I’m Isaac. That’s Aurora, Michelle and Rob. If it helps, I hadn’t expected the fight with Leo at the gates. I’d met his fiancée in Styx, and I’m not sure what she said to him, but it seems to have sparked some deep rivalry. It also feels like there’s something more to it I haven’t figured out yet, but it was not intentional.” 
 
    She remained seated, processing my words, then stood and accepted my hand. “Thea. And I’m sorry, for what it’s worth. We’ve all heard of Nikki and Leo’s engagement. She’s kind of bitch, but she’s a rich bitch. And he’s an asshole.” 
 
    “Definitely agree on the bitch and asshole part,” Michelle added from the couch. 
 
     “Thea, we need to gather enough merit points so we can move into the Inner Court. With our second rings, I think we should be powerful enough to pass the trials, but we have essentially no merit points. We understand that the clans control most of the non-crafting and menial tasks, so we’re hoping to join.” 
 
    Thea leaned back with a frown. “So you’re just passing through, so to speak?” 
 
    I jumped in to ease her concern. “We’re hoping to pass through to the Inner Court, but our understanding is, once you join a clan, you stay with them in the Inner Court. You’ll find we are quite loyal. Short term, we’d love to help how we can. We could take first-ring mages out for a hunt or hunt second-rank mana beasts for the clan.” 
 
    “You seem interested in combat. Not crafting?” 
 
    I scratched the back of my head. “Ha. No, I can’t say we’ve spent much of any time crafting. We grew up far away from any sect, and learning to fight was more important. But Rob here is an alchemist.” 
 
    She nodded thoughtfully. “He was a... victim of your troubles today, right?” 
 
    I sighed. “Yes, it is our fault that Rob got wrapped up in this mess. He was just helping answer questions for two new disciples. Regardless of what you decide on us, I ask you to take him into the Tiger Clan. Even though he’s innocent, based on what I’ve seen, the Dragon Clan will target him.” 
 
    That earned me an interested look. “You’d give up protection of the Tiger Clan for someone you just met. That’s... rare.” She paused, and then nodded to herself. “I believe I’ve made my decision.” 
 
    She looked at each of us in turn. “You will join the Tiger Clan, but you must keep a low profile. We will assist you with your goal to gather merit points and move on into the Inner Court.” 
 
    I went to speak, but she cut me off. “Before you decide, I want to reiterate again. I expect you to keep a low profile. I have enough issues to deal with.” 
 
    A new voice chimed in, “I agree.” 
 
    The voice came from an old man who came walking into the room. “And I believe it would be best if he is sent out of the sect on missions.” The elder leveled a look at me. “His presence will only stir the pot further. Let him go hunt some beasts and avoid further drama here in the sect.” 
 
    “Elder.” Thea bowed at his sudden appearance, losing a bit of her edge as she spoke to him. 
 
    “Relax. I’ve always told you you don’t need to be so formal, Thea.” The elder took an empty seat and pulled his legs up to sit cross-legged in the chair. His long white beard trickled down to his slightly rounded stomach.  
 
    He turned back to us. “Based on what Elder Shaw told me, you don’t have much time.” 
 
    “Elder, you know them?” Thea’s eyes grew large. 
 
    “Yes, these two came into the sect after their town was destroyed by corrupt mages. They came to the sect for help in taking them down and protecting those that would fall prey to the corrupt mages. But it would seem the Dragon Clan is set on acting like turtles.” 
 
    I bowed to the elder. “Thank you, Elder. I was disappointed that I learned the core of the sect has decided that it won’t fight the corrupt mages. I intend to compete for the spot against Leo.” 
 
    Thea’s brows went into her hairline. “You can’t be serious! You aren’t a match for Leo.” 
 
    The Elder smiled. “But he is, or at least he can be. He possesses an ancient bloodline, and he shares it with his lovely mana beast beside him. With his bloodline, his mana beast, he might just be able to take down Leo. And I think Leo knows that.” 
 
    Thea looked at me again in a new light. “That means he needs to get through to the Inner Court trial at the end of the month, so he can challenge Leo.” A small frown formed across her face. 
 
    “Yes, and that is why you must head out with him.” Thea stopped moving, but the elder continued on without pause. “They know nothing of our practices or the trials that await them, and you will all compete together at the trial. They need your help, and you could use a strong team to assist you. “ 
 
    Thea looked panicked. “But the clan needs protection. The Dragon Clan will be out for revenge after the recent battle. I’m needed here.” 
 
    He gave her a kind smile, walking over and resting his hand on her shoulder. “If you are to progress into the Inner Court, the clan will need to learn to function without you anyway. Think of this as a trial run, for them and for you.” 
 
    Thea went to speak, paused, and then hung her head in acceptance. He nodded, tapping Thea’s shoulder and then turning back to Michelle and me. 
 
    “You will be given access to the Tiger Clan library. And you should know, I expect a favor and payment for letting you in, but that can wait until you’ve made it into the Inner Court.” 
 
    I frowned. This was my best chance to catch up to Leo, but the ambiguous favor and going further into debt bothered me. 
 
    “If it falls within my morals and ability, I will give you your favor. If that works, you have a deal, Elder.” 
 
    He nodded in approval. “Good. We don’t have time to waste. Thea, lead them to the library. They can take what they want, but take note of what they grab. After that, rest up, and prepare to head out tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yes, Elder.” Thea stood and bowed to thin air as the elder disappeared. 
 
    “Well that’s not spooky at all,” Michelle commented. “Tell me he actually left and he’s not just invisible.” 
 
    Thea ignored her, motioning us out. “Follow me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Thea opened the doors to the library, and I was hit with the smell of dusty paper and shelves. We didn’t have anything like it in Locksprings. The few books or scrolls we had often had waitlists to read, and most of them were only for those of the Sun and Moon Hall. 
 
    Aurora, Michelle, and I trailed behind Thea. Rob had been sent off by Thea to work with some of the crafters in the clan. 
 
    We stepped inside, taking in the library. Shelves like honeycombs climbed the walls, each filled with rolled up scrolls. I could only imagine how much knowledge and power was in the room. 
 
    I noticed Thea scowling at a woman sitting behind a desk. The tiny girl was hunched over and so engrossed in what she was reading that she didn’t even look up. 
 
    Thea only waited a moment longer before she tapped her foot and cleared her throat. Michelle nodded in approval, and I had to hold back a laugh. I was a bit surprised Michelle hadn’t been the first to grow impatient. 
 
    Thea did a stomp. “Wah!” The girl jumped and the scroll she’d been reading snapped shut, flying out of her hands. 
 
    It landed near Thea, who stopped it from rolling with the toe of her boot. The girl adjusted her robe and mumbled. “Sorry. Sorry. Ah! Boss. What can I do for you?” 
 
    Thea picked up the scroll and held it out of reach as she studied it. The librarian tried to snatch it back, failing. 
 
    “Nine Thousand Pleasures Technique,” Thea read dryly. “This doesn’t belong here. We cultivate mana and practice martial, not sexual, techniques.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with them. They aren’t corrupt techniques or anything bad. I think between two people who love each other, it’s beautiful,” the librarian mewled. She looked like she wanted to try to stuff herself in one of the slots for scrolls. Thea was intense. 
 
    Michelle continued to watch Thea, clearly approving, but I wasn’t sure she would work well with our group.  
 
    Thea was a natural leader. She seemed like the type of person who would hold herself to impossible standards and burn herself out to achieve them. It made sense that my warrior liked her. 
 
    She was slimmer than Michelle, her figure hidden under the robes, but the robe flared out along her back, rounding over what I guessed was a cute bubble butt. Her face was heart-shaped, set with a pair of fierce brown eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Boss, but it’s boring here.” The librarian flailed, trying to grab the scroll. 
 
    “You are lucky I don’t have the time to discipline you. I need to gather some scrolls for the three behind me.” 
 
    For the first time, the librarian noticed Michelle, Aurora, and me. Her eyes went wide as she took in Aurora. “Elder, I apologize for my display.” 
 
    I sighed. Apparently, this was going to be a common occurrence. “Not an elder.” I pointed at Aurora. 
 
    “Oh... my mistake.” She trailed off before her face lit up in recognition. “Hey! You’re the guy who fought Leo this morning! So cool. Welcome to Tiger Clan?” She paused, looking to Thea. 
 
    When she got a nod in response, she jumped excitedly. Apparently, she was on the side wanting me to join. 
 
    As I turned to look at Thea, I could see the librarian checking me out in my peripheral.  
 
    Then she blurted out, “I know you technically lost, but you were also tired from the other tests. I’m sure normally you’d be super awesome. Next time, you’ll hand Leo his own ass.” 
 
    I smiled. At least I’d gained one additional fan. “Thanks. We didn’t really fight—we just did a small round of spells. But I’m hoping you can help me get some techniques to cultivate.” I tried to nudge her towards our goal. 
 
    “No need. I’ve got it.” Thea pocketed the scroll and walked past the librarian. 
 
    “Careful, she’s a mean one,” the librarian leaned over and whispered to me as I passed. 
 
    “I heard that.” 
 
    The librarian bolted back behind her desk and hurriedly started organizing the various scrolls on her desk. 
 
    Michelle and I followed after her quickly, but Aurora seemed content just milling about the room, taking in the scrolls. 
 
    “Okay. You’ll need a cultivation technique for your nascent soul so you can realize your soul palace to protect it. What element of mana do you cultivate?” 
 
    “Life is my first ring, and metal will be my second ring.” I looked to Michelle, realizing we hadn’t discussed what our second ring mana beasts were going to be. 
 
    She smiled and added, “Water straight through for me.” 
 
    Thea paused before heading off in one direction and grabbing out different scrolls to examine. She nodded, blindly grabbing a scroll, clearly knowing what she was going for. 
 
    She held one out to Michelle. “You’re defensive in your posture. Here is the Roaring Soul Technique.” 
 
    She looked at me, walking over to a different shelf. “For you, the Steel Heart Sutra. It’s a very strong technique, but you’ll have to wait till you have that second ring filled. You’re welcome.” 
 
    I looked at the scroll in my hand. It read Yin Yang Technique. “Um, this isn’t the Steel Heart Sutra.” 
 
    Thea walked over, looking at what I held, and her eyes narrowed on the name. She then blushed furiously as she tried to snatch it. 
 
    “Put that back.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow, keeping it out of her reach. 
 
    “Natalie!” she screamed and stormed back to the front of the library. 
 
    Curiosity got the better of me. Pulling open the scroll, I read the first section. It was a dual cultivation technique. Two willing parties came together not only in body, but also in mana and soul. 
 
    Thea was storming back, so I quickly deposited the scroll into my spatial ring. Michelle gave me a questioning look but kept quiet. 
 
    “Where is the Steel Heart Sutra?” Thea pushed Natalie towards the shelves, having dragged her from the front. “More of your garbage was where it should have been.” 
 
    Natalie went into a flurry, checking each scroll. The poor girl was going to be at it for hours, double checking each scroll. 
 
    “You use a sword?” When I nodded, Thea pulled another scroll out, checking it this time, and then handed it to me. “You?” She looked at Michelle. 
 
    “Mace.” Michelle smiled a wicked smile. Thea paused, clearly appreciating the bloodthirst before looking through more scrolls. 
 
    “Then... this one.” She handed Michelle a scroll while I looked at the one provided to me. Sword Mastery for Mages. 
 
    It wasn’t so much a spell as a guide in simple sword arts and how to combine them with the use of mana. So far, my sword had done me well in battle. I was excited to learn how to buff it with mana. When I left the sect next, I’d have to try this with my mother’s sword. 
 
    I rolled the scroll up and stuck it in my spatial ring with the Yin Yang Technique. 
 
    “Here it is!” Natalie shouted, holding up a scroll with pride. 
 
    Thea grabbed it and checked it before handing it to me. “Those should work for you two. There’s plenty more here if you want to browse.” 
 
    I thought about it, but I only had time for so many spells. I didn’t know Thea well, but she didn’t seem like the type to undercut me with weak spells. 
 
    I figured I’d start with the ones she had recommended. “No, this is a good start. Where should we meet tomorrow?” 
 
    She lost some of her edge, reminded of leaving the clan. “Meet me at the Tiger Clan gates.” She paused. “I think it’s best you stay in the clan tonight. I’ll show you to an empty apartment.” She walked briskly past us. 
 
    But Natalie saddled up next to me. “In all my looking, I didn’t come across that technique Thea was complaining about. You wouldn’t know what happened to it, would you?” She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively at me. 
 
    I grinned and shushed her. “No idea.” 
 
    Natalie winked and mimed zipping her lips. “Best of luck.” 
 
    We followed Thea towards the library exit. As we passed Aurora, who was fluttering in the air near some high-up shelves, looking at the contents, I jumped and grabbed her ankle. I pulled her down into my arms as she let out an excited squeal. 
 
    Thea turned back at the noise, taking us in. A moment of wistfulness seemed to cross her face, but then it was gone. 
 
    She moved quickly after that, leading us to a nearby apartment. “Room 205 is yours. Gates are straight down that road. We’ll meet at sunrise, don’t be late.” With that, she was off. 
 
    Finally, Michelle, Aurora and I were on our own. 
 
    “So what’s that other technique, Stud?” Michelle grinned, grabbing the key out of my hand and heading towards the door with an exaggerated sway of her hips. 
 
    “I don’t know. I thought we’d look at it together once we were alone.” I shifted Aurora, throwing her over my shoulder and moving towards the door. Michelle got the door open and was inside before I reached her. I slammed the door behind me as I entered. 
 
    Aurora squealed excitedly as I tossed her down on the bed. I gave the room a once over to make sure it was secure before taking them in. Both my girls were looking excited, with flushed faces. 
 
    Michelle cleared her throat. “Not so fast, Stud. Time is precious, and we need to take every moment we can to cultivate before we head out.” She crossed her arms, which raised her chest and pushed it against the material of her robe. She watched where my eyes went and rolled her eyes while smiling. Uncrossing her arms, she held her hand out for the scroll. 
 
    Holding down a squirming Aurora with one hand, I gave Michelle the scroll. 
 
    Michelle’s smile grew as she read at the scroll. “Aurora, lose the clothes. You too, Stud.” 
 
    I grabbed Aurora’s dress and ripped it down her front before she could dismiss it. My own robe was shucked off, and I stepped out of my pants. 
 
    My blonde mana beast gave me a once over, licking her lips. 
 
    Cupping her soft breasts, I gave her nipples a tender lick, enjoying her moan in response. She pressed her chest into me, wanting more. I happily obliged, having no problem sucking her diamond hard nipple into my mouth and rolling it with my tongue. Her body bucked beneath me. 
 
    Grabbing the back of my head, she pulled me down face to face with her. Wrapping her legs around my hips, she pushed her wet softness against me, wigging and rubbing. Catching the tip of my hard shaft, she became incredibly focused, trying to adjust to get the angle just right to thrust up. 
 
    “Ahem,” Michelle cleared her throat again, firm enough to cause Aurora to pause, but Aurora still sent a desperate glare over her shoulder. 
 
    Michelle smiled sympathetically. “I get it. I want Stud too, but we need to cultivate. This technique seems pretty simple, but it’s all about coordination. Both of you need to practice this.” 
 
    I tried to process what she was saying. My tip was still so close to Aurora’s entrance; it was hard to think of much. 
 
    Aurora smiled and wiggled a bit, not helping things. Michelle thrust the scroll in front of my face, cutting off my view of Aurora’s naked body beneath me.  
 
    I read it. 
 
    “Okay, so we both need to cycle our mana from our heads to where we join, and move the mana in the same direction.” 
 
    I could feel the heat coming off of Aurora’s sex as she opened up, and I knew she was ready. 
 
    Pulling my hips back, I thrust deep, entering her silken vice and bottoming out on the first thrust. 
 
    “Master,” Aurora purred, bucking herself against me, pulling out and bottoming me out a few times. Being in her felt so right. Aurora held me in place with her legs, which were still around my hips. “Just hold like this a moment, Master. You’re big and I love being filled by you.” 
 
    I nodded, taking the moment to concentrate on the Yin Yang Technique. I gathered the rich mana from the floating mountain, cycling it, and then I pushed that sense of collection into Aurora as I pulled out. 
 
    The mana she’d collected entered my body in return as we kissed, and I could feel the vastness of her soul pass through me as I thrust back into her. Working and thrusting together, we collected enormous amounts of mana. 
 
    I started thrusting harder and faster, picking up her hips to get the perfect angle. 
 
    She gasped and panted as we picked up. 
 
    I was feeling more sensitive than ever before, aware of where we connected at the hips and lips as we passed mana between each other’s bodies. Each cycle was a powerful wave of pleasure. 
 
    Together, like a band in sync, we picked up the pace. 
 
    I thrusted into her faster and faster until she pulled herself up and kissed me with absolute abandon. 
 
    Leaning back, Aurora screamed, “Master. Master!” The technique built into a crescendo and changed. She stopped passing the mana physically, and it started going between the connection of our bodies and the connection between our souls. 
 
    It felt like we became one. In that moment, Aurora screamed with pleasure and I felt a release as everything we collected emptied into my soul. 
 
    The euphoria of the mana entering my soul and the silken pulse of her sex tipped me over the edge as I pumped my seed into her. We were both panting, and my mind was just lucid enough to hear Michelle mutter, “Good goddess of sex,” in awe. 
 
    Aurora had gone lax, but we were both still feeling the after-orgasm shocks from the connection. I picked up her hips, ignoring our combined fluid dripping down my legs, and pumped into her more. She rolled into another orgasm, again calling out, “MASTER!” 
 
    Her eyes rolled back lazily as she panted, coming down from her own peak. 
 
    I closed my eyes and felt all the mana we’d collected. I used the power of my soul and gathered it all up into a large ball. I visualized myself within my mind. 
 
    My nascent soul settled into the large gathering of mana and began absorbing it. I could see where it had been damaged from my earlier Kunpeng spell manipulation, and where it had begun to recover and grow. 
 
    “Whew. That was hot, Stud.” Michelle was fanning herself, having changed during my distraction with Aurora. 
 
    She wore a soft, blue babydoll nightgown that accentuated her large chest. She pivoted her head as she took me in. “You look a little out of it, but that’s okay. I have energy for both of us until your life mana kicks in.” 
 
    Then, she pushed me onto my back next to Aurora. She knelt between my legs, taking my still hard member into her mouth as she lazily licked it clean of Aurora’s and my love. 
 
    When she went to pull back, I didn’t let her, grabbing the back of her head and pulling it into me. 
 
    I rose, standing above her while she remained on her knees. I made eye contact with her and put my member at her lips. She opened in return, and I started gently stroking inside her mouth. 
 
    Michelle grinned and started humming a tune, smiling around my cock. 
 
    “Fuck, I love you, Michelle,” I groaned with my head back, but I didn’t want to finish in her mouth. I wanted all of her. Pulling out, I sat on the bed and dragged Michelle into my lap. 
 
    She straddled me and hung her arms around my neck as we stared into each other’s eyes. “I love you too, Stud.” 
 
    We kissed softly, our kiss then opening as our tongues explored each other. 
 
    I pulled her hips forward and felt her ready sex prickle against my cock. Using my hands to move her hips against me, I quickly was fully ready for round two. 
 
    “Stud, I want to take this slow. Enjoy you.” Michelle picked up her hips, and her sex kissed the tip of my cock. She paused, waiting for me to agree. 
 
    As I nodded, she lowered herself against me slowly, never breaking eye contact. Her babydoll tickled my thighs as she lowered. I resisted the urge to pound up into my sexy warrior. She smiled, loving the moment of control. 
 
    Michelle sighed as her hips started moving in slow, languid circles. “I love when you fill me up, Stud. It makes everything be right in the world.” 
 
    Her liquid friction was divine. She worked her hips in circles, popping her ass out with each cycle and adding a small stroke into her grind. 
 
    We kissed, and I could feel her mana tingling on my lips as I started cultivating with her. She yelped when the first spark of pleasure came from the technique passing between us, but that seemed to only encourage her hips to move faster. Her breaths grew heady with need. 
 
    Pleasure swelled far beyond the physical as we continued to cultivate. Michelle’s body locked up in my arms, and her sex pulsed as she climaxed. Her nails dug into my back as she continued to cycle the technique. 
 
    I lifted her hips and took over, stroking slowly into her as we continued to pass mana back and forth. 
 
    Her kissing fumbled, and she just grabbed the back of my head and mashed our lips together, clearly losing control. Our tongues were intertwined, and sparks of pleasure coursed between us like an electric shock. 
 
    It became too much for me, and I held her down as I roared my own climax into her. My climax tipped her over into another of her own. 
 
    The mana we’d collected rushed into her, along with my seed. I continued pumping into her, giving her the mana we’d cultivated. A small climax squeezed my cock as I finished unloading into her. 
 
    I sighed. I wasn’t sure I’d ever been more content in my life. Based on Michelle’s face, she was having a similar experience. Gently pulling Michelle off me, I laid her down so she could focus on cultivating her nascent soul. 
 
    “Master,” Aurora said, prowling across the bed and smiling. 
 
    I took one look at her, then looked back at my exhausted warrior. This definitely was the best way to cultivate.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    I woke up only a few hours after finally falling asleep. I found myself thankful that mages needed less sleep. The night had been fantastic. I hadn’t experienced such pleasurable cultivation before. 
 
    Narissa’s experience had exposed me to the tarnished, evil side of what we’d done. I hadn’t realized there was such a pure, connected form of it. And, after last night, I couldn’t imagine twisting something so amazing into something so manipulative and perverse. 
 
    Dual cultivating with Aurora had been extra intense, because our souls were connected. When I’d cultivated with Michelle, it had been different. But, while not directly connected, our souls had brushed, and our bond had deepened. 
 
    Soft bodies pressed to each side of me, and Aurora’s wing draped over us like a blanket. It was tempting to stay in bed with them, but the red of dawn was bleeding through the window. 
 
    We needed to hurry before Thea had to wait too long. 
 
    I bolted upright, and the girls startled awake. “Morning, beauties. It’s time to go.” 
 
    Giving myself a once over with a bath sponge, I checked in on my soul. I needed to be stronger before we ventured out. Looking within, I was relieved to see that last night’s cultivation had made a difference. 
 
    The personification of myself in my soul had repaired itself, and now it was at least partially distinct. Its face was a splotch of clarity in its hazy form. 
 
    I looked around further. The mass of mana that would eventually form my soul palace and become the protection for my soul was present. It appeared as an indistinct bubble. I smiled to myself. I now officially had started both aspects needed for soul cultivation. 
 
    Looking at the core of my soul, I noticed a five-colored flame. It was from where Kat had burned a piece of her soul into mine at the top of her hill. I couldn’t feel a connection to her, but it still felt deeply personal. I hoped she was still on the right path, despite the Sun and Moon Hall’s influence. 
 
    Tossing the sponge back into the tub of water, I got out and walked back into the room, drying my hair as I walked naked into the room. Aurora was sprawled on the bed on her stomach and had somehow managed to wrap all the sheets around her, leaving most of the bed spare. 
 
    I walked over, snapping the towel to spank her bottom. 
 
    “Too early, Master.” She rolled over, tucking even more sheets under her. 
 
    “Aurora. We need to go.” I smacked her ass again, harder this time, eliciting a small yelp. 
 
    She turned her head, smiling as she looked me up and down. She started pulling the sheets back from her naked body, a question sparkling in her eyes. 
 
    I shook my head and waited for her to dress. 
 
    She yawned, stretching slowly, her breasts lifting just above the sheets before she turned into a stream of mana and entered my chest. 
 
    “Did she just...” Michelle couldn’t quite articulate what she meant. 
 
    “Yep, it looks like getting dressed was too much for her,” I chuckled, opening the door to leave. 
 
    Michelle shrugged. “Kunpengs aren’t really well known. They are giant and powerful mana beasts, so I’d guess that they don’t have to fight as often. Based on Aurora, I wouldn’t be surprised if they just lounged around and had sex most of the day.” 
 
    I blinked, processing that. It was true that I didn’t know much about Kunpengs. Aurora’s mana beast form was terrifying, but I had to admit that it didn’t have the typical tyrannical aura many mana beasts possess. Maybe Michelle was onto something. 
 
    Grabbing Michelle for one last kiss before we left the building, I dipped her head and savored her lips before we’d be in public. 
 
    “Whew. What got into you, Stud?” Michelle fanned her blushing face. 
 
    “Just love you and wanted to show it,” I growled. Really, I wanted to cultivate with her again, right there. 
 
    Blinking away the lustful fog, I took a moment to center myself. Giving her another quick kiss, I said, “Let’s go before Thea throws a fit about us being late.” 
 
    Michelle walked alongside me towards the gate. As we grew closer, she tried to spark some casual conversation. “You know, Thea is pretty. And she’s strong. She’d be able to keep up with us in cultivation.”  
 
    I paused, trying to figure out how to let her down gently. “We’ll be with her for the foreseeable future, and we don’t know what she thinks about harems, or me for that matter. Please don’t make it awkward, Michelle.” 
 
    Michelle huffed but said nothing further.  
 
    I looked around, captured by the scene unfolding around us as the sect began waking up. Disciples gathered around elders, listening to them speak. Others stepped through combat movements slowly, with elders around, adjusting their motions. 
 
    I made a mental note to make time when we got back to join in some of the instructions. My education in Locksprings was clearly not extensive enough for the cultivation life I was now living. 
 
     We walked a bit further, and the gates came into view. I could see Thea standing with her back straight, waiting impatiently. 
 
    “Morning,” I called as we walked up. 
 
    Thea turned with an impassive face. “Morning. It is already dawn and the elevators are running.” With that, she was already starting to move toward them. 
 
    As we left the clan’s space and entered the main sect, I noticed a difference in activities. In the clan, the focus was on learning from elders. Out here, each person was focusing on their crafts, as mana beasts prowled around nearby. Disciples were adding fire to the forge and creating ink for enchanters. Each had a purpose and was singularly focused on that task. 
 
    A commotion in the square drew my attention. In an effort to lay low, I moved to head away from it, but then I felt a pull on my soul. 
 
    I stopped. I knew Narissa was involved. Turning and looking closer, I realized she was more than involved, she was in the center of it all. 
 
    She was kneeling in front of a woman. I moved closer, realizing the woman was actually a mana beast. 
 
    She had horns curling out of her head and judged Narissa with a heavy gaze. Her robes marked her as Phoenix Clan. I had heard they were fairly neutral, but Narissa looked like she was under a lot of pressure. 
 
    I paused in my step to watch. Had Narissa done something wrong? 
 
    The elder turned her head to me, and I felt her bore into my soul for a moment with her golden eyes. It felt like a massive weight had pressed down on my shoulders. Narissa must have said something, because the elder snapped back to Narissa’s kneeling form before reaching down and lifting her to her feet. 
 
    I lost them both as the crowd started cheering and throwing their fists into the air. 
 
    Thea spoke from beside me, “That girl was just accepted as the direct disciple of an elder. It’s a prestigious position, and often a priming for the Core Court.” Thea continued to move as she talked. Clearly, the spectacle held no interest to her. 
 
    We’d only gone another few blocks before the elder we’d seen in the square walked out of the alleyway and pinned me with a frosty glare. 
 
    “You.” Her voice was far softer than I would have expected based on her icy demeanor. 
 
    Her nose flared and her eyes dilated, and I recognized it as what Aurora did when she was scenting me. 
 
    “You will never go near my disciple again.”  
 
    “Of course, if that is her wish.” I cupped my hands politely. 
 
    “It is not a wish, but a demand.” Her eyes bore into my own. It felt like she was pressing a thousand blades against my skin, ready to tear me apart on a moment’s notice. 
 
    “I will not intentionally approach your disciple. However, I am also a disciple of the sect and we will cross paths.” 
 
    She started to speak again, but I hadn’t finished. I held up my hand to pause her, and based on her narrowed eyes, she did not get shushed very often. 
 
    “You and I agree that what happened to Narissa was despicable. Nobody should have to go through that. I did what I could to help her out of the terrible situation, and I promise that I am all for her full freedom if you’re able to help her get it. That’s why she came with us to the sect.” 
 
    I looked her dead in the eye. “I will not stand here and be treated like the lowlifes who did this to her. We want the same thing for her.” Knowing I’d pushed the boundaries of what she’d tolerate, I bowed low as I finished. 
 
    “Very well. I will sever your connection to her and help her recover. But know if you touch her again, I will flay you alive and hunt down anyone associated with you.” I stood back up, feeling the violent promise in her words. 
 
    Thea stepped forward. “Elder Quinn, are you really going to lower yourself to harming a disciple?” 
 
    The elder turned to look at Thea. “Stay out of this. He will leave my disciple alone.” Her nostrils flared as she scented me one last time and disappeared right before us. 
 
    I turned to Thea. “Thank you for that, but I understand her hate for me. Without knowing all the history, it’s easy for me to look like I used Narissa.” 
 
    I had no intentions of chasing after Narissa anyway, regardless of the threat. I couldn’t help but feel at least partially at fault for her current situation, even if it was better than death. I’d leave it to Narissa to decide our future relationship. 
 
    Holding my head high, I led our small group through the main gates and to the elevators. 
 
    When we got to the elevators, I noticed that the two men working them were Dragon Clan. I must have slowed down slightly, because Thea spoke. 
 
    “There won’t be any issues. Outside the sect, we work together and put on a unified front. Anyone who violates that makes their whole sect look weak, and it’s punishable by death. If we carried on the feud out here, nothing would get done.” 
 
    “Death feels like overkill, no?” Michelle eyed the two disciples warily but seemed content that they’d be discouraged. 
 
    Thea laughed. “The tasks that get done help provide resources for our most powerful leaders. They don’t like anybody messing with their resources.” Michelle seemed appeased by that answer as we moved closer. 
 
    A group exited the most recent elevator to ascend, and we didn’t have to wait long to get our ride down. “After you.” I waved both the girls forward into the wooden box. 
 
    The elevator was far emptier than the first time, which made it rock even more. 
 
    Holding onto one of the slats, I rode out the rocking while both of the girls did the same. Michelle started looking a bit green part of the way down. 
 
    “This is the worst. Hopefully, it evens out soon.” The elevator lurched down, and I felt my stomach try to come out my mouth. 
 
    “Just a bit bumpy. Some slack must have caught,” Thea said, still looking calm. 
 
    “Sure, must be it.” Michelle clung even tighter to her slat. The more it rocked, the more uneasy I became. 
 
    The elevator jerked into a fall again, only this time, it didn’t stop the next second. Something was definitely wrong. 
 
    “Stay calm,” Thea screamed over the rushing wind as we picked up speed. 
 
    I felt the box jerk back, the line catching again, but that only lasted a moment before we started falling again. 
 
    I was done with this. 
 
    I looked at Michelle, who looked like she was close to losing it. “Well, the staying calm part was great and all, but I think it’s time to break out of here.” I pulled my fist back. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how reinforced these things are?” Before I jumped in, she continued as she headed to the side. “I’d recommend a more conventional route.” She started pulling at the mechanism near the door to get it open. 
 
    Her sudden shift caused the elevator to groan and tilt over onto its side, tipping us with it. 
 
    “Careful,” I yelled, pulling myself along the slats to get over to her. Michelle looked like she was about to puke but pulled herself over as well. 
 
    The door swung open, and we all stared at the ground we were rushing to meet. 
 
    “We can’t survive that jump,” Michelle blurted. Thea was silent. 
 
    I knew what we had to do. “Hold on.” I pulled them both to me and jumped out of the elevator. The smaller, denser bundle the three of us made fell down ahead of the escalator. 
 
    “What are you doing!” Thea screamed in my ear, but I had other things to focus on. 
 
    Concentrating on my Kunpeng spell, I channeled its wings. Gold wings rippled into appearance around me, folded up like a shield. 
 
    But I didn’t need a shield; I needed them to slow our descent. 
 
    Opening them up, they caught wind and threatened to snap back, but I held them by force of will. I had yet to successfully fly, but I tried to apply the basic mechanics. 
 
    I tilted them down, so they weren’t fighting the wind but gliding through it. 
 
    “Stud, we aren’t slowing down.” 
 
    I nodded, all my attention on my wings. The wings were out and formed, but we were still in the nosedive. Slowly, I shifted the angle, trying to carry some of our momentum outwards instead of just straight down. 
 
    My wings strained, and the strain shot straight to my soul. I could feel my soul palace I’d barely started wavering and my nascent soul buckling in pain. But I could heal it with time and practice; I couldn’t heal death. I had to pull up further. 
 
    The platform was directly in front of us. I could see people scurrying around like little ants, throwing themselves off the platform. 
 
    The wooden box of the escalator flew down past us. It was going so fast, with enough mass, it might just destroy the platform. I cringed for all those people as Michelle’s hands dug into my arm. 
 
    Still straining, I felt wind start to catch under my wings, but it just wasn’t enough. We were still plummeting too fast. 
 
    “Stud, you’ve got this. Just focus.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth and forced my spell to shift further. Our trajectory shifted slightly, away from the platform, but unfortunately that left us targeting the houses that surrounded the platform. 
 
    I braced, pulling what power I could into my being. I managed to level us out, my soul screaming in pain as I held the spell, competing with gravity. 
 
    The wind picked up around us and whipped us further from the platform and straight towards a brick wall. 
 
    I was exhausted. I had no more to give, and I couldn’t see a way to pivot us from hitting. I twisted as we were about to hit, pulling my wings in around the two girls to protect them. Even if I didn’t survive, maybe I could take enough of the impact that they would be okay. I closed my eyes and waited. 
 
    Nothing came. Instead, something grabbed all three of us and held us midair. When I opened my eyes, I saw that it was a giant iron claw that held us in its talons, inches from the brick face. 
 
    My spell dissipated with my sigh of relief, and I looked to see who had saved us. 
 
    Elder Quinn floated in the air, looking displeased. “I probably should have let you die. Don’t make me regret this.” She released the spell, and we fell the rest of the way to the ground. 
 
    I landed on my ass with a thud, but we were alive. “Thank you, Elder Quinn.” 
 
    She glared, and her nose flared. “You can thank me by getting lost. I’ll clean up this mess.” She turned back to the shattered platform and scoffed before stepping down and starting to clear the wreckage. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked her. 
 
    She didn’t turn around, but I could hear her clearly. “It will be under investigation by a neutral elder. But it would appear the elevator pulley system broke.” Her voice betrayed her skepticism of natural mechanical failure, but I didn’t push it. 
 
    “Do we need to stick around and help with the platform?” I asked Thea. 
 
    “Nope. Not our problem.” She dusted off her robes. She’d changed before we left. 
 
    Her latest robes didn’t have the indication of Tiger Clan. They only portrayed us as Ferrymen. 
 
    “Alright then. So which way?” I asked, still not sure where exactly we are going. 
 
    “And what’s the mission?” Michelle asked. 
 
    “That way.” Thea pointed. “There’s reports of a dungeon break miles outside the city. We are going there to confirm and hunt. There may be other disciples along the way, so remember that there’s no infighting amongst the sect. But all’s fair outside the sect.” She stepped around the broken wood planks as we made our way out. 
 
    Based on the looks we were getting, we’d made one hell of an entrance. 
 
    Michelle gave me a hand, and I got to my feet without too much trouble, but standing was difficult. Leaning against Michelle, I hobbled after Thea. 
 
    “Your nose is bleeding.” Michelle said, concern filling her voice. 
 
    “We all have our less beautiful days.” 
 
    “Be serious, Stud. How hurt are you?” 
 
    I pulled a rag out of my spatial ring and wiped it before looking. “It’s just blood. It’s not too dark. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    I didn’t want to walk out of here a clear target, so I fished out one of the pills that Diana had given me. I popped one of the light blue Soul Recovery pills into my mouth and chewed it. 
 
    Instantly, it was like a minty soothing of my soul. Its medicinal properties went to work. 
 
    “Those are expensive. You shouldn’t waste them.” Thea frowned at me. 
 
    She must have missed the bottle before I put it away. I just nodded, not wanting to share too much information. I liked Thea, but she had a competitive edge to her that I didn’t want to encourage. She was the leader of the Tiger Clan after all. That took a good bit of power and people skills. I wasn’t going to underestimate her. 
 
    We continued on through the town. Styx was mostly the same as our last visit. I was still stuck on how much faster paced it was than Locksprings. Here, people rushed instead of walked. It had the liveliness of a larger city. 
 
    We didn’t get far through town before a coach pulled up in front of us. 
 
    Thea literally growled like a caged beast at the carriage, but I stepped forward to calm her, recognizing the Hua family crest. 
 
    Although, I might let her tear Nikki after that run-in with Leo. 
 
    “Isaac! What a coincidence meeting you here. Can I give you a ride to the city gates?” Diana leaned out of the carriage, wearing a leather traveling outfit instead of her dress. 
 
    Was she thinking about coming with us? 
 
    “Of course we’ll take the ride,” Michelle answered for the rest of us and swung herself into the carriage. Thea looked at me oddly before following her. 
 
    Still unsure of what was happening, I got in. “Did you have someone watching for us?” I asked as the carriage got in motion. 
 
    “Of course. So, where are we going?” Diana was in the process of tying her pink hair back. 
 
    “We are on sect business,” Thea answered for me, being short with Diana. 
 
    The way Thea frowned made me think this was highly unusual. 
 
    “Right, of course. But there’s nothing stopping me from coming along, is there? And I have a different agenda, so I won’t interfere one bit with your business. Don’t fret your pretty little head about it.” Thea growled again, but Diana didn’t flinch. 
 
    Michelle spoke up, breaking some of the tension. “We’ve seen groups of different sects before in the dungeon, Thea. This isn’t any different, is it?” 
 
    “There’s no reason we can’t take her, but she will slow us down.” Thea looked to me for help, but I firmly stayed out of this one. 
 
    I doubted Diana was going to take no for an answer anyway. She’d likely follow after us and get herself hurt. It was easier to just protect her as we went. 
 
    When I gave no backup, Thea sighed. “Fine. She can come. But do not get in our way, Pink.” Thea turned to look out the carriage, done with the conversation. 
 
    Diana folded her hands in her lap and smiled at me in victory. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    We ditched the carriage in Styx, since we were going to be traveling on rougher ground. 
 
    Instead, we had upgraded to a flying treasure. It was even shaped like a carriage. When Diana had pulled it out of her spatial ring, Thea’s eyes had gone wide. Just feeling the power of it, it was clear it was a serious treasure, but I imagined she had all kinds of treasures up her sleeve from working at the auction house. 
 
    We flew low to the ground, making more progress than we would have on foot, even with our increased mage speed. 
 
    As we moved, Diana tossed more second-rank beast cores into it. We’d gone through maybe a dozen at this point, and it was starting to make me uncomfortable. Michelle had no such qualms. 
 
    “This really is such a great way to travel, isn’t it Stud?” She leaned back against me. “Isn’t traveling with Diana great?” 
 
    The pink-haired beauty hid her blush by turning to toss another core into the bowl that powered the vessel. 
 
    “It beats walking. Are you sure we couldn’t help power it?” 
 
    “No worry, just a few beast cores. I’m much more interested in the other things you can give me.” 
 
    I nodded. Hopefully we found some goods I could trade in her auction house during this trip. I owed her at least that much. “Of course.” 
 
    She blushed even deeper, glancing at me and then darting her head away. Confused, I just moved on. 
 
    Looking out of the carriage, I watched the forest pass us by. As we continued on, the world shifted from the bright greens and browns of dense forest to the black and red of a burnt out hollow. Michelle and I sat unmoving, shocked by the shift in the land. 
 
    “This is it,” Thea said, standing up. 
 
    Diana stopped her carriage, which glided to the ground in a hundred paces. “Whew, it’s hot.” 
 
    I look around, seeing burnt trees and small pools of lava spewing out of the dry, cracked ground. Though I’d never encountered this, I knew exactly what had happened. This was what Locksprings always feared—a dungeon break. When a dungeon went uncleared, it inverted upon our world. In this case, it must have been a brutal dungeon filled with fire mana. 
 
    Stepping out of the carriage, the hot, ashy wind scorched my face. Wind flicked through my hair and the ash within it tickled my face. It was a lot to process. The landscape was now forever changed by the fire mana and the world that had been within the dungeon. 
 
    Close to where we had landed, the surface sank into a massive bowl, a volcano emerged from in the center. 
 
    “Be careful of the lava pits. They’re always a nice place for a fire mana beast to curl up.” Thea moved ahead while Diana stowed away the treasure for future use. 
 
    “So, what are we looking for, Thea?” I asked. 
 
    “First, we need to assess the general strength of the mana beasts. If there are any above the second rank, we are supposed to go back to the sect and report those for the Core or elders to come destroy and take. But if we find first- or second-rank beasts, we kill and harvest them. Fire element mana beast cores are good for most of the crafters back in the sect.” 
 
    I thought of Rob. He’d mentioned wanting a Burning Tiger for its flame. Maybe I could help him reach his goal to make up for making him lose his shop.  
 
    I looked at the landscape. A mana beast like that would seek high ground and some cover. Most of the land had been cleared, making the volcano the highest ground nearby. I scoured the land towards the center, near the volcano, but nothing was standing out. 
 
    While I was looking, I felt a subtle mana presence to my left. I drew my sword to block, but Thea was already there. 
 
    She swung her sword, and three slashes shot forward into the coal black panther. The mark they left looked like the beast had been clawed, scored with bloody red marks. 
 
    The mana beast used her attack and redirected itself, keeping low. Its eyes narrowed, taking in its prey. Then, it moved and somehow nearly vanished from view among the scorched earth. Only its eyes and the bloody gashes distinguished it from the soot-covered ground. 
 
    “Sneaky little thing,” Michelle said, her shield out and ready. 
 
    I turned and threw a Golden Needle spell behind us, keeping my sword at the ready for retaliation. “Careful, we have more than one new friend.” 
 
    I sensed five of them. Luckily, they were rank one mana beasts, but they felt like they were near the peak of their rank. I could feel each of them brimming with mana. 
 
    They were also fast. The one I had cast my spell at narrowly dodged, the spell grazing its side. The others circled our little group. 
 
    Diana threw out another treasure. The treasure was a golden stamp that flew into the air and grew until it was the size of a small hill, then came crashing down on the mana beasts. 
 
    They all dodged, but one wasn’t able to move fast enough. Its rear half was crushed by Diana’s spell. The other three that were behind us gave up on stealth and rushed us. 
 
    I dodged one lunge, spun, and blocked a swipe from another. My fist came up crashing into its jaw, pushing my sword clean through its muzzle. 
 
    The whimpered yowl told me it was still alive, and nothing was more dangerous than a wounded animal. 
 
    It lunged, clawing at me wildly, while I worked to free my sword from its skull. Each of its claws smoldering like coal, giving off the last of its heat. 
 
    I pulled out my sword and filled my body and my sword with life mana. It lunged forward in final desperation. I blocked its attack and spun to its side, using a golden needle to put it out of its misery. 
 
    The beast finally went down. Quickly assessing my wounds, I’d earned a burn on my forearm, but my life mana was already rapidly healing it. 
 
    Turning back to the rest of the group, I saw Michelle holding off two of the remaining beasts. The other one that had attacked me must have pivoted and gone for her. Her water mana was their natural opponent. I paused, enjoying watching my warrior in her element. She was holding her own, and Thea, already done with the one she’d taken on, was headed to help her. 
 
    A soft squeak caught my attention. Diana was struggling. She’d thrown out several treasures, but after seeing her first attack, they’d learned and were not easy to pin down. 
 
    One panther got close enough and lunged at her. Its fangs dripped with lava.  
 
    She put up a treasured barrier just in time to stop it from chomping down on her, but it began hammering at the shield. The lava rolled off its fangs along the bright shield. The mana beast paused, reassessing how to get to its fleshy prize. 
 
    I took the moment to cleave it in half. The mana beast toppled over, and I shifted, ready for the next. But Michelle and Thea had taken the remaining one down. I smiled. We’d been a good team for our first mana beast battle together. 
 
    “Whew. Thank you, my knight.” Diana gave me a half bow before waving and returning all the treasures to her spatial rings. 
 
    I noticed now that she had a ring on each hand, and each one was decorated with large stones. 
 
    “You’re very welcome.” I gave her a half bow with a smirk. It was always fun to be the hero. 
 
    “Stud, if you are done playing knight in shining armor, we need to keep moving.” Michelle gave a pretend scoff, then grinned. 
 
    I scooped out the mana cores and threw them along with the bodies into my spatial ring. 
 
    “Alright, clearly our formation could use some work, given they snuck up on us so easily. Thea, you take back. Michelle our left, and Diana our right. I’ll keep my eyes forward.” The burnt ground crunched under my feet, not that different from snow, just a bit... crispier. 
 
    “So, why would Styx, and the sect for that matter, let a dungeon break this close?” I asked, not being able to piece it together. Back in Locksprings, the main job of the guard my father ran was to hunt down and prevent these sorts of events. There were long-term effects to the land when it was decimated like this, and depending on the type of mana, it could turn heavily dangerous, like poison... 
 
    Thea shrugged. “We can’t find them all, so at a certain point, we just let them happen. This dungeon was probably underground. And sometimes hunting in a dungeon break is easier than a dungeon.” 
 
    “But wouldn’t the sect want to claim the dungeon?” Michelle asked. 
 
    “Not necessarily. When dungeons appeared over a thousand years ago, no one had any rings. As dungeon breaks started occurring, people were able to begin cultivating, and the system that now exists was built up over time. Without dungeon breaks, there would be less mana in our world. So breaks aren’t all that bad.” 
 
    “Huh, we never learned that back home.” 
 
    “The floating mountains were actually created with the first dungeon break, a massive one that set off the total change in our world. As cultivation began, the strongest mages took over those mountains, creating the early stages of what we now know as sects.” 
 
    “So the sect sees dungeon breaks as necessary?” I asked. 
 
    Thea sighed. “Yes. And some who’ve met bottlenecks in their cultivation even believe that if the world was saturated with more mana, they’d be able to progress further again. Dungeons themselves are really just proving grounds for many of us. But that dungeon where you fought corrupt mages? Twenty merit points says that it was never cleared, and it broke.” 
 
    I looked at Thea in shock. “You mean even after all we did, they’d just let it break?” 
 
    She nodded. “That way all the mana pours out into our world. You get some for clearing a dungeon, but nowhere near the mana from a dungeon break.” 
 
    I held my fist up, sensing a large draw of mana five hundred feet to our right. “Do you guys feel that? Feels like a second-rank mana beast.” 
 
    Thea closed her eyes for a moment before nodding. “You are right. I nearly missed it.” 
 
    “Back home they taught us to sense them by the flow of the mana instead of sensing them directly. Be careful, and don’t alarm it.” I kept my sword out. 
 
    Rather than sense directly for the mana beast and potentially alarm it with my mana, I sensed the direction of mana flowing into it. 
 
    “This way.” I led us through the burnt forest. The stronger mana beast kept away lesser ones as we hunted it. 
 
    It became clear where it was, even though I couldn’t see it. A small lake of lava glowed through the cracks in the earth, and all the mana poured straight into it. 
 
    “We could move on?” Diana offered. 
 
    “I don’t want this thing at our backs. It’s too dangerous. And besides, how much fun could we really have out here without a good challenge?” 
 
    Diana paused. “Even with all these treasures, I can’t exactly keep up with you all. I’m only a first-ring mage.” 
 
    I frowned. She was right. I might be risking too much by forcing her to face off against a second-rank beast. 
 
    The lava pit in front of us bubbled faster and faster. The popping noise of the bubbles continued. 
 
    “Don’t think we have time to back out,” Thea said. 
 
    “Michelle, you’re up front. Thea, you take the right side, and I’ll take the left. Diana, stand back and focus on staying safe. Help where you can.” 
 
    I was cut off as lava sprayed in front of us. A scaly mix between a centipede and a dragon reared up two dozen feet above us, its body dripping in lava. It had a serpentine head with an odd pair of mandibles that clacked together before its mouth. Along its body, it was covered with pairs of legs that went all the way back into the lava. 
 
    The clacking of its mandibles increased in tempo and volume until it made an irritating whine, glaring angrily at us for waking it. Pausing the clicking, it opened its mouth wide, and a jet of flames roared out of its maw. 
 
    Michelle leaned into it, taking the brunt of the attack and protecting Diana, who looked like a deer in headlights behind my warrior woman. It was a clear reminder that she wasn’t battle-trained. We’d need to train if she was going to continue forward with us. 
 
    But for now, we needed to deal with this beast. I followed the sword technique that Thea had given me and channeled my mana into my sword like it was an extension of my arm. 
 
    Even with the mana-enhanced cut, my blade only bit a mere inch into the mana beast. I’d put as much power behind it as I had to cleave the panther in two, but this beast was strengthened with more mana. Given the size of its body, my hit was about as deadly as a small splinter. I might as well have tickled the damn thing. 
 
    “Shit.” I saw Thea make a hit and manage to score deeper than me, but it still was not enough to do actual damage to this mana beast. 
 
    The Lava Wyrm looked at each of us and focused in on Diana. Stretching over Michelle, it struck out. 
 
    Diana summoned the treasured stamp again and slammed it down on the Lava Wyrm’s head, smashing it into the ground short of her. 
 
    The mana beast thrashed and threw the stamp off, then shot off a roaring flame at her. I assessed the situation, trying to figure out how to best play it. 
 
    “Michelle. Block its mouth,” I yelled, but she was already there. I smiled. All of our training and competition in Locksprings had built us to battle alongside each other. We were in sync. 
 
    The beast’s maw was blocked, and I could see its throat glow hot with pent up fire, giving me an idea. 
 
    Casting a golden needle, I shot its throat, using my soul to enhance the size of the spell to the length of an arm. The spell punched right through the heated scales, and fire spewed out, washing all of our feet in flames. 
 
    I coated myself in mana to reduce the heat and charged it again with my enhanced sword. 
 
    Sweat coated my brow, this beast proving more of a challenge. But a second-rank mana beast shouldn’t be easy for me at this stage. I needed to outmaneuver it. 
 
    Summoning mana for my Kunpeng spell, I sent claw after claw at its face to distract it while Michelle kept herself positioned in front. 
 
    She managed to stop any future attempts the Lava Wyrm made to breathe fire. Meanwhile, Diana slammed her stamp into it time and time again, like she was trying to crack it open. Thea was a machine, her blade methodically layering slashes on its side. She might eventually saw through the thing, one cut at a time. 
 
    The beast became enraged, tired of our blocking pattern, and moved to charge Michelle. 
 
    She hunkered down under the breath. But in her crouched state, she didn’t seem to notice the mandibles starting to slice forward. I went to shout, but it was too late. 
 
    Diana saw it as well and threw her stamp at the beast, but all it did was knock it a bit to the side. One side of its mandibles slid around Michelle’s shield spell and punched right through her side. 
 
    “Michelle!” I screamed, hacking at the mana beast, trying to get its attention off of her. I poured all of my anger into a Kunpeng spell, forming a claw around its head and pulling it off Michelle. 
 
    It didn’t do any actual damage, but it got it away from her. 
 
    The Lava Wyrm screamed in victory as it reared back up while we all moved to protect her. It took a deep breath and gathered the largest fireball yet. 
 
    As I moved alongside her to assess her wound, she batted me away. “Fuck, Stud, it’s going to take more than that to keep me down. Give me some credit.” 
 
    Michelle held her hand against the wound, forming another shield spell with her free arm and threw it at the Lava Wyrm. Her bloodline mark was as dark as ink on her forehead, and her spell turned black and slammed into the Lava Wyrm like a wrecking ball. 
 
    I decided it was time to release mine as well. My bloodline flared to life on my forehead, and I felt my blood pump as I drew upon my mana, forming a large golden needle. It was the size of a cannonball. 
 
    Letting it loose, I sent the piercing attack into the underside of the stunned mana beast, where Thea had struck repeatedly. The softening she’d done with her hits did the trick. It widened the gashes into a hole that sprayed blood, sizzling as it came into contact with the lava. 
 
    The Lava Wyrm screeched in pain as it sprayed fire wildly, shooting fireballs out haphazardly in an effort to defeat us. We hunkered down to ride out the Lava Wyrm’s death throes. 
 
    As we waited, I realized a critical flaw of this moment. It was still in the middle of the lava. When it died, it would fall in and its resources would be wasted. We needed to harvest all we could, and I couldn’t pull it into my spatial ring until it was dead. 
 
    Decision made, I came out from my cover and dodged under a sweep of fire. The Lava Wyrm blew a wave of fire right at me. I wrapped myself in life mana, diving into the Lava Wyrm’s final fire breath. It scorched me, but I pushed through as it tipped backwards into the lava. It sank into the lava, and I slid through the soot, just managing to touch one of its mandibles. I quickly pulled it into my spatial ring before momentum pulled it away. 
 
    “Phew.” I wiped away the sweat as I stood mere inches from the lava. I could feel the mana that was protecting me from the lava depleting. 
 
    It was time to get out and get cleaned off. 
 
    I felt a hand grab my robe and pull me backwards. “If you fall in there, you won’t be a very helpful knight anymore,” Diana jokingly chastised. 
 
    “Ha. Thanks,” I laughed. That battle had been far too close for comfort. 
 
    Rising up, I quickly headed over to Michelle to check on her wound. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    I carried Michelle like a princess as we looked for a defensible spot to rest and recover. 
 
    “You know, it’s not that bad, Stud,” she said, looking loopy from blood loss. “’Tis but a flesh wound!” She giggled to herself. 
 
    We’d gotten her stable, but she had a fist-sized hole in her chest that stopped just short of her ribs. She had continued bleeding out until Diana had provided some medicinal pills that clotted her blood. Thea had bandaged her, being the most well-versed in bandaging wounds. And now, I carried my wounded warrior. 
 
    “How about there?” Diana pointed to a rocky little cavern. 
 
    “I’ll check it out.” Thea stalked forward with her sword out. 
 
    “She’ll be fine, you know,” Diana said as we waited for Thea. 
 
    “I know. She just needs some time to recover. Michelle will be back on her feet tomorrow. I’m sure of it,” I said it with more confidence than I felt and tried to hide all of the emotions swirling within me. 
 
    I was still shaken from seeing her injured so intensely. If the battle had gone longer… I didn’t want to think about it. 
 
    I knew that the Lava Wyrm wouldn’t be easy at rank two, but it had surprised me with its resiliency. “We’ve fought rank two beasts before. Why was that Lava Wyrm so tough?” 
 
    “Draconic Blood. Like human mana beasts, other mana beasts can have bloodlines too. That one was strong, even for a second-rank beast. I bet it was close to achieving rank three.” 
 
    I wondered how Aurora’s blood stacked up to a dragon. I knew that so far her blood had only awakened a fragment of my own. I needed to unlock it further. There’d been a draconic aspect to the chimeric beast on my mother’s sword, so maybe draconic blood could help me as well. 
 
     Diana continued on, unaware of my ponderings. “Honestly, I’m not sure if we could have taken it at that point. We definitely would have had casualties.” 
 
    I looked down at Michelle, knowing she would have been one of them. I wouldn’t let that happen. I would do a better job of protecting her next time. Michelle started playing with a lock of my hair that was fluttering while we walked. 
 
    I rubbed my ear on my shoulder as it tickled, causing her to smile and up the amount she flicked it back and forth. I couldn’t wait to have my warrior back, but she was pretty cute when she was loopy. 
 
    “Whatever used to live there is all bones now.” Thea walked out of the cave, sheathing her sword while she spoke. Then she turned and walked back into the cave. 
 
    I carried Michelle in while Thea started a fire. Setting Michelle down, I set out camp. 
 
    “I’ll keep watch outside,” Diana said, wrinkling her nose at the fire. 
 
    I stifled a laugh. She probably didn’t know how to start a fire or set a tent. I was glad we’d taken her with us instead of leaving her behind, knowing she’d just follow. Her stubbornness would have gotten her killed. 
 
    “Stud, why don’t you fuck them both?” Michelle slurred as I tucked her in. 
 
    Thea looked at us both sharply, stopping her work at the fire. 
 
    I raised my hands. “Woah, she’s just a little loopy.” 
 
    “No, I’m not. I’m just horny.” Michelle reached down, starting to undo her robes. 
 
    I quickly reached down to stop her hands, wanting to plant my face in my hands. “I’m sorry for her. She’s not normally like this.” 
 
    “It’s okay. Just not used to PDA when on a job.” Thea went back to feeding the fire. 
 
    I looked back down to Michelle, who had fallen asleep quickly after being placed in the soft bed. “I get it, but life is short. I’d rather battle with somebody I love by my side and take the moments we’re given.” 
 
    “I haven’t had the luxury of such things. Survival is more important than exploring feelings.” Her voice rumbled a bit, and I had a feeling there was more to it. 
 
    But then she sighed. “After all, mages do keep humanity alive in this world. It would have been smothered out like an ember under a boot when the dungeons appeared if mages hadn’t evolved to combat it.” 
 
    “What do you know about the world before the dungeons began?” 
 
    A sad smile spread across her face, as she poked at the fire. “I’ve heard that it was a different world, that’s for sure. Buildings touched the sky and billions of people were so interconnected the cities never really ended. They flowed from one to the next. Even if not physically connected, data connected it all together.” Thea continued messing with the fire, seeming to find calm in the repetitive actions. 
 
    “According to what we learned back in Locksprings, people had so much but did so little with it. They could travel the world in a day, yet never left home.” I sighed, wishing I could actually see into the world that was before. 
 
    We sat in silence for a moment, the fire crackling. Thea finally broke the silence, speaking quietly. “I did my research on you, you know.”  
 
    That caught my attention. I was curious what she’d found in a little under a day. “Oh?” 
 
    She nodded. “You want to encourage the sect to fight the corrupt mages.” She stated it as a fact, meeting my eyes above the flames. 
 
    I searched her eyes for her stance on the subject, but I saw nothing besides her ever-present steel determination. “That’s correct. Corrupt mages destroyed our home.” 
 
    “And what of the disciples that die fighting the corrupt mages? Should we not be as concerned for them as we are the people under the sect?” Her voice had started to rise, almost cracking in the process.  
 
    “Of course, mage lives should be valued. But you said it yourself, mages exist to protect humanity. Who is going to fight for those the corrupt mages go after if not mages themselves?” 
 
    “But why is it our job to protect everybody? Others could do it. Why should I risk my own people?” Her eyebrow arched in challenge. 
 
    “You’d let the corrupt mages become so powerful that they can’t be stopped when they show up at your door? Some protector you are. Your people will simply become additional fuel for them.” I was fired up at this point. I stood, starting to pace the room. 
 
    Thea smiled in response. “Good. I agree.” 
 
    I paused in my pacing, facing her and making my anger clear. “What was that?” 
 
    She stood, crossing her arms. “I needed to make sure you really were a Tiger. We, the Tiger Clan, need to be ferocious. It’s our role. The Phoenixes seek peace, the Turtles record history, and the Dragons are supposed to guard the sect. Although, the latest leaders seem to struggle to fill that role. But we, the Tiger Clan, are the ones that show our claws to the world. And you Isaac, have claws. I wasn’t so sure before, but I am now.” She smiled, holding out her hand. 
 
    I just stared at her hand, still coming down from my outrage. Her face turned to a bit of confusion, arm still outstretched. Finally, I grasped it and shook, but I met her eyes, letting her know I did not appreciate that fake challenge. 
 
    She just laughed in response. “Like I said, claws.” She sat back down by the fire. 
 
    I settled back down, and Michelle looked over, confused and woken up by our escalating voices. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “Go back to sleep, silly,” I shushed her, tucking her back in and kissing her forehead. She slipped back into sleep. I couldn’t help but continue to worry. She shouldn’t still be this weak. 
 
    “We should cultivate, Isaac. Michelle will be okay.” Thea’s ring on her chest glowed for a moment, and a dark rusty-looking tiger appeared before her and nuzzled into the stern mage. 
 
    “Tom here will keep watch. He knows not to fight, don’t you?” She grabbed a fist full of her mana beast’s mane and turned it towards her. 
 
    I paused. Leaving your mana beast out while sleeping put it in a vulnerable position. We’d been taught never to do that, as your mana beast being destroyed meant you’d be cut off from your mana as a mage. But Thea knew what she was doing, and I didn’t want to second guess her on this. 
 
    Her mana beast replaced Diana at the entrance, and the three of us circled the fire, settling into meditative poses. 
 
    I focused within, finding my nascent soul. A visual representation of my mana. It was what the Seven Hells Meridians had prepared me and Michelle for by tempering our soul. 
 
    But the soul itself was a fragile part of the cultivator, along with realizing one’s nascent soul, you learned to guard it with a soul palace. Using mana to nurture one’s soul was no simple task. The soul was an ephemeral structure, both bound by resources and flexible to one’s will. To simply imagine one’s nascent soul and soul palace into being was impossible. But every palace was built brick by brick. 
 
    I’d read the Steel Heart Sutra, and while it was a cultivation method for the soul, I thought its target was off. It was based on imagining the soul palace as a steel wall. I had experienced something far harder than steel, but also something that couldn’t be stood up as a wall so easily. I pictured the wall as something built brick by brick. 
 
    I pulled reference from my mother’s sword in my spatial ring. It was durable and sharp, exactly the kind of material I needed my soul palace to be built from. I focused my mind on trying to build a single brick made of the same bone. 
 
    I drew in mana from the world, but it wasn’t enough. I pulled beast cores out of my spatial ring and absorbed them one by one, continuing to push towards the brick. 
 
    When the image of that brick wavered, I took the pills I’d received from Diana to improve my focus. Nothing was more important than the foundation of my soul palace. It would set the tone for my future power. A moment of elation ripped through me as I successfully formed that first brick. It was etched with the likeness of my family’s bloodline, the chimeric beast. Though at present only a part of it was awakened thanks to Aurora’s blood. 
 
    I smiled within. I could do this. 
 
    I continued to drain mana beast cores and pop pills, placing brick after brick as I formed the foundation. It became easier and faster, but no less taxing on my body or resources. 
 
    Pausing for a moment to pull more mana, my nascent soul began walking the foundation. The bricks were all formed of the incredibly hard bone material. All were wrapped by the chimeric beast, yet together they made a mural of my bloodline, a vast and imposing beast soaring into the sky. 
 
    Just as I was nearly done with the foundation, I reached for more beast cores and found my spatial ring empty. The foundation of my soul palace began trembling, and a large crack formed. I tried to hold it together, but without more mana, it began to crumble further. 
 
    My moment of confusion had destabilized my soul’s creation. 
 
    I couldn’t let this happen. I had started with nearly a hundred thousand mana beast cores! I couldn’t lose that investment, and I was about to ruin my soul palace’s foundation, crippling myself. 
 
    I tried to hold it together. I felt my physical body begin trembling in lockstep with my soul. I was wearing down. 
 
    I felt a small weight hit my lap. Then, another. I slowly recognized what they were: second-rank beast cores. I drained them rapidly. They smoothed out the cracking that had formed, beginning to repair the bricks. 
 
    The cores continued falling into my lap, and I could kiss whoever was dropping them. I returned to my task, more determined than ever to finish it after experiencing what would happen if I stopped short. 
 
    Time passed slowly, brick by brick added. Finally, I reached the end, the final keystone. Laying it down, the whole structure began glowing. My eyes snapped open, and the world was clearer, more precise, as the beginning of my soul palace strengthened and sheltered my soul. 
 
    In my focus was Diana, leaning over me with a beast core in each hand, waiting and watching to see if I needed more. 
 
    “Thanks,” I croaked, my throat dry from the effort of cultivation. I locked eyes with her, making sure she saw my true appreciation. She had saved me. She blushed, then smiled. 
 
    “You are a greedy one. Do you realize how many mana beast cores you went through? It’s a good thing I’m stupid wealthy.” Diana straightened and put away the cores she had in her hands. 
 
    I looked down and realized I was covered up to my hips in a mound of dust from all the beast cores that had been drained and collapsed. 
 
    I scratched the back of my head. “Whoops?” I tried to play it off, but I was seriously indebted to Diana. Literally. I didn’t want to think about the cost of those cores. 
 
    “Whoops, he says! Whoops?!” Aurora looked frantic. She was hovering in the air, her wings beating rapidly. 
 
    There were claw marks in the stone from where she’d clearly been taking out her anxiety on the poor cave. “Master, you almost shattered your soul! You took on too much.” She fluttered straight at me, hovering with her face in front of mine, displaying her clear displeasure. 
 
    I reached forward, grabbing her dress and tugging her forward the last bit, giving her a quick kiss. It mollified her for a moment before her frown reappeared. I looked beyond her to the other three girls surrounding me, who also wore judgmental looks. I looked at Michelle closely. 
 
    I hadn’t expected her to be up and moving. She still looked pale, but she was far better than she’d been before. Unfortunately, from the look on her face, I was in for it. 
 
    Michelle crossed her arms as I looked at her. 
 
    Yup, I was in for it. 
 
    “Aurora came out screaming for us to help you. Do you know what it’s like to wake up to a screaming and panicked Aurora? ’Cause let me tell you, that little ball of sunshine can be vicious. Luckily, the walking piggy bank here was willing to throw cores at you. I don’t even want to think about what would happen if she hadn’t been here. What were you thinking?! You really owe her, Stud.” 
 
    Aurora was nodding fiercely, still pouting. I pulled her into my lap. She paused for a moment, holding stiff like a plank, before she gave in and sagged into my arms, nuzzling her nose into my neck. 
 
    I looked over her shoulder. “I guess I owe you more than just a thanks, Diana.” 
 
    “Stud, you used hundreds of second-rank beast cores from her.” 
 
    Hundreds of second-rank cores! That’s the equivalent of tens of thousands of rank one beast cores. Crap. Diana gave me what would be a small fortune back in Locksprings. She’d seriously accelerated my growth as a mage. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say, Diana. I promise to repay this, however long it takes.” 
 
    “No, no. Don’t worry. The big question is, was it worth it?” All of them looked at me with curiosity. 
 
    I closed my eyes and delved back into my inner world. It was now blanketed with a stone mural of the chimeric beast. Horns of a dragon, wings of a Kunpeng, feathers of a phoenix, scales of a turtle, claws of a tiger, and more. I could see nearly every type of mana beast within the chimeric beast. 
 
    It was awe-inspiring. 
 
    I felt around. Everything felt sharper. I was more in control of the surrounding mana. It was like I could feel each particle. 
 
    I came back out of my inner world. “Yes, it was worth it. I completed my foundation of my soul palace and everything just feels more... real.” 
 
    Thea nodded. “You consumed far more mana than you should have, but it sounds like you’ve taken the first real step in cultivating as a second-ring.” Then she smiled. “Since you’ve taken all our attention, it’s our turn. Go watch up front while the rest of us continue to cultivate.” 
 
    I grimaced. “Sorry for worrying you all, and thanks for the help.” I pulled Aurora off my lap. “Aurora, can you look after Michelle?” 
 
    She rubbed into me a few times, then nodded and walked over to Michelle. I turned and headed to the front of the cave to keep watch and use my newfound strength of my soul.  
 
    Thea’s tiger passed me as I walked out, heading back to his mage. After the tiger was gone, soft footsteps remained. I turned, seeing that Diana had followed me. 
 
    “Thanks again,” I said, dusting off the soot from a stone before offering her the seat. Taking it, she smiled up at me, a bit wearily. 
 
    “No problem. What’s the point of having wealth if you can’t use it?” Diana stared out into the fire lands of the dungeon break. 
 
    I could feel the despair in her voice. “Penny for your thoughts?” 
 
    “It’s nothing. I have no right to complain.” She paused. “But, with all the wealth, what good have I done with it?” She turned to search my eyes. 
 
    I understood the concept, but I hadn’t really ever experienced what she was talking about. My father had done fine, but we’d never been rolling in wealth. 
 
    She smiled softly. “Think of it like power. Let’s say you amass the most power of any mage. You can slay any mana beast. What would you do with it?” 
 
    I didn’t have a good answer. For now, I’d take out the corrupt mages, but what then? The journey was part of the thrill. 
 
    “I get what you’re saying. There would be an empty feeling to cultivating all that power without it being FOR something.” 
 
    I picked up a nearby rock, tossing it out. “My father was busy leading the guards, but he did his best to teach me values. I guess his protective nature rubbed off on me. Protecting those I love is part of why I’ve become a mage.” 
 
    Diana perked up. “You haven’t mentioned much about your father before.” 
 
    I smiled. “He’s a hardass, but he has always shown his love for me, at least in his own way. He’s off right now trying to find my mother, which is a long story in itself, but I’m hoping one day to be reunited with them.” 
 
    Diana watched me for a while before she spoke. “And all of this unconditional love was before you’d achieved much of anything?” 
 
    I laughed at the bluntness but nodded. She looked baffled. 
 
    “I can’t imagine that kind of connection to your family. Nothing was unconditional when I was growing up. Gaining wealth, that was recognized. Outshining others brought reward. I mean, you met my sister.” 
 
    She looked up at me. “We are the way we are because my family fostered it. Her engagement to Leo was her greatest ‘win’, and now she’s stuck with the asshole. Some win.” 
 
    “There had to be happy moments growing up,” I pressed. 
 
    “Of course. There were lots of happy moments receiving something new, something shiny. Talk about short-lived serotonin shots. I was a thrilled little girl, spoiled with every riches you could imagine, but it hasn’t translated well into adulthood.” She sighed. 
 
    “It’s natural to question your place and meaning in the world, regardless of your wealth. You just have a few more options as you figure it out.” I tried to help her see the bright side. 
 
    “Exactly! Isaac, my knight, spending those cores on your cultivation made me finally feel like I’m making a difference in the world! I may not be able to change it all, but I do believe in you.” Her eyes shone with passion. “I am ready to finally DO something with my wealth.” Diana quieted as she realized how loud she’d become and shifted to the side, absently drawing in the nearby soot. 
 
    I responded quietly, “And I appreciate your help. But I don’t want to be given everything. I need to earn it and make my own way, just as you can’t tie your entire purpose to me. We formed a partnership, and I intend to keep it. I’m here to support your goals as much as you support mine.” I reached over, pulling her hand into my own.  
 
    Diana sighed. “I don’t know what my goals are right now.” 
 
    I smiled. “There’s nothing saying you have to right now. You’re not exactly old, Diana. You have some time to figure this out. And it’s good we have time, because it may take me a bit to pay you back for all those cores.” 
 
    Diana threw her arms in the air in frustration. “You are such a guy. You don’t NEED to.” 
 
    “I respect the hell out of what you’ve built, Diana, but I won’t take advantage of that. I will be an equal partner, or nothing. And so far, this partnership has been one-sided. Let me fix that.” 
 
    “But you need my help! You need to be stronger so you don’t die.” Her eyes took on a slight panic, voice cracking. 
 
    I reached over, rubbing the back of her hand, trying to figure out what had just happened. 
 
    As her breathing slowed, she saw the question in my eyes and looked back into the molten landscape. After a little bit, she started talking. 
 
    “Isaac, once I had a little mana beast. It was a little air type dog, like the cutest little fluff ball. I loved Fluffy, the only name my little girl mind thought could work. I took such good care of Fluffy. It followed me around, slept with me. I’d even sneak little bits of my meals back to it in the pockets of my dresses. My maid was always so frustrated at the stains, but she kept quiet.” 
 
    I waited, guessing this was not going to turn out well. 
 
     “One day, I disappointed my father. Another family’s child did better in a competition, and that kid’s dad had a business meeting with mine the same day. He must have gloated about it. I came home and immediately looked around for my best friend.” Her voice became choked up, and I rubbed her back. 
 
    “He didn’t stand a chance in the wild. He wasn’t very strong. I was the one that found his body. My father had thrown him out to die.” 
 
    I nodded, still trying to figure out how it all fit with her meltdown. She looked up then in earnest. “Don’t you see? If I cared for him, I should have fed him cores to become stronger! He didn’t stand a chance. Not making it stronger and failing to win sealed its fate.” 
 
    “That wasn’t your fault, Diana. You are not responsible for your father’s actions. What happened was awful and unjust, but it wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    She leaned into me, silence descending between us. After a bit, she began wiping away the tears that had fallen, coming back to the present. 
 
    I nudged her side. “Also, did you just compare me to your childhood dog?” I huffed in mock indignation. “I can’t believe you just compared me to your dog.” 
 
    Diana let out a weak laugh that grew into a stronger one. “Yep. You are no longer my knight—you shall now be known as my dog.” 
 
    “Yeah, please say that in front of Michelle, just once. I want to see the fight,” I teased. “But seriously, you should find ways to use your wealth to invest in yourself. Like we said before, I can help you unlock your bloodline, but we need to find the essence blood of a beast that’s related. That’s how your wealth can help make YOU stronger, not just everybody around you. You matter too, Diana.” 
 
    She smiled. “I already sent out feelers for Qilin blood, but that won’t be an easy thing to find.” Diana looked out into the fire lands again, a flicker of hope emerging on her face. “Maybe there is something here that shares its blood. It might be the guardian of hell, but it’s also known as a powerful fire mana beast.” 
 
    “It very well could be.” I nodded, wanting to help build her hope. “But that means we need to get off our asses and hunt more mana beasts.” She chuckled, and we settled in to continue our watch. 
 
    I had a plan starting to form in my head. 
 
    We could use this cave as a base of operations and try to lure mana beasts to us. The meat from the Lava Wyrm should be potent enough to draw any mana beasts that came within a dozen or so miles. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    I had set the Lava Wyrm’s corpse just outside the cave just after we’d all woken up. Now we were working to hack through its tough barbed hide. Well, most of us were working, Aurora was lounging to the side. 
 
    “Remind me why we are doing this again?” Michelle stretched her back. 
 
    “Bait. We need to hunt mana beasts faster, so why not bring them to us?” I hacked off another one of its legs, trying to get under the mana beast’s tough hide. “We’ll collect some blood and have Aurora fly it around to attract mana beasts. That should get them looking, and then the meat will reel them in.” 
 
    Aurora looked at me from the side, wrinkling her nose. “Just so you know, that thing stinks. I don’t know if I even need to fly the blood around.” 
 
    “Even better. Sounds like it will make better bait than we planned.” 
 
    “Can your mana beast break this up faster?” Thea asked, looking at Aurora.  
 
    She was clearly a bit miffed at Aurora sitting out on the work, but her annoyance turned to a twinge of jealousy and appreciation as her eyes shifted to Aurora’s chest. 
 
    I chuckled to myself. Aurora’s beauty could subdue even the most stubborn. 
 
    Taking a break from whacking at the hide, I looked over to Aurora. “Any thoughts? Surely the mighty Kunpeng must be able to do something about this tough hide.” 
 
    My appeal to her beast seemed to wake her up. Aurora tilted her head, looking at the Lava Wyrm like a bird looks at prey. Then she stood up, dusting herself off, and did a single nod to herself. 
 
    She bent over and swelled rapidly, losing any semblance of her human form. Her wings yawned out to cover a hundred yards as she grew the size of two houses put together, and she hadn’t unfolded her wings yet. Her back was covered with green feathers, while her underside had golden scales. 
 
    She was a massive mana beast, a mix between a fish and a bird. Thea looked like she was about to pee herself, and Diana just stood shellshocked. 
 
    “Did you get bigger?” I could have sworn she smirked at that as she did a ‘little’ hop that shook the ground. The Lava Wyrm, while a massive mana beast in its own right, was tiny compared to Aurora. 
 
    Aurora grabbed the Lava Wyrm with one of her claws, then beat her six wings in rhythm, sending soot into the air and blinding us. 
 
    “What is she doing?” Diana yelled. 
 
    But Aurora was already lifting the mana beast into the sky. She was flying high in the sky in no time. 
 
    I suddenly had a terrible feeling about this. “Move, move!” 
 
    But it was already too late. I could see a dot separate from the other in the sky, growing rapidly as the Lava Wyrm plummeted to the ground. It was perfectly lined up with a rocky outcropping. 
 
    It slammed into the rocks like a meteor, shaking the ground hard enough for me to lose my footing. 
 
    Blood and guts rained out from where it hit in a pink and red wave. I couldn’t dodge; trying to cover my face, I was washed in Lava Wyrm guts. The girls’ screams filled the air, followed by gagging noises. 
 
    Screaming didn’t exactly keep you from inhaling Lava Wyrm guts. 
 
    Wiping away the mess on my face, I was presented with a very upset Diana, who was also wiping off her face and splattering it to the ground. She looked like she was about to burst. 
 
    Aurora sailed down gracefully before leaning over the remains of the wyrm and ripping off a sizable chunk of flesh. Most of the meat had remained in the impact zone, but the more fluid bits had scattered. She returned to her human form and patted down her dress. 
 
    “Tada!” She did a little curtsy bow. 
 
    “Good job.” I wasn’t exactly happy with how she’d done it, but she had done what we’d asked. 
 
    Aurora scrunched up her nose again. “You guys really stink.” 
 
    Diana looked like she was going to lose it, so I quickly jumped in. “Let’s go check out the mess and see if we can snag its core.” 
 
    Reaching the small crater, the scene looked a bit like a bowl of thick soup. Chitin and meat were identifiable, but so much of it had become... well... paste. Among the mixture, I saw the gleam of its beast core. Using my sword, I pushed it to the edge where I could fish it out. 
 
    “Good, you at least recovered the core. It’s too bad about its hide. It would have fetched some merit points.” Thea walked up to see into the crater. 
 
    “We can recover some of it after. For now, we need to get ready. Everything for miles heard that and might come to check it out. Doubly so if they get a whiff of him.” I said. 
 
    I held up the beast’s core and looked at it. This mana beast had been strong, and it had a draconic bloodline. It wasn’t comparable to Aurora, but it seemed like a strong enough beast to be a potential for my second ring. I considered it, even if it didn’t fit the original plan. 
 
    “No!” Aurora came out of nowhere and took the beast core from me. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “No. I will not share you with this ugly thing.” 
 
    I sighed and pressed the bridge of my nose. “It’s not like I’m going to get another fourth-rank beast for my next ring, Aurora.” 
 
    She looked like she was about to toss the beast core away, but Michelle had snuck up behind her and snagged it before anything could happen to it. 
 
    “Master. Please don’t. Maybe Mei will come back—she had your scent.” 
 
    “That would be nice, Aurora, but we flew weeks from Locksprings. Mei is long gone, and she won’t be able to follow our scent since we flew. We need to be practical about this.” 
 
    She crossed her arms. Her wings began fluttering in agitation. “But I like Mei. She is worthy of being my sister.” 
 
    “And we could still find her, but we can’t make all our decisions based on that happening,” I tried to cheer Aurora up. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” She perked up. “I’ll just have to try harder. I bet I can recruit someone else just as well.” She hammered her fist into her palm with a determined look on her face. 
 
    “I hate to break up your conversation, but we have company,” Diana said with a shaky voice. 
 
    “Aurora, we’ll talk later. Get in your ring.”  
 
    She looked at me with defiance until I added, “I won’t add a new beast to my next ring without talking to you further about it.” Nodding, she became a beam of light and entered my chest. Thea’s tiger was similarly disappearing. 
 
    I looked up, seeing why Diana was worried. Blackened trees cracked and tipped over as a black bear marched forward. Its skin was cracked and glowed with heat. 
 
    “Magma bear,” I cursed. 
 
    It would not be as tough as the Lava Wyrm, but it was a second-rank beast and the first to show up, with more likely on the way. I drew my sword. We needed to finish this quickly. 
 
    A thrill started spreading through me. This is what I’d trained for, and while the chance of death was possible, it made it even more exciting. 
 
    The bear didn’t seem to pay us any attention as its nose wiggled in the air, looking for the remains of the Lava Wyrm. 
 
    Diana threw her hands up in the air, unleashing her treasure stamp and her anger on the bear. The stamp smacked the bear to the ground with a solid thud. 
 
    Twigs cracked, and branches rustled. The ground under my feet thrummed, like a stampede was coming. I prepared myself. 
 
    “Group up,” I called out. 
 
    The bear stood up a bit unsteadily. It shook its head to clear the fog. Its head was large enough to carry a man off easily. As it growled, I caught glimpses of its forearm-sized fangs. 
 
    Thea moved quickly, drawing her sword and attacking the bear. Her sword flashed in a crescent of mana that cut deeply into the bear. 
 
    It tossed its head back and forth, trying to find a way to snag her in its jaws, but she dodged. As it tried another move, Michelle barreled into its side, causing it to stumble. 
 
    The ground continued to rumble harder. Whatever was coming, it was close, and we needed this beast taken down. 
 
    I channeled mana through my sword and swung, severing half of its neck. Somehow, the mana beast was still alive. It thrashed and stumbled sideways, like one half of its legs weren’t working right. 
 
    Our time ran out. Mana beasts rushed out of the trees. Big black wolves led the pack, leaving a cloud of soot behind them as they charged Diana. 
 
    I cast a pair of golden wings to shelter her just before the wolves slammed into it. 
 
    The foundation of my soul palace shook, but the spell remained. Concentrating, I pulled at the spell and shifted it. Opening the wings, I shot feathers out like a dozen Golden Needle spells. I smiled as it worked. I was going to remember that one. 
 
    The feathers tore through the wolves, but as it did, my mind reverberated with pain at trying to cast so many at once. 
 
    I staggered, blinking away the pain. A pair of hands grabbed my shoulder. 
 
    “Not now, Stud. Stay with us.” 
 
    Nodding, I regained my balance and stared at the oncoming horde of mana beasts. Thea was darting between them, and while precise, her attacks were like a drop in the ocean. 
 
    We needed some big moves. 
 
    Michelle left me to cover Diana, who was limping, blood soaking her pants. 
 
    I cringed, feeling responsible for this plan. I hadn’t realized just how many mana beasts this was going to be drawn to us. Aurora had been a bit too effective with her drop.  
 
    I tried to figure out if we had any way to retreat, but we were all pretty separated and outnumbered. Our best bet was fighting through. 
 
    Stabbing into a mana beast, I didn’t pull out my sword. Instead, I pulled out my mother’s sword from my spatial ring. The pearl-white sword made of bone gave off a soft light as I gripped it tight and fed it mana. It absorbed my mana and grew bright. 
 
    No one from the sect was here to covet the sword, and I was starting to trust Thea. I still planned to hide it from the rest of the sect. 
 
    I didn’t think, letting my battle instincts take over. My bloodline burned on my forehead, filling me with more power as I made my first hit. 
 
    With it, I slashed cleanly through two approaching mana beasts. I smiled. This thing cut through them like a hot knife through butter. In a flurry of slashes, I made room for myself. 
 
    In the moment of space, I looked around, assessing the battlefield. The girls weren’t faring so well. 
 
    Michelle’s shield had turned black, with her bloodline on full display, but it wasn’t enough for the overwhelming force around her. She punched a mana beast, sparing Diana from getting hit. 
 
    Meanwhile, Diana threw her three treasures around, but all that was doing was battering mana beasts away. She wasn’t doing any actual damage. 
 
    Thea was off to the side maybe ten feet from them, lost in a tide of mana beasts of her own. 
 
    The ground shook as another magma bear stepped out of the blackened trees, and not far behind it was a tiger wreathed in flames along with a smaller Lava Wyrm. My heart sank. I continued swiping at mana beasts, but we were completely overrun. 
 
    The larger beasts didn’t move quickly. Instead, they sat around the edges of battle, munching on the first-rank beasts we had slayed, clearly content to eat and let us become weakened. 
 
    And it was working. I knew we wouldn’t last too much longer. 
 
    With my mother’s sword held high, I carved my way through the tide of mana beasts. 
 
    The bear stared at my sword and growled to the other second-rank mana beasts. They seemed to get the message, tossing the prey in their jaws down. 
 
    “Going to fight me together, are you?” They were smarter than I’d given them credit for. Smarter than I’d hoped they’d be, but I was trying to go for swagger points. 
 
    A jet of magma burst out of the bear in response. I dodged to the side, but the heat still rippled over my skin, cooking me slightly. 
 
    The other two let loose jets of fire of their own, trapping me between the three of them. Luckily, it also held off the low-ranking mana beasts at my back. 
 
    I wrapped myself in a spell of Kunpeng wings and hunkered down, determined to outlast them. The golden shell of feathers strengthened by my bloodline weathered the three blasts, but they weren’t letting up. 
 
    Each of the three beasts growled with determination to outlast me, and slowly, my spell was wearing thin. They were rotating their hits, two continuing on while the other prepared another hit. 
 
    “Shit.” I’d overestimated myself. This was going to hurt. 
 
    Wrapping myself in as much life mana as I could, I released the spell and charged the magma bear. 
 
    It reared up to smack me away, but I dodged under its craggy paw and cut open a gash along its stomach. It bled, but only the surface of the mana beast had been warped by the mana. 
 
    The bear curled inwards, like it was trying to keep itself from losing its guts. It was dead, but now I was stuck between the Burning Tiger and Lava Wyrm. 
 
    As they turned to me, a flash of steel flickered behind the tiger, followed by Thea landing on its back and slashing downward through its skull. 
 
    She was fierce. Her robe was nothing but singed rags as she pierced the tiger’s back and rode out its attempt to buck her. 
 
    “I got this, but Michelle and Diana are screwed at the moment. We need to move quickly.” She gave a half-crazed grin. 
 
    The thought of Michelle in danger, again, sent adrenaline through me. I charged the Lava Wyrm, rolling out of the way as its mandibles descended. This one was younger than the first we had fought, but it still had an incredibly hard exterior. It was time to put the bone sword to the test. 
 
    Putting all my power behind it, I cut a crescent of flesh from the mana beast. My sword stroke went cleanly through its tough hide. 
 
    The Lava Wyrm screeched and threw its head up, but I wasn’t done with it. With three more strokes, its body was held together by a thread. 
 
    It flopped on the ground. I turned away, trying to scan the landscape for Michelle, but a wail sounded from behind me. 
 
    The worm had managed to thrash and catch Thea in its dying move. She’d been knocked from the tiger. 
 
    The tiger, now free of its unwelcome rider, turned on Thea with a savage growl, showing off its palm sized teeth. 
 
    I didn’t think. I rushed forward, cutting at it as soon as I was in range and neatly severing one of its back legs. 
 
    The tiger comically looked back, not understanding why it was so off balance, and fell over right into the dead Lava Wyrm. 
 
    “Thea, are you okay? Where are the others?” I pulled her to her feet as we both watched the wounded mana beasts snap at each other in an angry tussle. 
 
    “Got another one of those?” She pointed to the bone sword. 
 
    “Sorry, one of a kind.” 
 
    She smiled but was already moving through the mana beasts, in the direction I assumed Michelle and Diana must be. They were thinner than before, but there were still many first-rank beasts to kill. 
 
    Working back to back, we made our way back to the others as quickly as we could, but it was still slow moving. As we got closer, I saw that Michelle had torn her robes to give herself more motion, and Diana had used the pieces to tie off a nasty-looking leg wound. 
 
    Diana was sitting on the ground, leaning back against a rock, while Michelle was picking off the mana beasts that came closer. Diana tried to cast a few spells, but they were weak. 
 
    We continued our progress until we reached them. Thea took up Michelle’s position, serving as our first line of defense. Michelle rushed over to Diana to try to better bandage her up. 
 
    I kept watch while Michelle poured water over the wound to clean it. It was going to need stitches, and Michelle didn’t wait. We both knew that we may need to move, and stitches was Diana’s best bet to make that possible. 
 
    I heard Diana fuss as Michelle got to work, but I focused on our surroundings. The first-rank mana beasts had thinned out even more, but there weren’t equal corpses around to make up for it. 
 
    The mana beasts wouldn’t just leave because they saw us defeat the stronger beasts. I reached out, searching with my mana. 
 
    I didn’t have to look though, as the ground rumbled and cracked beneath our feet. 
 
    “What’s that?” Diana’s voice cracked. 
 
    The ground exploded as a Lava Wyrm even larger than the first broke free of the cracked ground. With my bloodline active, I could feel a wave of pressure coming from it, powerful enough to suppress my bloodline. 
 
    “That’s a third-rank beast.” Thea’s face went pale. 
 
    We were dead. There was no way to fight this thing, even together. 
 
    A moment of understanding passed between us as we set our stances, ready to fight to the death. Diana even tried to get up, leaning heavily on the rock. 
 
    I took deep breaths, hoping my sword would be up to cutting down this mana beast. The beast didn’t move. 
 
    It just watched us all with an intelligence that reminded me of a human. It made sense. It wasn’t that far off from the fourth-rank beasts that could live among mages. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what it was planning, but I didn’t wait to find out. I charged, sword drawn, pouring all the mana I could muster into my bone sword. 
 
    The Lava Wyrm swayed so fast that I couldn’t track it as it slammed into my side. I flew and crashed into a tree, sending splinters flying. 
 
    Each of the girls had moved after me, trying to get in their own attacks as it attacked me, but they met the same fate and were sent flying. 
 
    The third-rank mana beast reared up above me, its maw dripping with drool. In a weird sense, it seemed like it was smiling. 
 
    I realized it was playing with us. 
 
    As it opened its maw, I remembered an old gift. Looking into my spatial ring, I tried to find the gift Elder Gu had given me in exchange for the broken tablet my mother had used to seal her sword. 
 
    The Hundred Poison Needle. Elder Gu had said it could kill a single third-ring mage, intending to help protect me from the newfound enemies I’d made in Locksprings. 
 
    I hadn’t needed it then, but I definitely needed it now. I just hoped it would kill a third-rank mana beast. 
 
    I focused on the needle, not yet ready to pull it out of my ring. 
 
    The mana beast was playing with me, descending slowly. It studied me, waiting for me to make a move. 
 
    I waited until it was just close enough that its own maw would hide me from view, so it couldn’t dodge. 
 
    As I watched its eyes slip out of view, it was time. I brought out the Hundred Poison Needle and threw it into the Lava Wyrm’s throat as its mandibles closed in. 
 
    Nothing happened, the mandibles kept closing in. 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    The mandibles descended further, just starting to pierce my skin. 
 
    Its mouth suddenly jerked back enough that it could see me again, looking confused. Then, it wheezed and whined, eyes panicking, as it pulled further back and smashed its head against the ground repeatedly. 
 
    I watched as its head darkened and its skin started peeling back. 
 
    It worked! The Hundred Poison Needle worked! But I wasn’t about to rely on the poison. If this could kill a third-ring mage, a third-rank mana beast was far more physically durable. 
 
    I couldn’t let it recover. 
 
    Charging the wyrm, it looked up and glared at me. It swayed out of my way, but it was sluggish, and I sliced off one of its mandibles. 
 
    It looked at my sword in shock, probably the same way I’d look at a blade of grass if it cut off my hand. 
 
    I used the moment to charge where its body lay on the ground. While its head might be fast, I’d noticed its body was far slower. 
 
    Its head slammed the ground behind me, its coordination off. The ground shifted with the hits, and I struggled to maintain my balance, but I got inside its guard. 
 
    I hacked at its body, which was over a dozen feet thick. I couldn’t sever anything meaningful, but the bone sword sliced cleanly through, and I was determined to kill it with a thousand cuts if need be. 
 
    It flailed and fell on its side as it coiled around me. 
 
    Switching to a reverse grip, I stabbed into its side and ran along its length, cutting it open. Its tail caught me with a flick, and it sent me flying into the blackened trees once again. 
 
    I watched as the giant mana beast thrashed and flailed; it knew it was dying. The poison, the deep cuts along over half its body—it was done. 
 
    The Lava Wyrm growled at me as it lost its strength to move and settled its head on the ground, giving me a defiant glare to its end. 
 
    “It’s over, right?” Michelle said, sounding confused. 
 
    I looked at Michelle, who was getting up tenderly, and nodded. She seemed to grow woozy at the motion. 
 
    We had done it. I let out a sigh of relief that made me wince. Channeling my life mana to restore myself, I found five cracked ribs and a torn ligament in my shoulder. I continued to cycle my mana. 
 
    “Diana, is your spatial ring big enough for all of these?” I called out. 
 
    She didn’t respond. Michelle looked up from where she was bent over and shook her head. Shit. 
 
    I scrambled to my feet and ran to look. Her pink hair was matted with blood, and she lay there unmoving. I focused on her chest, noticing only the slightest rise and fall. She was still breathing, but she was hanging on by a thread. 
 
    We needed to return to safety and recover. 
 
    “Careful, let’s get back to the cave. It’s the closest defensible place we have. Grab what you can and look for Thea.” 
 
    “I’m here.” Thea walked up, using her sword to support her. “Focus on her. We’ll do a quick cleanup. If we leave this out, it will only attract more trouble.” She nodded to the Lava Wyrm. 
 
    I paused for a moment and handed Michelle the bone sword. “Don’t take long.” 
 
    Looking down at Diana, I felt helpless for the first time in a long while. I hadn’t learned to heal others, like Jonny had. Laying my hands on her head, I channeled my life mana into her, helping speed her recovery a bit. But I knew I should be able to do more. 
 
    I felt a tear drip down my face. “We really fucked this up, Diana. I’m so sorry.” 
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    I got Diana back to the cave with Michelle’s help keeping her head stable after they’d carved up the mana beasts. 
 
    A small fire crackled next to Diana, bathing her in firelight. 
 
    I watched her rest peacefully. We’d gotten the bleeding to stop, and she was still breathing. Now it was a waiting game. I stroked her pink hair, trying to sooth her. 
 
    She’d probably throw a fit when we woke up and saw her hair matted with blood. Somehow, in all the time crossing the landscape, she still always looked completely put together. 
 
    I felt my heart drop as I looked at her pale face. In the firelight, she looked extra beautiful, but so fragile. 
 
    “It’s okay, Stud. She knew the risks.” Michelle sat down next to me. We were supposed to be resting while Thea kept watch, but I couldn’t shake my concern for Diana and kept vigil. 
 
    “I know, but it was my plan. I am responsible for this.” I had underestimated her abilities in battle and overestimated mine to protect her. I would get her back to Styx where she’d be safe. 
 
    Michelle didn’t argue, but I could see the disagreement in her eyes. Instead, she leaned her head against my shoulder. 
 
    I shifted, wrapping my arm around her, pulling her close, and enjoying the warmth of another person. 
 
    We sat like that for a while before Michelle began to yawn. And it wasn’t some dainty yawn—my warrior woman yawned like a lioness. 
 
    “Lay down. You’re exhausted.” 
 
    Michelle grumbled something and stood up, taking out a spit from her spatial ring and hunk of the Lava Wyrm meat. She then reached over, taking my bone sword, and proceeded to carve up the meat. 
 
    “Are you really using my mother’s sword as a cutting knife?” 
 
    “It’s the only thing sharp enough.” Michelle looked at the sword for a moment before turning the hilt and looking at the Chimeric beast. “What do you think it is?” 
 
    “It’s my bloodline. But what the beast is, I have no clue. The Qilin is the parent of the beasts of four directions, but this has elements of the Kunpeng, fox and more.” 
 
    “It feels like it has every mana beast tied up in it somehow. You think that’s symbolic? Do you think something like this could really exist?” 
 
    I hadn’t thought of it as being symbolic. All I knew was that there was something to my bloodline that still felt empty, like it was missing something. 
 
    “I really don’t know Michelle, and I’m guessing I won’t be getting the answers from my mother for a long time. Hopefully, my father can track her down.” 
 
    Michelle stabbed a hole for the spit and gave me the bone sword back. I looked down at it, noticing for the first time that it was clean after everything it had been through today. Holding it up to the fire, I couldn’t see a need to clean it.  
 
    “Your mother... not going to lie to you, Stud. She terrifies me… and may not be entirely stable.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, she scares me as well. She’s beyond anything we understand. What even gives somebody the power to bend fate, anyway? “ 
 
    I looked up at the ceiling of the cave, watching the shadows dance, hoping an answer would be in them. Instead, I ended up just relaxing, watching the flickering images. “The path to cultivation is endless, and we don’t know where it will lead. For now, we have plenty to overcome, while my mother plays whatever game she is playing. Have you started solidifying your soul palace?” 
 
    Michelle blew me a raspberry. “Yep. Didn’t drain a fortune to do it though.” She grinned wickedly. 
 
    “It wasn’t that much. The third-rank beast core will go a long way to paying it back. At least, I hope so.” 
 
    Michelle turned away from her roast, looking serious. “Stud. Don’t try to pay her back. That will just royally piss her off.” 
 
    “But—” I cut off as Diana coughed and sputtered. She’d rolled onto her back.  
 
    Jumping to my feet, I helped her roll to the side as she heaved. It was a good sign; her body was still reacting normally to a head injury. 
 
    “It’s okay.” I reassured her as I rubbed her back. 
 
    “Wha?” she asked, her eyes rolling, not quite able to focus on anything. 
 
    I held a firm hand on her chest as she tried to move. “Diana. You got banged up. Try to hold still.” I pulled out water from my spatial ring. “Do you want water?” 
 
    “Mm.” Diana stopped trying to focus and leaned back with her mouth open.  
 
    A laugh broke free of me, despite my fear. Her typical lady-like manner was nowhere to be found. I enjoyed this Diana. 
 
    I tipped just a little water into her mouth and let her swallow before giving her more. “Feeling better?” 
 
    “Some. My head hurts. A lot.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’ll happen when you get smacked around by a third-rank mana beast,” Michelle added, watching while working on the roast. 
 
    “It was big.” Diana tried to stretch her arms, then she giggled. She was pretty out of it. 
 
    “Yes, it was. More water?” 
 
    She started to shake her head then cried out in pain. “N-no. Cultivate. Can you help me sit?” 
 
    I braced her neck. “Tell me if you want to stop or lay back down.” Diana gave the smallest of nods, and I helped her lean up against the cave wall. “Good?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Diana sniffed. “Shell, that smells really good.” 
 
    “Shell?” Michelle cocked an eyebrow at the new nickname. 
 
    “Get it? Your name and your turtle bloodline.” Diana giggled further. I fought to keep a grin off my face. 
 
    Michelle clearly didn’t love her new name. “I’ll forgive you for now. You must still be loopy.” 
 
    “Can I get a bite of the meat? My mouth tastes horrible,” Diana pouted. 
 
    Michelle sighed, cutting off a thin strip of the cooked exterior. “You’re lucky Stud cares so much about you. I’m actually a little jealous. You should have seen how heroic he was once you were injured. Took on that Lava Wyrm all on his own.” 
 
    Diana looked at me with wide eyes. “Really? Because of me?” 
 
    I started to refute Michelle. It hadn’t exactly gone like that. But she subtly shook her head where Diana couldn’t see. “It was nothing really. I mean, we were all in danger. I would have done the same thing for Michelle.” 
 
    “But you two are practically married. Right? Uh, I didn’t mean to say that.” 
 
    “No, it’s okay. Me and Stud are in it till the end, so we might as well be,” Michelle said before turning to me. “Maybe we should do the whole ceremony thing. Make it official.” 
 
    “A wedding!” Diana glowed with excitement. 
 
    Ah, fuck. What had they started? 
 
    “Now isn’t the time to worry about a wedding. We need to make sure you get well, Diana.” Though in the back of my mind I made a plan to get Michelle a ring. 
 
    “Mmhmm. My knight in shining armor saved me again. Can’t let my new lease on life go to waste.” Diana nodded emphatically. I wasn’t quite sure I loved her name for me either, but it was better than Shell. 
 
    Diana settled into cultivation, and I looked at Michelle over her. Their talk of weddings hadn’t freaked me. 
 
    Michelle and I felt natural. It actually sounded nice to have something to celebrate. Maybe we should do something more official. 
 
    Thea came in from the front of the cave, looking directly at the roasting meat. “If you guys aren’t going to sleep, then someone else can take watch. I can hardly keep my eyes open.” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll take a watch. Michelle, can I get you to bring me some meat when it’s done?” 
 
    She nodded, and I left the girls to rest. 
 
    The night was quiet. The moon was barely a sliver, but luckily, the pools of magma lit small fires on floating debris. Little spots of light were released as a leaf or feather burnt up in an instant. 
 
    Between that and the howls of mana beasts in the distance, it was an eerie setting. 
 
    I sat, watching for threats as I processed the day. I’d made the wrong call, and Diana had paid for it. In my rush to get resources quickly, I’d gone too big, too fast. I needed to be a bit more careful. 
 
    I was still worried for Diana, but not in the way Michelle seemed to want me to be. Despite her beauty, there was something holding me back. I just wasn’t sure she was the right fit for our budding family. 
 
    On top of that, I had enough complications at the moment. Between the Dragon Clan and Narissa’s Elder, my life was getting complicated enough as it was. 
 
    I definitely didn’t want to force it. The connection with Celina had felt more natural than this.  
 
    A twig snapped, and my head shot up. 
 
    I scanned the surroundings, unable to see anything, but it felt like I was being watched. 
 
    I reached out with my senses, looking for mana, and I wasn’t surprised to find two sources of mana. I couldn’t quite tell if they were human or mana beast, but they felt sticky... like that corrupt mage back in Styx, so I was leaning towards human. 
 
    Hand on my hip, I gripped my sword and tried not to react. I forced myself to relax, looking like I had dismissed the noise, and shifted back into a vigilant watcher. 
 
    They were to my left, and I had one chance to take them by surprise. 
 
    I smiled grimly. This was far easier than worrying about Diana. 
 
    Both of them moved towards me slowly, clearly an attempt to ambush.  
 
    Ten paces, seven, five. 
 
    I whirled, my sword flashing with starlight as I severed one of their arms. Then I cast the Kunpeng Claw at the other, sending him flying backwards. 
 
    Acid spray spewed into the air and stung my shoulder. Luckily, it was my already injured shoulder, and I still had my good arm for sword work. 
 
    “Get back!” one of them yelled to the other. I was on him in a heartbeat, tearing him open with a second stroke of my sword. 
 
    The mage I hit with the spell was getting to his feet and trying to run. 
 
    I darted after him, but he cast a spell that formed a massive cloud of poison gas behind him. It forced me to cover my face and stay back. 
 
    “Fuck.” I slashed at a tree in frustration. They had probably been sent to investigate the commotion from earlier. There was no telling how many more would come. 
 
    “Isaac?” Thea’s voice came from the cave. The fight must have gotten her attention. 
 
    “Thea. Corrupt mages tried to ambush me. I got one, but the other fled.” Even in the dim light, I could see her scowl. 
 
    “Which way?” 
 
    “We can’t leave the other two.” I wanted to go after them as well, but Diana was still injured. We needed someone to look after her, and that made two very appealing targets. 
 
    “Stud, I think you have to. If they come back with a group, I don’t think we can take them on.” Michelle also appeared at the front of the cave. “Besides, I’m not really much for a stealth mission, but I can sure as shit hold a cave entrance.” She gave me a look, daring me to disagree. 
 
    “She’s right. I have an enchantment to conceal the cave as well. It’s useful when you travel alone and need some sleep.” Thea pulled out an engraved stone and set it on the wall of the cave. 
 
    The mouth blurred and an illusion of stone appeared, sealing off the cave. 
 
    I stepped up and stuck my arm through it. It wasn’t perfect, but it might provide Michelle and Diana the safety that they’d need. 
 
    “Go, Stud. I’ll be fine. I can see out and will keep watch too.” 
 
    I pulled Michelle through the illusion and gave her a heated kiss, savoring her lips and reminding myself what was at stake. “I’ll be back soon. Stay safe.” 
 
    “You too,” she said in barely a whisper. 
 
    “Now, how do you suppose we follow them?” I asked Thea, who grinned mischievously. 
 
    “Tom.” Her tiger mana beast appeared, and in the darkness, he was almost invisible, except the few times the starlight caught against his iron stripes. It was already pulling back, its face pulling in the scent. 
 
    “Can tigers track?” 
 
    “Better than either of us, and his night vision is much better.” Thea kept close to her mana beast. 
 
    I realized she was putting it at risk in doing this. If they caught her unprepared and took out her mana beast, she’d be cut off from her mana. 
 
    Sliding up next to Tom, I did my best to cover him while he tracked. 
 
    “Thanks.” Thea didn’t turn to me, just kept an eye on her side of the formation while Tom huffed every dozen feet or so. It was slow going through the woods. 
 
    He doubled back a few times, following the trail. I was impressed—he was clearly able to trail them. Any mage worth their salt would have tried to shake a tracker a few times. 
 
    It wasn’t until almost an hour later that Tom growled and laid his ears back. 
 
    “Shh. That way?” Thea rubbed the tiger’s head, and he pressed himself into her hand for one last scratch before disappearing into her ring. 
 
    “How far?” 
 
    “If he heard them, it couldn’t have been far. Maybe a mile?” Thea quietly continued heading in the direction Tom had indicated. 
 
    A small orange light that I almost mistook for a magma pit caught my eye. “There.” 
 
    I pointed to a small gully tucked into the soot-covered landscape. It sloped down rather than up like the sharp edges of the cracked magma pocketed land we’d been traversing. 
 
    Thea caught my shoulder and pointed to a tree near the edge. 
 
    I didn’t see anything, so I reached out with my sense for mana. There was a mage in the tree. Sensing further, I could feel several mages in the gully below it. 
 
    “How do you want to do this?” Thea asked. 
 
    I cringed. I certainly was not built for stealth. “Think you can handle him on your own? I’ll be here ready and waiting should something go wrong.” 
 
    She chewed on her lip. “Yeah, I think I can get him. He’s sitting pretty still, so I can sneak around.” 
 
    I watched as Thea snuck around the side of the tree, and I lost her in the night. I waited for a noise, hoping it wouldn’t be steel on steel. 
 
    A muffled thud rang through the quiet night. I winced and lowered myself, ready for those in the gully to react, but nothing came. 
 
    I darted forward to find Thea moving to check on his corpse. Something about him reminded me of the thief in Styx, and my adrenaline spiked as I replayed that death. 
 
    I couldn’t yell to warn her without alerting the group below. Sword in hand, I rushed forward, channeling mana through the blade as I lunged forward. 
 
    The Gu burst out of the mage right towards the unsuspecting Thea. I could see the shock, the fear for her life, flashing before her eyes till my thrust pierced the Gu and pushed it away from Thea. 
 
    I followed up, slashing my sword through and out of the poisonous mana beast. 
 
    Thea breathed heavily next to me. “Th-thank you.” 
 
    I could see a haunted look in her eyes. It was one I’d seen with my father’s fresh guards in Locksprings. The man had been the first time she’d killed. Not a mana beast, but a human. 
 
    “Shh. Thea, it’s alright.” 
 
    “But... I just...” She stared at the corpse. 
 
    I grabbed her face and pulled it to lock eyes with me. “You did what you needed to do. These people would have slit your throat while you slept if we let them. They don’t deserve your concern—they are monsters.” 
 
    She let out a shuddering sigh that was more than half sob. I was worried that she wouldn’t be up to continuing the raid. “Thanks, Isaac, that was... just...” 
 
    “You don’t have to say a thing. I won’t tell anyone about the big, bad Tiger Clan Leader crying over a corrupt mage.” 
 
    She pulled back and looked at me in shock. “I didn’t cry,” she hissed. 
 
    “Looked like you were about to. Your eyes were glistening.” I smirked as she got riled up further. It was working.  
 
    Thea let out a small huff, giving me a small look of thanks while keeping the attitude. “Quiet. Remember where we are.” 
 
    I nodded and led the way to the edge of the gully, carefully leaning to peer over the edge. 
 
    It was quiet. I could see a decent sized camp; I estimated about two dozen mages. Two fires crackled lazily in the gully, fed by a few who were still awake. There was one I recognized, and he was quite animated as he had a hushed conversation with another one of the mages. 
 
    We pulled back from the edge and looked at each other. “That’s a lot of them,” Thea said. 
 
    She was right, there were too many. If we weren’t careful, we would be overwhelmed. I tapped at my sword, trying to think. 
 
    “We really only need to kill the one that knows where we are, right?” If they couldn’t trace us back to the cave, we would pass the greatest danger. 
 
    “If their people go missing tonight, I doubt they won’t track us back. You aren’t exactly the most subtle.” 
 
    I grinned. Yeah, at six-feet-three-inches stretching to two-hundred-fifty pounds in muscle, I wasn’t exactly the epitome of stealth. But I stopped myself from speaking when the conversation below grew louder. 
 
    “So what, a few sect mages? Rick was a fool, that’s why he died. We have bigger concerns than a few mages.” 
 
    “But Boss—” 
 
    “No buts. We can’t be late to the gathering. This is bigger than just hunting a few mages for fun. There are bigger plans now that the Sun and Moon Hall is outed as corrupt.” 
 
    “Boss...” the voice whined, but he received a glare that silenced him. 
 
    Thea smiled. “Sounds like we are good to go. Ready to head back?” 
 
    I started to nod, but then I paused. Down in the camp there were several people that weren’t mages. They seemed human, with no mana around them; their mouths were gagged, and they lay on the ground. 
 
    But what really confused me was that they continued squirming on the ground. 
 
    “Thea, what is that?” I pointed to what looked like prisoners. 
 
    “It can’t be.” Thea took in the sight. “There’s a rumor... what they used to try and scare us straight with when we were teenagers.” 
 
    Thea a trouble maker? I’d have to hear that story later. “What are they doing?” 
 
    “If it’s what I think, those people are being used to breed Gu.” She shuddered. “A number of the Gu that corrupt mages use are parasitic in nature.” 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me.” The death those people would experience when the Gu hatched… It wasn’t something I wanted to try and imagine. 
 
    “Can we save them?” 
 
    Thea shook her head. “No, they are dead regardless.” 
 
    Fuck. I couldn’t walk away. Not after seeing this. 
 
    Grabbing Thea, I pulled her back and looked her straight in the eyes. “Then we kill them. All of them.” 
 
    Her brows shot up before she pressed them back down and set her jaw in grim determination. “How? I have no issue killing the corrupt mages and putting those poor humans out of their misery, but there are too many.” 
 
    I stared down at the camp in thought. I wasn’t much for stealth, and neither of us had an earth element that could drop the gulley walls on them... or maybe we didn’t need earth element. 
 
    I turned to Thea with a smile. I had a plan. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    “Say that one more time.” Aurora looked at me, blinking with disbelief. 
 
    We had moved away from the gulley so that I could explain the plan to Aurora and find the perfect weapon. 
 
    “You’ve heard it three times. Can you do it or not?” I asked a sleepy-looking Aurora. I was starting to believe Michelle’s theory that Kunpengs were big lazy giants who slept in the air. 
 
    “Yeah, I think I can. But what if I miss?” 
 
    “Don’t miss?” Thea added helpfully. She had heard the plan before Aurora and reacted with similar disbelief. 
 
    “Why don’t you do it? Oh wait, you can’t. Just me, ‘cause I’m awesome.” Aurora grinned at Thea. 
 
    I gave Aurora my best disapproving look. She was still cranky about being woken up. “You can go right back to sleep after you are done.” 
 
    Aurora grumbled but walked away from both of us and started her transformation to a Kunpeng. Her massive body cracked and broke trees around us, making me cringe at the noise. 
 
    We hurried away from her growth. 
 
    Luckily, the enormous boulder I’d picked out was out of the way enough that it was untouched from her body’s transformation. 
 
    She poked the rock and looked at me with a question in her eyes. 
 
    “Yep, that’s the one.” I stepped back and pulled Thea with me as Aurora dug one of her claws into the bolder. “Stand back and keep low. She makes a lot of wind when she takes off.” 
 
    Aurora glared at me as if that was offensive, but then turned back to her task. Wiggling her hips, she crouched low before jumping. All three sets of wings flapped like giant green waves. 
 
    I crouched low but kept my head up to watch her. The broken tree limbs were swept away as her wings beat the air. I wondered if the corrupt mages would hear this. We had moved a ways away, but Aurora transforming and taking off wasn’t very subtle. 
 
    She pulled forward and started spiraling upwards until I couldn’t spot her among the starry night. 
 
    “Alright, let’s head back to pick off the stragglers.” 
 
    Thea followed me as we kept a suitable distance from the gulley.  
 
    We had a minute before Aurora would finish her part, so we hunkered down to wait. A cold breeze wafted through, causing Thea to shiver. I reached over instinctively, rubbing her arms to help warm them. 
 
    She flinched, then softened at the contact. 
 
    I paused, realization dawning and not being sure if I should keep going or remove my hands. But she reached up, giving my hand a squeeze before she took it off her arm. 
 
    I tried to break the awkward silence. “So, you were a troublemaker in your youth?” 
 
    Thea scoffed, giving me a sly smile. “Something like that. You could call me reformed now.” 
 
    “Saw more than a few of those.” I’d seen who came and went from the small jail at Locksprings often enough to know when someone finally quit acting out. 
 
    “Were you some golden boy?” Thea accused me. 
 
    “No, but dad was the captain of the guard. I didn’t get away with shit. That man could sense a lie like nobody else.” 
 
    Thea grinned. “If they are anything like the guard in Styx, I bet you made your share of trouble.” 
 
    I was curious what that meant, but we didn’t have time to continue the conversation. 
 
    A loud thwomp shattered the night, only to be followed by a pregnant pause. 
 
    I held my breath for a moment. Finally, there was a loud crash, followed by the ground shaking. A shockwave of dirt and wind rushed past us as screams echoed in the gulley. 
 
     Aurora wasn’t far behind, diving at me, returning into her ring. 
 
    “Well done, angel. Remind me to spoil you later.” I felt a lazy warm pulse in response, and then she went silent, likely back to sleep. 
 
    A new scream rose from the gulley, followed quickly by more. 
 
    I pulled my sword out and nodded to Thea as we stepped up to the lip of the gulley. We didn’t need to hide—the camp was a mess. 
 
    Aurora had struck true, and the boulder had slammed right into the center, leaving a crater that had ripped all the tents out of the way. Everyone in the camp was either dead or moving around the camp. 
 
    I counted four on their feet, but many had survived, evidenced by their painful wailing. Many had injuries that would be lethal if not taken care of. 
 
    “Let’s go.” I jumped down into the gulley and put the first corrupt mage I came across out of his misery before he even realized what was happening. 
 
    Thea came up behind me and split him in two. “Think I got the Gu?” She paused, waiting for it to come out of his body and strike. “Yep, looks like that works.” 
 
    I cut two more down before we were noticed. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” roared a familiar voice. 
 
    “B-boss. Those are the ones I was talking about.” 
 
    The ‘Boss’ didn’t panic. Instead, he looked about his ruined camp and the injured mages. “Fuck. You really screwed this one up.” 
 
    The scout didn’t react in time before his Boss picked him up by the throat. 
 
    “Bo—” But he didn’t have time to finish as the panicked mage looked at the new hole in his chest. The boss pulled his fist out, along with a wriggling barbed worm. 
 
    “At least you’ll be of some value now.” He dropped him and turned to us. “Sorry ’bout that. Good help is so hard to find.” 
 
    I had put two more mages down while he’d been busy. I gave the corrupt mage boss a grim smile. “Talkative, aren’t we?” 
 
    The boss pulled out a vial filled with bright green liquid. “Just needed a moment.” He uncorked it and poured it on himself. 
 
    “What the heck,” Thea said, looking at him, but I was distracted with the body I’d just killed. 
 
    Its chest started thrashing and distorting. Before I could react, the Gu burst out of the mage’s chest, and I heard the same sound echo through the gulley. 
 
    One by one, over a dozen different wicked-looking insects jumped out of their mages and gathered to the boss, crawling up his body. 
 
    Thea charged him, sword drawn, ready to end this quickly, but the Gu sprayed poison needles, gas and venom in all directions. 
 
    I summoned the Kunpeng Wings and grabbed Thea to shield her. The sound of ripping flesh filled my ears. 
 
    The Gu were all burrowing into his body; his skin swelled and squirmed with its new passengers as the corrupt mage’s eyes drooped. 
 
    He laughed with a maniacal edge. “If a third-ring mage is worth ten second-rings, what AM I! Who needs rings when you have Gu!” The skin on his chest tore, and I could see the poisonous mana beasts squirm underneath. 
 
    I wrinkled my nose; the air became cloudy and bitter in my mouth. I coughed, and it turned into a wheeze. 
 
    “Get back, Thea.” I grabbed her shoulder and jumped backwards.  
 
    “Where are you going?” he taunted, his voice already becoming slurred. 
 
    I wasn’t sure we really had to do anything. The corrupt mage looked like he was falling apart. Channeling my mana, I worked to clear the poison from my system. 
 
    He leaned back, taking a deep breath, and his stomach actually swelled before he pitched forward and spewed a line of poison straight at us. It wasn’t too hard to dodge, but the entire line of liquid hissed as it touched the ground, sending up a massive cloud of toxin. 
 
    Thea coughed. “Isaac, I don’t think we can fight him.” 
 
    I covered my mouth with a rag as I looked through the haze. Several extra limbs had come out of his body. It took me a moment to realize that they were the poisonous mana beasts anchoring him to the ground. He looked like he could barely stand. 
 
    “Can you hit him from here?” I asked. 
 
    Thea narrowed her eyes, and I could see her eyes shift and dilate. She needed to get away from the poison. 
 
    “Second thought, can you distract him? Get out of the cloud and just start throwing spells?” 
 
    She nodded and didn’t bother with an answer, already running out of the miasma. The first spell she threw caused the man to swerve and the extra limbs to flex to keep him upright. 
 
    He continued on, spewing another line of poison. 
 
    We needed to end this quickly or there’d be just too much poison to do anything. I pulled out a pill to help, one of Diana’s gifts, and chewed the bitter pill. 
 
    Thea continued to rain random spells, most of which missed their mark by far, but they did their job of distracting the mage. 
 
    I crept closer, holding the rag tight to my face. Even then, my vision was blurred with tears as I lined up a spell. 
 
    I had one shot. 
 
    The corrupt mage leaned back to spew another stream of poison. This was the moment. I readied my Golden Needle spell. 
 
    It shot true, clean through his head. He fell back, and the poisonous mana beasts tore apart his body as they scattered into the surrounding landscape. 
 
    I paused, looking around. I was tempted to collect spatial rings, but there was too much poison in the air. I needed to get out of there. 
 
    “Thea, let’s head back. We can come clean up in the morning when the poison is gone.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We found our way back just as the dawn became a line on the horizon. 
 
    Michelle jumped out of the illusion covering the cave and wrapped me in a hug. “Thank god, I was getting worried.” She pushed back from me and looked me over. “You look ill.” 
 
    “Lots of poison in the air. Let me get inside and rest up.” I gave her a squeeze and moved past her. Thea was quietly on my heels. 
 
    “Shh. Be quiet. Diana has been deep in meditation,” Michelle added as we entered. 
 
    But when I sensed for Diana, I could feel something familiar—that last barrier to forming my second ring. Diana was attempting to break through to her second ring. 
 
    Thea must have sensed the same thing. She sat down a respectful distance away and settled into her own cultivation. 
 
    I watched Diana for a moment, but it didn’t appear she was going to break through soon; now was a critical time for her to focus. So, I dove into my own cultivation. My green and gold mana flowed lazily through my meridians. Every so often, I would catch a trace of black in my mana. 
 
    The poison had affected not only my body, but my mana as well. 
 
    Slowly, I imagined a filter in my meridians before the mana returned to Aurora. I visualized catching those black traces and discarding them. It was slow, painstaking work to remove the poison from my meridians, but once they were clean, my life mana would push it from my body as well. 
 
    Cycling my mana, I made thinner and thinner filters to remove the poison. I could feel the sticky sweat on my body as I expelled the toxins, but there was no reprieve. I needed to remove the poison. 
 
    The filter grew tighter until I blocked my meridians and I was— 
 
    A surge of mana washed over me, and my eyes snapped open. Diana’s pink hair fluttered as air mana poured out of her in torrents. She’d just formed her second ring. 
 
    Diana opened her eyes, and there was a new clarity in them. A grin grew on her face. “I did it!” She pumped her fist in the air. 
 
    “Well done.” I smiled back at her. She was glowing with excitement, her eyes passed over the cave walls like a child exploring something new. 
 
    “Everything is so clear, so sharp.” 
 
    “That’s the power of being in control of your own soul. Just wait till you start to fully realize it and build your soul palace.” 
 
    Thea spoke, “It’s best to wait on that. You need to experience your strength as a second-ring mage before you keep cultivating.” 
 
    We needed to go out and hunt again, but Thea had just given me an idea. “Diana, do you want the Lava Wyrm core?” I pulled it out of my spatial ring. 
 
    Michelle’s and Thea’s heads snapped to me. Thea looked shocked, while Michelle just grinned. 
 
    “I couldn’t. That’s precious, and you were hunting it for the sect?” Diana refused. 
 
    I knew she could technically afford to buy one, but from what I’d learned, they could be harder to actually find.  
 
    Sects often hoarded all the third-rank cores for their own use, and those without a sect struggled to progress far enough to take one down on their own. Ones like this were even harder because the Lava Wyrm contained a powerful bloodline.  
 
    “This is more important—I let you down before. This will strengthen you. Besides, I’d do it for any of you.” I meant it. 
 
    All the merit points in the world were worth improvement for the people here; it would give them the strength and security to keep themselves safe. 
 
    Diana grabbed the core from my hands and looked away, wiping at her face. “Thank you, Isaac. Now we need to get you a mana beast.” 
 
    I laughed. “If Aurora didn’t have such damn high standards, I might have used that Lava Wyrm.” I thought back to Mei, the little black fox from the cave outside Locksprings. I wondered what happened to the little troublemaker. 
 
    I shook myself from my thoughts. “Alright, with Diana stepping up to the second ring, we should get back to hunting. But first we need to check out the corrupt mages from last night.” 
 
    “Corrupt mages?” Diana stopped, staring at the Lava Wyrm for a moment and then walking up to me, pulling at my robes to inspect me. “You fought corrupt mages last night? Are you hurt?” 
 
    I shook my head. “We had to cleanse some poison from our system, but no permanent harm.” I patted her hand and pulled my robes back tight. “But there was too much poison in the area after the fight. We need to go back and check for spatial rings.” 
 
    Michelle grinned. “Loot.” 
 
    “Yes, loot. Come on, grab your cooking gear. Let’s get back to training.” 
 
    Thea fell in step with me as we left the cave. Michelle hung back with Diana. The two looked like they were becoming fast friends. 
 
    “What do you think they are laughing at?” 
 
    Thea gave me a perplexed look. “You.” 
 
    I opened my mouth, then closed it without speaking. There really was no response to that. So instead, I picked up the pace and followed the trail back towards where we’d fought the poison mages the night before. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    In the daylight, the land looked much different, and I could see the full effect of the boulder’s impact. 
 
    It looked like a giant had torn apart the landscape. The poison had dispersed, but it had lingered for some time last night. Bloated bruised corpses of low-rank mana beasts laid around that hadn’t been there when we left. Scavengers. 
 
    Michelle whistled when we reached the gully. “Damn, Stud. Maybe we should use Aurora more often.” 
 
    “I know, it’s tempting, but we got lucky this time. Her mana is still tied to my strength, and I can’t risk her. This only worked because we could surprise them. They would have seen the boulder coming in the daylight.” But the devastation was still impressive. 
 
    When I reached the third ring, and Aurora had access to more of her strength, she would be invaluable. 
 
    I stepped off the edge and landed among the broken camp. “Split up and see if we can find their spatial rings.” 
 
    Diana looked around with a shake of her head before crouching over a messy corpse. “I really should have brought a few servants. They would have made this so much easier.” 
 
    I gave her a disapproving look. 
 
    “What? They are useful. Several of them are first-ring mages. Hole them up in the cave, and then get them to come clean up after we finish fighting.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’d rather not wander around with so many people. We’d make a bigger target out of ourselves, and it would be difficult to protect them if things went wrong.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right. Just...” She pulled something out of the mess, pinched delicately between her two fingers. “This is so gross. Here, my knight. I have a present for you.” She held up a ring, still stuck on a finger. 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I pulled it free and wiped the blood off on a rag. 
 
    “If you want, I can organize all the findings, and calculate everyone’s split based on market value?” Diana said it with some hope in her voice as she looked at the surrounding mess. 
 
    I tossed the ring back to her. “Sounds fair.” 
 
    As I watched her grimace at the mess, I also wondered if she was really cut out to be a mage. 
 
    This was more grotesque than I would’ve liked, but collecting the spoils after a fight was important and came with being a mage. Michelle and Thea, while being careful, were more engaged. 
 
    “So Stud, how many were here?” Michelle asked, pushing through muck with a stick. 
 
    “About two dozen. Hard to tell now.” 
 
    “I didn’t think that corrupt mages worked that well together. This is a pretty big group.” 
 
    I remembered the conversation we’d overheard. “We listened in on a conversation. It sounded like they were meeting up with others. Some sort of gathering.” 
 
    Michelle stopped and gave me a concerned look. “That doesn’t sound good. Like, that’s almost exactly what we set out to stop.” 
 
    “It is, and we will. But what if there are a hundred, a thousand? We need the sect behind us.” 
 
    Thea spoke up. “And that’s why you are pushing yourself—why you want a spot in the sect’s core.” 
 
    “Do you disagree?” 
 
    Thea paused for a moment and looked at what remained of one of the poisonous mana beasts. “Maybe before last night. But... I can’t imagine what these people would have done if they hit a town.” 
 
    A haunted look passed over her face as she looked up at me. “Oh, that’s kind of what happened to you two, isn’t it? I didn’t mean to...” 
 
    “It’s fine. And it was a very different group of corrupt mages. The Sun and Moon Hall were violating people’s souls. Less bloody, but so much worse.” 
 
    “That’s what Elder Quinn was upset at you about?” 
 
    I nodded, taking a deep breath and recounted everything to Thea and Diana as we set about looting the camp. I described our journey from first leaving Locksprings on the training trip to when we’d arrived at Styx. I left nothing out. 
 
    “So, you want to get the spot in the core of the sect to start a war?” 
 
    “I want to stop corrupt mages. I’d rather it wasn’t necessary, but they are out there.” 
 
    “And you want to do it because of what they did to your friend Narissa and Kat.” Diana looked up from the pile of rings that had formed at her side. We’d collected what I thought was probably all of them at this point. 
 
    “What they’ve done is horrible.” 
 
    “No, I’m not defending them. Just trying to understand. I don’t know who Elder Quinn is, but you said she’s taken Narissa under her wing. So, she hates you because you hold power over her new disciple’s soul.” 
 
    I gave an exasperated sigh. “Yes, but like I said, we did it to save her. Otherwise, we would have had to escape the dungeon with her as dead weight.” 
 
    “Matters of the soul are tricky. A lot of it comes down to intent, like the ability to shape spells,” Thea added. “By scaring you off and making you think you’ll never see Narissa again, it might play into her attempts to sever Narissa from influence.” 
 
    That actually made a bit of sense. I almost reached out to the connection between me and Narissa to check on her, but I stopped. “It’s about intent?” 
 
    “Most of it. But also, Elder Quinn is a frosty bitch.” Thea gulped as she finished, realizing she’d said that out loud. 
 
    My mind was already moving on to an experiment. Focusing inward, I stepped into my soul palace. If it was all about intent, could I try to visualize something to reduce my sway on her? 
 
    Now that my soul palace had a foundation, I should be able to do more. 
 
    I began picturing a door. I imagined it was Narissa’s. 
 
    The door slowly appeared as I fed the image mana, until it crystallized into being. This was my connection to Narissa, and I closed it. I imagined it locked tight, sealed against all weather. 
 
    Suddenly, my connection with Narissa was so muted that I couldn’t even sense her if I tried. I wasn’t sure how much that would affect her, but it felt like a weight off my shoulders; it felt like progress. 
 
    “I’ve finished tallying everything,” Diana called, and the other two girls stopped poking around. In my moment of cultivation, it seemed we’d hit our stopping point. 
 
    “How did we make out?” Michelle asked. 
 
    Diana laid out three rings, one for each of us. “In total, from twenty-one rings, we gathered thirty-one thousand beast cores, and some change. Several materials, if I estimated correctly, are worth another forty thousand beast cores. 
 
    “Their gear was... rather subpar, but sellable in the right markets. Another ten thousand beast cores, maybe. Then odds and ends, not much in the way of value. A few hundred cores. I threw out all their food. I don’t exactly trust a poison cultivator’s food.” She looked dryly at a pile of food. 
 
    I didn’t blame her for the caution. “Eighty-one thousand cores.” I whistled. 
 
    “And some change,” Michelle added. 
 
    “Of course, we must go back and sell everything before we realize it all. But I put ten thousand in each of those rings for us to start.” Diana smiled. 
 
    I realized that, given how many actual raw beast cores we had found, that left almost none for her. Taking a peek into the ring, there was a mound of cores ready and waiting to be used. 
 
    I’d have to wait until we were back to Styx and try to exchange the first-rank cores for second-ranks. 
 
    They were best used for cultivation. 
 
    “Don’t you want some of the cores?” I asked not wanting this to be imbalanced. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I’ll buy these off you for market price. I have uses for them in my businesses. The materials are worth more to me than just beast cores.” 
 
    It made sense she needed the materials to keep her auction house running; after all, that’s why she made that original deal with me. 
 
    Michelle grinned up at me. “With this, we should make a good dent in the merit points we need.” 
 
    I nodded. While I wished these corrupted mages didn’t exist, they had definitely expedited our path to the trials. 
 
    “Thanks, Diana. This is a great start, but there’s more to do. Time to hunt more mana beasts.” I reached out my senses. The surrounding area was clear of mana beasts, likely because of the poison cloud from last night. 
 
    “The wind is blowing east, so let’s head west. We might have better luck away from where the breeze took the poison,” Thea said. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” I took up position behind Thea as she led us away from the site of carnage. 
 
    It didn’t take long after we exited the poison area to encounter our first mana beast. Thea started forward, but I put my arm out, holding her back. “Diana, why don’t you try it?” 
 
    She hesitated, but then nodded. 
 
    The gorilla was so covered with soot that its red fur was a dull gray, but I recognized the mana beast. It was a Flame-back Gorilla. I’d dealt with them before. It snarled and hooted, baring its large fanged teeth. 
 
    “Think you’re tough, do you?” Diana pulled out one of her treasures. Now that she had stepped into the second rank, her control of them had improved. The stamp hovered above her hand, only the size of a melon. 
 
    The Flame-back reared up to its full height and started beating its chest, giving off the sound of a steady war drum. 
 
    I monitored the surroundings. This might be a fight for Diana, but it could turn into more if we let it go too long with that noise. 
 
    Diana threw her stamp into the air, and the gorilla must have seen it as an opening, because it charged her. 
 
    It charged right into her shield, which flew out to meet it mid-charge. Her stamp crested its flight, growing to the same size of the mana beast before dropping like a rock, smashing it to its knees. 
 
    It howled and pushed back, but the treasure was too heavy. 
 
    Pinned as it was, Diana pulled out her third treasure, a jade crescent. It flew forward and whirled around the Flame-back Gorilla, cross cutting it. With her newfound control of her treasures, she was a force to be reckoned with, but her control wasn’t perfect. 
 
    The blade was cutting into the beast’s shoulder when she appeared to be trying to hit the neck. 
 
    Sweat began dripping down her brow as she held the stamp and shield in place, continuing to wield the crescent blade. 
 
    It was a blade made for cutting, and while it was effective in injuring the mana beast, it didn’t have the penetration to do real damage. 
 
    While she was making this look easy, I could see the strain that controlling all three treasures was putting on the pink-haired beauty. 
 
    “Diana, are you able to finish it?” I tried to say it kindly, so she wouldn’t take offense. 
 
    She looked at me, and in that moment the crescent blade faltered, falling to the ground. The Flame-back Gorilla roared, trying to throw off the stamp. 
 
    I grabbed my sword, ready to jump in, but she shook her head. 
 
    Doubling down, she turned back to the mana beast. She needed all her focus to deal with the single second-rank mana beast. She struggled to stabilize the stamp, but I could see the wind pick up and form in her hand as she gathered mana for a spell. 
 
    Sensing the mana of the world gathering, I could feel what she was forming. She was making a razor-sharp blade made of wind. 
 
    It shot out, severing the pinned beast’s head as the stamp crashed the body into the ground. Diana sagged with a heavy breath. 
 
    “Good job. Glad to have you with us.” Later, I’d hint that if she had focused entirely on the blade, she might have made that far easier on herself. 
 
    “Thanks, glad to be with you too.” She blushed before hiding it in a handkerchief dab of her forehead. 
 
    “Yep, Stud is always glad to have another girl with him,” Michelle teased. 
 
    I gave her an eye roll. Not this again. 
 
    Thea wasn’t impressed with Michelle’s flirting. “We have yet to earn enough materials for you to take the trial into the Inner Court, and there’s not a lot of time left. We can either sit around here playing or get moving.” She looked at me like I was the problem. 
 
    “Sure. Let’s hunt.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The guard at the gate to Styx gave us a once over and waved us in at once. We looked worn, but the three of us had Ferrymen robes, and it probably wasn’t an unusual sight for disciples to be returning. 
 
    “If you all follow me to the auction house, we can settle up the items you won’t be taking back to the sect.” Diana lifted her head, gaining confidence as she entered the city. 
 
    During our two weeks of hunting, she had picked up a number of survival skills, but Diana was still a city girl at heart. The busy streets added energy to her step as we walked to the Hua Family auction house. 
 
    “This is your auction house?” Thea asked as the ornate gold columns came into view. 
 
    “Yes, I run it. It was passed down from my family.” 
 
    The auction house shined, like it was freshly polished. It made me think of Diana the first time I met her, not the dusty woman next to me with her hair pulled back and ready for hard work. 
 
    “Mistress.” A maid recognized her, and her mouth hung open at us. 
 
    “Please prepare several bath rooms. I’m afraid they will need a thorough scrubbing once we’re done.” 
 
    “At once.” The maid bowed and hurried ahead of us. 
 
    At the steps of the auction house, the third-ring mage she had called uncle stood with his hands in his sleeves and a smile on his face. “We are all relieved to see you back. Please make a round of the place to let everyone know you’re back before you set to work.” 
 
    Diana nodded to him, and we all ascended the steps. The large gilded doors yawned open and two lines of maids hurried out to greet us. 
 
    “Mistress!” several of them shouted, followed by, “Isaac!” 
 
    They fawned over me, two of them taking my arms and leading me deeper into the auction house. The girls were all pulled aside, and I couldn’t help but smile as Thea looked bewildered at all the pomp and fanfare. 
 
    She could use a good pampering if I was honest. She was always so serious. 
 
    “Please, this way.” One maid pulled my attention away from the girls and towards one of the guest suites, like last time. 
 
    “Thank you for taking care of me.” 
 
    “You are most welcome. Like last time, is there anything you’d like to take from the auction hall?” 
 
    I looked around, but the only thing that caught my eye was a simple long sword with a red braid coming off the hilt. I had my mother’s bone sword, but I was worried about the attention it would garner. My normal sword, a rare weapon, was... not in the best repair after our trip. A sword can only strike mana beast bones so many times. 
 
    “Do you like that sword?” One of the maids stepped away to retrieve it. 
 
    “No, thank you, but that’s not necessary.” I grabbed her arm, half-afraid she was going to keep going if I didn’t physically stop her. 
 
    “As you wish.” She blushed and pulled her arm back. 
 
    “This way.” The other maid continued our trip. “Could we see your current sword?” 
 
    I paused, knowing it wouldn’t look great, but I didn’t want to pull out my mother’s sword. “Here, it just needs to be repaired when I get back to the sect.” 
 
    She gasped when she saw the worn and chipped blade. It looked more like a torturer’s weapon than a mage’s. “You should let us give you some sort of new weapon.” 
 
    I shook my head. I would get this sword repaired, or purchase one in the sect. 
 
    They opened the door to the bath, and the warm steam hit me in the face. I sighed, more than ready for a nice hot bath. 
 
    But when the door closed, and I started disrobing, so did the two maids. “It’s alright, I can clean myself.” 
 
    “Please, we will be discrete.” Their robes came off, and they had their chests bound and loin cloths on underneath. “As a thank you for bringing the mistress back safely, we wanted to pamper you.” 
 
    I relented and stepped into the steamy bath, followed by the two maids. They pulled a basket of soaps and oils from the corner and let it float beside me as they started. 
 
    Their hands were soft, yet firm, as they worked me in tandem. Each took a foot, spreading my toes, letting the heat sink deep into my foot as they worked out kinks in my feet. 
 
    They worked their way up my leg, finding each and every knot and working them out with slow, languid strokes that made me relax and my blood flow south. 
 
    “That’s... nice,” I sighed, leaning back against the edge. 
 
    Their pliable hands worked further up my legs, massaging the warmth of the water into my very bones, caressing to the sensitive area of my inner thigh. 
 
    I knew I was at full mast, displaying myself to them, but I didn’t care to stop their menstruations. While comforting, they weren’t doing anything that made me feel like I was betraying Michelle.  
 
    “Turn, please,” one of them said, and I rolled over, holding onto the edge as they pushed their way past my legs to my back. 
 
    I was in heaven as they worked out the stress in my shoulders. 
 
    “You carry too much stress,” one said, tracing my back and alternating between soft and firm massages. 
 
    “I have things I need to do.” I grunted as the other found a knot. 
 
    “You need to take better care of yourself.” 
 
    She led me out of the bath with oils in hand and started a soft coverage of my body. “If you do ever need to come back, it will be free of charge.” She grinned as they both bowed with their wet bodies. 
 
    Their clothes had turned more see through, but I tried not to gawk. When they finished, they left me to get dressed on my own. 
 
    I pulled a new set of robes from my spatial ring and got ready to rejoin the girls. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    I had been waiting in a comfortable lounge area when I finally heard the girls’ voices bubble out in the hallway. 
 
    Their voices all bounced around with each other, clearly enjoying the time together. Apparently, getting pampered in the auction house was the ultimate equalizer. 
 
    Even Thea was smiling like a girl rather than a gang boss as they entered. 
 
    “You’re here.” Diana noticed me and her eyes roved over me. Her nod indicated she approved after assessing the job her maids did. 
 
    “Yep, you girls look lovely.” They had each freshened up well. 
 
    “Love you too, Stud.” Michelle came over and claimed the spot on my right. 
 
    I squeezed her in a side hug. Part of me was itching to cultivate with her again, but that would have to wait. “Diana, how long will it take to sell the materials we gathered?” 
 
    “I’m afraid it will be at least a week to sell it all, either through our crafting teams or directly. I must split some profits with my sister, since not much can actually make an auction.” She pulled out the third-rank Lava Wyrm beast core. “Last chance. Are you all sure that I can use this?” 
 
    I turned to Thea. “Do we have enough to make the merit points we need for the trials?” 
 
    She paused for a second, her eyes wandering to the right as she thought. “Yes, the task to investigate and clear the dungeon break was variable. Bringing back proof of the rank three Lava Wyrm we killed, and the dead corrupt mages, will give significant merit points. We’ll be able to sell the known rank two beast cores and exchange several tasks that the clan collects.” 
 
    Thea continued, “We earned quite a bit, but we also went out as more experienced second-ring mages. That is very uncommon for the Outer Court. Taking down a third-rank beast is even more unheard of.” 
 
    “What do you mean that the clan collects?” Michelle asked. 
 
    “The clans often know, for example, that people will go seek a fire mana dungeon break. So while we were out here, other people among the clan will take up tasks they believe we could fulfill when we get back, essentially holding them for us and the good of the clan. We will complete the tasks, give them the items, and they will turn it in for a cut of the merit points. I don’t love the concept, but it makes going out into a hunt more efficient.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking back to the tasks disappearing from the monolith menu. “Then, yes, Diana. Use the Lava Wyrm core.” 
 
    The pink-haired beauty sighed but couldn’t hold back her smile as she held the core close to her heart. “I’ll be going into secluded meditation to bind this mana beast,” she informed one maid. “I believe you two have to get back to the sect, but how does dinner in a few days sound?” 
 
    “The trial will be in two days,” Thea reminded us. 
 
    “How long will it take?” 
 
    “A week, maybe two.” 
 
    “Then, Diana, how about we celebrate in two weeks?” I grinned. 
 
    “Deal,” Diana said before a knock at the door caught her attention. 
 
    She waved in the maid; it was the one that had massaged me. She came and whispered to Diana, who nodded and turned to me. “You really need a new sword. I’ve seen how beat up your current one is.” She omitted the bone sword. 
 
    “I’ll get it patched up.” I had a feeling where this was going. 
 
    “Nonsense. You helped me out in the dungeon break, and you gave me an invaluable beast core. Let me return the favor,” Diana said. 
 
    I went to argue, but the other maid came in carrying the red hilted sword I’d look at before. 
 
    “Please try it.” She handed me the sword. 
 
    I knew Diana was going to insist, so I didn’t fight it further, taking the sword and brandishing it in the air. I felt the thrum of mana through it, and it resonated with enchantments. 
 
    “Thank you.” I tucked it in my spatial ring. 
 
    “You’re welcome. I look forward to dinner.” Her smile was so large her eyes squinted. 
 
    Thea spoke, “Thank you, Diana, for all of the hospitality, but we must head back to the sect and continue our work.” I knew she must be anxious to get back to the Tiger Clan and make sure all was running okay. 
 
    We said our goodbyes, and the maids at the exit gave us enthusiastic waves on our way out. 
 
    “Stud, you could just get with Diana. It would make this a lot easier.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. 
 
    Thea nodded. “She’s a good friend, but she’s not sect material, nor is she really a fighter.” 
 
    “You need more than fighters on a team, but I agree. I’m not sure our path is the right path for her.” Diana wasn’t used to violence, and when it was time to do some labor to harvest the mana beasts, she left most of it to us. 
 
    Right now, my future included going against the corrupt mages, one way or another. 
 
    “So, Thea. Tell us more about the trial.” Michelle moved past the conversation about Diana without comment. 
 
    I needed to set things straight with her on it sometime soon. 
 
    “Ah. That will take some time for all the details, but the trial for Outer to Inner Court is relatively simple in concept. Multiple sects find an appropriate dungeon and send their second-ring mages in. After a time period, they all come out. Typically, any that pass the test inside the dungeon move into the Inner Court. If they aren’t killed inside.” 
 
    “Wait. Disciples kill each other for it?” I imagined there were injuries or deaths, but I didn’t think disciples would be killing each other. That was far more brutal than I’d expected. 
 
    “Yeah, potentially. Or they die to mana beasts, other sects. But that’s why the clans exist; we support each other during the trials into the Inner Court and Core Court.” 
 
    I recalled Celina’s description of sects and how they compared to Gu beasts. Putting them in smaller and smaller bowls, letting the champion rise and grow in strength. I hadn’t realized just how true that was going to be. The dungeon that held all the disciples during the trial would be our sealed bowl. 
 
    Thea gave us details on what the past trials had been like, and what the Tiger Clan was doing to prepare as we made our way back to the sect. 
 
    As we got closer, I gave the elevator a skeptical look, but the ruined platform and the elevator itself were in pristine condition. It definitely didn’t look like it had fallen several hundred feet a couple weeks ago. 
 
    The trip back into the sect was far less eventful than the first. For that, I was grateful. 
 
    As we made our way to the clan, I was oddly excited to give Rob a rank two beast core like the one he’d been saving up for. I still felt bad for pulling him into the mess with the Dragon Clan, and I had a feeling it would mean a lot to him. 
 
    We passed by the central square. It looked completely unchanged. Disciples were flowing up to the monolith and back with their latest tasks. A few acknowledged Thea as we walked by.  
 
    We turned east and headed into Tiger Clan territory with no issues. I had half-expected Dragon Clan to have jumped us by now, but maybe they’d moved on. I could only hope. 
 
    However, as we walked, what really worried me was when no one stood guard at the Tiger Clan entrance. I checked Thea, and she hid it well, but her eyes were scanning everything around us. 
 
    She was scared. 
 
    “Elder,” she called with some reservation, but no one showed up immediately. 
 
    The further we walked in, the more of a ghost town it seemed. A few people peeked out behind shutters as we passed, but the streets were empty. Paved stones were spotted with blood in a way that made my stomach clench. What had happened? 
 
    Finally, I saw someone walking about, but it wasn’t a Tiger Clansmen. She wore a blue robe with red trim, marking her as from the Phoenix Clan. 
 
    “Excuse me. What’s going on?” I got her attention. 
 
    She turned, looking confused. “Do you really not know?” 
 
    “We’ve been out hunting mana beasts for the last few weeks. Please, what happened to the clan.” 
 
    She sadly shook her head. “The Dragon Clan came in force and attacked the Tiger Clan; we’ve been called in to help tend to the wounded.” 
 
    Thea snorted. “No way. The elders would have stopped that.” 
 
    The Phoenix Clan girl shook her head. “Not when several members of the Core Court joined them. Both sides backed off.” 
 
    “What!” Thea’s eyes were wide. “The core of the sect should not be getting involved in the Outer Court, especially not a fight between the clans.” 
 
    The girl shrugged. “That’s not up to me. They came to oversee and prevent the elders from acting. So far, we have had no reports of death. Some would claim they acted within the boundaries they are allowed.” 
 
    I put a hand on Thea to calm her. “It’s okay. We’ll move into the Inner Court, and we can work on the problem from there.” 
 
    That caught the girl’s attention. “You’re going to try for the Inner Court? After this? The Tiger Clan is in shambles. You’d be taking the trial on your own.” 
 
    The comment sent a shockwave through me. Was this a move to weaken me further from being able to enter the Inner Court? 
 
    I shook my head. The timing may be right, but the motive didn’t make sense. This was a huge move. There had to be another reason that this happened. But either way, the timing sucked, and we’d have to work through it. 
 
    “Can you point us to the injured? I’d like to help.” 
 
    The girl smiled and pointed us in the direction she had been walking from. “Past there, one right, two lefts.” 
 
    Thea seemed to recognize the directions. “The main gym?” 
 
    The girl nodded, and sensing the end of the conversation, hurried back to her task. 
 
    “Thea. Do the clans normally fight?” I asked as we started towards the main gym. 
 
    “Yes, they fight all the time. Nearly constantly in minor scuffles, but they do not wage all-out attacks like this.” 
 
    Michelle kept up with both of us, thinking along a different line. “Thea, how strong are the Core Court and the elders?” 
 
    “The Core Court is the best and brightest of the Inner Court. The top nine to be exact. It’s kill or be killed to enter the Core Court, but they have the ruling interest of the sect and nearly unlimited resources.” 
 
    “But what level is their cultivation?” Michelle pressed. 
 
    “Fourth ring. All nine of them are fourth-ring mages.” 
 
    I whistled softly. Nine fourth-ring mages that were known for having the highest potential and unlimited resources. They were a force to be reckoned with. “So, they rule the roost, but the Inner Court elders must be as strong or stronger than them. Some have cultivated for a long time.” 
 
    Thea sighed. “It’s not that simple. There are no mages above the fourth ring. These nine are the pinnacle of disciples, the best there has been in the last hundred years. The elders are all those that couldn’t or wouldn’t fight for the Core Court. So, while they might eventually cultivate to the same level, they aren’t anywhere near the strength of the Core.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding that a Core Court member came as a big freaking deal. So this meant that one of the strongest mages in the sect had backed the move by the Dragon Clan. 
 
    “I get having a grudge, but why now? Doesn’t the Inner Court trial happen monthly? What made this one extra important?” 
 
    We stepped into the gym, and Thea didn’t respond, her gaze going distant as we took in the site. It had become a field hospital, with hundreds of Tiger Clansmen laid out on cots. 
 
    Phoenix Clansmen stepped along the neat rows, helping administer treatment to the wounded. Many of them had at least a single limb in a split. The Tiger Clan as a whole had just been crippled. 
 
    I noticed that there were very, very few Tiger Clan elders about, and most of them were staying away from the disciples. Noticing the one from our entry to the clan, I pulled Thea with me to greet him. 
 
    “Oh. Thea, you’re back,” he said, distracted. 
 
    “Yes, Elder, what happened? Better yet, why did this happen?” Thea looked like she was about to pick a fight. 
 
    He sighed. “The entire Core Court is about to retire together. The elders... many of us will go with them.” 
 
    Thea frowned. “That’s no—” 
 
    The elder held up his hand to stop her. “That’s how it’s always been. Those at their fourth ring will move on. It is a tumultuous time right before they leave, as those leaving try to cement futures for those they leave behind.” 
 
    Michelle stepped in. “Where do they all go?” 
 
    The elder grinned. “I don’t know. This will be my first time seeing it. It only happens once every hundred years, and I’ve only been an elder for sixty-three.” 
 
    “So the entire top strength of the sect will disappear. Won’t this cause other sects to attack?” I was more worried about what this might mean for the war with the corrupt mages. 
 
    “Ah, but we are not the only ones to experience this. Every sect goes through the same ordeal. This is the time for factions to rise or fall before the Core Court is reset and the Inner Court elders change.” 
 
    “They all leave. Together.” I realized this wasn’t a small change to the world, nor was it necessarily a bad thing. It was a reset, and a chance at change. 
 
    “Ever wonder why there aren’t mages above the fourth ring?” The elder smiled. 
 
    “I assumed there were just very few,” I admitted. 
 
    He shook his head. “Once you form your immortal body, ascend to the fourth ring... you are missing something to progress. You can hone your skills, cultivate very, very slowly to the point that it would take millennia to see much difference. Yet all of those that reach the fourth ring willingly leave every hundred years. What does that tell you?” 
 
    I paused and realized what it was. “They leave to go where they can break through the fourth ring.” 
 
    The elder smiled. “Exactly. I look forward to seeing this, even if I won’t be going with them this time. I hope to glean something to help me step into my fourth ring.” 
 
    “So the Dragon Clan is trying to take control of the Core Court and, as their rivals, they are suppressing us,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, though if you want to understand more, you can always go to the Turtle Clan. They keep all the sect’s knowledge.” 
 
    “Thank you, Elder.” I cupped my hands and bowed. I had just learned much and gained a new appreciation for the need to break into the Core Court and join it. Although, I was better at killing people than playing politics. 
 
    Thea moved around, talking over several matters of the Tiger Clan, hustling about and fussing over her clansmen. Despite her seriousness, she was clearly beloved by those in her clan. They all lit up as she came near. 
 
    I hoped she’d remember to exchange our merit points as well at some point, but I understood that her focus right now was on her people. 
 
    In the meantime, I had my own mini mission. Finding Rob. 
 
    I picked through the cots for Rob, hoping I wouldn’t find him, but his face finally caught my eyes. Shit. 
 
    “Hey, Rob.” I walked over to the cot. 
 
    “Isaac?” he moaned, turning to me. They had him strapped to the bed with one arm and both legs splinted. His lips were split and swollen. 
 
    “Hey. How are you doing?” I knelt by the cot. Seeing him like this was a punch in the gut. I’d dragged him with me. 
 
    Rob laughed. “I punched out two Dragon Clansmen! You have no idea how cathartic that was. I should have done that forever ago.” 
 
    “You won two on one?” I smiled, maybe he was doing okay. 
 
    “Ha. No, I lost against five. Took two down with me though. Assholes.” He beat his chest with his good arm and winced. “Those fucking snakes jumped the whole clan. It was outstanding, Isaac. We all rushed out of our homes and started beating the shit out of them. Don’t think the Dragon Clan doesn’t look at least half this beat up.” 
 
    “I’d have thought you’d be more shaken up about this.” 
 
    “Na, I’m fucking for the Tiger Clan now. We don’t back down from a fight.” 
 
    I smiled. Joining a clan had been good for Rob. It had given him something to fight for, and people to fight with. “You know, I remember you saying you were saving up for a Burning Tiger core for your second ring?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Rob became a bit more somber. “Going to work on that for a while once I’m all patched up.” 
 
    “No need. Ran across one while we were out training.” I held up the burnt orange colored mana stone. 
 
    “Wah! Really?” Rob moved far quicker than he should have in the splints, but he didn’t even seem to notice the pain as he grabbed the core and rolled back onto the bed to stare at it. 
 
    “Or, we also found a Lava Bear.” I held up a second core and Rob’s eyes bugged out. “So, which will it be? I know you wanted a Burning Tiger, but the Lava Bear is much stronger with the same benefits for alchemy.” 
 
    His eyes passed between the two before he traded the Burning Tiger core away for the Lava Bear. “Alchemy is my profession, but strength is important too.” 
 
    I took the Burning Tiger core back into my spatial ring. “Thanks for your help, Rob.” 
 
    “No problem. You realize the bit I did for you is nowhere near the sect’s valuation for missions and this core? Not to mention you got me into the Tiger Clan. There’s no way I could have done that on my own.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Maybe I just have a different valuation system. And don’t underestimate yourself. Plus, I’m apparently great at making enemies. I have a feeling a great alchemist will come in handy.” 
 
    Rob grinned. 
 
    I patted him on the shoulder as I stood up. “Get some rest.” 
 
    Standing up all the way and turning to walk, I nearly ran into a woman. 
 
    She dropped the tray she had been carrying. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    I recognized that voice. “Narissa?” I blinked, realizing it was her. 
 
    “Oh, Isaac. What a pleasure to see you. I didn’t know you joined the Tiger Clan.” 
 
    “Yeah. I—” I was cut off and thrown across the gym. 
 
    “Teacher.” I heard Narissa yell as I sailed through the air, landing against the wall and getting the wind knocked out of me. 
 
    Elder Quinn was standing in front of me before I could get my breath back. “I thought I made myself clear.” 
 
    “You did,” I wheezed. “But I was also pretty clear. We are going to bump into each other. I’m part of the Tiger Clan, and I have a right to be here.” 
 
    Coming back seeing the Tiger Clan in shambles, I was in no mood to put up with her bull. 
 
    Her nose flared, and I was uncertain if she was scenting me or if she was just that angry. Her serpentine eyes narrowed at me, and I thought for a moment that I was about to die. 
 
    “What family do you come from? What blood do you carry?” Her eyes bore into me like she’d scour for the answer. 
 
    “None of your business.” I pulled myself off the floor, and I noticed a few of the Tiger Clan elders were observing. “Why the hell would I tell you anything?” 
 
    Elder Quinn looked like she was about to strike, and Aurora started beating on her seal. 
 
    I let Aurora out between us. Aurora was petite compared to the draconic elder, who stood nearly at my height. 
 
    “Do you want to be Isaac’s second ring?” she asked, completely oblivious to the situation. I nearly choked. 
 
    Elder Quinn gave Aurora a once over and snorted. 
 
    “Oh, don’t give me that, little snake.” Aurora puffed up her diminutive form by snapping her wings out wide. 
 
    “Do not say that again,” Elder Quinn growled. 
 
    Aurora blew her a raspberry. “I’ll call you whatever I want. You do not get to pick on my master.” 
 
    “Master,” Elder Quinn said it like she’s just eaten a pile of shit. “Why a Kunpeng would submit to a weakling is beyond me. You must be damaged in the head.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to help you better understand the situation and your place in it outside?” Aurora’s wings flapped in agitation, but she tilted her head with a sweet smile on her face. Her doll-like face had taken on an edge. 
 
    “Fine by me. You limited yourself by being bound to such a weak mage. I’d be happy to kill you and cripple him.” 
 
    “Ahem,” an elder coughed. “I think we can handle the recovery of our disciples from here. Maybe it is best the Phoenix Clan elders take their leave.” 
 
    Elder Quinn glared at him before turning and ignoring me. “Girls. We leave now.” 
 
    Aurora walked over, holding the door open as Elder Quinn left. She pretended to dust off her outfit before coming back over to me. 
 
    The nearby disciples all just sat in awe, staring at her. She smiled when she noticed the attention, flipping her wings out happily before disappearing into my ring. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    “Where to now?” 
 
    Thea and Michelle walked alongside me as we left the gym. We’d spent most of the day tending to the clan members. 
 
    We had two days before the Inner Court trials would start, and we were going to enter them at a disadvantage with the Tiger Clan mostly out of commission. 
 
    “We only have two days, but we should use every minute of them to strengthen ourselves. Give ourselves the best shot we can.” 
 
    Michelle nodded. “Push ourselves further through the second ring.” 
 
    I paused, trying to decide where to go. “The caves we were given earlier... Thea, those are for cultivation, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, but we can get you better ones than you were given when you entered. The higher up the mountain your cave is, the stronger the mana will be. The top of the mountain actually produces large quantities of pure mana.” 
 
    That helped explain the elders’ position. I took in the massive landscape, spotted with all kinds of complex, grand structures. It seemed impossible for even a sect to create. 
 
    “Thea, I know you said the mountains came with the dungeon break, but was it just a mountain when that happened?” 
 
    She shook her head. “The mountains housing each sect were fragments of another world. If you can believe the old stories, they are shattered fragments of a world, life rafts for those who survived.” 
 
    There were other worlds. And the fourth-ring mages left every one hundred years for somewhere where they could continue to cultivate. There was still so much out there that I didn’t understand. 
 
    Thea directed us forward towards the cave area, and we followed. 
 
    “Is there anything specific we need to prepare before heading into the trial?” 
 
    “No. Ideally, we’d gather a group to enter with us, but I don’t think we’ll have many volunteers.” 
 
    “Rob said he’d come. He’s about to break through to his second ring,” I added as we approached a building that looked like it rented out the caves. 
 
    Michelle spoke up as Thea headed in. “Thea, just one cave for the two of us.” 
 
    “You two are really practicing dual cultivation?” A blush dusted her cheeks. 
 
    “Yes, it’s not corrupt, and honestly, it’s very effective.” Michelle crossed her arms, daring Thea to contradict her. 
 
    “Fine. Easier for me.” Thea stepped into a building. 
 
    I stayed back and protected her exit. At this point, we needed to stay alert at all times. 
 
    “Stud, what do you think of all the sect politics?” 
 
    “They’re stupid, yet necessary. Even as mages, we are still human. We will always compete for more resources, more advantages. Honestly, I’m sort of happy that it gets reset.” 
 
    “I guess so.” Michelle didn’t sound convinced. 
 
    “We want the same things as a lot of these other mages, Michelle. We want to take controlling interest to drive the sect in a direction that we want. We just want to take it in a different direction than Leo and his family, and we have some different boundaries on what we’re willing to do to get there.” 
 
    “What they did to the Tiger Clan was unacceptable.” 
 
    “I don’t disagree, but they are playing to win. It is about time we do too.” 
 
    “What are you thinking, Stud?” 
 
    “Nothing, for now. We need to continue to realize our souls and build our soul palaces. However, when we get to the trial... gloves come off, Michelle.” 
 
    She nodded as Thea stepped out of the building with a numbered stone in her hands. “What was that about gloves coming off?” She quirked an eyebrow. 
 
    “We just need to stop playing it safe with the Dragon Clan. It will have to wait till we are in the trial though.” 
 
    Thea had a feral grin on her face when she heard that. “No problems from me. Nobody attacks my clan and gets away with it. I don’t care who is protecting them.” 
 
    We followed Thea to an area of caves set into the wall of the mountainside itself. It was an area of the mountain that was isolated from the busy sect. The naturally rocky landscape had walkways cut into the face of the cliff. 
 
    As we walked, you could see black dots set into the wall. Some were already sealed, closed by a large round stone slab. 
 
    “You’re in that cave.” Thea pointed to one that matched the number on our stone before blushing and ducking into her own. 
 
    “Stud, I think she’s thinking about how we are going to cultivate. If only she knew just how good it is.” She gave me her bedroom eyes, stepping forward to press herself against me in the doorway. 
 
    I could feel myself begin to harden immediately. 
 
    My voice came out with a bit of a growl. “Come on. We can’t get started until we close the door.” 
 
    Michelle rubbed into me a bit extra before turning and bounding into the cave. I pulled the stone slab in front of the cave entrance and sealed it off. 
 
    Michelle pounced on me as soon as the slab closed. 
 
    I pushed her against the cool cave wall and sealed her lips. It had been two weeks since we’d been able to have time together. 
 
    With Thea and Diana, we hadn’t had much privacy, and the last time we’d been on a mission and gotten carried away, we’d been kidnapped. So really, we had been responsible this time, but it was killing me. 
 
    Michelle pulled herself back, taking a deep breath. “Heavens, I needed this, Stud.” 
 
    In a flash, Aurora was out of her seal and taking my place, pinning Michelle to the cave and claiming her lips. 
 
    “Be good and keep her distracted for a moment, Aurora.” 
 
    I turned to scan the interior of the cave and make sure it was secure. It was bland, with only a prayer mat and a stone bench. There was what looked like a brazier, but as I looked closer, I realized it was filled with mana cores. 
 
    Placing one on the metal grate, I immediately felt the core begin to drain and mana fill the cave, adding to the already enhanced density of mana in the air. I smiled and dumped a whole pile on the brazier. 
 
    Next, we needed a bed. I pulled the plush four poster bed from my spatial ring. Looking back over at the brazier, it was making quick work of the cores. Feeling the mana in the cave, I decided to add a few more for now. 
 
    I looked back, watching the girls go at it. “Aurora, let her breathe.” I pulled the two girls apart and led them to the bed. 
 
    “Master, the mana is so dense.” 
 
    “It’s that device. We’ll need to keep adding mana beast cores to keep the mana this rich.” It was so dense the mana felt almost liquid in the air. It was a perfect environment for cultivation. 
 
    Michelle lay back on the bed, cupping her pert breasts. “This is nice, Stud. Remind me to get you a spare pair of sheets.” 
 
    I pulled Michelle to the edge of the bed and peeled off her clothes, slowly. “Are you going to make these too dirty?” I tossed her robe to the side, enjoying the lingerie she was wearing underneath. 
 
    Undoing the scrappy red lace, she was laid bare to me, her body gorgeous. She looked up at me under already hooded eyes. 
 
    “Something like that. Mmmm.” She moaned as I started tracing shapes along her pelvis and inner thighs, avoiding her sex except for the slightest caress. 
 
    She started shifting herself, trying to put my fingers where she wanted them. 
 
    I stopped what I was doing and held her hips firm, waiting for her to give in and let me have control. 
 
    She let out a frustrated noise but held herself still. 
 
    I went back to the slow touches, circling her body and enjoying the way it twitched with need. I could already see how ready she was, her entrance slick. I took a little bit of the wetness and rubbed it slowly on the little bead, giving her just a taste of what she wanted. 
 
    “Stud, stop teasing me. It’s been too long—I need you in me. Please...” 
 
    I smiled, grabbing her hips and pulling them up. I replaced my hand with my lips, giving soft butterfly kisses that had her squirming and thrusting her arousal in my face. “Someone’s eager, but I plan to savor you. Aurora, care to join us?” 
 
    My sexy mana beast nodded eagerly, diving over and straddling Michelle’s waist. I couldn’t see past Aurora’s cute bubble butt as she bounced on Michelle.  
 
    She tweaked Michelle’s breasts, slowly massaging them to the rhythm of the bounces. 
 
    Michelle reached up and did the same to Aurora, playing with her large breasts. The two girls’ moaning told me all I needed to know. 
 
    I dipped my tongue in to taste Michelle’s earthy sweetness, as her liquid pleasure coated her inner walls. “You taste divine, Michelle.” I licked at her sides and scrapped my tongue through her sex, exploring everything but her little pleasure button that was swelling up, begging to be pressed. 
 
    “Yes. Please, Stud. Please.” Michelle breathily begged between Aurora’s bounces. 
 
    “Aurora, you need to keep her busier. I have more exploring to do.” I laughed as Michelle whimpered, and Aurora obediently lifted her hips and placed them on Michelle’s face. 
 
    She gave us a few last muffled remarks before Aurora started gasping, and I knew Michelle’s mouth was otherwise occupied. 
 
    I prepared to start our dual cultivation. My tongue started in slow swirls around Michelle’s clit, and I hit her pleasure button repeatedly. Her hips started to buck, but I held her down and ravished her clit until she spasmed and overflowed with liquid bliss. 
 
    My own pants were feeling constraining as my bulge swelled with my own need. Feeling Michelle come undone for me had made me beyond ready. 
 
    “Michelle, I’m going to start,” I said raspily, taking off my clothes and lining myself up. I wasn’t sure what she said, but Michelle made a pleased noise. 
 
    Aurora was riding Michelle’s face with her head back, just on the edge of her own ecstasy. 
 
    I waited, enjoying watching my mana beast riding Michelle. A few moments later, Aurora popped with a scream. I used that moment and thrust deep into Michelle in one swift thrust. 
 
    Her silken vice welcomed me, her slick walls accommodating my girth far easier than the first time. 
 
    “Stud. Fuck, yes,” Michelle said between gasps for breath. 
 
    Aurora had rolled off her and was lying next to her, sprawled out and clearly satiated. She looked like she may fall asleep, but she had one eye open watching us. “Did I do good, Master? Do I deserve a reward?” 
 
    Buried in Michelle, I started cycling my mana. It was hard to split my concentration to answer her. “Yes. After.” I grunted as my hips slapped Michelle’s. 
 
    We started slow, mana cycling between us, and I leaned over and kissed Michelle, tasting Aurora on her lips. The mana was cycling into her with every thrust and back into me every time I pulled out. 
 
    She felt so good, her silken walls coaxing me further and further into bliss as the technique built up in power and pleasure. As we went, the mana became so refined, so pure. It was euphoric. 
 
    We surged and swelled together, passing the mana between each other. It became less and less about the mana and more about the pleasure we were giving each other every time our bodies pulsed together. 
 
    The pressure continued to grow with each cycle, taking us up to an incredible peak. 
 
    I didn’t even know it was possible to feel so much. I thrust faster, desperately wanting the release. My hips slapped against Michelle as I buried myself deep. 
 
    I could feel her walls starting to tighten, and it gave me just enough friction to tip over the top of the peak. 
 
    We both came undone in each other, taking all the mana we’d accumulated and passing it to our souls as nourishment, realizing our souls and building our soul palaces. 
 
    I let the mana soak into my nascent soul as more of it became distinct. Large details, like the sculpting of my muscles and distinct fingers appeared as my soul absorbed the mana from the technique.  
 
    Opening my eyes, I saw Aurora ready and waiting on her elbows and knees. “I know what I want for my reward, Master.” 
 
    I chucked another handful of mana beast cores on the brazier with a grin. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I pushed aside the stone slab and got a breath of fresh air. The inside of our cave had gotten a bit... humid. I squinted into the sunlight, adjusting to the change. 
 
    Michelle fluffed her hair and tried to get it to lay flat again. “Whew. Stud, that was the best cultivation session I’ve ever had. The best sex I’ve ever had, too. Are you sure we have to leave the cave?” 
 
    I couldn’t help the grin that escaped. It was good for me as well, but it was always nice to be appreciated. 
 
    I took a step and smiled even more. My body rippled with power. I’d realized more of my soul during our time in seclusion. I could feel how the body and soul connected. As my soul became clearer, my control of my body improved, and my use of mana to strengthen myself vastly increased. 
 
    A grinding noise sounded next to us, announcing Thea’s exit from her own cave. She was poised, her chin raised with confidence as her waterfall black hair swayed in the wind. 
 
    “Did you have some success?” I asked. 
 
    Thea grinned. “Very much so. My foundation is complete, and my nascent soul is becoming clear.” 
 
    I looked up into the sky. The sun wasn’t far from noon. We needed to get going to the central monolith for the trial. I was pretty anxious, but it was time. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Thea took the lead of our little group. I studied her from behind, wondering what had brought her to this point. We were about to go fight for powerful positions, and while I trusted her, I really didn’t know much about her motivations. 
 
    “Thea, if you could take a spot in the Core Court, would you?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, I’d take it.” 
 
    “I think Stud wants to know what you’d do with it, though. What would you do with it?” Michelle came up on the other side of Thea, who looked down in thought for a moment. 
 
    “I’d take care of the sect, take care of the kids on the street in Styx.” 
 
    That last part surprised me. “Did you grow up on the street?” 
 
    Thea nodded. “Never knew my parents, but we kids stuck together. The older ones always helped the younger ones. It’s not that different from the clans. Brothers in name that were stronger than so many families.” She paused, seeming to consider whether to say what came next, before looking me in the eye. 
 
    “One day when I was maybe twelve, I got caught stealing bread to bring back to our hideout. A passing Tiger Clan elder stepped in and mediated the issue. He bought the whole cart of bread.” A single tear trickled down Thea’s face as she paused to wipe it away. 
 
    “Elder Rai said he’d give the whole cart of bread to the kids if I tested for the sect with him.” 
 
    Michelle wrapped Thea in a hug. “That’s so sweet.” 
 
    “Yeah. Over the years, I’ve gotten a few more kids off the street and into the sect.” 
 
    “What did you have to do to become the leader of the Tiger Clan?” I asked, but I was pretty sure I already knew the answer. 
 
    She’d compared the clan to gangs on the street, and I had no doubt she treated the clan just as protectively as she did the younger kids on the street. She was a natural leader. 
 
    “It just happened—everyone banded behind me. It’s not like I wanted this,” Thea scoffed. 
 
    “Sure.” Michelle sounded anything but convinced. “But you’re doing a good job.” 
 
    “No, I’m not. Did you see all the injured clan members yesterday?” Her eyes turned practically into flames, her anger apparent. “I need to return the favor to the Dragon Clan to make things right.” 
 
    I put a hand on her shoulder. “Yes, and we’ll help.” 
 
    She smiled, muttering a thank you, and I noticed she didn’t flinch at my touch this time, but leaned slightly into it. 
 
    The central square started coming into view, and it was busier than usual. On top of the normal hubbub, a large group of disciples formed in front of the streets that led to each of the clans. The Dragon Clan all stood with mocking smiles as they looked at their neighbors, the Tiger Clan. 
 
    We walked up to our clan’s group, if you could call it that. There were only five of them. 
 
    It was Rob and a group of scrappy looking boys. They were bruised and bandaged from the attack, but when they turned and saw Thea, their eyes lit up. 
 
    “Boss!” one of them said and ran forward, kneeling before Thea. “We will go with you.” 
 
    Thea didn’t look happy. “Are you kidding me? This isn’t a game. You will do no such thing.” 
 
    “Boss, respectfully, this one time we won’t listen to you. Please forgive us.” The other four ran up and joined him. “Boss, we can’t let you go alone. Street rule number two, always have backup.” 
 
    I could see Thea holding back a smile. “Good, but I have backup. See these two?” 
 
    They only seemed to realize we were there when she pointed us out. “Yeah, but Boss, they don’t follow you like we do.” 
 
    “This isn’t the Styx, and you aren’t running around the streets. This is the fucking Ferrymen and you are Tiger Clan. Hold your damn heads up and act like it.” 
 
    “Boss,” they cheered. 
 
    “No, go back to the clan and rest up. When you are really ready to take the trial for Inner Court, I’ll be waiting for you in the Inner Court and you better not fucking disappoint me.” 
 
    “Yes, Boss,” they said in unison, disappointedly. Sounding more than a little chastised, they ducked their heads and ran back to the clan. 
 
    Rob stood there awkwardly. “Uh, can I still come?” His face was bruised and his lip cut, but he was out of the splits and seemed to walk fine. 
 
    “You broke into your second ring?” I noticed the difference in him. 
 
    “Yep, spent all my merit points to cultivate once I didn’t need them for a mana beast core.” He grinned at me, nodding his thanks. 
 
    I nodded back. His recovery made more sense if he had formed his second ring. “You sure? After what Dragon Clan did, this is about to get messy.” 
 
    “Sure, I can handle messy now. At least, better than before.” Rob grinned as he looked across the central square. 
 
    The Phoenix Clan gathered, Narissa among them, each girl like another beautiful feather of a phoenix. Leading all of them was Elder Quinn, looking frostily beautiful in her own way. 
 
    Across the square, I could see another group, men and women, dressed with a black strip on their robes. 
 
    Many of them had hoods that hid their face, but those at the front seemed distant. Their gazes seemed almost hazy as they looked around. An elder stepped forward from that group, and those around the monolith scattered. “Please bring forward your sect tokens and tithe for the trial. We will head out after this is done. May the sect grow stronger.” 
 
    The Turtle Clan elder motioned for his clan to come up and start. There were maybe two dozen of them, and I started to feel like they weren’t really warriors, but scholars. 
 
    When the Tiger Clan came up with our measly four people, he gave us a measuring look. “Are you certain that you wish to go through the trial?” 
 
    “Yes. We just opted for quality over quantity,” I said, handing my token to him. 
 
    “Mmm. So it seems,” he said, sounding tired. 
 
    We each paid for our trial, the last of those present. The Turtle Clan elder raised his arm and a small chunk of earth flew out of his sleeve and grew into a small platform, then continued to grow until it was nearly the size of the square. 
 
    Everyone was stepping onto it, so we followed along. In short order, it was lifting off the ground and flying toward the horizon. 
 
    “Thea, what do you know about the Turtle Clan?” 
 
    “They are the history keepers of the sect. A number of their elders obtained their immortal bodies, but they have never formed their fourth ring and left. So, not only are they the oldest elders, but many of them over their long years have obtained powerful treasures like the one we stand on now.” 
 
    I looked over to the group of Turtle Clan, reminding myself not to underestimate them. They held an air of mystery with their hoods, but they were going through the same trial we were, and I had to acknowledge them for it. 
 
    “Stud, looking for another group you can make enemies with?” Michelle teased. 
 
    I ignored her and instead focused on trying to listen to the other disciples. One of the whispers caught my attention, and I turned to a disciple from the Phoenix clan. “Excuse me, did you say that corrupt mages attacked a nearby city?” 
 
    A pretty girl with short blonde hair looked at me, annoyed that I had been eavesdropping. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to hear that, just caught my attention,” I lied. 
 
    She rolled her eyes at me but spoke anyway. “Yeah. Maybe a hundred miles south of Styx, a small city was raided. Apparently, it was nearly cleaned out by corrupt mages.” 
 
    “Do you know what kind of corrupt mages?” I asked, having a bad feeling. 
 
    “No idea, but when a group came back from a mission that brought them there, they said everyone was poisoned.” She did not appreciate my attention and turned back, pressing herself into the Phoenix Clan crowd. 
 
    I stepped back over to my group. If corrupt mages were getting bolder and attacking entire cities, then it was worse than I thought. It only made the need to get the Ferrymen into the fight greater. I didn’t have time to waste. 
 
    Sitting down, I meditated and prepared myself for the trial. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    The giant platform of earth settled, and the inertia caused me to tip forward and fall out of meditation. Even without the Yin Yang Technique, I could cultivate my soul, and I wanted every last bit I could get before this trial. 
 
    I opened my eyes and saw a familiar sight, even if displaced from last time. A dungeon portal, a swirling vortex of blue, stood before us. I looked beyond the portal. 
 
    We were at the edge of a desert, and other sects gathered around the dungeon portal. Each sect was on their own flying treasures. 
 
    “What rules are there in the dungeon?” I asked Thea. 
 
    “No killing other Ferrymen. When we paid, he put an enchantment on our tokens. Should we kill another of our own sect, we’ll be killed upon exiting,” she said while glaring over at the Dragon Clan. 
 
    I had a feeling that, without that limitation, she may have taken out her revenge more aggressively. 
 
    “That elder could tamper with our sect tokens?” I was surprised. The tokens were the most complicated enchantment I’d ever seen. To make modifications so subtly and quickly was surprising. 
 
    “Yeah. The Turtle Clan manages the tokens; they make and repair them too. So it’s not really a surprise that the elder could do it. Some even suspect it’s already baked into the tokens.” 
 
    “Hm, that would make sense if it was already there. It would catch people if they killed in the sect, or on missions too. I bet that just gets taken care of real quietly, so people mostly know about the trial penalty.” Michelle drew her thumb across her neck. 
 
    I lowered my voice. “Given the aggression from the Dragon Clan, I have to ask: are there loopholes? Like, if there was a conflict and some action led to our death but not directly by their hand, would it react the same?” 
 
    “I don’t know, and I think that’s by design. But I would guess that getting eaten by a mana beast wouldn’t register with the token as mage aggression,” Thea grimaced. 
 
    I nodded. I needed to keep aware of Dragon Clan and what they were up to. They could try and kill me, indirectly. 
 
    If they came for me, I would fight. And, based on the most recent aggression, I had a feeling there were far larger politics at play than just Leo and my tiff. Moves were being made that had been prepared for years. 
 
    I looked out over all the disciples, noting that each sect was brimming with energy. They looked eager to enter the dungeon and duke it out. 
 
    The Turtle Clan elder got all of our attention with a clap. “You are all second-ring mages, but joining the Inner Court isn’t just about cultivating. It is about being strong within your own ranks and being able to fight above your level. 
 
    “Inside this dungeon, eighty-one third-rank beasts have been scouted. Among each sect, the disciples that will advance to their prospective Inner Courts must come back with one of those third-rank cores.” 
 
    Each and every disciple looked at the elder hungrily before casting about, looking at each of their fellow mages with wariness. I noticed the same thing they likely did; he said nothing about having to be the one to kill the third-rank mana beast. 
 
    “I knew it was going to be a dungeon and dangerous, but this?” Thea hissed. “It will be a slaughter in there. We’ll be fighting third-rank beasts, and then immediately after, we will have to take on other mages to keep the core.” 
 
    I looked past all the Ferrymen to the other sects present. On a giant leaf stood girls in green and purple robes. They were too far away, but I hoped that Celina would be among them. 
 
    Continuing to scan the groups, I saw the gold and silver robes of the Sun and Moon Hall. The sects on either side of them were giving them a wide berth. Yet, they were still here. Among their group were a number of mages in dark ragged robes that squirmed with poison Gu, disgusting me. 
 
    There were also mages among them not wearing the traditional Sun and Moon Hall robes. One girl especially stood out, wearing what looked like a silver wedding dress. It seemed like an odd choice before going into battle. 
 
    I kept looking around, expecting… something more. Everyone had to know about the dungeon at Locksprings by now. There had been many sects present to witness it. How could they all do nothing? 
 
    It gave me chills knowing that they were peacefully waiting for the same dungeon to test their disciples. 
 
    An old woman in Thousand Blossom Valley robes stepped out of the dungeon portal and looked to the assembled groups. “I have confirmed eighty-one third-rank beasts remain, and four of them possess ancient bloodlines.” 
 
    Gasps went through the crowd of disciples.  
 
    This was an opportunity for most of them not only to reach their Inner Court but obtain a third-rank beast core. 
 
    The sects controlled such dungeons and rarely sold third-rank cores, saving them as rewards for disciples and elders. 
 
    I thought back to the Lava Wyrm. It possessed the muddiest of relation to dragons. On the other hand, an ancient bloodline like a Kunpeng, true dragon, or any of the other directional beasts was an entirely different league. 
 
    “You may go.” The Turtle Clan elder set the slab of earth on the ground for us to get off. 
 
    A cold hand landed on my shoulder and stopped me from moving. 
 
    I turned to see Elder Quinn there, pinning me in place. I was ready for another lecture to stay away from Narissa in the dungeon but paused when I saw her face. Typically stoic, she looked almost vulnerable as she watched me. 
 
    “I have an offer for you.” She paused, considering her next words. 
 
    I wouldn’t have noticed the slightest sag to her shoulders if I hadn’t been watching her closely. 
 
    She seemed to swallow whatever she was going to say as she stiffened. “Like I said, I have a lucrative offer—” 
 
    I moved my shoulder away from under her hand, stepping into a strong stance, with my feet under my shoulders. It wasn’t a battle stance, but I wasn’t about to let my guard down with her. “Why would you offer me anything?” I waited. 
 
    She clearly either needed something desperately or this was some subtle way of punishing me for Narissa. 
 
    I wasn’t sure there was something I would be interested in. 
 
    “Narissa failed a task I had for her.” She took in my posture, raising her eyebrow. “And if I wanted you dead, you would be. Since you’re still breathing, you can relax.” 
 
    She studied me for a moment. “My offer is temporary, so I’d suggest making your mind up soon. Come find me when you do, if you survive this.” With that, she walked over to an elder from another sect and ignored the rest of the disciples. 
 
    I turned and caught up with Michelle and Thea at the portal. 
 
    “What’s her problem?” Michelle frowned. “Hasn’t she been enough of a pain?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. Let’s get in and away from the dungeon portal as fast as we can before a bunch of others join us or set traps.” Elder Quinn’s offer would have to wait. 
 
    I wondered if she wanted one of those special beast cores. If I did get one, I certainly wasn’t planning on giving it away. Nonetheless, I was curious about what would make the strong elder vulnerable, even if it was just for a moment. 
 
    The desert sand swirled from the effects of the portal, and I had to cover my face with a cloth as I got close. 
 
    Entering the portal was as disconcerting the second time as the first. It felt like I was being both simultaneously boiled alive and frozen. Thankfully, it lasted only a moment before I snapped back into being on the other side. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around myself as my body adjusted from the dry heat of the desert to the freezing cold in the dungeon. 
 
    I did a sweep of the area, stepping out of the way of the portal as the girls came through. We were each in snow up to our knees. I started circulating mana to warm my limbs. 
 
    “Fuck, this is cold,” Michelle cursed before she started protecting her body with her own mana. 
 
    Thea was clenching her jaw trying to hide the shivers, but Rob seemed to be fine. Around him, the surrounding snow was melting. 
 
    “If we stand here, we’ll have more problems than the cold.” Other people were already stepping through the portal and we needed to go. 
 
    I led as we set off away from the portal. We were in the middle of a giant mountain, so our options were to climb or to go down. 
 
    I considered our options. The top of the mountain would be the perfect place to hunt for a rank three mana beast, but we’d also be wide out in the open, and everybody would likely head towards the higher ground. It was definitely tempting to go for the big prize, but with limited numbers on our side, we needed to be more strategic. 
 
    So instead, we moved down the mountain into the snow-covered pine forest. It was our best bet for hiding away from enemies and anybody who would follow us.  
 
    We made our way into the forest, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were being watched. Glancing back, I couldn’t see anything but the dark green trees and the falling snow. 
 
    “Everything okay, Stud?” Michelle caught me looking over my shoulder and was scanning the area as well, noticing my movements. 
 
    “Just feels like someone’s watching.” 
 
    “I feel it too,” Thea said. “Best keep moving and let them spring their trap where we are less likely to get unwelcome guests.” 
 
    I nodded, and we hurried through the forest. We passed a few second-rank mana beasts as we traveled. Luckily, I could sense and avoid all of them to be able to move faster through the landscape. 
 
    An hour later, it still felt like we were being followed. The fact that whoever was following us hadn’t been deterred by the mana beasts did not bode well. I considered our options. The biggest risk to us would be if whoever followed was tracking us for a larger force. I wanted to flush it out now. 
 
    “Change of plans: we are going to get in a fight with a mana beast, hoping to lure them out,” I whispered, making sure whoever was following couldn’t hear. 
 
    “Why?” Michelle asked and looked around before I stopped her. 
 
    “Play it cool—don’t look for them. I want to deal with them before we need to rest.” I looked around the group. “There is a mana beast up ahead. We aren’t trying to kill it, just lure them in.” I hoped those following us would take the bait and use the opportunity when they thought we were distracted. 
 
    I drew my new sword and attacked the second-rank beast. It was curled up, simply a large white ball of fur when I attacked. 
 
    It uncurled itself into a large white cat-like beast, reminding me of the earth drake we’d seen back around Locksprings, but this beast was covered in white fur, with pale blue eyes. It jumped silently from the ground and away from my first attack. 
 
    It opened its mouth, but no roar or hiss came from the mana beast. The thing was deathly silent as it threatened us. 
 
    Michelle came sprinting past me and slammed into it, only to bounce off and fall on her ass. “Oof! This thing is tough.” 
 
    I stifled a laugh at her acting. Poor acting, at that. 
 
    Together, we could handle it with ease. We could probably take it down on our own at this point in our cultivation, but for now, we needed to appear weak. 
 
    “AAHH!” Rob came screaming in like a fireball. 
 
    The mana beast froze for a second in what I thought was shock before easily dodging out of the way as Rob ‘missed’ and punched a tree with his flaming fist. 
 
    Though, if I was honest, that didn’t seem like acting. I realized I wasn’t sure how much Rob had ever been in combat before.  
 
    We circled the beast, and it prowled silently, like a beast in a cage. It kept its eyes on all of us. The snow matted forest around us had become eerily quiet, except for our fight. 
 
    I wondered if our pursuers would take the bait. Time stretched on, and I started thinking they’d lost their nerve, when I felt a sharp prick of danger. “Move.” 
 
    I rolled into the snow as two icicles launched out from where I’d just been standing. 
 
    Ice mages. Shit, we were on their home turf in this snowy dungeon. 
 
    “They’re in the snow,” I said, casting the biggest Kunpeng claw I could and crushing a large swath of the ground cover. 
 
    A mangled scream rang out from my spell, and eight mages popped out of the snow, giving up their stealth and coming straight for us. The claw had done its job.  
 
    They each wore frosty blue and white robes, and their skin looked bluish, like they’d long developed frostbite. 
 
    Ice, a variant of water, was rare, but not overly so. There was an entire sect dedicated to it. The Frozen Mountain differed from our own floating mountain—it was entirely covered in ice and snow. 
 
    The way they burst out of the snow reminded me of swimming. It was a practiced move, and an environment they were completely comfortable in. 
 
    We were at multiple disadvantages. I reached out, sensing their levels. All of them were at the second ring, but most of them were at the early stages.  
 
    Michelle had already turned from the mana beast and was charging the ice mages with her shield up. 
 
    They threw spells at her shield, the confidence on their faces shifting to confusion as she didn’t fall on her ass, her shield holding. 
 
    I couldn’t see her face, but I knew too well the smirk that must have graced my beautiful warrior’s face as she barreled right into the first mage. 
 
    She pinned him to the tree and raised her mace. He tried to cover himself in a spell, but her mace broke through, hitting him. The others scrambled, breaking their formation. 
 
    I turned, cutting down an ice spell that shot at me from behind with the sword Diana had given me. It cut through like butter, making me smile. I felt the second ambush as it came, cutting through again and then casting a Golden Needle spell in return. 
 
    We were stronger, but there were still more of them. We needed to keep on our guard. I remembered Rob’s initial move, trying to get a glimpse of how he was faring as I continued dodging and returning attacks. 
 
    An attacker came at me straight on. Stepping through his guard, I punched him in the gut hard enough for him to double over in pain. As I moved, I caught a glimpse of Rob over his shoulder. 
 
    “BURN!” Rob exploded out in a raw use of fire mana that scorched the trees and cleared a five-foot circle of snow around him. 
 
    The Frozen Mountain disciples that had been starting to surround him retreated from him and glared. 
 
    Rob bent over, panting from that use of mana. He was going to need my help. 
 
    I moved quickly, although I noted that the snow was slowing me down. Regardless, I was able to intercept the ice mage that was narrowing in on him. My sword blocked his strike, and I pushed him back, positioning myself between the ice mage and Rob. 
 
    “Thanks, Isaac,” Rob panted, standing back up straight and summoning more fire into his hands. 
 
    The ice mage and I locked swords, but he dropped his and had two blades of ice already coming inside my guard. 
 
    I rolled back and reinforced my legs with mana as I kicked him in the chest with a wet crack of his ribs. 
 
    Getting to my feet, Thea nearly took my head off as I popped out of the snow. We both hesitated in that moment, as she moved slightly to avoid hitting me. 
 
    Then, an ice spell tore into her arm with a spray of blood. It would have gone through her chest if she hadn’t moved. It confirmed what I already felt instinctively. 
 
    These disciples were going for the kill. 
 
    “Gloves are off,” I yelled at Thea and took my anger out on the nearest mage. Blocking his sword, I reached past his blade and grabbed his head, pulling him forward and off balance. 
 
    My bloodline flared, and my body filled with strength. I hurled the mage at a tree and speared him on a branch. 
 
    “He’s got an ancient bloodline!” one mage screamed, starting to back up. 
 
    “What the hell! There’s only four of them, and they could barely take a second-rank mana beast. This was supposed to be easy.” A female ice mage was nursing a wound in her chest, looking at me like a monster. 
 
    “Told you there was no way they were that weak—they are Ferrymen,” another groused. 
 
    “Screw you guys, I’m out.” The woman jumped back, falling into the snow and disappearing. 
 
    They all grumbled but seemed to agree with her. Each of them disappeared like the first. 
 
    I paused, reaching out. I wasn’t about to get ambushed by a fake retreat. But, for the first time, I didn’t feel like we were being followed. 
 
    I looked at my group, assessing injuries. Some had minor injuries, Thea’s arm wound being the worst. “You okay, Thea?”  
 
    “Fine.” She chewed a pill and pulled out some clean rags. 
 
    “Let me.” I took the rag from her and tied it tight to the wound on her arm. Luckily, it was just a bleeder and didn’t actually go very deep. “You can keep watch. We’ll deal with cleaning up.” 
 
    She looked like she was going to argue but then just sighed. Nodding, she turned to keep watch, scanning the area for movement. “You think they are still here?” 
 
    “Nope. I think we scared them off, but nothing is stopping them from returning.” None of them had been particularly strong, but with the snowy environment and their numbers, it could have ended badly if we’d miscalculated at any point. 
 
    We’d need to keep our guard up. 
 
    I reached to pull the spatial ring off the ice mage that had been speared. He stirred, and I didn’t even flinch before I cut off his head. 
 
    When had I become so cold? I shook my head, not wanting to go down that line of thinking at the moment. Instead, I tucked those feelings away and pulled the ring from his now dead hand. 
 
    “Do you want to hunt them down?” Thea asked, her jaw set in a look I knew. 
 
    She felt like she’d failed, and she wanted to make it up. 
 
    “Nope. They aren’t our business. Kill them if we run into them again, but I don’t want to chase them all over this dungeon. Besides, it’s easy for them to hide in this landscape. It could end up being like finding a needle in a haystack.” 
 
    Thea gave me a quick look before returning to scanning the area. “Sorry about earlier,” her voice murmured. 
 
    “Don’t be. It was a chaotic fight.” 
 
    She bit her lips, which twisted with emotion. “I almost killed you.” 
 
    “I’m like a freaking cockroach on a mana high. Don’t think I’d have gone down that easily.” I gave her a wink. “And besides, you were pretty fierce out there. I’d rather that than you be scared you’d hit me all the time.” 
 
    She nodded, and her wound started seeping again. Concerned, I stepped forward, holding and inspecting her arm. 
 
    As I looked at the wound, I found myself aimlessly running my free hand over her upper arm softly. Realizing the intimacy of the moment, I looked up, meeting eyes that were already staring at my face intently. 
 
    We both paused. My voice held gravel in it as I said, “It looks okay, but you should keep cycling your mana.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she whispered. “Michelle’s lucky to have you.” 
 
    “Oh?” I smiled at her, our faces close. 
 
    “L-lucky to have someone like you watching her back,” Thea corrected herself as she pulled away, her face blushing badly. “You are a great fighter and you’ll be a fantastic mage. In a dozen years, you might even be one of the best in the sect.” 
 
    “Still don’t think I’ll beat Leo?” I asked with a grin, ignoring her blushing. 
 
    “You both might have an ancient bloodline, but he’s still favored for the sect. Isaac, I support you, but...” She trailed off and looked away. 
 
    I knew she was just worried about me, but the lack of confidence still stung. 
 
    “After this, we’ll join the Inner Court together. One step at a time.” I knew where she was coming from. She didn’t want to hope for something and get let down, but I thought we stood a better chance than she was giving us credit for. 
 
    Rob and Michelle came over, done looking for loot. Michelle took the two of us in, including Thea’s blush, and gave me a knowing look. 
 
    I rolled my eyes, immediately setting off. “Let’s go. We have four third-rank mana beasts to hunt down.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Steel struck steel, and I bolted up, instantly awake. Aurora grumbled and tried to hug me back down, but I pushed her off and drew my sword, rushing out of the tent. 
 
    Thea and Michelle stood across from each other, weapons drawn and smiles on their face. I skidded to a stop, pulse still racing. 
 
    They rushed at each other, not using an ounce of mana, and exchanged a rapid series of strikes and feints. They were relatively well matched, but Thea pulled a move that ended up with her sword hovering in front of Michelle’s neck. 
 
    Looking up, Thea gave me a victory smile. 
 
    Michelle followed her eyes, seeing me off to the side as Thea reached out a hand and helped her up. “Oh, morning Stud.” Michelle looked at my sword and then took my body in, looking a bit sheepish. “Did we wake you?” 
 
    “Something like that,” I grumbled, putting my sword away in my spatial ring. As I did it, I was suddenly very aware of the frigid breeze. 
 
    Thea blushed crimson and Michelle bounced her brows at me. 
 
    Ah shit. 
 
    I resisted the urge to cover myself and hurried back into my tent to get dressed. “Mmm, Master, come back to bed.” 
 
    “Ha. Not this time, you little vixen.” I tickled her side until she squirmed. 
 
    When I let up and stood, she frowned. Leaning back and putting her chest on display, she smiled. “But we could have so much more fun in bed.” 
 
    I shook my head, and she grumbled, plopping back down into the sheets. 
 
    When she turned over, putting her butt on display, I realized she might really go back to sleep. “Aurora, we need to get moving.” 
 
    She sighed, getting up with over exaggerated motions before disappearing into a stream of light and entering my ring.  
 
    I stepped out of the tent to see Michelle and Thea talking in hushed voices. They went silent as soon as I stepped out. 
 
    “Don’t stop on my account.” I raised an eyebrow, curious what they’d been discussing. 
 
    But then Thea blushed and hid her face, and I gave Michelle a glance. Her shameless smile told me all I needed to know.  
 
    “I’ll grab my things, then we can get going.” Michelle winked at me and then left us alone. 
 
    “Sorry about earlier.” I felt my cheeks heat as I met Thea’s eyes. 
 
    “Don’t apologize; you thought we were in danger. I’d rather you come out naked—” Thea froze before she started talking faster. 
 
    “I mean, you should come to help if we were under attack, regardless of your state of dress. You know, like I’d hate for earlier to cause a next time when we are under attack and you don’t come in time because you were putting on your clothes.” Her face was getting redder by the word. 
 
    “It’s okay. I get it.” I tried to keep the grin off my face but failed. 
 
    “Done teasing her, Stud?” Michelle stepped back out of our tent and pulled the whole thing into her spatial ring. 
 
    “For now.” 
 
    Thea had really loosened up among us. I remember the prim and stiff leader of the Tiger Clan. Now she was just Thea, the girl who would do anything to help the fellow kids get off the street. 
 
    I found myself enjoying the company of this Thea. She’d been attractive before, but her appeal had grown as she’d let down her walls. 
 
    “Stud, you’re staring.” Michelle nudged me. Thea pretended not to hear her, busying herself with looking in her spatial ring. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “We should head out.” I needed to get my head in the game. There was something sparking between Thea and I, but it would have to get figured out later. 
 
    I cast my senses out for mana, but what I got back was confusing. 
 
    Mana was draining every which way in this dungeon. I continued following it, and then it clicked. With eighty-one rank three mana beasts, their pull on mana was so strong that they overlapped. 
 
    I would not be able to identify one till we were closer. “Either of you have any luck sensing a mana beast?” 
 
    “It feels like they are all around us.” Thea frowned, and I understood her concern. Having powerful beasts in every direction was both great for accomplishing our task and awful for our chances of survival. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We don’t even know what kind of mana beast is in there,” Michelle said, crossing her arms. 
 
    “But we know one is in there,” I agreed. “We don’t have to know what kind, because we aren’t going in.” 
 
    I had realized that this dungeon was not about hunting mana beasts. At least, it wasn’t entirely about hunting mana beasts. 
 
    There were eighty-one mana beasts and several hundred disciples. Not everybody would be able to enter the Inner Court, but the opportunity wasn’t incredibly scarce either. 
 
    In the beginning of this dungeon, it was about survival among the disciples, and we were still in that phase. Right now, there were enough disciples running around that the best option was not to actually hunt mana beasts. We needed to hunt other mages, or at least avoid weakening ourselves to where they could overpower us. 
 
    “We need to wait patiently for someone else to pick a fight with it.” 
 
    Michelle grumbled. “We could look for Celina. At least then we’re not sitting around doing nothing.” 
 
    “Who’s Celina?” Thea asked. 
 
    “A Thousand Blossom friend of Isaac’s,” Michelle said, emphasizing the word such that her meaning was clear. 
 
    Thea’s face turned confused. “But I thought they couldn’t... you know.” 
 
    “If you are Stud, there might be a few things you can do. But yes, he was warned that poison would rot his dick off if they actually went all the way.” 
 
    I shivered at the thought, giving Michelle a look to let her know it wasn’t something she really needed to bring up so descriptively. 
 
    She smiled bigger. 
 
    Her mention of Celina brought a smile to my face. I hoped we’d run into her; she’d be excited to hear more about her sister becoming an apprentice to an elder. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind meeting up with Celina. I’ve been hoping our paths would cross again soon.” I turned, and Thea’s face was right in mine. 
 
    “So, you have multiple women? Not just Michelle plus your mana beast?” 
 
    “Yes?” I wasn’t sure how to answer. It was pretty common, but we hadn’t specifically discussed it before. It was going to get awkward if Thea had an issue with it. 
 
    “But you didn’t seem interested in Diana,” Thea stated it more than asked. 
 
    “No, I care for Diana, but she’s not the right fit. We live dangerous lives, and that wasn’t going to be what made her happy, despite what she thought. She’d always be at risk.”  
 
    As I finished, Thea started darting looks at Michelle, who was returning looks I couldn’t quite decipher. Something was happening, and I guessed it had to do with their earlier discussions. 
 
    “Look, I don’t want this to get awkward. You’ve shown your skill, and I’d love to have you with us regardless of how you fit into the team. If, er, you were interested though, I...” I cut off, not quite sure where to take it. 
 
    “Well, maybe I am.” Thea looked me straight in the eye, vulnerability warring with stubbornness on her face. Her fingers started fidgeting with her weapon, and I saw the moment she got scared and was about to try to pretend it didn’t happen. 
 
    Stepping forward, I grabbed her by the chin, and her eyes locked with mine. She went to speak, but I cut her off. “I’m going to kiss you.” I enjoyed watching her eyes go wide, as she froze like a rabbit. 
 
    I leaned in slowly, giving her plenty of time to break free and dart away, but her eyes remained locked on mine. 
 
    Our lips touched, and her soft, pillowy lips arched. She slowly kissed me back, her body melting into mine. The kiss deepened, and she wrapped her arms around the back of my head and held me there, continuing to explore our kiss. 
 
    I parted her soft lips with my tongue and probed at the gap between her teeth. She opened wide, and her tongue joined mine as she squeezed tighter, mashing our faces together until our teeth clicked. 
 
    That seemed to shock her out of it and she pulled back, her face flush and her blush spreading to her breasts. 
 
    She stared at me for a moment before taking a heavy breath. Then she pushed me further away. “We need to focus. That was... great, but we need to focus.” 
 
    I couldn’t help the grin spread across my face. “Of course. But later, we are going to explore this more.” 
 
    Her blush deepened, then she shook her head, clearing away whatever images my statement had brought to her mind. 
 
    Michelle bounced over, wrapping Thea up in a hug, squeezing her hard. Thea braced before relaxing a bit into the hug. 
 
    Then, Michelle pulled back, putting her hands on either side of Thea’s face and giving her an enthusiastic kiss. I watched my beautiful blonde kiss Thea with unrestrained heat. 
 
    Finally stepping back, Michelle continued bouncing in her spot, but my warrior began sweeping the area for new threats that had arisen during her distraction. “Glad we got that out of the way.” She looked over to Thea, giving her a wink, before continuing to scan for threats. 
 
    A rustle below us grabbed our attention. 
 
    Down below, in the snowy landscape leading to the cave, a group of mages were gathering. 
 
    Ah shit. 
 
    I looked down at the gaggle of women approaching the cave. They were wearing the green and purple of Thousand Blossom Valley. 
 
    Picking through each girl, I found what I dreaded. Celina had just walked into our ambush. I groaned. 
 
    “What is it?” Thea asked. 
 
    “I see her too, Stud.” Michelle chimed in. “Celina is down there.” 
 
    “As in your other girl?” Thea’s voice was flat. “Okay, so we kill everyone but her.” 
 
    I didn’t think that would go over well, but I wasn’t sure she actually meant it. Thea had just closed herself off like a steel trap. 
 
    “Or not. We could go help them instead.” 
 
    “Stud, there are fourteen girls, and thirteen of them we don’t know. And all of them are second-ring mages, who are masters of poison and preparing to go into a hostile situation. They are going to be on edge,” Michelle sighed. “I’m not so sure jumping down there to say ‘hi’ is going to go over well.” 
 
    “I agree—I’d rather not become a human pincushion,” Thea readily agreed. 
 
    I paused in response. I could see the wheels turning in Thea’s head. Somehow, Celina had just become a threat to the emotions that had just bubbled up. 
 
    I stepped forward, giving Thea my full attention and letting Michelle guard my back in case we were spotted. 
 
    Thea looked up at me, her face stoic once more. 
 
    “Thea. We are going down there to meet Celina. I know you don’t know her, but she is a part of this team. She is part of those I am compelled to protect.” I emphasized the last part, knowing it would appeal to her protective nature. 
 
    She relented slightly, clearly still not happy. 
 
    I looked over Thea’s shoulder at Michelle, who shrugged helplessly. 
 
    “Okay. We go down as a group. Michelle, take point, and be ready with your shield. Thea, hands off your sword. We go in as friends.” 
 
    I looked over the edge. The Thousand Blossom Valley disciples had already disappeared into the cave. I didn’t sense any large surges of mana, so the fight hadn’t started yet. We had a window here. 
 
    Thea huffed and held her hands up. “I still say we’re going to get poisoned when we enter that cave, friend or no friend.” 
 
    “They haven’t started fighting yet. They won’t ruin their stealth for us. At worst, we’ll end up with daggers to our throats if we go in now.” 
 
    “More like through our throats. And those poisonous bitches will slit yours first.” 
 
    “Well then, be on the top of your game and don’t let that happen.” I flipped over the edge and slid down to the cave entrance. 
 
    Thea and Michelle slid down next to me. Thea grabbed my head, turning it towards her and searching my eyes for a moment. 
 
    I pulled her close and kissed her, pushing her back onto the snowy ledge. “I promise I won’t forget you just because we are meeting Celina. Have faith this will work out.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you to that.” Thea smirked, a bit of her spunk returning. 
 
    “Stay low,” I said, crouching through the cave entrance. 
 
    We’d only taken a few steps in, but I already couldn’t see anything. I paused, waiting for my eyes to adjust. As I did, I felt cold steel press against my neck. So predictable. 
 
    A startled squeak from Michelle told me she’d had a similar welcome. But at least Thea had been wrong, and they were just pressed to our necks and not going through them. 
 
    I held my hands up. “We aren’t here to fight you.” 
 
    Truth was, I wasn’t really worried. 
 
    The knife pressed deeper, and I drew mana to try to protect my skin. Knowing their sect, I was concerned the blade was poisoned. It would be best to try not to let it puncture my skin. 
 
    “Stop that. I know this doesn’t look great, but we are friends with a member of your group. We’d actually been planning to ambush whoever came, but we will not ambush our friend. We went through too much together.” 
 
    She let out a disbelieving snort. “Idiot. No one in this group is going to have made friends with a man.” 
 
    Okay. They had a real problem with masculinity. “Celina is our friend. We rescued her sister together and travelled together for a while.” 
 
    “Uh, huh.” The woman with a knife to my neck nodded, which caused the blade to saw at my skin. “Go get Celina. I want to be done with this farce,” she said it off the side, quietly. 
 
    There was some whispering and as my eyes adjusted, I could see several women crouched in the shadows of this cave. Mostly, they looked like they were waiting. 
 
    The cave itself was covered in cool, chipped stone. The walls had large, intimidating claw marks from a beast marking its territory. 
 
    I scanned the ground for more indicators of what type of mana beast we were dealing with, but my eyes couldn’t quite pierce the varied shadows. 
 
    Words passed from one woman to another, until they went around a bend. It didn’t take long for Celina’s familiar face to come into view. 
 
    “Isaac,” she hissed in surprise, and I gave her a big smile. I made sure not to move my head too much, lest I startle my lovely new friend with the knife. 
 
    “Nice to see you, Celina. Funny running into you here.” 
 
    She stepped closer. “You can let him go. He will not cause trouble.” 
 
    She turned her cute round face my way. “Right, Isaac?” The look in her eye told me she knew I wouldn’t cause harm, but she didn’t quite believe trouble wouldn’t follow me anyway. 
 
    “Yep. Not planning on making any trouble. In fact, we were waiting on that ridge outside the cave as a trap for whoever went in.” The knife pressed harder to my throat. “BUT we saw you and wanted to introduce ourselves. It’s going really well if you ask me.” 
 
    I couldn’t help myself from a bit of sarcasm. Maybe it was the nerves. 
 
    “You sure he’s okay, Celi?” my friend with the knife asked. 
 
    “Yes. You can let him go.” 
 
    A husky and authoritative voice came from the way Celina had come. “What is all this commotion?” A woman came around the corner, not bothering to slink around like the rest. She had long dark hair and a perfect hourglass body. Her face held a dark, dangerous beauty. 
 
    Warning bells went off in my head. Something about her was like the bright stripes of a venomous snake. She didn’t bother to hide, daring anybody to attack. 
 
    “Kill them and be done with this. We have work to do.” 
 
    Celina stood before her. “Yessa, I apologize. They are my friends. They come in peace.” 
 
    Yessa stared at me like she was about to slit my throat herself. “The sect comes before all, Celina. I’ve changed my mind—you kill them.” 
 
    I squeezed my eyes closed. This was just getting worse. Maybe Thea was right. I hadn’t realized how deep the hatred of men must go. 
 
    “No. As I’ve told you: they are friends, and they mean no harm,” Celina raised her voice as she turned on Yessa, standing between her and us. 
 
    I needed to think quickly before this got further out of control. I thought about how important the Gu had been to Celina, important enough she’d run back to her sect. Maybe that could help get us out of this. 
 
    “Excuse me, but before you kill me, I have information that might be helpful.” 
 
    Yessa eyed me wearily, but she didn’t motion for my immediate death, so I took that as a good sign. 
 
    “We’ve encountered a number of the corrupt mages with Gu in their bodies recently. We might know where many of them are that you could harvest outside this dungeon.” 
 
    “Continue.” 
 
    “It would be easier if I could get this knife off my neck first.” 
 
    Yessa jerked her head. “If he draws a weapon, kill him.” 
 
    The knife backed off my throat, but I realized I had a dozen mages ready to stab me if I made a wrong move. But in good news, they did seem interested in the Gu, so we might be able to come to an arrangement after all. 
 
    I rubbed at my neck and didn’t feel any blood. “Okay—” I went on to describe the encounter with the corrupt mages and the conversation I overheard along with the destruction of the small town. 
 
    Michelle and Thea had been released as well, but they were held away from me.  
 
    When I finished, Yessa still looked like she’d kill me at a moment’s notice, but at least she seemed to be considering the benefit of collecting the corrupt mage mana beasts. 
 
    “That could be a significant benefit to our sect,” Celina added for extra emphasis, looking to Yessa. Yessa remained silent, so I took the moment to look at all the women present. 
 
    They were hardened warriors, but at the same time, each of them was still a woman that took great care in their appearances. 
 
    I should be worried about my life right now, but I had faith in Celina. 
 
    The Thousand Blossom Valley was really full of beautiful women. Mages were typically more attractive, but these women were a head above the average mage. 
 
    Yessa harrumphed seeing me eye her girls. “Now that we’ve got what we wanted, there is no point in keeping him alive.” 
 
    Her statement got a mixed reaction from the women surrounding me. Some seemed to have slightly greater honor than killing somebody that posed no threat. 
 
    I hoped they might help sway it in my favor. 
 
    Celina broke the prolonged silence first and stepped up in front of Yessa. “You will not kill him.”  
 
    Yessa eyed her. “Why?” 
 
    Celina looked her dead in the eye and stated. “He’s my man.” 
 
    I was surprised by her statement, but more surprised by the number of women that reeled in shock. Talk about an ego hit. 
 
    Celina continued on, looking around the room to what I assumed were some of her friends. “He saved my life, and he’s been good to me. When I form my immortal body, the first thing I’m doing is seeking him out.” 
 
    She glanced at me, and we shared a meaningful look. We hadn’t talked too directly about our future, but I couldn’t hide my happiness at her claim. 
 
    Yessa narrowed her eyes at me, like I was at fault for Celina’s feelings. 
 
    Silence continued, and I realized that it shouldn’t be so silent. This exchange had been going on for a while. 
 
    Two of the women were unaccounted for, likely scouting ahead. They should either be back, or we should hear signs of a battle by now. Plus, it didn’t hurt to give them a distraction. 
 
    “Sorry to pivot away from this lovely discussion about my death, but where are the two disciples that came in with you? I’m thinking they should be back by now.” 
 
    I got an angry look from Yessa for interrupting that was soon replaced with wide-eyed shock. “Who’s seen Felicity and Carmen?” 
 
    Everyone was shaking their head, and Yessa’s eyes burned with anger as she forgot all about me. 
 
    Despite her call for my death, I couldn’t help but appreciate her leadership. She was strong, and the possessiveness in her eyes was something I could respect. It reminded me a bit of Thea. 
 
    “Don’t hate her too much, Isaac.” Celina grabbed my hand. “She’s just looking out for the rest of us. Ever since I joined the sect, she’s always looked out for us, like a momma bear.” 
 
    Celina paused and looked at me through her eye lashes. “This is going to sound selfish after what they just put you through, but would you stay to fight by my side?” 
 
    “Of course.” I kissed her softly on the lips. 
 
    I nodded and pulled Michelle, Thea and Rob along with us. Everyone was moving as fast as they could, while maintaining soft steps. 
 
    Rounding what seemed like the last corner of the cave system, we were confronted with two mages coated heavily in frost and frozen mid scream. 
 
    Yessa was in the final chamber of the cave, casting about for what mana beast had done this. 
 
    But there was nothing there. The floor was littered in bones and an enormous pile of tree limbs were crushed in a circle, indicating something had been sleeping here. Yet there was no mana beast. 
 
    “Where did it go?” Yessa was turning to the rest of her group. 
 
    The sound of a stone falling caused me to turn and look at the path behind us. A second stone on stone sound rang, and I was drawing my sword. 
 
    “What are you doing,” Yessa raised her voice at me. 
 
    But I didn’t need to answer. A gigantic head came around the last bend in the cave. The mana beast pulled itself into view. 
 
    It looked like a cross between a gorilla and a deer. The White-furred Yeti clawed its way through the cave. The mana beast was enormous, easily thirty feet tall, hunched over pulling itself through the cave. Not as tall as the Lava Wyrm, but it had far more mass. 
 
    The yeti bellowed a deep, menacing roar. We all braced for its attack. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    “How did it get behind us?” Yessa gasped. 
 
    The yeti pulled itself deeper into the cave. Its massive clawed hands made the same marks I’d seen earlier, thinking they were it marking its territory. Turns out, it was just so big it barely fit into the cave. The cold stone walls chipped away as it pulled itself deeper into the cave, trapping us. 
 
    It huffed at us, baring its fangs. They were large, sharp fangs, about the size of my leg. 
 
    I didn’t wait. Its slow movement was to our advantage, but it wouldn’t be easy to take down. I cast a golden needle straight into its leathery face. 
 
    The yeti didn’t even bother blocking. It merely waited out the spell as it pricked it in the face, not even drawing blood. It smiled a big, toothy grin. Sometimes I forgot just how smart a higher-rank mana beast could be. It definitely seemed plenty sentient as it smirked at me. 
 
    “Girls, a little help here?” I called over my shoulder. 
 
    No one moved until Yessa echoed me. “Everyone, we attack together. Now, while its movement is impaired.” 
 
    Spells flew over my head. A bee’s stinger and a scorpion tail whipped at it, while basic balls of poison hit and splattered on the mana beast. 
 
    But the damn beast just kept grinning and slowly pulling itself through the cave. All we had managed to do was ruin some of its fur. None of the spells had managed to puncture its hide. Usually, this would have at least pissed off the mana beast, but this thing couldn’t care less. 
 
    “Got a better idea?” I asked Yessa. 
 
    “Stand aside.” She stepped up, and I saw green scales blossom on her forehead as her bloodline presented itself. But it felt different—I didn’t feel the same pressure I had from Leo. Hers must somehow be weaker. 
 
    Yessa cast a spell, and a three-headed green serpent struck out at the mana beast. 
 
    The yeti’s eyes opened wide, and it slammed the spell into the side of the cave, blasting chunks of rock in our face. As the dust cleared, it beat its chest in victory. 
 
    But we’d had a small victory as well. Something about that spell had finally gotten its attention. 
 
    Yessa stumbled back and coughed up blood. Her bloodline flickered, but determination burned in her eyes before it flared even brighter. 
 
    “Hold up.” I stopped her before she cast another spell and depleted more of her mana. 
 
    I focused. My own bloodline flared, and I could feel it push Yessa’s back. Her eyes were wide as she stared at my forehead, gaping. 
 
    Power flooded all that I was. My bloodline was incomplete, but the power of the Kunpeng’s vast immeasurable strength filled me as I cast my spell. A Kunpeng flew from my hands and expanded. 
 
    In the tight cave, its head and wings disappeared into the stone around it, but its two talons struck the yeti as it fought off the massive spell. The blade-like talons couldn’t puncture the yeti’s tough hide, but it did force it to focus on the spell. 
 
    My soul palace trembled and shook. The yeti’s attack was like a battering ram against my soul palace, but I held and focused. I needed to break through the tough hide. I worked to shape the spell, molding the points of the talon to be sharper, with hooked nails. 
 
    Crimson blood sprayed from the yeti as the talons finally pierced through his flesh. It roared, and its eyes went red as the mana beast flew into a rage. It was a third-rank mana beast and likely the king of this region. To be injured was too much for it. 
 
    I released the spell and sagged. I’d done my part. 
 
    The yeti was thrashing against the walls of the cave, determined to get to me and reduce me to bones. The scratching on the stone was so loud that I wanted to cover my ears. 
 
    I turned to Yessa. “What are you waiting for? I didn’t make those wounds for nothing.” I pointed to the several head-sized holes now in the yeti. “Get your poison in him.” 
 
    Yessa seemed to snap out of whatever daze she was in. “Girls! Spells again. Aim for the wounds.” 
 
    Another barrage of spells flew overhead. This time, they didn’t need to pierce its tough hide to get their poison where it needed to go. A few flame spells flew as well, having a similar result. 
 
    But the yeti was pulling itself through to where the cave began to open. The poison would take time to do its job. 
 
    “Michelle, can you block it?” 
 
    After the spells slowed down, Michelle’s forehead patterned like a tortoise’s shell. Black hexagons formed, and Michelle cast her shield spell. 
 
    As it appeared, I realized that she was also playing with modifications. It grew legs and a black head and stomped its way up to the yeti. 
 
    The yeti clawed into the tortoise’s shell the second it reached it, pausing in its push forward to take its anger out on the spell. It was like we weren’t even here anymore. 
 
    Black veins started traveling from its wounds, slowly stretching across its body. 
 
    With each hit on the tortoise, it seemed to lose just the slightest bit of power, but I could tell the hits were weakening Michelle. She knelt on the ground, her knuckles bone-white as she held the spell. 
 
    I turned back, making sure that if she needed to drop the spell, I’d be ready to cover us. 
 
    The yeti coughed blood several times before it started to slow and have trouble moving, but it was stuck, at least at its present strength. It scratched at the wall with weak arms as it failed to pull itself out of the cave. 
 
    Each scratch grew slower, until finally, it slumped into a heap in the cave. 
 
    With its final breath, it let out one final blow, collapsing part of the cave behind it. 
 
    “It’s dead.” Thea put a hand on Michelle’s shoulder, and she released the spell. 
 
    I stared at the yeti, the moment of victory slowly slipping away as I realized we had lost our exit, sticking me in a room with people who had recently wanted to kill me. 
 
    The Thousand Blossom Valley girls didn’t seem to see that. “We survived! We got one! Wahoo!” they cheered and hugged, while Yessa looked over them like a proud mother. 
 
    “Why don’t you look happy?” Celina asked. 
 
    I pointed to the yeti and collapsed cave. “We are stuck in here.” 
 
    Yessa must have heard me, because she looked over to where I was pointing and cursed. “Everyone, calm down. We need to find how the yeti got around us to the front of the cave. You two, take care of Felicity and Carmen.” 
 
    “Can we borrow your fire mage?” 
 
    “Rob you heard her: help thaw those two girls.” 
 
    She grudgingly looked back at me. “Thank you for your help. All of you.” She included Michelle, who was back on her feet leaning against Thea. “I hadn’t realized we had two mages with ancient bloodlines with us.” 
 
    “Thanks for taking care of Celina,” I said and could have sworn she almost smiled. 
 
    “Yessa, over here,” one of the girls called, and I let her go about her business. I was more interested in Celina at present. 
 
    “Come here.” I wrapped her in a hug and tasted the poison on her lips. My mouth went numb, but she was worth it. “First thing’s first. This is Thea. Thea, Celina.” 
 
    “Pleasure.” Celina held out her hand and Thea paused for a moment before stepping in and wrapping her in a hug. 
 
    “Doesn’t seem friendly to just shake.” 
 
    Michelle grabbed Celina for her own kiss. She licked her lips as she stepped back. 
 
    “Oh, alright.” Thea kissed Celina for a moment before stepping back in shock. “What did you do to me? Am I going to die?” 
 
    We all laughed, and Celina apologized, giving Thea the details of how her cultivation affected her body. 
 
    “That’s intense, girl. Don’t kill Isaac if you can help it.” 
 
    Celina bounced her eyebrows at me. “I wish. But no, we need to wait until I can form my immortal body.” 
 
    Michelle nudged me and mouthed Narissa. I nodded; I’d totally forgotten. I needed to tell Celina about Narissa. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Different subject, but about your sister.” 
 
    “Is she okay?” Celina’s jovial mood had been washed away in an instant, concern flooding her face. 
 
    “Hold up. She’s fine. More than fine, actually. Narissa is now apprenticed to one of the elders in the Ferrymen. Elder Quinn is a fourth-rank mana beast and quite terrifying.” 
 
    “Is she... you know.” Celina edged forward. 
 
    “No. We are still bound, but supposedly the elder is working on it. I’m actually not allowed to see her upon threat of death.” 
 
    “Oh. I thought you...” I saw where she was going and gave her a kind smile. 
 
    “No. I never and could never do that to her while I had any influence on her soul. It’s just wrong on so many levels.” I shuddered to think about what it must have been like to be a prisoner in your own body. 
 
    Thea put a hand on my arm. “We know you wouldn’t do anything like that.” 
 
    Celina looked ashamed. 
 
    “Celina, bring your friends over,” Yessa called out. 
 
    The girls of the Thousand Blossom Valley were gathered around one of the walls. There was a slight draft in this corner, and where a girl was leaning over there was a crack of light coming through. 
 
    Stepping back and looking at the area again, I could see there was an opening that was sealed by a boulder. It blended in almost perfectly, and the crack wasn’t visible until you knew what you were looking for among the rough stone wall. 
 
    “Can we get it open?” I asked. 
 
    “We have a single earth mage among us, a second-ring. It will take some time for her to open up a hole large enough for a person to squeeze through. Maybe an hour.” 
 
    “Well, that’s something—we have a way out at least. We probably need that time to carve up ugly anyway.” 
 
    There was an awkward pause between me and Yessa for a moment as we both realized what that meant. There was a single core, a single chance to make it into our respective sects’ Inner Courts, and only one of us would get it. 
 
    “Take the core,” I said. We had gotten off on the wrong foot, but I could tell that she cared for her fellow disciples and had been good to Celina. I wanted someone like that to move up in their sect. 
 
    “No, we wouldn’t have been able to take it without you.” 
 
    “I insist. Think of it as a thank you for taking care of Celina.” 
 
    Yessa mumbled something and stepped around me to harvest the yeti. 
 
    “What was that?” I asked, but she didn’t turn around. 
 
    “I think she had to grudgingly admit you weren’t that bad... for a guy.” Celina smiled. 
 
    I laughed, grabbing Celina and giving her another kiss. The girls around us were both fascinated and shocked, watching intently as we kissed. 
 
    I broke the kiss, feeling awkward, and Celina noticed the others. She blushed, while also smiling proudly at the few that she’d been friendly with when we were first ambushed inside the cave. One of them winked back. 
 
    Wrapping my arm around Celina, we made our way over to Michelle, Thea, and Rob. I couldn’t stop touching her, even if it wasn’t much. I’d missed having her with us. 
 
    As we were chatting, Yessa yelled, “Circle up!” 
 
    Celina straightened, about to move, but then paused. She started looking back and forth between Yessa and I. The other girls were already standing around Yessa, awaiting their directions. 
 
    Yessa looked over, and as she did, Celina reached down and put her hand in mine, locking eyes with Yessa. 
 
    Yessa’s lips pursed, but she gave a single nod. It was a look of begrudging acceptance if I’d ever seen one, but I took it. 
 
    I used that moment to start making my way over to the exit slowly, testing if we’d meet any resistance. Yessa noticed the movement. She tipped her head to the side in acknowledgement. I returned the movement. 
 
    Flimsy alliance established, I turned to head out. Michelle, Thea, Celina, and Rob followed after me into the cold. We needed to go secure our own beast cores. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We were trudging through the snow yet again, and I was really starting to ache for some sort of tropical dungeon. The frigid cold was getting to me. It had been three days of wintery gusts since we’d split from Yessa’s group.  
 
    Staying with them would have had its advantages, but if we were to get our small group the cores we needed, we couldn’t stay with such a large group. Large groups were safer, and how many got into the Inner Courts, but they were also how disciples ended up having to do multiple trials. 
 
    We’d managed to secure two third-rank beast cores so far, which Celina and Rob were carrying in their spatial rings. 
 
    Thankfully, those fights had been easier than the yeti. We’d had some small injuries, but nothing we couldn’t heal relatively quickly.  
 
    “Smell that?” Celina said, pausing in her forward march. She wiggled her nose in the air. 
 
    I sniffed the wind and smelled nothing but pine and snow. 
 
    Rob, however, smelled it too. “Yeah, smells like poison.” His face seemed more concerned than Celina, who looked like she was smelling warm chocolate. 
 
    Obviously, she was a poison mage, but it was still a bit disconcerting to see it please her so much. 
 
    Michelle and I shared a look, and she shrugged, not smelling it either. “Lead the way then.” I beckoned Celina forward with a cheeky half bow. 
 
    She ignored me but stepped ahead taking the lead and following her nose. 
 
    I followed, enjoying the view I got as she trudged through the snow, her butt wiggling with each step. 
 
    I wished we’d had more alone time at night, but there weren’t that many of us. Those that weren’t on watch needed to rest to cover the next shift. Michelle, Thea, and Celina had all opted to stay in my tent, which also housed Aurora. Luckily, it had been able to hold those not on watch duty. 
 
    I’d had to grumble at Thea and Michelle to sleep a few times, hearing their chatter coming out of the tent, but it also made me smile. I was glad they were getting along and Thea was opening up. 
 
    Poor Rob had been on his own to sleep, but he seemed plenty content. He’d been happier ever since we’d seen the other Thousand Blossom disciples. I had a feeling there was a story there. 
 
    “Oh, another!” Rob darted away from the group to pick a flower. 
 
    “He’s going to get killed that way,” Celina said, shaking her head as she watched him.  
 
    He’d stopped moving, focusing on the flower to carefully extract it from the ground and preserve the roots. He was completely oblivious to his surroundings in those moments. 
 
    “We are keeping an eye out.” I shrugged, but I was also watching him carefully. After Diana, I’d learned my lesson. Rob had less combat experience, and he’d need extra protection. 
 
    Rob walked back to us, looking very pleased with himself. 
 
    But Celina was frowning at him. “You should try not to shout when you see a herb.” She didn’t wait for a response, continuing forward without looking back. 
 
    “But this is a gold-veined winter blossom. It’s worth...oh... five beast cores.” He seemed to recognize the problem as he finished that statement. 
 
    Everyone gave him withering looks. “Maybe we save the excitement and time for something more valuable?” I offered. 
 
    He hung his head. “But this place is like a gold mine.” 
 
    “A very dangerous gold mine. Remember that.” 
 
    Celina stopped, and I nearly bumped into her. 
 
    Ahead, splintered trees were a stark contrast to the snowy fields and dark pines. 
 
    I could smell it now, the bitterness of poison mixed with the coppery smell of blood. Blood speckled the trees. I put a hand on Celina and pulled her back, stepping into the area first. 
 
    The broken trees continued away from this initial spot, and while there was blood, it wasn’t a lot and no bodies were in sight. I suspected this was the site of an ambush, but the fight had continued away from the initial ambush. 
 
    We moved forward cautiously, constantly scanning for threats or bodies. It didn’t take long to stumble on the first corpse, bloated and covered in black veins. It was stripped bare, but my heart dropped as I saw the robes on the ground. Slate blue. 
 
    I didn’t know her, but I could imagine seeing her wearing the red stripe of the Phoenix Clan. 
 
    “What is it?” Celina asked. 
 
    “Ferrymen.” I swallowed. “Guys, do you recognize her? Was she Phoenix Clan?” 
 
    Celina’s head snapped in my direction, because suddenly this wasn’t just someone from our sect. It could be someone that was with her sister. 
 
    “I don’t, sorry.” Thea picked up the robe and gently placed it over the corpse, giving it some sense of modesty. “But I know we will kill those responsible.” 
 
    I was silent a moment, swearing my vow. If the corrupt mages who did this killed Narissa... 
 
    “Come on. We don’t have time to bury her. Her blood isn’t even dry yet, so we might catch up to the rest.” 
 
    We dropped our attempt at full stealth and moved forward more quickly, making sure to continue checking for traps. Eventually, we got to a clearing that was clearly the site of a more major battle. 
 
    Blood and poison stained the snow to the roots of the trees. Destruction of the trees and claw marks showed it wasn’t just a fight between two sects; they had been fighting over a mana beast. 
 
    “Spread out. Figure out which way they went from here.” 
 
    There wasn’t an obvious direction of movement. There was destruction everywhere. Given the lack of destroyed trees and the amount of blood in the center, I imagined the group from the Ferrymen had started the fight with the third-rank mana beast. 
 
    They had led it in this direction to their own trap, but they were ambushed on their way and the decisive battle occurred here. The mana beast had likely died; at least, its corpse was now gone. But the mages didn’t look looted, which made me pause and rescan the surrounding landscape. 
 
    I suspected that the sect that lost the battle had fled, and we’d have another trail to follow. 
 
    I looked at each corpse with a sense of dread. All the Ferrymen were women, which was more evidence this was the group from the Phoenix Clan. I scanned the bodies again; Narissa wasn’t among them. 
 
    “Anyone see a direction?” 
 
    Rob was bending over, taking the spatial rings of those that had fallen, and I couldn’t help but scowl. Now was not the time. 
 
    “Rob,” I growled. 
 
    “One of these could have a third-rank mana beast core.” He stood his ground. 
 
    I sighed. He was right. “You have one minute. Hurry.” I raised my head, expanding my search for other struggles. 
 
    The snow blew around, covering tracks and making it difficult. 
 
    “Over here,” Thea shouted. 
 
    I gave Rob a look of warning, and he came with all of us as we gathered around Thea. 
 
    “This way. See the bare tree?” She pointed out to a sickly-looking tree, evidence of poison creeping up its bough. 
 
    “Excellent work.” I rushed over and pushed aside the snow drift against the side. There was a chunk taken out of the bark, with sticky ichor still present. 
 
    There wasn’t any sign of battle from this spot, though. “Damn it.” I cursed the snow and this dungeon. 
 
    “Isaac.” Celina looked scared. Her sister’s life was in the balance, and we didn’t have time. 
 
    I grabbed her and held her tight. “We’ll find her,” I promised as I continued to scan the surroundings. There had to be some clue. 
 
    Then I realized if Narissa was with them, I had the perfect way to find them. 
 
    Drawing myself to my soul palace, I stopped at the door between Narissa and my souls. 
 
    Bracing myself, I cracked the door open to sense her again. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of release as it worked, and I could sense her. She was alive and directly ahead of me. For once, I thanked the bond between us. 
 
    But I felt terror from her. She was afraid for her life. 
 
    I touched the bond and tried to send reassuring vibes at her. She pulsed back. I hoped she’d realized it was me and that we’d come help her. 
 
    Coming out of my inner world, I grabbed my group’s attention. “Narissa is there and alive.” I pointed off into the distance. 
 
    Celina looked at me with tears in her eyes. 
 
    “We need to go now. She’s scared.” I led the group again as we pushed through the snowy landscape for several miles. 
 
    Ahead, we could see a rocky hill with mages gathering around it. Each of them wore ratty dark robes and was focusing on the hill. One woman stood out from the rest, the woman from the dungeon entrance who was wearing a pristine, silver dress. She was standing aside with her face hidden behind a veil.  
 
    I held up my hand to stop the rest of my group. 
 
    Against the rocky hill, a barrier held, shimmering against the most recent attacks from the mages. 
 
    “This won’t last forever—come on out, little girls. You might as well give up. We aren’t going anywhere,” one of the corrupt mages yelled. 
 
    “Miss, won’t you help us?” they pleaded with the woman in the silver dress. But she didn’t react like she’d heard them, still staring out into the landscape in our direction without moving. 
 
    “This stuck up women won’t help us,” another groused. 
 
    Celina was jittering next to me, eager to start the fight. 
 
    “Careful. There’s more of them than us; we need to do this correctly.” I said. 
 
    Thea joined our huddle. “That woman is strong.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” 
 
    “Instinct. When you’re a street rat, you need to make sure you don’t pick the pocket of a big fish.” 
 
    The woman was standing there like a fairy, the snow and wind carrying her veil just enough to see the red painted lips. She was captivating in her own way. Her motivations weren’t completely clear either; she wasn’t helping those in the cave, but she also wasn’t helping the other corrupt mages. 
 
    “We don’t have a choice. They’ll take that barrier down soon.” I pulled my red-handled sword out.  
 
    “Michelle, you’re on the right. Thea left. I’ll go to the center. Rob, you are in the back. Support us with fire where you can and monitor that woman. Don’t take unnecessary risks. We’ll be focused ahead. Celina, get to your sister.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    We charged forward. My bloodline burned on my forehead as I cut the first mage in two. Spinning, I caught a second before he could react. 
 
    One sailed high over my head, only to have three bloody lines appear on his body as he fell to pieces. They were weaker mages than I’d expected, even after everything they’d sacrificed for power. 
 
    But I couldn’t pity them. These corrupt mages were the reason that I needed to gain control of the sect. They were the ones feeding on those that were vulnerable. 
 
    Fire flew over my head, burning the chest of another mage. I stepped in and finished him with a quick swipe of my sword. Their formations weren’t very strong. They were clearly used to ambushing and not defending. It wasn’t long before the battle ended. 
 
    I spun, ready for the next attack, but there was nothing left. The mages were all dead except for the woman in the silver dress, who hadn’t moved a finger to help them. 
 
    As I looked, I realized she was staring at me. At that moment, the piece of Kat’s soul embedded in mine tugged me towards her, like we both held paired magnets. 
 
    “She’s creepy.” Michelle caught me staring. 
 
    “She’s with Kat somehow.” 
 
    Michelle turned to me with wide eyes. “How do you know?” 
 
    “Just do. And if she meant us harm, she would have attacked already.” I wanted to figure out this woman, but Narissa was more important.  
 
    The barrier from whatever enchantment had been used was down, and Celina was hugging her sister. Two disheveled Phoenix Clan women were staring at us with tears in their eyes, but they still eyed me with wariness as I stepped forward. 
 
    “We are from different clans, but the same sect,” I said, assuring them. I held out a hand to help one to her feet. She looked the most put together of the group. “Can you tell me what happened?” 
 
    The girl could barely stay on her feet without my support. Her legs were shaking. She was likely going into shock. 
 
    “Yes.” She looked towards the ground, unable to meet my gaze. “You are the group from Tiger Clan, right?” 
 
    “Four of us are Tiger Clan. She’s from Thousand Blossom Valley. Narissa is her sister.” 
 
    “Narissa had an enchantment given to her by Elder Quinn. It was supposed to weaken a third-rank beast and allow us to easily kill it for its core.” She leaned heavily against me. “It worked, and we were going to kill it without issue. But then... then we were attacked. Dozens of them came out of the trees in an ambush. There were so many.” 
 
    “Dozens? Was this all of them?” 
 
    She shook her head, throwing tears into the snow. “No, there were more. But the one that led them left when he realized we were pinned and easier to pick off.” 
 
    “Do you know which way he went?” 
 
    She cast about the surroundings for a landmark but shook her head. “No, sorry, it happened so fast.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I tried to sooth the poor girl. “Did the lady in the silver dress kill anyone?” 
 
    “No. She arrived and told them to spare Narissa.” 
 
    Over my shoulder, she was standing in the same spot, unmoving and watching me. 
 
    “It’s okay. I’ll deal with it.” I told the girl and nodded for Rob to take over. He was quick to replace me, eagerly helping the other girl. 
 
    Celina and Narissa were whispering to each other while Thea and Michelle kept watch, both eyeing the woman in the silver dress. 
 
    I sighed. It was time to figure out her piece in all this. 
 
    Walking up to her, she knelt in the snow in a fluid motion that caused her dress to pool against the ground. “Lord,” she said, looking at me before prostrating herself. 
 
    I was close enough that I could see through the thin veil. There was a mania in her eyes that reminded me of the last time I had seen Kat. “Who are you and what are you doing?” 
 
    “The Saintess sent me.” 
 
    “Kat,” I said plainly. As I spoke, she snapped her head up and looked like she was about to try to strangle me. 
 
    “You! To speak the Saintess’ name!” 
 
    Yep. One hundred percent crazy. 
 
    “Sit up at least while you talk to me.” 
 
    She bristled but smoothed out her dress and regained her calm. “You are the Saintess’ chosen man. The only man that shall touch her. I suppose I can forgive you for speaking her name.” 
 
    “Great. Glad we figured that out. Once again, who are you and why are you here?” 
 
    “I’m nothing but a vessel for the Saintess’ will. She saved me from the nightmare that was my life. I live to serve.” 
 
    Well, we really weren’t making much progress. “Great. Vess. I’m going to call you Vess. What did she do to you?” 
 
    “She severed the bond that held me in slavery. So many of us have the Saintess saved. Each day the moon rises and the sun falls, she saves another.” 
 
    I grew stiff. This woman was like Narissa, wasn’t she? “Can you restore someone who had been enslaved like you?” 
 
    “Yes! That’s why I came here. The Saintess sent me to find you and heal your friend. She wants you to see her plan.” 
 
    “Will Narissa become like you?” I gestured at her, not really sure if it was safe to call her psycho. I didn’t want to spoil the opportunity to heal Narissa. 
 
    “Yes, she’ll be free!” Her eyes were wide with that manic glee again. 
 
    Maybe a conversation with crazy would not be very effective. “If you do something to Narissa that causes her harm or to lose her free will, I’ll kill you.” 
 
    “Of course. But there are other forms of punishment I’d prefer.” She licked her cherry red lips as she emphasized the word. “It was the Saintess’ orders that I allow you to do anything to me, even if it is slitting my throat.” 
 
    I held back a heavy sigh. Did Kat have an army of these women back at the Sun and Moon Hall? “Please, heal Narissa.” 
 
    She rose and went to Narissa with a steady gait that looked more like she was floating. 
 
    I held a hand up to Michelle and Thea, who had grabbed for their weapons. “She seems to be here to heal Narissa.” 
 
    “I will not sever the bond between you and Narissa. You will, with my help of course.” 
 
    I frowned and turned to Michelle. “Anything funny happens and you can brain her.” 
 
    “You got it, Stud.” Michelle hefted her mace, smacking it into her palm as she narrowed her eyes at Vess. 
 
    “Okay, what do you need?” I asked, joining her in taking a seat by Narissa. Celina was giving Vess worried looks, but I was proud of how well she was holding herself together. 
 
    Narissa was more composed. I had a feeling she was up for whatever it took to get her full freedom back. 
 
    “I need you to allow me into your soul palace.”  
 
    My soul palace protects my soul, to let her inside... 
 
    “Can you not instruct me how to do it?” 
 
    “It is a very delicate procedure to undo. It requires being inside your soul palace, and it requires something else.” She smiled. “A piece of her soul was used for the original spell. The men keep it in the sect as a safety measure.” 
 
    “Do you have it?” I asked flatly, tired of her dragging this out. 
 
    “The Saintess does.” She smiled at the mention of Kat. 
 
    “Isaac, maybe this is a bad idea,” Celina hedged. “You said an elder was working with my sister… maybe we don’t need this.” 
 
    Vess shook her head. “She will never break this bond between Isaac and Narissa, or she would have already. The best she can do is weaken it by keeping them apart.” 
 
    “She lied?” Celina bristled at that. 
 
    I put a hand on Celina. “No, Elder Quinn might be an ice queen, but she isn’t a liar. More likely, she thought she could and failed.” I wondered if part of her issue with me was that I might sense her failure. Elder Quinn was a proud woman. 
 
    Vess continued, smiling proudly. “Through me, Kat can return her piece of soul.” 
 
    “Okay. So let’s get this done.” I crossed my legs and sank into meditation. I heard the girls protest, but we were doing this. I would always question myself if I let this opportunity pass. 
 
    I felt a hand take each of mine. Narissa and Vess. 
 
    Sinking down into my inner world, I opened my eyes in my soul palace. 
 
    The foundation was still the solid mural of bone material. The same as my family’s sword. Small bricks popped out here and there, laying out the designs that would make the walls. I could see it now, how it would look finished. 
 
    Vess knocked on my palace, and I opened a way in for her.  
 
    She kicked at the stones that made up the foundation. “Not bad at all. Might even be tougher than the Saintess’.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you approve, but let’s get this over with.” I wanted her out of my soul. “Narissa’s link is through this door.” 
 
    “Great, take my hand.” Vess’ soul smiled. 
 
    I did and suddenly was yanked hard out of my own soul palace. 
 
    “Vess?” Gray stone walls surrounded me. I was in someone else’s soul palace, one that was very much complete. The detail was so crisp. This was what a finished soul palace would be like. 
 
    “Vess, this isn’t funny,” I called down the hall as I started walking. 
 
    On the wall was a painting. A painting of me, naked. 
 
    Not good. To be a detail in someone’s soul palace meant there was a strong fixation on me, but I’d never met Vess before now. 
 
    The hall was long. Paintings of me in various positions having sex with various women lined the hall like a stalker’s tribute. But the hall ended in a large pair of double doors that screamed for me to enter. 
 
    They swung open with a grand boom, announcing my arrival. The high vaulted ceiling and rows of pews led up to the throne upon a dais. 
 
    Many women dressed like Vess were there, heads bowed in reverence. 
 
    Sitting there in her full glory was Kat. Or rather, Kat’s soul, fully formed and dressed for a wedding, with rubies glittering along her dress. 
 
    “Love. So glad you could come. I wasn’t sure if it would work with you.” She smiled and stood from the throne. Only when she stood did I see the small platform next to her throne that was giving off an eerie glow. 
 
    “Kat.” I stuffed down all the conflicting emotions I had around her. There was darkness to her now, but there were aspects of her that were still my same Kat. “I came because one of your... girls said you could heal my friend.” 
 
    “Of course, Love.” Kat’s eyes swirled with a kaleidoscope of colors and drew me forward. 
 
    I realized just how vulnerable I was in this situation. Kat’s soul was complete. She was at least at the completion of her second ring and here I was inside her soul palace, along with what appeared to be a small army of followers. 
 
    “Stop it, Kat.” I pulled my head to the side and broke the spell she was trying on me. 
 
    She pouted. “I had to try. I want you so bad, Love.” Kat had definitely not become saner. 
 
    “I’m just here to get the piece of Narissa’s soul and your help in curing her.” 
 
    She grabbed my hand and held it tight, like she was afraid I’d run. I could feel just how fragile she was, and I was afraid that, if I ran at this point, she’d shatter. 
 
    I squeezed back. “I’m here. Show me what you want.” 
 
    Her face lit up. “Good. I know Vess, as you seem to have named her, told you my plan. I want to help—anything to help.” She pulled me up to the dais, and I got a better look at the eerie glow. 
 
    A smooth stone basin was supported by three fluted pillars. In the middle of the basin, ghostly blue liquid was swirling. It pulled at my soul. 
 
    “Kat, what is that?” 
 
    “That is the Soul Well, and my current focus for my immortal body.” 
 
    That meant she was at her third ring already and working to form her immortal body. I shook my head. Kat had always been determined. 
 
    “It is also the same thing that messed with your mind.” 
 
    “Yes, and no. See, this goes back a long way, Love.” She patted the throne for me to sit on. I shook my head. I didn’t have time for this. But she huffed in response. “This is important for helping Narissa and information you need. Sit. Please.” 
 
    I sat on the throne, and she grew excited, hopping on the arm and leaning into me. Vess stood respectfully to the side, watching her Saintess with a smile. 
 
    “I’m so happy you’re sitting there. One day I’ll give you the real deal in the Sun and Moon Hall.” 
 
    I held back my reaction at that; I needed to keep her on topic. “Kat, what is it I need to understand?” 
 
    “Yes, okay. It goes back to the Puppet Sect. They were geniuses in manipulating the soul with mana. See, puppets can either be directly controlled or a controlling soul can interpret the requests. They found out how to manipulate and mold souls for this purpose.” 
 
    She gestured to the Soul Well. “This is a treasure they made, or maybe found, to help. It is a massive container for souls or parts of souls. They used this to chop up souls and put them back together to go into puppets.” 
 
    “They used this on Narissa?” I looked at the eerie treasure. 
 
    “Yes, but poorly. The Sun and Moon Hall is using it, but they don’t have the expertise that the Puppet Sect had. I’m having to learn much on my own. Besides what I can piece together from the history books, the actual techniques of how to use this are lost.” 
 
    “And you are just playing with people’s souls?” I gave Kat a reproachful look. 
 
    She shook her head like a defensive child. “No! The Sun and Moon Hall were using this on all the girls that came in. Myself included.” Kat smirked, remembering something. “They got me on my third day, stretched out my soul with this, then carefully chopped out a piece for me to be crudely controlled.” 
 
    Her face turned a bit manic. “But they didn’t realize my soul was special! The little piece they put in there went rampant. It ate the scraps of thousands of souls, and I dragged myself back out and took control of my body back.” 
 
    That was horrible. “I’m so sorry, Kat.” 
 
    “No, don’t say that! I’m fine. I’m still pure for you, Love. No one will touch me, but you.” 
 
    “Kat, that’s not what I’m worried about.” I held her hand, hoping it would give her stability. I could practically see the cracks in her sanity. For whatever reason, I seemed to be what was holding her together. 
 
    She sniffed and regained her composure. “I’m alright. I just want you to know I’m keeping myself pure for our wedding.” 
 
    “Uh, huh.” I nodded and smiled to keep her happy. “What about the Soul Well?” 
 
    “Well, the sect let all the little pieces of the women just get sucked in.” Kat poked the liquid and swirled it. 
 
    “I thought you devoured the souls.” 
 
    “Yes, but not all of them, barely a fraction that first time. All the girls you see here and your friend Narissa’s fragments are still here.” She swirled it lazily. “That’s how I’ve been saving them. I even saved some elders for protection.” 
 
    “Okay, so what do we need to do to save Narissa? Does she have to destroy other souls?” I wanted to save Narissa, but the idea of destroying others’ chances at freedom wasn’t something I could do. 
 
    Kat shook her head. “No, you’ll use it and save Narissa. You are the one she is actually bound to.” 
 
    I looked at the Soul Well, the treasure that warped my lovely Kat’s mind. “You want me to use it?” 
 
    “Yes. Focus on your bond with Narissa; I’ll walk you through this.” 
 
    I thought of the door I had made to block the two of us, and with that, the door appeared in front of me. “What do I do?” 
 
    “Take the bond and let it get near the well.” 
 
    I did as she instructed, and the tether gravitated to the well and stretched out, making many layers of rings around the Soul Well. It felt like thousands of tiny hands were stretching out of my soul and holding it in place above the well. 
 
    “Isn’t it marvelous?” Kat almost touched my soul, then pulled her hand back at the last second. “But dangerous. Ah, now we are getting to your friend.” 
 
    Through the door, the tether pulled Narissa’s soul. She looked around wildly, confused to be pulled into someone else’s soul palace. Only now did I realize just how much power I had over her with this bond. 
 
    “Stop. We have the area we need to work with,” Kat instructed. But stopping was harder than it sounded. It felt like the well wanted to wrap my entire being around it and then suck me in. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and forced my soul to stop. “Kat, you didn’t say it would be this hard.” 
 
    “It goes without saying: nothing worth doing is easy. You’re strong, Love, stop worrying so much.” Kat fished into the Soul Well and pulled out a ghostly sliver. “Here, this needs to take the place of your soul in Narissa.” 
 
    “That’s it?” I looked at the small piece. 
 
    “This is why the Soul Well is important; you need to stretch the soul so you can improve your accuracy. This needs to perfectly fill the missing spot.” 
 
    I nodded and slid the sliver into the neck of Narissa’s soul. Cutting my own tether free. 
 
    She looked at me with a peaceful smile before she was yanked back to her own soul palace. 
 
    “That was ea—” With my tether free, the Soul Well shifted, dragging my soul into its depths instead. “Kat! What are you doing?” 
 
    Thousands of fragments of souls stared up at me from the well, begging me to join them. Grating whispers encouraged me to give up and let go. 
 
    Kat halted the Soul Well, preventing me from diving into its depths, but not pulling me back either. “I could change you right now. Make you mine and only mine forever.” Her face turned conflicted. She stared at me while biting her lip and thinking. 
 
    “That’s not what you want, Kat. You’d have a false me, not the real me.” 
 
    “But I want you, Love! I never want to be without you.” Her hands shook with indecision, and for a moment, I was certain she was going to do exactly what we’d just undone with Narissa. 
 
    Finally, at the last moment, she pulled away like her hands burned. 
 
     I pulled my soul free of the well and backed away.  
 
    “I’m sorry—don’t hate me. It was just too tempting,” Kat whimpered, kneeling down before me. Tears began filling her eyes and streaming down her face as she continued making soft whimpering noises. 
 
    I paused, not quite sure what to do. That had been a terrifying moment, and she’d definitely been torn on what to do. In the end, she’d done the right thing, but would she the next time? 
 
    I wasn’t sure I could trust her, but she’d also helped me do what nobody else had been able to and freed Narissa. 
 
    Kat was so broken, but I hoped somewhere deep inside, there was the Kat I had loved. That Kat that still held a piece of my heart. 
 
    Not wanting to leave her in shambles, I bent down, giving her a quick hug. “It’s okay.” I spent some time rubbing her back and calming her, before I separated from her. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    I had stayed with Kat for a while, calming her and just helping her heal. 
 
    She had told me all about her progress to take over the Sun and Moon Hall, but it had stalled at present. She was waiting for the elders to ascend, since she couldn’t overpower those who’d already broken into the fourth ring. 
 
    As we talked, it was clear to me that those elders were in part responsible for Kat’s growing insanity. They were pushing her deeper and deeper down the path of the corrupt mages, trying to win her over to their goals. 
 
    When she seemed like she was less fragile, I said goodbye. My soul moved back along the path to my own soul palace. 
 
    I stepped inside, feeling better being back in my own body. Nothing seemed to have changed much though; I’d been worried it might have gotten damaged during the process of releasing Narissa. 
 
    Satisfied, I brought myself back to my physical body, opening my eyes to find a group of worried women hovering around me. 
 
    “Narissa said you’d be back, but that took a while. I was worried, Stud.” Michelle gave me a tight hug. 
 
    Thea hung over her shoulder, waiting for her turn. When I released Michelle, she came forward. Instead of a hug though, she claimed my lips in a heated release of her emotions. “Glad you are back.” 
 
    Celina was last, looking over her shoulder at her smiling sister. Narissa was completely in control of herself now, and she seemed more put together than I expected. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    She gave me a wry smile. “You know, being trapped in your own body gives you a lot of time to think. Even recently, being relatively free, I have given things a lot of thought. But my musings can wait. I think my little sister needs your attention now.” 
 
    Celina bit her lip as her eyes roved over me with unconcealed lust. She was certainly tempting, but we’d lost enough time. Plus, there was the fact that, at present, having sex with her would kill me—what a way to go. 
 
    “Before I forget.” Narissa turned back. “Is there anything you want? Anything.” Her eyes took on a serious look. 
 
    It wasn’t said in lusty suggestion, but an honest offer to try to repay me. “What was the mana beast that you had killed before you were ambushed?” 
 
    “A tiger. It was one of the beasts here with an ancient bloodline.” Narissa flicked her wrist and laid out a massive, gray tiger with pitch black stripes. “It’s yours. It’s the least I can do with how much time you lost releasing my soul.” 
 
    “Stud,” Michelle whispered urgently, looking at the beast. 
 
    I frowned, not getting what she was anxious about. 
 
    Michelle cleared her throat and looked at the assembled group. “We should all find a good place to rest for now.” She took the tiger’s corpse into her ring and gave me a look, saying there was more that we needed to talk about, alone. 
 
    Rob and the two Phoenix Clan girls agreed with her on finding and setting up a secure campsite. I looked around, noting the growing size of our team. Then, Vess stood up, moving like she was going to join our group. 
 
    “Sorry, Vess. We separate from here.” 
 
    “But I must—it is the Saintess’ will.” 
 
    I groaned and squeezed my eyes closed. Those women basically worshiped Kat. It was more work than it was worth to try to dissuade her. She’d likely follow anyway. “Fine, but no trouble.” 
 
    “I’d offer the knife to cut my throat if I caused you trouble, Lord. I thank you for my name and this opportunity.” 
 
    That earned her a few odd looks from the group. 
 
    “It’s a long story, but she’ll be fine. Let’s go.” I ignored Vess, and we left for a safer place to rest. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We got a good bit of hunting done before we found a crevice in the mountain top to hunker down in for the night. 
 
    “What was it you wanted to talk about, Michelle?” I prompted her to step away from camp. 
 
    “The tiger. With your mother’s totem, we could draw out its bloodline.” 
 
    In a flash, I realized what Michelle meant. “We let the others sleep, and we do it with Thea and Celina on watch.” 
 
    It wasn’t even night, but we needed to rest. We’d take turns meditating and recovering. I waited as long as I could, excited at the prospect, and then grabbed Thea and Celina to join us. 
 
    Vess walked over, trailing them, but I held out my hand to stop her. “Rest. That’s an order.” 
 
    She looked spurned but sat down and did as she was bid. Narissa and the other two Phoenix Clan girls were already meditating, with Rob happily sitting between the two. 
 
    We walked to the opening, as if we were all taking watch. 
 
    “What are we doing?” Thea asked. 
 
    Michelle brought out the tiger corpse from her spatial ring, followed by the stone pillar that my mother had entrusted her with. 
 
    “Holy shit.” Celina’s eyes bugged out when she looked at the pillar. 
 
    Thea stumbled. “I’ve never seen something with so many powerful enchantments.” 
 
    Michelle just grinned. “Yeah, now imagine meeting the woman who made this and having her decide if you’re good enough for her son.” She gave me a look, and Celina and Thea started looking back and forth between us. 
 
    I cringed. “Yeah, my mother made it.” 
 
    “Yep, Stud’s mother is completely and utterly terrifying. Met a piece of her soul once, nearly pissed myself. But she gave me this as a present, which really, is a pretty solid mother-in-law gift.” Michelle started twisting and turning the stone pillar. 
 
    A beam came out from it and into the tiger. 
 
    “Keep watch. Don’t let it distract you.” I reminded everyone. 
 
    “What is it doing?” Thea was having trouble pulling her eyes away from it. 
 
    Michelle tweaked a few things on the pillar, and the beam turned red. “It is extracting the blood essence of this beast’s bloodline.” She grinned. “Did you think I was born with this bloodline?” 
 
    “Of course...” Thea was wide-eyed. “People can stir up existing bloodlines, but to get a new one… I’ve never heard of such a thing.” Thea looked at me. “You too?” 
 
    “Nope. Born with mine... but it is incomplete.” 
 
    “Oh.” Thea blinked, not sure what to make of me. 
 
    “Remember, Stud’s mom made this. He’s not going to be normal.” Michelle smirked at me. 
 
    Thea looked back at the core. “Is this able to help you at all in completing your bloodline?” 
 
    I probed the essence blood that was forming at the edge of the pillar. My blood wanted to absorb it, yet my body braced, like it would be a volatile and life-threatening reaction. 
 
    My bloodline was both incomplete yet unwilling to mix. I put away any frustration at not understanding how to make this work. “I don’t think so. It feels like I’d suffer and die trying to mix them directly.” 
 
    I looked back at Thea, smiling. “You’re up.” 
 
    Her shocked expression said it all; she thought she’d just come to stand guard. 
 
    The bloodline made sense with her mana beast, and she was a part of the team. It seemed obvious to me. She was so used to protecting others; I couldn’t help but smile at the chance to spoil her. 
 
    Michelle motioned to Thea, instructing her on where to stand. Thea, still looking a bit shell shocked, followed. 
 
    Celina had turned away from the spectacle of the stone pillar. “Isaac, can that thing be used on a mage?” 
 
    I paused. It seemed a bit horrible to do to a mage, but I supposed there were always people who could abuse the power. “It’s used to give a mage a bloodline. So I don’t see why it couldn’t be reversed. Michelle, any thoughts on if it’s possible?” 
 
    Michelle looked up from her work, slightly sheepish. “Yes, it is. I asked, specifically.” 
 
    That caught my attention. “Why?” 
 
    “Kat. Stud, I wanted to know if I could take Kat’s bloodline away.” 
 
    I felt a chill in my spine. “So, we can take bloodlines. That’s... just a little terrifying.” Michelle nodded, eyeing my reaction. 
 
    Before the soul palace, I would have been more repulsed by the thought. But Kat was unstable at best, and had a growing army. If we couldn’t bring her back, it might be needed. At the very least, it was a warranted concern. 
 
    I gave Michelle a reassuring nod that it didn’t change what I thought of her, and she went back to the process. 
 
    I turned to Celina. “So, what made you ask?” 
 
    She paused, then quietly replied. “With what we’ve seen, I think I know who is leading the poisonous corrupt mages here. He’s a known entity to our sect. Zain has the Yin Harmony Bird bloodline.” 
 
    I raised a brow. “I thought Gu were all insects and vipers.” 
 
    “Yes, but what eats all of those? Birds. They are rare, but there are a few very poisonous bird mana beasts.” 
 
    My bloodline sang, wanting to rush headfirst into battle against this other bloodline and prove its strength, make them pay for what they did to the Ferrymen.  
 
    I took a deep breath, working to resettle it. I wasn’t alone. I had a team to consider in the decisions I made. I took another deep breath. First we needed more help, even if we did know who the enemy was. 
 
    I looked back to Celina. “If we went back to Yessa, could you get her on board to join us against this mage?” 
 
    Celina paused, thinking. “If we work with them to collect the Gu from his corrupt mages, then they’ll come. But don’t we need to spend our time on finding more of the third-rank beasts?” 
 
    I’d considered that; we were two short after all. “At this point in the dungeon, it’s likely the corrupt mages have already killed a few of the beasts and taken their cores. Or killed others who had cores. Two birds, one stone. But we’ll need Yessa and the others to do it. After we help Thea, we head back to them.” 
 
    I looked back over at Michelle and Thea, assessing the progress. 
 
    The blood essence of the mana beast looked near completion. The beast’s corpse was losing its luster and shrinking as it lost its blood. 
 
    I kept watch as Michelle continued the ritual with Thea. The blood gave off a ferocity and power that made my Kunpeng blood rise in challenge. 
 
    Thea sat cross-legged as the same blood essence entered her forehead. It was hard to look away and keep watch. She practically glowed with vigor as the essence went into her body, causing her beauty to reach new levels. 
 
    I knew what was happening from my experience. The blood essence was overwhelming her body and changing her marrow, so her blood would forever more have some slight aspect of a mana beast. 
 
    It was a painful process, but it would end with amazing benefits. 
 
    On her forehead, black stripes took form, even as she gritted her teeth and sweat pooled on her brow.  
 
    She was radiant, and I was lucky to have her with me. Aurora, Michelle, Celina, and now Thea. All powerful and incredible in their own ways. And mine. 
 
    I cringed, realizing I’d left Kat out of that list. She still felt like mine, but the madness was a threat to the life my other women deserved. I hoped that, when we were actually reunited, I’d be able to pull her out of it and get my red-haired lover back. Otherwise, I wasn’t sure what I’d do. 
 
    I sighed, looking out at the snowy expanse. My love life was complicated, and it didn’t seem to be getting any better, but having Celina and Thea with us did feel right. 
 
    Thea and I had been building for a while, and soon, I’d share the Yin Yang technique with her, and eventually Celina. 
 
    After a bit more time lost in my thoughts, Thea finished accepting the blood essence. She had a wild look in her eyes as she took me in; it felt like she was going to pounce on me the moment we got alone. 
 
    I laughed. It appeared our thoughts were aligned. 
 
    “Are you all ready to switch?” Narissa strode out of the crevice. She was wearing her robe tight, covering herself more than she had in the past. I looked at her, still beautiful, but there was no spark between us. The little bit of connection we’d had was severed, and it seemed best to leave it that way. 
 
    Celina looked at me. “Mind if I spend some time up here with my sister?” 
 
    “Not at all, Celina. I’m glad we have her back to normal. You two enjoy yourselves.” I kissed her on the cheek and walked down, setting up my large tent. 
 
    Michelle grabbed me for a quick kiss before pulling away, clearly not intent on going into the tent. “Have fun, Stud.” 
 
    I quirked a brow, but Thea came up and grabbed my head, answering the silent question and pulling me down for a kiss. Our lips met, and she pushed her tongue in my mouth, aggressively exploring my mouth. 
 
    I fought back, starting a heated battle of our lips as I pulled the tent flap aside and gave the smirking Michelle one last look before hauling Thea in with me. 
 
    Breaking the kiss, I shoved her back on the bed. 
 
    Her robe slipped off her shoulder, and she squirmed on the bed. Thea bit her bottom lip and gave me bedroom eyes, welcoming me forward. 
 
    She leaned back, her midnight hair spilling over the bed as she arched her back, moaning and keeping eye contact. 
 
    “You are beautiful.” I felt my pants straining to contain my stiffening member. 
 
    “Yeah? Then you should help me with the robe.” Thea fumbled as she tried to wrap her leg around me and tugged at my robe. 
 
    I pulled the bow on hers loose, unwrapping her like a delicacy. Taking a moment, I appreciated her thin, athletic body. 
 
    Thea had bound her chest with a tight wrap, and I took my time unwinding it. I continued slowly, even as she caught my hand and fluttered eager kisses along it, dragging me down for us to kiss again. 
 
    Pinning her arms over her head to take back control, I pushed against her cheek with my own. 
 
    Thea got the message and opened her neck up for me, letting out slow moaning breaths as I kissed her tender neck. 
 
    “Isaac, fuck. Please stop teasing,” she moaned, wiggling until the rest of her robe fell off, bearing her body to me. 
 
    I kissed down her neck to her still partially wrapped chest. Her soft mounds were just more than a handful and squished out from under the wrapping. 
 
    Cupping them, I kissed the exposed flesh. 
 
    “Harder.” Thea mashed my face to her chest as she bucked under me and stroked my head, coaxing me to do more. I smiled, enjoying making her wanton with need. 
 
    I nibbled at the bindings before deciding they could be replaced. With a flash of mana, I ripped them apart, spilling her chest out. 
 
    “Ah.” She let out a startled squeak, and then regained her composure, grabbing one of her breasts and squeezing until her flesh oozed between her fingers. She kneaded her breast moaning. I smiled, moving to the one she wasn’t playing with. 
 
    My own toy. 
 
    I squeezed it, pushing out her nipple. Leaning forward, I bit down on her nipple and tugged at her areola. 
 
    “Yes! Harder!” Thea screamed, petting my head. “Twist them.” 
 
    I sat up and twisted her nipples, mauling her soft buns for all I was worth. I made a note to myself: she liked it rough. “Not too much?” 
 
    “No, please, more. I think?” She had some hesitation before blushing. “I... this is my first time, Isaac. I don’t entirely know.” 
 
    I let go, worried about being too rough. “I’ll go slow.” 
 
    Thea grabbed my head and growled. “No, I’m not some soft flower. Give me what you’ve got.” 
 
    Smirking, I tweaked her nipples hard, and she arched back into the bed letting go of my head as she rode the high. 
 
    Wandering lower, kissing down her abdomen, I got to her sex, and she practically smacked me in the face as she thrusted. 
 
    I moved back, blowing softly on her clit, causing her to let out a string of curses. Looking closer, she was completely hairless down there, and it seemed natural. 
 
    “You shave?” 
 
    “N-no. Is it weird? I knew it was weird.” Thea pulled away, but I grabbed her hips and held her in place. 
 
    “Just different.” I let a lingering lick pass over her slit, which was already wet with her lust. 
 
    “Oh. Yessss.” She let out a sibilant moan. “Again. Please. Anything.” 
 
    I let my tongue dip in, slowly licking. I watched her body and reactions, teasing and stroking her, changing the pace to bring her up and over a peak. 
 
    Her fingers fisted the sheets as she came. I was glad the tent was soundproof. Nobody could have missed the noise Thea made as she came. 
 
    I moved forward over Thea, lining myself up. As I did, she tensed below me.  
 
    “I’ll go slow.” I was hard as a rock, and I wanted nothing more than to pound into the lovely woman below me. But this was her first time, and I needed to go slow. 
 
    So I went achingly slow as I sheathed myself in her. I moved with steady strokes as she stretched to accept my length. 
 
    “You okay?” I continued holding back the need to pound into her and make her mine, enjoying the feel of being in her. 
 
    “Yes. Just go in and hold for a moment?” she asked, uncertainty in her voice. I nodded and buried myself in her, pulling her into a full body hug as we were joined. 
 
    Thea wrapped herself around me, squeezing me tight as she took several slow, deep breaths. Her body no doubt was giving her some trouble. “I’m ready.” 
 
    She was so tight, I had trouble getting a rhythm going, but slowly I rocked in and out of her. I gave her soft, reassuring kisses as I sped up. 
 
    I could feel her mana stirring, and I pulled back to look at her, a question in my eyes. She looked a bit sheepish. 
 
    “I asked Michelle for your dual cultivation technique... after the cave. I... caves aren’t soundproof, Isaac.” 
 
    A grin spread across my face. “So you heard all that?” 
 
    “Yes. And I want it all.” 
 
    I kissed her fiercely and cycled my mana through her and back to myself in tender waves as we cycled together. 
 
    She was fast and eager, thrusting her hips up to meet mine and pushing my mana into her as she lost herself, spilling her mana over into me prematurely. 
 
    But I picked up the slack and cultivated for both of us as I pounded into her. 
 
    She pitched back and screamed as the pleasure built with each cycle, her orgasm doubling and tripling in sensation as she lost herself in the sheets, writhing underneath me. 
 
    I couldn’t help myself. She was sopping wet at this point, and I planned to make the most of it. I picked her up and bent her back, thrusting into her with wild abandon. I was close, and I chased my pleasure, dumping my load and mana into Thea. 
 
    Wiping my brow and leaning back, I took in Thea as she stared at me with satisfied hazy eyes. 
 
    Her gaze dipped and took in my still hard member. Life mana had its benefits. “I think I need to call for reinforcements,” Thea said, sinking into the bed. 
 
    Aurora pounded on her seal, and I let her out. She appeared kneeling on the bed in the nude. 
 
    “Master, allow me to clean you.” She bent low and took my member in her hands, licking me clean from balls to tip as she kept eye contact. 
 
    A burning inferno of lust lit her eyes through every moment. 
 
    “Once you’re done with me, Thea could also use some help.” I winked at her, wanting to watch my two beauties together. 
 
    She smacked her lips. “Yes, Master.” But before she moved on, she took my full length until it bumped against her throat as she sucked me clean. 
 
    Thea watched on with amazement. “You can take that whole monster in your mouth?” 
 
    We both laughed. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll show you sometime,” Aurora said, turning around. Then she crawled forward on the bed to where Thea lay on her back. 
 
    She began lapping at Thea’s sex. Thea’s body shook with small aftershocks. She tried to stop her, but Aurora held to her duty, licking every last drop she could find, while sticking her butt in the air and wiggling her hips in invitation.  
 
    I could see her sex dripping for me, and I’d be an idiot to say no. Thrusting myself deep into her silken vice, I bottomed out in a single go. 
 
    Her ready sex accepted me, pulsing with liquid warmth. She squirmed, that urge to fight me still present, even if muted at the moment. 
 
    I sighed as I pulled back and then bottomed out in her again, giving her a small spank as I did. “Aurora, you are divine.” 
 
    She took a break from Thea and turned. “Master, I’m all for you. Please let me help you cultivate. Take me, Master.” 
 
    I didn’t bother with niceties as I plumbed Aurora’s depths, starting to cycle mana between us. I continued to cultivate with her until she was crying out into the bed and flooding my soul with more mana than I knew what to do with. I came undone, painting her insides with my seed. 
 
    The flood of mana from Aurora didn’t stop. It was like a damn had broken. Mana continued to enter my body, and I had to meditate, still buried deep in Aurora. 
 
    I focused and found myself in my inner world. The ring that sealed Aurora was dumping mana continuously into me. 
 
    “What in the world,” I sighed, looking at the sheer amount of mana entering my body. This wasn’t the first time we’d done this, and I tried to figure out what was different. 
 
    I reached out to her ring, trying to understand. 
 
    Through her seal, I could feel Aurora pulling the mana of the dungeon, like a massive sinkhole. She was draining all of it she could into me through the connection of our dual cultivation. 
 
    It was easy to forget that she was a fourth-ring mana beast and she was able to pull in the vast mana of the dungeon, far more than we’d had in the cave. 
 
    Puzzle solved, but now I had a new problem to face. Too much mana was entering my body, and I was swelling like a balloon about to burst. 
 
    Pulling the mana down, I made a brick, then another, haphazardly starting the walls of my soul palace. 
 
    But it wasn’t enough. I just couldn’t drain the mana faster than Aurora was dumping it into me, and I felt myself swell painfully with mana. 
 
    Splitting my focus, I started doubling my work stream. First I built two bricks at a time, then split it into three and four. 
 
    Pressure crushed my soul as I took on more mana than it felt like I could possibly handle. But Aurora wouldn’t give me more than I could take; she believed in me. I needed to do more. 
 
    My soul, nothing more than a wispy shape of a human with my face, shook as it condensed from gas to something more solid. I continued compressing it until my soul became solid, like a crystalline structure. 
 
    Under pressure, my soul became stronger and tougher. More powerful. 
 
    I accelerated the building of my soul palace. Five... eight... twenty bricks at a time, the mana more than enough to support them. It got easier as I went, understanding what I needed to do. 
 
    My soul palace rose from the foundation. Sleek, white walls with towers rose up from the corners—a magnificent palace. 
 
    High walls crowned themselves in arches, and a dais with a throne rose up under my soul and lifted me... above a row of pews. 
 
    The mana from Aurora was ending, and I looked out at my soul palace, now with foundation and wall, still lacking a roof and decoration. But I realized it looked exactly like Kat’s. 
 
    In my haste, I’d made a mimicry of her own soul palace. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    “Glad you’re okay, Stud. You had us all worried there for a bit.” Michelle’s voice was the first thing I heard as I came back to myself. 
 
    Her, Celina, Aurora and Thea hovered over me. 
 
    I was still naked and smelled of sweat. 
 
    “Master! You progressed so much. I knew I could help.” Aurora ducked into my arms, looking up at me with a face hoping for praise. 
 
    Even given the danger I was in, she’d known it was within my abilities, although it was a little closer than I was comfortable with. But Aurora had always wanted to help me become more powerful. 
 
    “That was amazing, Aurora. I didn’t know you could do that.” 
 
    “Hehe. Me neither. I just realized in that moment that I could channel my full ability to draw mana through you. And this dungeon had a lot to give.” 
 
    Thea’s arms were crossed, looking over at Aurora with a disapproving look. “You nearly injured him.” Thea grabbed a rag and dabbed at the side of my head, pulling away a bloodstained rag. 
 
    I reached up and felt the dried crust of blood coming from my ears. 
 
    That explained why they’d been so worried. 
 
    “You can’t make a mage in seclusion,” I said, shrugging off the issue that was no longer a problem. 
 
    At this point, I had no regrets for what happened. I had survived, and my soul had reached the next stage. There were no gains as a mage without risk. 
 
    “Are we ready to head out?” I looked around the group and got hesitant nods in response. “Celina, are we sure Yessa and her group will help?” 
 
    “They hate the corrupt mages as much as you and I. Not to mention that they’ll want the Gu. It should be enough.” 
 
    I nodded. “What do you get for taking a poisonous mana beast back to your sect?” 
 
    “Five-hundred merit points for the sect,” Celina blurted. “But we are also told we have to bring one back if we find it. I didn’t abandon you for merit points.” 
 
    She began to ramble, and I held up my hands to calm her. “Of course you didn’t. Five-hundred merit points is a lot, too. Wouldn’t blame you heading back home to turn that in.” 
 
    Celina looked relieved hearing that. 
 
    “Okay, off to Yessa, then we hunt down the corrupt mages and hopefully gain a few more cores from them.” 
 
    As we walked out of my tent, Vess was kneeling in the snow outside. 
 
    “Yes, Vess?” 
 
    “I heard you were in danger, so I stayed as close as you’d allow me.” Vess stayed in her kneeling position. 
 
    I held back a sigh. “Thank you, Vess, but we must leave here.” I paused for a second before turning back to her. “Do you know where the other corrupt mages are?” 
 
    “Yes, I could find them.” Vess looked up and puckered her lips in thought. “But why do you want to find them, Lord?” 
 
    “You would lead me to them, knowing I want to kill them?” 
 
    “Yes, as is the Saintess’ will to support you fully. I will not doubt your actions,” she said in a solemn tone, like she would regret their deaths, but a manic glee shone in her eyes indicating the opposite. 
 
    With a turn of my wrist, I stored away the tent. 
 
    Vess looked longingly at where the tent was, not hiding her perusal of my body. Not even wanting to touch on that, I moved away. 
 
    Crawling out of the crevice, we met back up with Narissa, Rob, and the two Phoenix girls, who both sat close to Rob while Narissa stared out into the snowy expanse. 
 
    I needed to bring them up to speed and see if they were onboard. 
 
    “Rob, girls. We plan to go after the rest of the corrupt mages. By now, I’m betting that they’ve taken additional cores, and honestly, if I could choose between taking theirs or killing a beast, I’d gladly take theirs. But we won’t be able to do it alone.” 
 
    I pointed to Celina and then looked back at the girls. “We ran into a group from the Thousand Blossom Valley sect. We think we can convince them to join us against the corrupt mages. The mages have beasts infecting them that they’re interested in. I know you don’t have as much to gain, so if you want to avoid the risk, I understand.” 
 
    “No way. We are with you to the end.” Rob pounded on his chest. 
 
    The two girls looked worried, but after Rob’s statement, they seemed to settle in a bit, looking up at him for guidance. 
 
    “Don’t worry. Stick with me; I’ll protect you.” Both of the girls seemed relieved at that, and I held back my chuckle. His own budding little harem. Good job, Rob. 
 
    Last was Narissa. “And you?” 
 
    “Yes. I’d like to repay them for their attack at the very least.” Narissa dusted snow off her dress and stood to the side, confident yet aloof. 
 
    “Very well then.” I smiled, and we set off towards the yeti cave once again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The trip was shorter this time, since we knew where we were going. As we moved, we kept an eye out for other third-rank beasts to collect cores from. 
 
    But it looked like our suspicions were correct; they were thinning out at this point. We only ran into a few second-rank beasts on our way, and I couldn’t sense any third-rank beasts. 
 
    As we approached the cave entrance, I had a bad case of déjà vu. I figured maybe this time we should play it a bit safer. “Celina, do you want to say hello to your friends?” 
 
    She snorted, giving me a knowing look, then went on ahead of me. 
 
    “Didn’t want to go first this time, Stud?” Michelle bumped her hip into me. 
 
    “I’d rather avoid another such situation. Let’s move up closer in case something goes wrong. They were the last ones to hold the cave, but we don’t know what’s happened since then.” 
 
    I walked up a few feet from the cave, far enough that I’d be able to react if someone struck from the shadows. 
 
    Celina appeared and waved us in, easing my apprehension. “Yessa is still here.” 
 
    I walked into the cave, glad not to feel the cold press of steel to any part of my body this time. As my eyes adjusted, I noted women in dark green and purple robes hiding in the shadows, the same as last time. 
 
    Waving at one I thought had held me last time, I walked deeper into the cave. I couldn’t help but pat myself on the back for finally making more friends than enemies. 
 
    “There are more of you,” Yessa greeted, standing up from her small camp inside the final cavern of the cave and assessing us. Her eyes quickly moved over Rob, landing on Narissa, then back to me. 
 
    “Hi, Yessa.” I walked right in and sat in her camp, relaxing. 
 
    She frowned, not appreciating the familiarity. She massaged her forehead before looking back at me. “You are back. To what do I owe the pleasure?” 
 
    “Can’t we just come back to say hi?” 
 
    Yessa’s eyes slid over to Celina for a second before shaking her head. “I’m not sure what you see in this buffoon.” 
 
    “He has some endearing qualities.” 
 
    “I’d say you had sex with him, but we all know that’s impossible.” Yessa looked back at me, trailing her eyes up and down, like she was trying to find what made Celina like me. 
 
    I did notice her eyes linger over certain regions before moving on quickly. I smirked, my ego enjoying that I wasn’t totally forgettable for her. 
 
    “We have an offer to make to your group.” I knew I had to go about this in the right way. 
 
    Yessa wouldn’t trust me, at least not entirely. I was also asking her to give up time and resources to help me. She had to see the value she’d get in return. 
 
    “We came across disciples killed by corrupt mages. They were from our sect, and we will hunt those that killed them down. But we need your help to do it; your numbers would help cement our victory.” 
 
    Yessa narrowed her eyes. “And what’s in it for us?” She pursed her lips. 
 
    “They are corrupt mages with poison beasts implanted in them. I heard that may be of interest to you.” I waited, hoping she’d take the bait. 
 
    Sure enough, Yessa’s eyes flashed for just the briefest of moments before she smothered her excitement. “You are going after the group of poison mages?” She feigned disinterest. 
 
    She was good, but I could tell she was interested. “Yes.” 
 
    She continued to look around casually, but some of the other girls gave her away, sitting forward and looking eager. I waited until she gave in. 
 
    She turned to me. “So, what’s in it for you then?” I could tell she expected me to lie to her, based on the challenge in her eyes. 
 
    “They need to pay for attacking the Ferrymen, and they must have a few beast cores by now. But beyond that, it’s our duty as the sects to clear out corrupt mages.” 
 
    Yessa snorted at the last bit. “Of course. To protect the people, we should eliminate the corrupt mages. Let me talk to the rest of my girls.” 
 
    I sighed. I’d once genuinely thought the other sects believed in taking down the corrupt mages, but it was hard to believe that anymore. It was merely an excuse. 
 
    Stepping back to my side with the rest of our group, Michelle looked curious. “I think they will be on board. The trick will be ensuring we fight their leader with a bloodline.” 
 
    I nodded, looking over to Celina. She was the last of our harem without a bloodline, and I’d love to secure one for her. 
 
    “It won’t be hard. Yessa might even suggest it,” Celina said, shrugging. “He is highly resistant to poison because of his bloodline. Yessa will ask you to deal with him.” 
 
    “Well, that makes things easier.” 
 
    Rob and his two girls were confused at the conversation, but they didn’t interject. They seemed to mostly be along for the ride at this point. 
 
    Someone cleared their throat behind me, and I saw Yessa wanting to talk again. She was tapping her foot impatiently. 
 
    I held my smirk in check. How fast they had made a decision was a good indicator of how eager they were. 
 
    They were very eager indeed. 
 
    “Are you on board? We do need to get going if we are to track them down.” I kept my voice neutral. 
 
    “Of course, though, if this is the group we think it is, there is an individual of concern.” 
 
    “Oh? Who’s that? From the survivors, I heard he had a bloodline, but that just puts him as your equal, right?” I laid it on thick. 
 
    Yessa looked uncomfortable for a moment. “Yes, but he is our natural enemy. His bloodline, the Yin Harmony Bird, is known for hunting and eating Gu and poisonous mana beasts.” She paused for a second as if to let that information sink in. 
 
    “It would be wise for those of us who use techniques that don’t rely on poison to fight him.” 
 
    I played my role. “Oh, I get it, but he’s also the strongest of their mages. If I fight him, I get his spatial ring.” 
 
    “Of course. Loot what you kill. That is the fairest way to split the spoils.” Yessa gave me a light smile and batted her eyes. Her demeanor shifted to that of a flirty girl, but I wasn’t an idiot. 
 
    With the number of girls surrounding me, I must look like I was vulnerable to a pretty face. 
 
    And... I probably was, but I knew where Yessa and I really stood. She had no interest in the male gender. She was betting on her numbers to make more of the kills, and therefore take more of the spoils. 
 
    “Great. Get your girls to pack up; we will head out when you are ready.” I turned and shooed the rest of the group outside the cave. 
 
    “You were right, Celina. I’ll fight the leader.” 
 
    “Thought so.” She leaned in, giving me a kiss on the cheek that I enjoyed, despite the sudden numbness. 
 
    I saw Vess standing off to the side, watching us. I walked over to her. “I need you to show us these tracking abilities and find the corrupt mages now.” 
 
    “Yes, Lord.” Her bright red lips parted in a smile. “But I have no ability to track him. I only know where he went from his attack on the girls.” 
 
    “You lied to me.” 
 
    “No, I just agreed that I could find him. Knowing where he’ll be is just that.” Vess bowed her head. “If I had just given that information to you; you would have left me behind. That would be a failure of my Saintess’ orders.” 
 
    She was right. I definitely would have ditched her. “Okay. Where are we going?” 
 
    Vess smiled. “I’d be happy to lead you there.” 
 
    Suppressing a sigh, I nodded my head. She was determined to stick around. 
 
    “What were they going after?” We needed all the information we could get. 
 
    “Zain’s scouts told him of a group going after one of the three beasts with an ancient bloodline. I do not know what group it was.” Vess twirled her dark hair and stared unblinkingly into my eyes. It was a bit creepy. 
 
    The woman was a bit unhinged, and I had to think about what might happen if we went into combat with her. “Will you fight the other corrupt mages?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I have no reason to fight them. They are from my same sect. I’ll just watch, unless of course you give me a reason to do differently.” 
 
    “I could order you, based on what you’ve said.” 
 
    “My Saintess asked me to do two things. Follow your orders.” She avoided eye contact. “And also to look after your well-being. I think I could argue that fighting you to keep you occupied during the fight is a better option.” She smiled in victory. 
 
    “You wouldn’t,” I growled.  
 
    “I would do exactly what I thought the Saintess wanted.” She knelt in the snow with her neck exposed to me. 
 
    Vess, broken as she may be, wasn’t stupid. “What do you want?” 
 
    She looked up and smiled. “To follow you, of course. Back to your sect after this.” 
 
    “Nope. Try again.” 
 
    “Then at least back with you to Styx.” She was quick to compromise. 
 
    I paused, considering it. She already could travel to Styx without me, even if I said no. At least this way I’d be able to keep an eye on her and get her help in battle. “Deal.” 
 
    “Great. I will fight by your side for this battle. I don’t particularly like Zain anyway; he tried to hit on the Saintess.” Vess checked her nails. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at her callousness towards killing. 
 
    Yessa and her fellow disciples were starting to filter out of the cave, and the rest of my ground was relaxing nearby. 
 
    The ever-present snow of this dungeon continued to swirl in the air, hiding the landscape, but the mountain we had come into the dungeon on still showed in the distance. It cast a dark shadow. 
 
    I caught Yessa’s attention, and her nod was the signal to get going. 
 
    “Go ahead, Vess, we’ll be following.” 
 
    She nodded, a serious look on her face as she started leading the group, trudging through the snow in her silver dress. Her hips swayed as she walked, clearly enjoying me walking behind. 
 
    Michelle joined me as we walked, and we fell back into our own little bubble to talk. “You just going to bang her and get it over with?” 
 
    “Michelle, is that all you can think about?” 
 
    “With her around, duh.” She smiled. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “She’s messed up, Michelle. She literally worships Kat.” 
 
    “That’s a bad thing? Let’s be honest, Stud. You have a thing for the crazies. Besides me. You got lucky with me.” 
 
    “Kat is...” I let out a big breath. “Kat’s still there somewhere. I haven’t given up on her. I know you two didn’t exactly get into an agreement on everything though.” 
 
    Michelle waved the comment away. “Water under the bridge. So much has changed since we were girls, fighting over a guy in a small town. At this point, you are going to have more than one girl, and there’s nothing Kat can do about it.” She smiled in victory. 
 
    “Back to Vess though, you don’t think she’s dangerous?” 
 
    “Nope. I think she’s devoted in a crazy, kind of endearing way. If this is anything like what Kat is like now, I think we’ll get along better next time we meet.” 
 
    “It would be nice for my ladies not to kill each other.” 
 
    “Your ladies,” Michelle repeated, tasting the words. “How was your time with Thea? Looked like she tagged out after all.” 
 
    “Tagged out?” I asked. 
 
    Michelle shrugged her shoulders helplessly, not even blushing. “I don’t call you Stud for nothing. Celina and I gave her a word of warning and let her know that she could call on Aurora if you wore her out.” 
 
    “You knew that was her first time?” 
 
    Michelle’s face showed her surprise. “Damn. No. That must have been why she was so stubborn about it. I offered to help, but she was sure she was going to take you all by herself.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you guys are able to talk about that stuff. I was honestly worried at first that you two would butt heads.” I looked at Michelle out of the side of my eyes for a reaction. 
 
    “Once we talked it over, there were no issues. She understands who is in charge of the family. If anything, she seemed relieved to put down some responsibility.” 
 
    I smiled, glad to see Michelle not showing any intense possessiveness. She was so important to me and did lead our harem, but I had also accepted the other girls into a part of my heart as well. 
 
    “How is Narissa getting along?” 
 
    “Is that a subtle way to ask if she’s going to be jumping in your bed? Damn, Stud, you are voracious.” 
 
    “Michelle, really, how is she since coming back to herself. I feel like she’s been avoiding me.” 
 
    Michelle paused, and I had to look over at her for her to continue. 
 
    “I don’t know, Stud. She really doesn’t seem to have any interest. Like, even if a girl isn’t interested in you specifically, I usually catch them checking you out. Like Yessa.” 
 
    I was surprised she’d noticed. Was there more than the one time? 
 
    But I didn’t want to get into it. “Yessa, and I think some of her girls, are straight man haters. And don’t change the subject.” 
 
    She blew me a raspberry. “Just making a point. Yessa checks you out when you turn around. Narissa just looks off into the distance, like snowflakes are more interesting.” 
 
    She continued on, ignoring my looks. “Just because Yessa hates men doesn’t mean she doesn’t have a libido. Narissa doesn’t seem to have one at all.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. Knowing that I had a subtle influence on Narissa was one thing, but now that she was free, I really saw it. Given her own choice, she was moving on. 
 
    “So the flirtatiousness of Narissa before was my doing.” 
 
    “Sorry, Stud, but it looks like you were projecting some of that onto her. You are human, and Narissa is hot. I don’t blame you one bit.” 
 
    “Well, that makes me happy I didn’t act on it. I can’t imagine getting to this point and seeing the real her, and then knowing everything I’d done was forced.” I shivered at the thought, strengthening my resolve as we went to hunt some corrupt mages. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Vess led us on a winding path through hills, until eventually we were back at the mountain we had all started on. As we moved, I could still sense the powerful beast at the top. 
 
    I hesitated for a moment. The fact that it was still alive meant the groups I felt heading that way at the beginning had either met their ends or fled shortly after. 
 
    We approached the mountain from the side opposite the portal, avoiding it intentionally. The portal was too high a risk for our group to approach. Instead, we climbed the steep icy ground of the other side. 
 
    I pulled myself over another rocky ledge dusted with ice, grumbling to myself as the ice dug into my arms. It seemed like this side of the mountain had very little snow. Instead, it was mostly rocks dusted with a layer of ice.  
 
    Yessa and her girls scaled the rocky cliffs like spiders. It looked like it wasn’t taxing them at all, as they easily found handholds and hoisted themselves up. 
 
    I couldn’t get over it. Another passed me to the side, easily scaling the pass that was giving me trouble. 
 
    “Celina, do you all rock climb daily?” 
 
    “No. But we do get quite a bit of training and experience getting in position for a fight. Getting the advantage of surprise can make or break a battle.” 
 
    “You mean ambushing. You all learn to ambush.” 
 
    Celina wrinkled her nose. “No, just the advantage of surprise. Ambush sounds so... sinister. It’s simply strategic.” 
 
    “Of course, my bad. Sneak attacking with poison is clearly in no way sinister.” 
 
    She laughed, holding onto the rock with one hand to turn and make a face. “Is hacking people up with a sword any less sinister?” She raised an eyebrow, swinging back and forth on the hand still attached to the rock. 
 
    “Be careful—you could still fall.” I pulled myself up another ledge.  
 
    We were all second-ring mages and we could hang from a finger for hours if we wanted to. But in this terrain, even with all the strength in the world, a loose rock makes a terrible handhold. I took the moment to look down and evaluate our progress. 
 
    We had been traveling up the mountain for a while now. When we had reached the foot of the mountain, Vess had finally opened up about our target location, and we’d begun our ascent.  
 
    I turned to continue back up, all of a sudden getting pelted in the face by snow and ice coming down from above. I hunkered down to wait it out. 
 
    “Someone’s fighting the mana beast,” Vess said, reaching the plateau I was on. 
 
    I sensed for mana, and sure enough, there was an overwhelmingly cold aura pouring out from the top of the mountain. There were traces of something else, but it was hard to sense what it was over the mana beast. 
 
    Michelle whistled. “That’s one strong beast.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. Cold too. Vess, do you know what kind of beast is up there?” 
 
    “No, my Lord.” 
 
    Yessa gave me a look full of loathing. She clearly didn’t appreciate Vess’ subservience. 
 
    I raised my hands in surrender, letting her know it wasn’t my doing. Her lips pursed, but she stopped trying to kill me through look alone. 
 
    I looked up, evaluating the last hundred feet left in our climb. I found myself wishing I could ride Aurora up there, but she would draw the ire and attacks of any third-rank beast if she was in the air. 
 
    It was dangerous for her and made us vulnerable in any situation, but the fact that she was limited by my rings would have made it even more dangerous. I hadn’t fully realized the difference until the cave, when she’d been able to actually channel the full amount. 
 
    The snow stopped coming down, giving us a window of opportunity. 
 
    “Well, stop standing around. Double time.” I jumped up onto the next cliff face and rapidly climbed. 
 
    The mountain shook under my hands, and I had to grab at another handhold as mine came loose. Snow dusted down on me, and I quickly probed for my next handhold. 
 
    A deep bellowing roar shattered the mountain top above me, and I could hear the sounds of battle. People were yelling and spells were crashing into each other as whoever was on the mountain fought the mana beast. 
 
    I pushed hard on the last section of the cliff and rolled over the snowy edge, taking in the surrounding. 
 
    The summit of the mountain was a massive bowl, like an amphitheater. In the middle, a rocky outcropping jutted upwards, like it was trying to reach the heavens. 
 
    There was a battle going on, but that wasn’t what caught my attention. 
 
    Dangling dangerously from the outcropping was a thin, golden vine that caught the sunlight. 
 
    In such an auspicious place, guarded by a powerful mana beast, it had to be a valuable plant. And I knew just who was going to tell me more about it. 
 
    I grabbed Rob as he was trying to pull himself up and hoisted him over the edge. “What’s that?” I pointed to the vine. 
 
    Rob squinted into the distance. “Gold vine, probably some type of dragon vine, but I’m not sure what kind until we can get closer and see what the colors are.” He replied casually, his eyes growing large as he took in everything else. 
 
    Maybe my expectations were off just because of where it was. “You don’t seem excited.” 
 
    Rob gave me a bland look. “I can’t see what color its buds are. If they are purple, fight for it.” 
 
    Easy enough. The rest of our group was clearing the final cliff and watching the fight below. For now, it just appeared to be a group of mages from various sects. 
 
    There were a few in Ferrymen robes, Turtle Clan to be precise, but also several other sects. It seemed like our best move was to wait for the corrupt mages to make themselves known. The oriole catches the mantis who caught the cicada. 
 
    The mana beast was a large, mottled blue bear. From its forehead grew two dragon antlers that curled back from its brow to protect its skull. 
 
    “What do you want to do?” Yessa came to my side. 
 
    “Wait.” In the eyes of those fighting, we were just small dots at the top of the crater. “There is no point in joining them right now, and we might just get caught up should Zain and his group ambush.” 
 
    “They might not even show.” Yessa glared at me, clearly interested in making sure they got something out of this deal. 
 
    “Then we have a clear shot at the exit to the dungeon. I’m not going to attack those mages.” I pointed to the group below. 
 
    Yessa huffed. “They are weak and likely have at least one third-rank beast core. You don’t want to take what’s theirs?” 
 
    “Do you think I’m some psychopath that just kills everyone they see for what they have?” 
 
    “Aren’t most men? Take take take. That’s all you do is take what you want, who you want!” 
 
    I rounded on Yessa. “That’s not who I am. Whatever your problem with men is, don’t lump me into it.” 
 
    She stepped back, putting distance between us again. She looked torn, assessing me. 
 
    Something in her must have conceded a bit, because she said, “Forgive me. But time and time again I’m disappointed by the greed of man.” 
 
    I turned away from her before I said something that would make this partnership tenser than it needed to be. 
 
    Michelle was fully alert, watching the battle. I looked over, and she sat down. The fight below was going to take some time. The mana beast wasn’t taking more than small flesh wounds. 
 
    Unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said for the mages fighting it. It was a battle of attrition. They had to be quick, scoring small strokes of damage while avoiding getting squashed under a single paw. 
 
    If I were Zain, I’d wait until they finished the fight to strike. There was an opportunity for more chaos if he attacked mid-combat, but that mana beast was just too dangerous. He’d be better off waiting so his group could focus on the mages, who would already be weakened. 
 
    “We wait for a move to be made. Vess, Celina, keep watch to make sure no one comes up on us from the sides. Yessa, can your girls make sure no one scales up the mountain behind us?” 
 
    Yessa nodded. It was the safer job among the options. 
 
    “You still need a core, Stud,” Michelle said. 
 
    “That I do. Zain and his group will show; I’ll earn my core before we are done, don’t worry.” 
 
    Turns out, I didn’t have to wait long. 
 
    Zain didn’t wait until they were done; he must have grown impatient. Snow exploded off trees around the edge of combat as they made themselves known. 
 
    Mages started dropping, and those that were holding the mana beast’s attention were looking around rapidly for their allies that had fallen into the snow. 
 
    “Everyone, let’s go,” I called, not looking back to see if they followed. 
 
    I had work to do. The corrupt mages needed to be stopped. If I also got cores or Celina’s bloodline, great. But first, we needed to win this. 
 
    Corrupt mages flew out of the trees, pouncing on the remaining mages who had been trying to help their friends out of the avalanche. None of them even looked at the mana beast. 
 
    I waited for the mana beast to attack from behind, but it simply backed up, chuffing at the mages in a low rumble. It made no moves. I continued to scan as we moved, trying to piece together what I was missing. 
 
    The corrupt mages were already looking up from their kills, readying themselves as we approached. The mana beast was backing up, keeping its wary growl. 
 
    I held up a fist and ground to a halt, and everyone behind me did the same. The mana beast looked at us and then looked back to Zain’s group for confirmation. 
 
    “Crap.” Things began to click. 
 
    Why would the mana beast right next to the dungeon entrance still be alive? It only would if someone was helping it. 
 
    I knew that bear was an intelligent creature, and the way it looked to Zain spoke volumes. He’d saved it at least once in the past. Honestly, I’d almost respect the move if it hadn’t been done by somebody evil. 
 
    “Maybe this was a bad idea.” Celina pulled at my arm. 
 
    I understood her concern, but we were too far in to turn back. Showing these corrupt mages our backs would be a death sentence. “Don’t worry. We’ve got this.” I infused it with confidence, trying to help energize her. 
 
    My adrenaline began to rise with the impending battle. I pulled on the savage aspect of my life mana, preparing for the first hits. 
 
    Stepping forward, I could see the mages storing their dead opponents’ bodies in their spatial rings. My nose wrinkled. I hated thinking about what would happen to those poor souls. 
 
    A man stepped out from among the corrupt mages. He wore a large feathered cape that hid most of his body, but the telltale writhing beneath the cloak belayed the bugs that were surely attached to his body. 
 
    “Looks like we got a two-for-one special.” His pale face grinned at me from beneath the hood of the cloak. “Looks like you were angling for the same prize. Too bad we killed them first.” 
 
    “No, I still see what I came for.” I locked gazes with Zain. 
 
    “Oh, sorry, I don’t swing that way.” Zain laughed and looked over my shoulder, licking his lips. “But those are some pretty women. Would be a shame to have them die too quickly. I’ll bet I can find a use for them.” 
 
    “You’re sick,” I growled, and mana started building up through my body. 
 
    “No, No. You see, I really don’t want them to die. But the little buggers like to nip anyone who gets too close.” He chuckled and pet the Gu beneath his cloak. 
 
    “Can I ask why? Why implant those in your body?” 
 
    He pulled back and chuckled. “For control of our own lives, of course. Myself and everyone behind me, we were all either stuck at no ring or the first ring. Look at us now!” 
 
    Zain spun with his arms out as he laughed. “We are going to fight and kill the cream of the crop from the sects. Can you imagine? Little no-powers taking down all the big bad sect disciples. The very sects that hold the entire world in the palm of their hand!” He practically cackled at the end, clearly lost in his own world domination. 
 
    I took the opportunity, not needing to listen to any more of his ramblings. Lashing out with my sword, I went to strike him the second he showed his back. 
 
    As I got close, a centipede burst out the back of his cloak and knocked my blade aside with its hardened mandibles. By the time I recovered, Zain was already creating more distance between us. 
 
    “See! The sects are pathetic, falling to such dirty tactics!” Zain smiled. 
 
    I knew I was being baited, but there was never going to be a peaceful resolution. If I saw a chance to end it, I was going to take it. 
 
    As Zain retreated, the bear huffed and growled at me. Stomping its big paws, snow crunching and churning as it bore down on me. 
 
    “Stud, we got a problem,” Michelle warned. 
 
    “Oh, I’m aware.” I started spinning my sword, warming up my wrist. “Can you keep the fur ball occupied? Maybe run it through some cycles a few times?” 
 
    Michelle just chuckled as she banged on her shield and mocked the mana beast. She might not be able to kill it on her own, but I trusted my woman to keep it busy. 
 
    Her challenge was met with the sounds of blades coming free and slicing the air. Both sides were thick with tension. 
 
    Despite all the onlookers, it felt like I was alone facing off against Zain. His mana beasts churned under his cloak, small drops of poison sizzling on the snow at his feet. 
 
    I smiled, ready for this battle. My job was to take him down, and I was going to do it with glee. 
 
    With a shout, the battle started. I clashed with Zain as he threw feather-shaped spells at me. More than once, he struck a tree. As it hit, I noticed it turned pitch black, starting to sink in on itself. Got it. Feather spells pack a punch. I continued dodging or shielding them, but it was definitely taking more of my focus than I’d have liked. 
 
    He held a small dagger as well, but for now, he hadn’t used it much. The bigger challenge came from the two Gu on his body that kept darting out of his cloak to bite at me. It was like fighting a man with four arms. 
 
    There’d be the slightest ruffle of feathers as warning, and then one of the centipedes would dart out with its venom covered fangs. I’d manage to block but wouldn’t get a hit before it disappeared right back under the feathers as protection. 
 
    The cloak had been built to be flexible, allowing for them to strike out and return. It was smart if I was honest. 
 
    We had fallen into a rhythm, one that wasn’t leading to any real damage on either side. That needed to change so I could go back up my girls. I couldn’t take my focus off the Gu to check, but I could hear the fighting all around us. 
 
    I knew Michelle’s battle moves well enough to recognize the noises, so she was okay, but I wasn’t sure about the others. 
 
    I centered myself, trying to determine how to change up the dance we were in. Waiting for the Gu to snap out, I cast the Kunpeng’s claw as soon as I heard the ruffle, snatching it out of the air. I pulled it with the full might of my soul, trying to rip the Gu out of his body. 
 
    But it didn’t come alone; that sucker was really attached. With it, I pulled a screaming Zain to the side. 
 
    The Gu screamed and squirmed back inside the cloak. Zain coughed up blood, stumbling away from me as he gathered himself. 
 
    I pursued, but he started tossing out more of those feathers between us, slowing me down. By the time I reached him, he was back on his feet. 
 
    “Nasty buggers. They really don’t like it when you try and pull them out.” Zain smoothed down his cloak and met my gaze again. 
 
    Dark, sticky green sludge bled along his forehead as a bloodline mark grew. It looked like a dripping feather. 
 
    “Time to stop fucking around.” Zain took a deep breath and screamed as he released a spell that was shaped like a bird. It fluttered above us, with maybe a four-foot wingspan. 
 
    Honestly, it was a bit underwhelming. 
 
    But my hope that it wouldn’t wreak havoc was replaced by an overwhelming sense of dread as I stared at that spell. 
 
    The small bird fluttered into the air and started spinning, shedding feathers high into the air. 
 
    “Take cover!” I yelled. 
 
    A corrupt mage looked to the sky and screamed, abandoning their fight and turning to run. 
 
    Their opponent, a girl from Thousand Blossom Valley, didn’t flinch and cut him down while his back was turned. 
 
    More and more of the disciples ran. Even the mana beast retreated to his cave, which I took as a very bad sign. 
 
    As those fleeing reached the edge of the mountain, they realized their challenge. There was no retreat beyond jumping off a sheer cliff. 
 
    We all needed to find another option. Going into the cave with the mana beast was possible, but likely wouldn’t result in any less death. So I went with my best shelter technique. 
 
    I summoned the wings of a Kunpeng and folded them over my head to create a shelter. “Get over here.” I growled at the girls, who were looking at the feathers frozen above, dancing in the air like they were caught on the breeze. 
 
    One swiftly fell from the sky onto a poor corrupt mage that hadn’t made it out of the area yet. The moment it touched him, he stilled and slowly turned to see the feather sticking to his shoulder. 
 
    He didn’t hesitate and cut his own arm off. It turned black and decayed to dust before it hit the ground. His look of relief only lasted a second before it spread from where he’d cut. He hadn’t done it in time. 
 
    It was gruesome to watch, and I was shocked that Zain would release something that killed indiscriminately. What kind of leadership was that? It was disgusting. 
 
    All his compatriots darted away from the dying man, like he carried the plague. I held the wings as we watched him die, the others running towards me. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Thea whispered from my side. 
 
    A number of my and Yessa’s team gathered under my spell, and even a few of the corrupt mages had darted under, seeming to give up the fight in an effort to gain some shelter. 
 
    The women they stood next to quickly finished them off, knowing they’d turn the second the immediate danger was over. 
 
     A few other corrupt mages darted into the cave, but based on the noises I heard, the beast only felt a tie to Zain. I cringed. This was a slaughter, and we weren’t even the ones leading the charge. 
 
    I looked to the feathers that were descending, dread filling me. This was it. Reinforcing my spell with life mana, I felt the next feather drop. 
 
    The life mana that built my spell started rapidly draining with just the single feather resting on my spell. 
 
    I poured more mana in, feeling sweat beading on my forehead. 
 
    “Isaac, are you okay?” Thea looked up to see more feathers landing on the Kunpeng wings. “Everyone, throw what you have at that mage!” 
 
    Yessa and the rest stopped gawking and started casting spells at Zain. 
 
    I didn’t have time to worry about whether they were doing any damage. I needed to focus on my own spell. The poison seeped rapidly into it. 
 
    Like tendrils, I could feel each feather creeping at the edge of my soul palace, like a giant rot waiting to spread. 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I held the spell even as feathers lost their shine and fell away from the spell. Despite how much mana I was pouring into it, the great Kunpeng wings were weakening. 
 
    This poison was just too powerful. 
 
    I felt Michelle’s hand in mine as she tried to channel mana into my body. More hands touched my back as the women tried to help reinforce me. It was just barely enough for me to continue taking the onslaught. I wasn’t sure how long I held the spell, but eventually, the poison stopped coming. 
 
    The field was littered with patches in the snow. Zain was clutching his chest, and his few remaining fellow corrupt mages were supporting him while trying to dodge the final feathers. Even then, where the feathers hit was hard to predict. 
 
    The last of the feathers caught one of his own mages, turning them to ash. 
 
    I coughed up dark blood as my vision blurred. 
 
    “Isaac,” a soft voice called. It sounded like it was coming from the end of a tunnel. That probably wasn’t good, but sleep sounded nice. 
 
    Images flashed through my mind, of Thea and Michelle flying into a rage, cutting down corrupt mages in a flurry of violence. I smiled. My women were vicious. 
 
    Everything was so distant. 
 
    “Isaac, stay with me. Stay awake. Keep cycling your mana.” Whoever she was, she had a beautiful voice, and it called to me like a siren. 
 
    I didn’t have the strength to respond, so I just did as the voice asked. I trusted my siren and continued cycling life mana through my body. 
 
    More images flashed through my mind as my vision jostled between the snowy ground and the pine trees. 
 
    “Come on, Stud. Not much further.” 
 
    There was some muffled comment to that, and my siren only got angry. 
 
    “Shut it or I’ll brain you. Stud dies, so do you.” 
 
    There was a squawk of indignation, but I didn’t have time to think about it as my mind drifted off. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    A warm, heavy presence slithered through my body. I wiggled my toes, surprised to be connected back to my body again after feeling like a floating being for so long. I tried to move further, but a hand quickly held me down. 
 
    I groaned, my body wracking with pain at the movement. My throat was no better, the groan coming out cracked. 
 
    “Give him small sips,” a mature voice spoke, a different one than my siren. 
 
    Remembering my earlier instructions from the siren whom I now realized was Michelle, I continued cycling my mana, flowing it through my body. 
 
    A cup was pressed to my lips, and I sucked the water from the cup. “More,” I croaked. 
 
    “No. He can’t stomach more.” The firm voice held authority and familiarity that tickled in the back of my mind. I kept trying to piece it together, finally realizing it was Elder Quinn. 
 
    But that didn’t make any sense; Elder Quinn was outside the dungeon. And we still needed to get more cores, to make sure everybody who was helping us could reach the Inner Court. 
 
    I tried to move again, but that firm, annoying hand held me in place. 
 
    Cracking open an eye, I confirmed that the cold beauty of Elder Quinn was leaning over me, with a hand pressed to my chest. Just below her hand, I could feel my side growing sticky. 
 
    She looked down and caught my gaze. “I’m working the blood out of your system. Just relax.” Elder Quinn’s expression became softer and more focused as she continued her work. 
 
    I never expected to see such an expression on the elder. Without much of another option, I simply closed my eyes and let her work. 
 
    A second voice, this one familiar, spoke next. “Here is what you asked for, Elder.” Yessa spoke in a way I hadn’t heard from her either. She was almost... subservient. 
 
    I chuckled, realizing female elders must be her hero, but regretted the laugh as soon as my body responded in pain. 
 
    They both frowned at me. Yessa handed what she had over to Elder Quinn. “Will it be enough? That poison... it was terrible.” 
 
    “Thankfully, you all got him to me in time. I do not know if his condition would have been reversible, even if it was only an hour later,” Elder Quinn replied. 
 
    I could feel her mana snaking through my body, collecting and pushing the poison to the wound on my side. 
 
    Focusing on my inner world, I cringed as I saw how tarnished it had become. Aurora was not going to be happy about the mess. Deep purple marks splotched everything, obstructing my mana from flowing. 
 
    The clicking sound of stone on stone sounded by my head, pulling me back into the present. I realized I was hearing a mortar and pestle. 
 
    Another drink was placed to my lips, and my nose wrinkled at the pungency. I reacted instantly, trying to pull away, but a firm hand held the back of my head as they tipped the bowl of mush into me. 
 
    I sputtered. “Water.” 
 
    “It is terrible, I know, but good for the situation. I’ll have someone get you water to rinse it down.” Elder Quinn smiled down on me, seeming to slightly enjoy my current limitations, but kindness continued to shine on her face as well. 
 
    “My disciples have told me what happened. Thank you.” 
 
    “Just did what anyone would.” And I meant it. 
 
    She gently shook her head, the dragon horns moving back and forth, catching my attention. It was easy to forget that she was a mana beast, like Aurora.  
 
    She’d been with the elders for so long that she had pretty human mannerisms. “No, unfortunately, not everyone would have done so. So I say again, thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Now, what crap did I just drink?” It was still burning my throat. 
 
    “A concoction from the Thousand Blossom Valley sect. It helps remove toxins. While I removed the majority, it should help remove any remaining small traces left in your body.” 
 
    She looked up and moved to stand. “I’ll be back shortly.” 
 
    As she left me alone, I turned my head to see where I was. 
 
    I was in a richly furnished tent, laying on one of a few beds. Everything was in the slate blue of the Ferrymen colors. Splashes of red denoted it as a Phoenix Clan tent, and I realized that this was Elder Quinn’s tent. 
 
    The tent flap was pulled aside, and Thea peaked in. Her eyes lit up on seeing me. “Isaac! You are awake!” She darted inside and squeezed me in a hug, causing me to wince. She released me the second she realized it. 
 
    I felt so weak, barely able to get my arms up and around her. “What happened after I...” 
 
    She grabbed my head and stared into my eyes with tears building in the corners of her hazel gems. “I was so scared we’d lost you. Don’t ever do something so stupid again, you fool.” 
 
    Our lips met in a soft passionate kiss. I could feel Thea’s fear and relief from her tender lips. 
 
    “I’m sorry for this, but you deserve it.” Her eyes shined. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Thea’s head cracked against mine, as she headbutted me back into the bed. 
 
    “Ouch. Wah-” 
 
    “You reckless fool.” She raised her head again, and I waved my hands in defense. 
 
    “I’m sorry. Don’t do that again. Remember, I’m injured.” I played extra weak, seeing if I could get away with it. 
 
    Thea looked at me with squinted eyes before deciding better of another headbutt. “Your own fault.” 
 
    “What choice was there? We’d have had to run through the corrupt mages to get out of the range of that spell. Jumping off the cliff wasn’t an option.” It had been our best option, and I stood by that. 
 
    Thea pushed herself to her knees. “It was too much risk.” 
 
    “We are mages; our lives are filled with danger. Each day and every battle we pass is a growth opportunity.” 
 
    Thea poked at my chest. “You are not alone.” 
 
    “No. I have four lovely women by my side, making me a very lucky fool.” I grinned, trying to turn her insult into a term of endearment. 
 
    Thea rolled her eyes, but a smile spread across her face, and she seemed satisfied with my answer. She leaned down and kissed my forehead. 
 
     “I think... I love you. I’d tear the world apart if something happened to you.” She paused, vulnerability shining in her eyes. “But I’m also your worst nightmare if you ever put yourself at risk like that again.” 
 
    I pulled her head down for another tender kiss. “I love you too.” 
 
    She melted into me while we savored each other’s embrace. 
 
    “But I think we’re going to have to find a more enjoyable form of punishment, because I will likely take on risks over and over.” 
 
    She glared, but a blush spread across her cheeks as she thought about the options. 
 
    A cough interrupted us, and Thea shot to her feet. 
 
    Elder Quinn was waiting, with the tent flap pulled back. “Glad to see you are feeling better,” she said it with an impassive face. 
 
    I had a hard time reading her cold demeanor, though that sounded like sarcasm. 
 
    “Please, I have other things to do. Could you help him drink?” Elder Quinn held out a pitcher to Thea. 
 
    “I-Yes, of course.” Thea, still flustered, took the pitcher as Elder Quinn disappeared out the tent. 
 
    “Water?” I watched the pitcher greedily. 
 
    Thea helped me drink, continuing to refill the small cup she used. 
 
    “So, what happened?” I asked after a few sips. I could feel my energy starting to come back. 
 
    “Well, after you blocked Zain’s spell, their advantage was gone, and Zain had completely exhausted his mana with that spell. You had also protected us, so we were strong enough that cleanup wasn’t difficult.” 
 
    “The mana beast?” I asked. 
 
    “The bear? It was actually pretty docile. Given the condition you were in, we didn’t want to waste time fighting it either. It just hid in its cave after Zain died.” 
 
    “Then what happened?” I prompted. 
 
    “Well, once you went down, Michelle freaked out. And I mean freaked out. That girl can be scary… I wouldn’t want to be between her and what she cares for, that’s for sure. Anywho, Yessa started arguing over spoils, saying you were already dead… and then Vess nearly killed her.” 
 
    “They fought?” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t call it a fight. Vess was actually quite terrifying. She had Yessa pinned against a tree, with a knife to her neck. They put talking about loot aside, and you were rushed out of the dungeon.” 
 
    “Michelle and Celina, are they alright?” 
 
    “Yeah. They’d be here if Michelle didn’t pull Celina away. She said they couldn’t wait any longer to transfer the bloodline.” 
 
    I nodded. That made sense, and while I would have felt better seeing them in person, it was important for our budding family to grow stronger. “Everyone else?” 
 
    “Two dead from Thousand Blossom Valley, and a number of us were poisoned. But you are the last to still be recovering. The dungeon portal will close within the next day.” Thea had a grim look on her face. 
 
    I did the math in my head. “I was asleep for three days?” 
 
    She nodded. “Elder Quinn kept you asleep for the healing.” 
 
    Taking a breath, I ran through how much time we’d lost and where we were. We’d made it out of the dungeon, and everyone was waiting for their disciples until the dungeon closed. But Thea’s expression said otherwise. 
 
    “How bad is it?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “How many mages do you think died in there?” 
 
    Thea let out a sigh. “Zain’s group... well...we went through their spatial rings.” She paused, clearly struggling to get the words out. “Isaac, they weren’t hunting mana beasts. They were hunting mages.” 
 
    “How many?” I felt chills crawl up my spine. 
 
    “Too many. At least one group out of each sect. Isaac, that sick bastard was collecting heads.” She looked nauseous, and I shared in it, even without seeing it inside the rings. 
 
    A flash of anger followed, boiling my blood. “At least he is dead.” 
 
    Thea nodded. “That reminds me.” She pulled a glowing mana beast core out of her spatial ring. “His group had five cores. We took two to round out our group; we’ll all join the Inner Court.” 
 
    I took the core and shifted it in the light, getting a good look at it. “Thea, so many people died for this. Was it really worth it?” 
 
    I knew what I was feeling. My father had talked about it among the guards when a big event happened: survivor’s guilt. But turns out, knowing it didn’t make it any easier to process. Emotions rolled within me. Letting out a deep breath, I put the core in my spatial ring. 
 
    I hated dealing with all the emotions coursing through me, but I didn’t have the luxury of wallowing. There were others that still needed my help, not my pity party. I worked to turn the emotions into a deep resolve, furthering my goal to take down the corrupt mages. 
 
    “Isaac.” Thea gripped me tight and stared into my eyes. 
 
    “It’s fine. We, the sect I mean, need to do something about the corrupt mages. I won’t accept anything less.” 
 
    “We will, Isaac. But first you need to rest up.” She smiled, squeezing my hand. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s probably a good idea.” I sank back into the pillow, feeling exhausted from the short conversation overcome me as I drifted back to sleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I woke to another bowl being pressed against my lips. Opening my mouth, I accepted another round of the slop from the Thousand Blossom Valley. That stuff really tasted disgusting, but it had seemed to help. 
 
    I swallowed quickly, trying to get it out of my mouth and taste as little as possible. 
 
    “There you go,” Elder Quinn said, easing my head back to the pillow. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You should be thanking your two friends in Thousand Blossom Valley. They have been providing this. It will greatly help your recovery and is something I’ve often wanted but been unable to get my hands on. After all, who better to help cure poison. You must have made an impression.” 
 
    “Two?” I blinked. One was certainly Celina. Who was the other? 
 
    Elder Quinn shrugged. “I didn’t ask their names.” Her icy expression showed no interest in who they were. 
 
    “I see. Thank you again for your care.” 
 
    Elder Quinn stared at me with her golden serpentine eyes. “I have a vested interest in you if I’m being honest. Have you considered my offer?” 
 
    Offer? I blanked for a moment before remembering that she indeed had offered me a vague opportunity before I had entered the dungeon. 
 
    “I still know nothing about it or your motives. I won’t make a decision without knowing more.” I decided to be transparent. 
 
    Her face remained icy even though I had called her into question. “I need something before I leave this world and lose the opportunity. And it would be a golden opportunity for you as well.” 
 
    “But why me? Why Narissa?” 
 
    She let out a soft sigh, like the ones mothers give to their children that ask too many questions. “Narissa had her body enhanced while she was controlled by the Sun and Moon Hall. Things that a cultivator couldn’t typically withstand, but if someone else controlled the body... they could endure.” 
 
    I shivered, not wanting to think about what they had done. 
 
    She continued, “I need someone who can fight without mana, and an enhanced psychic like her, or someone with a powerful bloodline like you, can do that.” 
 
    To fight without mana? Wouldn’t a mana beast be perfect? 
 
    “Why don’t you get it yourself?” 
 
    She shook her head, a scowl shadowing her face. “I cannot. I’m prevented from entering.” 
 
    “So, it’s too dangerous for Narissa. What makes you think I can do it? And what do I get in return?” 
 
    Elder Quinn shrugged. “Since I cannot enter, I cannot tell you all that you could retrieve. But I have no doubt there are many treasures beyond the one I seek.” 
 
    I frowned at her indifference. She wanted me to go risk my life without any set reward. 
 
    Thinking back to the conversation with Thea, I shook my head. “I’m sorry, but I can’t help.” 
 
    “I would be willing to offer anything that I can provide as compensation, if that is your concern.” 
 
    I still shook my head. “It isn’t that. I have many people that depend on me now. I can’t take that risk without a clear reward.” 
 
    She stared at me for a moment, seeming to decide on something. “It is a place with the spirit of a very powerful mana beast. He has a request, but it requires someone who can fight without mana.” 
 
    “Can I bring others to help me?” 
 
    She shook her head. “He won’t allow it, or I’d send an army of normal cultivators in there to deal with his problem.” 
 
    “Then I cannot go. I won’t risk myself like that.” I had four women I loved, and while danger was necessary to progress as a mage, I wasn’t about to take unnecessary risks. 
 
    Elder Quinn rolled her eyes. “I should have just captured you and forced you.” She gave me a once over that looked like she was still contemplating it. I began cycling my mana, just in case I’d need it. 
 
    But her next words were interrupted as shouting started outside. “Excuse me, I need to be a part of this.” 
 
    She left the tent and curiosity got the best of me as I heard the voices escalate. It sounded like a fight was about to break out. 
 
    Groaning, I pushed myself to my knees and stood shakily. I was feeling much better than last time I was awake. But I had only made it a few steps outside the tent before a firm set of hands grabbed me. 
 
    “Stud, you shouldn’t be on your feet.” Michelle cast a wary glance over her shoulder at the commotion that was still rising in volume. “Not to mention it might get a bit heated here.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” I tried to walk. Michelle sighed in annoyance, wrapping one of my arms over her shoulders and taking some of my weight. 
 
    “Stubborn, as always.” She let out an exaggerated sigh. “Another group just came out of the portal. The sect of ice mages.” 
 
    “The group that attacked us when we first entered? Why the commotion?” 
 
    But I didn’t need Michelle to answer for me; the argument became apparent. The mages that had exited were trying to attack one of the elders that had come from the Sun and Moon Hall. 
 
    He wasn’t wearing sect robes, but instead, wore a dark, ragged mix of leather and robes. He reminded me of the poisonous corrupt mages. 
 
    Meanwhile, the ice mages’ own sect elder was stopping them from attacking, while the corrupt elder sneered, almost encouraging it. He was waiting for an excuse to kill them. 
 
    I couldn’t make out what they were yelling, but the message was clear. They blamed the corrupt mages for the deaths of those they cared about. 
 
    Around the dungeon portal stood far fewer mages than had entered. Each of the dozen sects present had two elders. Each elder had started with dozens of mages behind them. Now, there were less than ten behind most of the elders. A few were even standing alone with no disciples. 
 
    Concern shone across their faces. This number of disciples lost wasn’t normal. 
 
    The dungeon portal crackled and started to waver. Gloom and hope mixed on many faces waiting outside the dungeon portal.  
 
    The corrupt elder started laughing loudly. “Poor sects. Your disciples just weren’t up to the challenge. Good thing our mages were.” He stared at the portal expectantly. At present, he had no one standing behind him. 
 
    I smirked watching him, knowing he was in for a disappointment. 
 
    When no one came out, his brow creased along with the rest of the elders. 
 
    The portal started to collapse in on itself, and when it finally shrank small enough, it popped, and a fountain of pure mana shot up into the sky. 
 
    It was my first time experiencing the completion of a dungeon. It was what influenced all the changes the last thousand years, a part of how mages came to be. It felt significant. 
 
    “No. That’s not possible. Who killed my disciples!” the corrupt elder yelled in a rage, spit flying from his mouth. 
 
    All of the sects took a step back, ready to protect themselves. 
 
    “Ha, you hypocrite. This is what you deserve, smirking as you saw our numbers depleted.” An elder who looked like he was covered in frost laughed at the corrupt elder. “We were too sensitive when our disciples came out after seeing their fellows killed by your sect. But, now that you’ve lost your disciples, it is too much.” 
 
    “Shut up! Who did it? Which one of you brats killed them?” The corrupt elder spun around, glaring at each sect in turn. His robes squirmed as his Gu became agitated. 
 
    No one said anything. The tension in the air was palpable. 
 
    When he passed the Thousand Blossom Valley, he stopped. “You. You had the largest group exit.” It felt like gravity itself shifted as he drew in mana. 
 
    It felt like we were all about to be crushed before the pressure suddenly lifted. Elder Quinn had stepped forward. She didn’t attack, but she did absorb the pressure from the other elder. 
 
    The other elders started stepping forward one by one, though unlike Elder Quinn, many of them seemed to be gathering their own mana. 
 
    “The Ferrymen sent your mages to the afterlife, as revenge for killing a number of our disciples in the dungeon,” Elder Quinn cut through the current tension. 
 
    What! I wanted to scream at her. Why would she admit that? 
 
    The corrupt elder glared at us. “I want his body. Give it over for our sect to bury.” 
 
    I heard a snort to my side, and I looked over at Celina, who had joined us, looking more confident than before. “They just want to feed his bloodline to some Gu.” 
 
    Elder Quinn stood with an impassive expression. “I have no need to do anything for you. Your disciples killed some of mine; it’s only fair mine fought back. And you seemed to deem the practice of killing other sect disciples acceptable until it was yours. You’re making a fool of yourself.” 
 
    The corrupt elder flew into an outrage, and the ground shook as a spell created a hundred-foot-tall worm covered in vicious spikes. 
 
    In response, a massive metallic dragon appeared around Elder Quinn, and they both shot into the air. The clouds parted with explosive force as the two of them met. 
 
    The second elder, the one from the Turtle Clan, shielded us disciples as the shockwaves ripped apart the surrounding earth. 
 
    “What is she doing?” I asked the elder. 
 
    “Quinn might seem cold, but I’ve known her for years. She has little tells, and she’s furious that so many of her disciples died. This should be a great show.” 
 
    I looked back up at the sky, which was now devoid of clouds as the two fought. I was watching a fourth-rank mana beast in human form and a fourth-ring mage fight. This was going to be intense. “Will she be okay?” 
 
    “Yes. It is very rare for a mage or mana beast at the fourth ring to die. If either of them really wants to escape, it will be hard for the other to pursue.” The Turtle Elder looked around at the rest of the sects; many of them were starting to head out. 
 
    “All right, gather up. We are heading back to the sect.” 
 
    Celina gave me one last kiss before heading over to her own sect. 
 
    “What about the other elder?” one of the Phoenix Clan girls said, looking up. 
 
    “Elder Quinn will be fine. Best we head out before they start getting too serious. It will be hard to navigate our flying treasure if they go too far.” 
 
    I took one last look at the two titans fighting in the sky before stepping on the expanding piece of land that would take us back to the sect. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    The trip back to the sect was smooth. I was glad, given my body was still recovering. Michelle was fussing over me the entire ride back. 
 
    As we traveled, the Turtle Clan elder checked each of the third-rank beast cores we produced against a list he had, verifying it was legitimately collected in the dungeon. After confirming it, he gave it back, encouraging each of us to use it ourselves. 
 
    What shocked me most was that Narissa failed to offer a beast core. I could have sworn she had one. 
 
    “Narissa, I thought you had a core.” I approached her, trailed by Michelle and Thea, who were curious as well. 
 
    “I did, and I gave it up to you.” 
 
    “What!” I looked at the core and tried to hand it back to her. 
 
    She stepped back, shaking her head. “It wouldn’t do me any good.” 
 
    Wouldn’t do her any good? I was confused. “I—” 
 
    “It’s fine, Isaac. I’ve already told my sister and my master. I’m leaving the sect once we return.” Narissa bowed slightly. “Thank you for everything you’ve done for me, Isaac. I want you to know that I am forever indebted to you.” 
 
    I struggled to find words to express what I was feeling. No one left sects, not willingly at least. 
 
    Thea pulled herself out of the shock first. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Positive. I... I don’t want to be a mage. The life of a mage is one filled with constant conflict and danger. Mages need to endanger themselves to grow.” Narissa looked wistfully out into the horizon. “I’ve had my fill of my body being put into risky situations. I want peace.” 
 
    In that moment, we all saw the real Narissa. She was a girl who was tired of struggling to survive and constantly looking over her shoulder. As a second-ring mage, if she were in Locksprings, she would be strong enough to do whatever she wanted. To live that peaceful life. 
 
    “I wish you the best,” I said, meaning it. 
 
    Narissa had gone through hell and came out the other end. If anyone did, she deserved a rest. 
 
    “Thank you. That means everything, Isaac. I feared no one would understand.” 
 
    Thea looked confused, but Michelle finally grumbled acceptance. “I know what you mean. Coming from a small town... the city, the sect, it is all so busy. Everyone is constantly fighting for more.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Narissa said. “I just want to live.” 
 
    “Where will you go?” 
 
    Narissa shrugged. “I’ll start in Styx and see where the world takes me.” She gave me a blindingly bright smile, one that was truly happy. 
 
    “You should stop by Diana’s. I’m sure she’d be willing to give you a hand in starting a new life.” 
 
    Though they were fairly different, I thought the two of them would hit it off. Diana seemed to crave friends that weren’t caught up in the life she’d been raised in. 
 
    Narissa nodded, seeming to ponder the suggestion. 
 
    “We are here,” the elder announced as the flying treasure hovered over the outer sect. The sect didn’t really feel like home yet, but there was a sense of relief in seeing it again. 
 
    One by one, a number of the disciples who hadn’t gotten cores jumped off. 
 
    Narissa gave me one final peck on the cheek before she left. “If you ever grow tired of being a mage, come find me.” She nodded to Michelle as well in respect and jumped off, landing on the ground below. 
 
    I turned and Michelle, who just gave me a raised eyebrow. “Really, Stud? For all the crap you give me about trying to grow our harem, you seem to attract them like flies to sugar.” 
 
    I shrugged helplessly, not sure what to say. Narissa and my attachment seemed to be largely through the bond. 
 
    If a quiet life was what she was after, I didn’t think we’d ever be in each other’s lives long. But fate could do funny things, especially when my mother was involved, so I wouldn’t rule anything out. 
 
    The flying treasure started moving again, and it was just me, Thea, Michelle, Rob, and two other mages from the Turtle Clan. Rob’s two little beauties had left at the outer sect, and his eyes lingered behind him. 
 
    “Cheer up, Rob. You can go see them anytime.” 
 
    Rob straightened his back. “I was just looking,” he said defensively. 
 
    “Uh huh. They are cute; I don’t blame you.” 
 
    He blushed. “They sure are.” 
 
    “Hey Rob, with your fire mana, could you make a small trinket, just a token without enchantment.” 
 
    “Probably, wouldn’t be hard to melt some metal and form it.” 
 
    I grinned and whispered what I wanted made. I didn’t think it’d be a hard task for him, but I urged him to make them as soon as we made it back to the sect. 
 
    We were distracted by the small area ahead. It shone like a jewel set into the mountain. 
 
    At first, I thought it was a small pavilion. But as we got closer, it continued to grow until it became the entrance to a grand complex. The whole structure was set into the side of the mountain. 
 
    Looking up towards the peak, I realized it wasn’t that much lower than the Elder’s Hall. 
 
    “This is the Inner Court,” the Turtle Elder said as the flying treasure lowered to the entrance. “It is restricted to Inner Court disciples. And because it is built higher into the mountain, the mana is far richer. Your cultivation here will prove more fruitful.” 
 
    Even just on the treasure, I could already feel that the mana was richer than back in the Outer Court. This difference alone would let an Inner Court disciple cultivate at least fifty percent faster.  
 
    If it was like the Outer Court, then there would also be even better opportunities within the Inner Court. 
 
    The flying treasure shuddered as it touched down. Several disciples on guard gave our group a once over before seeing the elder and ignoring us. 
 
    It already seemed far more martial than the Outer Court. 
 
    “Come with me. We’ll exchange your tokens so that no one mistakes you for Outer Court disciples. Then we’ll see the monolith.” 
 
    Far more friendly than the Outer Court, we saw a secretary and exchanged our tokens before continuing into the mountain. 
 
    “This must have taken forever to carve,” I commented, my head turning on a swivel as I took in the stonework around us. 
 
    Large arches that reminded me of the Elder’s Hall were carved into the mountain. Even the benches were carved from the stone that looked like they were once a part of the mountain. 
 
    “Who made all of this?” I asked the elder. 
 
    “There are various legends about the floating mountains. Nobody knows for certain. They appeared shortly after the great upheaval that was caused by the first dungeons. They were then conquered by what are now the sects, but supposedly, many of the fixtures were already present at that time.” 
 
    He paused before continuing, “I personally believe that these mountains came from the dungeons. The rarest of treasures.” The elder gazed fondly at the expansive cavern that made the Inner Court. 
 
    “Must have been one big ass dungeon,” Michelle whispered. 
 
    I struggled to keep the grin off my face as we continued to follow the elder into the Inner Court. 
 
    “And here is the Inner Court monolith,” the Turtle Clan elder said with reverence. 
 
    Before us was the same black monolith as the Outer Court, except it was twice as tall, and its smooth black exterior was marred with writing. 
 
    I looked closer at the writing, which looked like some sort of list. Twenty-five names were listed. At the very top was a name I recognized: Hendrick, Leo’s elder brother. Next to each name was a set of rings. Four rings followed after the first nine on the list, but ten to twenty-five on the list were all second-ring mages. 
 
    “Elder, why is there such a gap of strength. Where are all the third-ring mages?” one of the members of Turtle Clan asked. 
 
    “Ah. You see, the top nine are considered the core of the sect. Except for a few instances in our history, no one once reaching a Core Court position has stepped down to become an elder. If someone were to break into the third ring, they are faced with either trying to push into the Core or becoming an elder.” 
 
    “Why not try for the Core?” 
 
    “It’s much more likely to lead to death. At this point, the current Core is too well established. No third-ring mage would be able to upset them and step into the Core. Thus, they all choose to become elders.” 
 
    The elder paused for a moment before continuing. “You will learn this soon, so I will tell you anyways. All of those at the fourth ring will leave the sect soon.” 
 
    “What!” the man from the Turtle Clan shouted before covering his mouth when everyone looked his way. “What do you mean elder?” 
 
    “The fourth ring is the peak of this world. In order to continue to progress, they must leave it. They will go to a new world with energy even greater than mana.” 
 
    “Will you leave, elder?” 
 
    “Yes. I will pass on my scrolls for the rest of Turtle Clan to maintain. It is important that we continue understanding and recording the history of the sect.” 
 
    He looked us over. “Fourth-rings leaving also provides opportunity for the rest of you. A new era will come, and the core of the sect will be up for grabs. But it’s not just us going through this change; all sects will have their fourth-ring mages ascend. It’s essentially a refresh of sect leadership.” 
 
    I had heard some of this before, but one point bugged me. “What stops the third-ring elders from taking control of the sect?” 
 
    “That is a reasonable question, but one fraught with peril. It has been done in the past, and led to the fall of a sect.” 
 
    The Turtle Elder smiled wide, noting that he had our full attention. “Actually, you might enjoy this story.” He settled in. “Long ago, there was a sect known as the Puppet Sect.” 
 
    I leaned forward. This wasn’t the first time I’d heard the name, and with the situation in Sun and Moon Hall, it piqued my interest. I was curious how the ascension played into all of it. 
 
    “They did something very similar. The remaining elders, stronger than all those that would compete for the core of their sect, let the succession take place. But as soon as the fourth-ring mages were gone, they pounced on the new core of their sect. They turned them into puppets, quite literally. 
 
    “Now you must understand: the mana of this world continues to increase each year. Some of it leaves the world with each ascension, but more is brought in through dungeons, ending in an increase. So every year, the new generation is born into a world with denser mana as a baseline. Which means, every year, the foundations for mages are stronger. 
 
    “Now, these old men of the Puppet Sect enjoyed years of riches, having taken control of the core of their sect. But from what they did, the prime young talent of their sect was crippled, never able to rise above the cultivation level of those who controlled them. 
 
    “It didn’t take long for their weakness to be known. Years after the ascension, every other sect had a dozen fourth-ring mages to their two. Their weakness was further exposed, and their hated reputation led to a war with the Sun and Moon Hall, along with their ultimate downfall. They were the last corrupt mage sect.” 
 
    I nodded along until the end. “But the Sun and Moon Hall has become a corrupt sect. Did you not see those who stood with them at the dungeon?” 
 
    “Yes, it is possible we did not extinguish the corrupt mages as thoroughly as we thought,” the Turtle Elder pondered. “And another tumor may be rising.” 
 
    I agreed with that sentiment. 
 
    A commotion in the crowd interrupted our conversation, and I turned to see the crowd parting. 
 
    Leo stomped through the crowd, a scowl across his face as he moved straight towards me. He smiled when he realized he had my attention. 
 
    “I told you to stay out of the sect. But here you are.” Leo squared himself up ten paces from me. 
 
    “Here I am.” I shrugged. I really didn’t want to waste any time on him at this point. 
 
    He smirked. “Now that you are an Inner Court disciple, there’s no reason we can’t have a friendly duel.” The way he said friendly was anything but. 
 
    I couldn’t help but show a shocked face. I had just entered the Inner Court, and he was already challenging me? 
 
    It seemed I wasn’t the only other one surprised by it; a ripple of mutterings spread from where we stood. Everyone in the area was watching now. 
 
    “Is Leo challenging the fresh meat?” 
 
    “He must have offended Leo.” 
 
    “I heard he slept with Leo’s fiancée” 
 
    “He is pretty charming; I can see the attraction.” 
 
    Leo’s face twitched as the rumors began to spread around us. 
 
    I turned back to the monolith. I’d missed it earlier, but Leo’s name was right there at tenth place. He was primed to take over after his brother. At least the fact that he was on the list meant he hadn’t crossed over into his third ring yet. 
 
    “Elder, what are the rules for this?” 
 
    The elder stood and recounted a number of details, but there was one that I latched onto. “If I win, I take a spot on the board?” 
 
    The elder nodded, and I pondered it. The crowd had grown even more agitated, wanting to see a battle. 
 
    “I would recommend you not accept this duel—you don’t have to,” the elder added. 
 
    “Are these fights to the death?” It would be stupid of me to accept a fight to the death, but if all I risked was injuries that could be healed by my life mana, what reason was there to not give it a shot? 
 
    “No, but sometimes people do walk away with lasting injuries.” 
 
    I knew Leo would try something like that, but with my life mana, I hoped I could recover from whatever he threw at me. 
 
    I looked over at Michelle and Thea, who were clearly anxious, but they both gave me nods of support. Turning back to Leo, I portrayed as much confidence as I could. “Sure. I accept a fight mediated by the elder here.” I picked the Turtle Elder, knowing he’d be far more neutral than anyone Leo picked. 
 
    The crowd boiled once again at my acceptance. “I can’t believe he just accepted!” 
 
    “The poor bastard is dead.” 
 
    Well, that wasn’t really a resounding endorsement, but I liked to think my chances were a bit better. 
 
    “Great. I’ll meet you in the arena in an hour.” Leo turned, laughing. The crowd flowed around him as I lost him from my sight. 
 
    “Stud…” Michelle sounded worried. “That was faster than we expected.” 
 
    “I know, but what difference would it have made to fight him now or in a few days? Look.” I pointed to the monolith. “He’s still at the second ring. I stand a better chance now than if he broke through to the third ring and went for the top positions.” 
 
    Michelle’s eyes flashed with understanding. “You accepted knowing this might be your last chance before he’s a step ahead of you.” 
 
    I nodded. “Exactly. But this isn’t going to be easy; I need to find this arena and meditate.” I had recovered from the poison by now, but I had no doubt that this would be one of the hardest fights of my life. 
 
    I needed to meditate to my peak condition to give myself the best chance. 
 
    “I can show you the way,” the Turtle Elder said. “I wish you the best of luck.” 
 
    It didn’t take long for him to lead us through the winding halls of the Inner Court to the arena. 
 
    Like everything else, it was carved into the mountain. But the feat of carving such a large amphitheater inside a mountain was even more unbelievable. 
 
    There was a red hue to the stone, almost like it was stained with blood. It definitely made the place feel a bit more intense, but maybe that was just my anxiousness for the upcoming battle swaying my thoughts. 
 
    I looked around at the sheer size. This place could probably hold ten thousand people comfortably. Each row of seats was a perfectly carved mimicry of the one before it. I was seriously curious how it had all been made. 
 
    In the center was a large martial stage, with white blocks stacked together to form a hundred-yard square stage. It was all brightly lit by glowing shards of mana that were built into the ceiling. 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about damaging anything here. The stage itself has been fought on by fourth-ring mages and yet it still stands. There is even a powerful enchantment on the seating area. Your spells won’t be a worry for them.” 
 
    “Incredible,” Michelle breathed beside me as she stepped into the arena. 
 
    “It truly is.” The elder seemed beside himself as he looked at the arena. “It is a marvel of design and mage engineering.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. While it was impressive, I had other things to get to. “I’ll go prepare myself for the fight.” 
 
    Stepping forward, I moved down from the stand to the floor by the stage, feeling something pass over my skin like a breeze. 
 
    Sitting down in the lotus position, I settled in to calm my mind. 
 
    But that apparently wasn’t part of Aurora’s plan as she banged on her ring. She typically wasn’t so insistent, so I let her out immediately. No sooner had Aurora appeared than had Michelle and Thea sat down next to me as well. 
 
    “Master.” Aurora smiled and sat on my lap. There was a territorial way in which she ground herself into me, like she was trying to cover me with her scent. 
 
    I pulled her in tight, kissing the top of her head causing her to relax. “I love you too, but do I not smell enough like you?” I pushed one of her wings aside with my cheek, giving me access to nuzzle into her neck. 
 
    “You smell like that snake.” 
 
    Thea corrected her, “She’s a dragon.” 
 
    Aurora just pouted and crossed her arms, as her wings continued to brush against me. 
 
    “Elder Quinn’s lineage aside, did you girls want something?” 
 
    “Just to be near you,” Thea said, blushing. “I just mean be here to support you.” 
 
    “Thanks. But remember, it isn’t just me who is going to have to step into the Core Court: both of you are going to need to challenge people. Then, we’ll have three of the nine spots. If the other six spots get split between the other three clans, we’ll have ironclad control of the Core.” 
 
    “We will plan for that after you beat Leo.” Thea bumped my shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah! Master will win.” 
 
    “Thank you for the vote of confidence, but I don’t think it will be that easy.” The suddenness and eagerness from Leo to fight me was suspicious, but I didn’t see a better option. 
 
    “I really appreciate all your support, but I need to meditate.” I wrapped my arms around Aurora and sank down into my inner world, focusing on the flow of my mana. 
 
    Smoothing out all the ripples and imperfections in my soul, I reinforced the imagery of it and my soul palace. I polished and perfected each piece, making sure they were as strong as I could get them. Continuing to cycle my mana, I felt a beast core drop into my lap. Smiling, I continued absorbing the cores and continuing to reinforce my palace. 
 
    I’d need every bit of my cultivation working at peak performance. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    “Isaac, it’s time.” Michelle pecked me on the cheek, stirring me from my meditation. 
 
    I stretched. Aurora had returned to her ring when her restlessness was disturbing my meditation. 
 
    This fight had her very stressed out. Michelle and Thea seemed to be taking it better, but still fussed over me. They’d made their way over ringside to get good seats for the fight. 
 
    News must have gotten around, because they were not alone in the stands. The red marble amphitheater had a steady stream of mages entering and finding seats. 
 
    I had never seen so many two-ring and above mages at one time, in one place. 
 
    The crowd hushed, and I pivoted back to the entrance, looking to see what had quieted them. 
 
    A small procession of mages walked through, the atmosphere changing as they moved. I could feel the weight of their cultivation; I felt like I was standing before giants. 
 
    Leo was in the group, although I doubted the impact was coming from him. Next to him, a broader shouldered and bearded version of Leo walked at the head of the rest of the group. 
 
    The man I could only assume was Hendrick scowled my way, and I felt the shadow of death pass over me. 
 
    He was the strongest mage in all of the Ferrymen sect. By far the strongest mage I’d ever encountered, and he was at the peak of this world’s power. Leave it to me to piss him off. 
 
    Following his lead, each of the other eight mages rippled with power and made their way over to a small stage in the seating area. It seemed like the equivalent of a VIP booth. 
 
    I frowned; the VIP section had ten people now. Leo had separated from them. The tenth was a disarmingly cute woman, who, unlike the others, held no presence at all. It was almost like she was an illusion. 
 
    But the nine mages all held deferential body language when speaking to her. I watched, trying to piece together who she was and how she fit. 
 
    As I did, Leo stepped up on the stage with me, bouncing to his own beat and loosening his shoulders with a cocky grin. He turned to grin at a group of girls whistling at him from the stands. 
 
    The crowd spilling into the arena started to trickle down. Everybody entering was quickly finding seats as Leo’s brother remained standing. 
 
    “Welcome, everyone. We have an exciting match today, but that is secondary to another celebration.” He turned on the platform, making eye contact with everyone. 
 
    “Today, we welcome a guest from the immortal worlds, Fairy Su.” Leo’s brother motioned to the cute woman with a respectful bow. She gave the slightest of nods to the crowd. 
 
    The crowd was equal parts gasps and confused whispers. 
 
    But I just saw it as nonsense. My match had turned into a pulpit for him to speak. Clearly, he wasn’t getting enough attention for his taste. 
 
    “Many of you have confusion written on your faces. For those who are relatively new to the sect, you now have a chance to learn a secret of the world. This world is but a small stepping-stone to greater cultivation. There is not dense enough mana to cultivate past the fourth ring in this world; thus, those of us at the fourth ring leave every hundred years. 
 
    “It is only thanks to the tireless efforts of Fairy Su and her clan that we are able to traverse to one of the immortal worlds and continue our cultivation. There, we continue to grow as mages. 
 
    “I would like you all to join me in welcoming and thanking Fairy Su.” He turned and bowed deeply to her. The crowd and I joined his show of respect, lest we stick out like a nail to be hammered down. 
 
    When I raised my head, I met eyes with the immortal woman, and it felt like they tore straight through everything I was. I didn’t hold her gaze, instead focusing on Leo who was watching the whole fanfare with a smile. 
 
    “Today, we watch the rise of the new Core Court. As those of us above the fourth ring will be departing, we wish to bring the most talented second-ring mages forth to lead the sect for the next hundred years. 
 
    “As you all know, the core of the sect is both a coveted and tiring position. After this fight today, the rest of the Core and I will remove ourselves from the monolith and depart in the coming weeks. I look forward to seeing all of our best step up to replace us.” 
 
    My eyes wandered the crowd until I spotted Elder Bo. He gave me encouraging smiles as Leo’s brother continued to orate his esteem for the mages that would remain and give instructions for how they should carry on the honor of the Ferrymen. 
 
    “Elder, please prepare the fight,” Leo’s brother finished. 
 
    The Turtle Clan elder stepped up to the side between Leo and I. “No weapons, no external help. This is a fight among peer disciples; we aren’t out to hurt our own clan. No maiming or killing. The fight will end when one of you surrenders or is rendered unable to fight. Bow to me if you understand the rules.” 
 
    We both bowed low to the elder. 
 
    “Bow to the crowd, honor them with a clean fight.” 
 
    We both bowed low in the direction of the Core Court. 
 
    “Now bow to each other in honor of the duel.” 
 
    I bowed low but could see Leo only fractionally bow his head. Snickers broke out in the crowd as he embarrassed me. 
 
    “Will be hard to be cocky after I take you down,” I said softly. 
 
    Leo only grinned and stepped back to his side of the ring. 
 
    The Elder gave us both one last warning. “Do not dishonor us in front of the immortal.” 
 
    Leo fell into a fighting stance as the fight started. 
 
    We exploded towards each other quickly enough to make the air crack. The impact of our fists meeting sent off a small shockwave of sound. 
 
    My vision was a blur of punches and kicks as I lost my rational mind and ebbed into the flow of battle. Each attack and counterattack had its partner as we danced in an art of violence. 
 
    I had to admit, Leo was just as skilled as me in combat. 
 
    We were moving so quickly; it didn’t leave much time for strategy. This was pure instinct honed through countless hours of training. 
 
    “Ha!” We both decided to end this farce together and squarely punched each other’s fist, sending ourselves flying back to the start positions. 
 
    The crowd was wild from our display, cheering us on, but those in the core of the sect looked bored. 
 
    They knew as well as we did that this was far from over, but Leo’s brother was slightly more alert. He clearly hadn’t thought this would be so closely matched. 
 
    Leo’s body crackled with lighting mana as he prepared a spell, and a large blade made of lightning rose into the air above him before he chopped down. The blade crackled as it rushed to me. 
 
    But I’d already prepared my spell in return. A golden needle, far smaller than the grandiose blade, met the edge of the lightning blade. 
 
    Both spells held frozen in air before I punched out and my golden needle shattered Leo’s spell, rushing straight for him. 
 
    “That’s nowhere near enough!” Leo yelled, batting my spent spell to the side with his mana-charged hands. “See what you think of this!” 
 
    Leo’s forehead glowed bright blue as his bloodline expressed itself as jagged-looking scales. 
 
    I could feel his pressure increase twofold. It continued to swell as the air on the stage crackled with static, and a spell I’d seen before began to form. 
 
    That spell might have gotten me in the past, but I wasn’t a fresh two-ring mage anymore. Life mana swelled into me until I felt like a giant and my own forehead burned as my soul shook. 
 
    I dug deep, drawing up on both Aurora and my bloodline. My bloodline sang through me, ready to be unleashed. It wanted Leo’s destruction. 
 
    A massive spell formed over me, dwarfing Leo and the amphitheater. The great Kunpeng took form. 
 
    The crowd was in an uproar. Disciples and elders alike were on their feet cheering. Most of them probably didn’t know who I was beyond some disciple stupid enough to pick a fight with Leo. But, now that I had shown my bloodline, it seemed I’d earned a bit more of their respect. 
 
    “Oh my god. Is that a Kunpeng?” 
 
    “Holy shit. He might actually have a shot.” 
 
    My spell lifted its head and cried out. A piercing eagle’s cry left it as it descended on Leo with a single beat of its wings. 
 
    The air boomed as it was displaced, and the Kunpeng’s claw stopped just short of Leo as a dragon made of electric mana roared and fought back. 
 
    Leo screamed into the sky and thunder crashed as the dragon pushed back. His mana swelled all the way to the peak of his second ring. He was just barely separated from the strength of a third-ring mage. For a moment, I worried he’d break through his third ring right there in the arena. 
 
    A second element blended with his lightning, setting the dragon on fire as it made headway pushing my spell back. 
 
    “Che,” I snorted and dug deep. This was about survival. My mana shifted from the calm green and gold of life to the golden aspect of life, survival. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the core of the sect leaning forward, focused on us. It appeared our ancient bloodlines and our current spells were enough to finally garner their attention. 
 
    Locked in a deadlock once again, both of us poured mana into our spells, causing shockwaves to buffer me and ruffle my robes. 
 
    Leo looked me in the eyes and smirked. “Did you know dragons are the king of beasts? All others must bow to the blood of dragons.” 
 
    I frowned, an ill omen sweeping over me. Aurora throbbed inside my ring. 
 
    “Bloodline suppression!” Leo yelled and his spell roared with a tyrannical aura that pressed not just on me and my spell, but on my very blood. 
 
    I felt the heat on my forehead dissipate and the strength of my bloodline falter. 
 
    The crowd gasped, and I heard angry shouts in the stands. 
 
    But that didn’t matter, because I had to focus. Pushing every ounce of my strength into my spell, I tried to finish this. The Kunpeng cried out and surged forward, only for its progress to slow and stall before Leo. 
 
    Slowly, Leo’s spell took control. Inch by inch, my spell was pushed back and my mana ran out. Leo roared in victory as he smashed my spell to the stage floor, shattering the Kunpeng and my chance at getting into the Core Court with it. 
 
    My soul palace shook the same as the floor, and I stumbled to a knee. My mana was chaotic, my bloodline suppressed. 
 
    I’d lost. 
 
    “I admit defeat,” I said, looking at the Turtle Clan elder. 
 
    He only frowned and looked away, pretending not to hear. 
 
    Leo wound up another spell and sent it crashing at me. 
 
    No. He wouldn’t try to kill me here in front of everybody, would he? 
 
    A metallic claw caught Leo’s spell like a toy and crushed it. Leo stumbled, coughing up blood. 
 
    I was swept off my feet as a wave of pressure crashed into me. 
 
    “How dare you! Interrupting a duel! Disgracing our sect.” Leo’s brother was on his feet, putting the full extent of his pressure and authority on Elder Quinn, who now stood by my side unflinching. 
 
    “I heard him surrender. It was my duty as an elder to intervene.” 
 
    “Are you saying our other esteemed elder failed his duties?” Leo’s brother scolded her directly in front of the entire inner sect. 
 
    Elder Quinn might be an ice queen, but even she had her limits. 
 
    Her face heated up in anger, but she turned away and coughed. “I only know what I heard. I do not blame anyone else for being distracted by the display of this duel.” 
 
    The crowd murmured in agreement with Elder Quinn. Many went on to comment about how magnificent the battle was and how lucky their sect was to have two such geniuses. 
 
    Leo sneered at me across the stage. He mouthed ‘come again, anytime’ before beaming over at his brother. 
 
    “Still, there must be punishment for your action,” Leo’s brother continued. “Perhaps we should remove your core for my brother as compensation.” 
 
    That caused the crowd to quiet with hushed awe at his boldness. 
 
    But before anyone else could speak, Fairy Su spoke. “I think your brother has received enough boons for the day. Between the mana beast already waiting to take his third ring and the bloodline suppression spell he has—one that I gave only to you—I’d say he is doing just fine. Wouldn’t you?” 
 
    That spell was something from an immortal? No wonder I’d lost. 
 
    Leo’s brother’s smile twitched at Fairy Su’s words. Clearing his throat, he backed down. “Perhaps you are right. After all, it isn’t right to spoil a developing mage.” 
 
    Fairy Su looked at me with a question in her eyes, like something about me wasn’t quite adding up to her. But then she shrugged and returned to sipping from a goblet. 
 
    “Isaac, I suggest we step down,” Elder Quinn reminded me, turning to leave and pausing at the edge of the stage. “One last chance. Meet me tonight.” She paused and turned away, but I swear I heard her whisper. “I truly need your help.” 
 
    I stepped off the stage and caught up to her. “Wait. You think there might be something that can make me more powerful? Would it be enough to overcome what just happened?” 
 
    Elder Quinn shrugged. “I truly do not know. Even my own bloodline shuddered under that spell.” 
 
    “What about the other favors you offered. What if I asked you to find someone?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed, her patience thinning. “Perhaps after.” 
 
    “What if I asked you to find a specific mana beast. A fox, black with void element...” I thought of how else to describe Mei. 
 
    “A lotus mark on her forehead?” Elder Quinn continued. 
 
    “Yes.” I paused and looked at her wide eyed. Did she know Mei? 
 
    “I’m afraid I could find her in an instant, but I couldn’t bring her to you.” She looked... sorry. 
 
    “Can I see Mei?” I asked. 
 
    “Isaac.” Michelle and Thea came to my side as I stared at Elder Quinn, waiting for her answer. 
 
    “Come with me.” She turned, and I hurried after her. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Thea asked, looking around at the rest of the sect as they dispersed from the area. Another pair had taken the stage, but the energy was nowhere near the fight between Leo and me. 
 
    Rob slid up to my side, briefly handing me a small sack. 
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled at his prompt delivery. 
 
    “Not a problem. They were easy to make.” He looked at Michelle and Thea with a grin. “You are two lucky ladies… if you’ll excuse me.” 
 
    He stepped away back into the crowd and I focused back on Quinn and going to see Mei. 
 
    Elder Quinn led us through the sect and into an area that felt restricted, but she led, and I followed. I was eager to see Mei, but as we continued, I worried about how she’d ended up here. 
 
    Several turns later, we were in some sort of storage area. 
 
    There were gates with piles of resources for the sect. For the first time, I realized just how many resources the sect could bring to bear. 
 
    “The sect is several thousand years old. When the elders ascend, they often leave behind many resources,” Elder Quinn explained as the three of us looked around. “First and second-rank mana beast cores are worthless in the immortal world. Rumor says they are so worthless they crumble to dust.” 
 
    “So before they leave, they are all just left here?” Thea asked. 
 
    “Right. Many leave their wealth behind, knowing that it would better serve the sect than them in the immortal world.” 
 
    We made a final set of twists and turns until we came into a new room.  
 
    Before me, hunched over a table, was a girl. A pair of black fox ears complete with white tufts stuck out the top. Four tails spun lazily behind her as she focused on something before her. 
 
    Shifting for a better view, I could see it was a book. She lounged in what was a room behind a set of enchanted iron bars. 
 
    “Mei?” I whispered and one of her ears swiveled towards me before she looked up. 
 
    Her violet eyes and the lotus mark on her forehead were unmistakable. 
 
     “Isaac!” she screamed, jumping to her feet and stopping barely an inch short of the bars. She looked at them with concern before ignoring them and focusing back on me. 
 
    “Isaac! Where is Aurora?” 
 
    Being called, I let out my lovely mana beast, who streamed straight through the bars before materializing next to Mei. 
 
    The two hugged, bouncing up and down together. It was a bit mesmerizing watching the two beauties bounce around the room together, hugging. 
 
    They were talking as well, but it was high-pitched and rapid fire. I had no idea what they were saying.  
 
    “That’s Mei?” Michelle asked, sounding confused. “I thought she was a fox. You know...” She held her hands a foot apart to indicate her size. 
 
    “She was the last time I saw her.” I was a bit confused myself, but there was only one explanation. “She must have reached the fourth rank.” 
 
    Elder Quinn spoke. “From what I understand, Fairy Su collected her, seeing her as a mana beast that freshly reached the fourth rank.” 
 
    Something clicked. “Collected her… Do not tell me Mei is the mana beast she just referred to as Leo’s soon-to-be third ring!” My blood boiled thinking of her being forced to do Leo’s whims. 
 
    “Yes. As soon as the Core ascends and the new Core takes over, she will be Leo’s for the taking.” 
 
    I grit my teeth in anger. I had to stop this. “They can’t treat her like... like a thing to be traded or sold.” 
 
    Elder Quinn looked me straight in the eyes. “But that’s the fate of all mana beasts—taken and used in this world. How many times do you think I’ve killed mages who wanted nothing but my core?” 
 
    “Oh.” I never even thought of it. I just... yeah. It wasn’t even on my radar. “I’m sorry. That’s awful.” 
 
    Her icy expression softened for just a moment. “It is our fate. I hope the next world has more sense, but I doubt it.” 
 
    “Isaac!” Mei shouted and beckoned me closer. 
 
    I smiled at Quinn and stepped up to the bars. “What is it?” 
 
    “Take my core! I want to join Aurora!” Mei was bouncing from one foot to the other and stabbed towards her own chest as she spoke. 
 
    “Stop!” Elder Quinn spoke with such urgency that we all froze. 
 
    Even Mei stopped bouncing, balancing on one foot while slightly flailing her arms to stay steady. 
 
    “You can’t. After today, I have no doubt Leo and his brother would leap at the chance for an excuse to kill Isaac. If you give him your core, it would be the same as him stealing a core from the sect.” 
 
    “Oh...” Mei’s ears and tails wilted. “But I want to be his mana beast.” Aurora stood to her side, nodding emphatically. 
 
    Elder Quinn’s voice grew soft. “I’ll help you how I can, little one. But right now, he cannot take your core.” She looked at me with what almost looked like pity. 
 
    “I’ll leave you be, but don’t stay too long. Isaac, meet me at the Phoenix Pavilion when you are ready.” Elder Quinn turned and walked away. 
 
    “Ready? For what?” Michelle asked with a frown. 
 
    I took one look at Mei behind the bars and turned to Michelle and Thea with determination set into my bones. “I’m going to accept Elder Quinn’s request. I still don’t know much. But...” 
 
    Aurora was trying to cheer up Mei, but her wilted ears broke my heart. 
 
    “…I don’t have a choice. I’ll do whatever it takes to grow strong enough to beat Leo.” 
 
    “But you only have a few weeks,” Thea pressed. “How are you going to overcome a freaking spell that an immortal gave him?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but if Elder Quinn thinks where she’s bringing me gives me a chance, I’ll take it.” 
 
    Thea and Michelle spoke through a shared glace before nodding. 
 
    “For Mei,” Michelle said nodding. 
 
    “For the sect,” Thea agreed. “But we are alone at the moment, and I won’t let you go just yet.” 
 
    Thea leaned in for a tender kiss. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    We only kissed. Well, a few dozen times followed by holding each other. 
 
    I could feel their worries as they tried to smother me with their love. We didn’t know a lot about what I’d agreed to, but I knew I’d have to go at it alone based on what Elder Quinn had said. 
 
    I didn’t want to leave anything unsaid, just in case. 
 
    Reaching into my spatial ring, I pulled out two unenchanted rings I’d asked Rob to make. But that didn’t matter; their value wasn’t related to fighting. “Michelle. Thea.” 
 
    Emotions welled up in me, and tears threatened the corner of my eyes. 
 
    I knelt on the ground “Would you two do me the honor of being my wives?” I gulped. 
 
    I was pretty sure they’d agree, but it still was an intense moment. My emotions churned inside of me, and the slightest moment felt like an eternity. 
 
    Michelle gasped and Thea froze. 
 
    I started babbling to fill the silence. “I know it is a bit old-fashioned, and the rings aren’t enchanted or anything… but I wanted to make it official.”  
 
    “Oh my god. Yes. Yes yes yes!” Michelle tackled me to the ground. 
 
    I heard Mei over the assault of kisses from Michelle. “Sister, I want to get married too!” Aurora was saying something comforting back, but I couldn’t make it out over Michelle’s kisses. 
 
    Laughing, I tried to get a breath, her body fully pressed into me. “Michelle, if you get off me, I’ll put the ring on.” 
 
    In a flash, she was off me sitting back on her thighs, her eyes sparkling like stars. Thea too had a dreamy look stuck on her face. 
 
    “Michelle, will you become my wife?” She held out her hand, and I slipped the ring on her finger. 
 
    “Yes!” She squealed and kissed me long and passionately, her tongue diving into my mouth. 
 
    I broke the kiss and turned to Thea. “Thea, will you be my wife?” I was a little less certain when it came to Thea. We hadn’t had as long of a relationship, but she truly felt like mine. 
 
    She picked me up off my knee by my neck, making me wonder for a moment before she gave me a deep kiss, nibbling at my lip. “Yes.” 
 
    I slipped the other ring on her finger. They both looked at them, a mana stone set in each. A blue stone sparkled in Michelle’s and a white one shone in Thea’s ring. 
 
    “Do I get a ring?” Aurora asked with barely concealed eagerness. 
 
    “Of course.” I pulled out the third ring. “What would I ever do without my lovely angel.” I knelt before Aurora. “Would you marry me?” 
 
    Aurora snatched the ring out of my hand and slid it on her finger, admiring it with the excitement of a woman in love. “I love it, Master.” 
 
    “Oh no!” Thea had a sudden realization. “You are leaving, we can’t... celebrate the wedding night.” 
 
    I felt myself heat up, as each of them suddenly looked at me with burning passion. “Well, in the old tradition of marriage, this was a promise, not the actual marriage.” 
 
    “A promise,” Thea said staring at her ring. “You better come back, or I will hunt you down, even haunt you if I must.” 
 
    “Tell Elder Quinn if she comes back without you, she better be prepared to die,” Michelle echoed. 
 
    I didn’t love the idea of them taking on Elder Quinn without me there to help them, but their words spread warmth in my heart. Michelle and Thea moved forward, melting into me. 
 
    There was absolutely no way I’d fail this promise. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Aurora skipped along beside me, a wide grin plastered on her face. It had taken some convincing, and more than a few kisses, to escape Michelle and Thea after I’d proposed. 
 
    I echoed their frustration at not being able to properly celebrate, but it gave me extra to look forward to when I returned. 
 
    We had come up with a plan before I’d left. Michelle and Thea would work on scoping out their competition to get into the Core, and maybe even make challenges depending on how long I was away. 
 
    I hated the thought of not being there to support them, but we were short on time, and I wouldn’t be able to back their fights anyway. They each promised me they’d look out for the other. 
 
    They promised to send Diana a letter on my behalf, I wasn’t going to make the dinner date I’d committed to. 
 
    I had asked directions for a few times, but finding the Phoenix Pavilion hadn’t been hard. 
 
    Inside the mountain, there was a small lake surrounded by small, sloped roof buildings. There was a gap in the top that allowed the stars and moon to shine through. 
 
    The soft notes of a flute drifted through the air as I wandered the area. It was an enchanting tune, filled with a long-lost hope. It drifted and floated in the air. 
 
    Unconsciously I followed the enrapturing song, interested to know more and wanting to hear it more clearly. 
 
    As I turned the corner, nearing the source, I saw Elder Quinn sitting on a stone bench, her eyes closed as she played the flute. She was lost in the song, a few slow tears rolling down her cheeks as she played her song. 
 
    The wind picked up, slipping the corner of her robe aside and exposing her shoulder, but she didn’t even notice, the song holding her attention. Her lips fluttered over the flute as her hands danced down its length. 
 
    The song was so full of emotion, loss, and sorrow. I barely recognized the lively woman before me. Her icy exterior had vanished, as she had lost herself in music. 
 
    I realized that this was the real Quinn. Not the woman who had to fight off constant attacks for her core or lead her clan. I’d never seen her more beautiful, caught between the moon and her flute, pouring her soul into the notes. 
 
    I didn’t want to interrupt, so I sat quietly nearby, watching as she swayed to her own song and story. 
 
    The song continued, lifting up into a peak, only to roll into the slow, sorrowful march of a strong beat. It rolled over and over, rising and falling as she played. The song came from her soul, from her life. It was fueled by all the emotions she’d endured and embraced. 
 
    I could feel her story, starting to finally piece it together from all she’d said and all she was showing now. I could see her growing up, a small, unsure mana beast. 
 
    The notes trilled with anxiety until they turned frightening. But that was followed by a slower section, like a caring embrace that steadily grew. My heart grew with it. 
 
    Light notes of a happier time flowed step by step, filled with growth, until the song slowed again, and her notes sank with longing. 
 
    I felt my body move with the music, following the journey. The beat began to stomp with ferocity, pumping my bloodline. You could practically see her pick herself back up step by step, growing stronger. 
 
    Battle and growth went side by side as Quinn became who she was today. Determination and an icy will had carried her further 
 
    The song pitched with curiosity and insecurity as it tittered to an end. 
 
    I clapped, almost subconsciously as she ended. It was beautiful. 
 
    Her head snapped towards me, and she put down the flute immediately. A small blush appeared across her face, before her icy exterior prevailed and she reverted to her normal expressionless face. 
 
    “I thought you weren’t going to show.” The flute disappeared into her spatial ring as she stood. She shifted her robe back tight, frowning at it. 
 
    “Aurora was excited to see Mei. It was hard to pry them apart.” I smiled, thinking about how difficult it had been to also pry Michelle and Thea off me. 
 
    “Your flute song was so beautiful.” Aurora bounced over to Quinn. “Can you teach me to play?” 
 
    Elder Quinn sighed. “I’ll be leaving soon if everything goes to plan. I won’t have time to teach you.” 
 
    Aurora just smiled, not worried in the slightest about her rejection. 
 
    “Elder, where are we going?” I started moving through the pavilion. 
 
    “To a place I found when I was younger. There’s a... friend who needs help.”  
 
    Quinn moved to the opening in the side of the mountain, and I felt something invisible wrap around Aurora and I as the three of us lifted off the ground and floated through the hole. 
 
    Elder Quinn stumbled as we set down and coughed. “On second thought, maybe it would be faster for your mana beast to fly us.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Fine. Just shaken up from earlier.” 
 
    Aurora looked to me for my opinion. 
 
    “You’ll be able to help should anything come after us?” I looked Quinn over. 
 
    “Yes. I just don’t have the strength to fly us all the way there at present.” The elder scowled at my questioning. 
 
    I nodded to Aurora, who transformed in a blur of green light and grew to several times the size of a house. “Are you getting bigger?” 
 
    Aurora nodded, twirling slightly so I could better appreciate her, then lowered herself as much as she could for both of us to hop on. 
 
    “Both her mana and her size are limited by your strength. My guess is she’ll be about five times this size if you were to reach the fourth ring.” 
 
    “Five times!” I shouted in surprise. She’ll be freaking huge; she won’t even fit inside the sect. 
 
    “Kunpengs are one of the largest mana beasts in the world,” Elder Quinn said over the wind as Aurora beat her wings and took off from the sect. 
 
    The Ferrymen sect faded off into the distance as Aurora climbed above the clouds. 
 
    “Which way?” I asked, looking down on the world below. We really could go anywhere we wanted to. 
 
    “That way.” Elder Quinn pointed off to a mountain range in the distance. 
 
    Aurora must have heard us, because she banked in that direction, and with a few flaps of her wings, we were well on our way. 
 
    “I think it is about time you tell me more about what you need me for.” At this point, I was committed. There was no reason not to tell me. 
 
    Elder Quinn shook her head. “I don’t entirely know.” 
 
    That startled me. “What do you mean?” I got angry at her continued obfuscation. 
 
    “I mean I truly don’t know. All I know is what he asked for.” 
 
    “He?” I turned around and frowned. 
 
    “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” Quinn said, sighing. “It’ll be better for you to see for yourself.” 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    I’d seen some weird things. I remembered back to my mother’s soul, which had somewhat stalked and found me, telling me of our family and our ability to see destinies and a penchant for lucky situations. I was sure that Quinn couldn’t tell me anything stranger than that. 
 
    “He’s a dragon.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Isaac, he’s a true dragon, not just a beast with the bloodline of a dragon. He’s an actual dragon.” 
 
    I sat back and thought about that. Besides Aurora, I’d never even heard of another ancient beast, just bloodlines. I said as much. 
 
    “No, Aurora isn’t really a full-blooded Kunpeng either. The ancient Kunpeng is entirely gold.” 
 
    Aurora twitched under me, almost like she was contemplating tossing Quinn off. Quinn seemed to pick up on it; I noticed her legs twitch, trying to hold on extra. 
 
    “Ancient beasts don’t exist in this world. There just isn’t enough mana to sustain one, much less give birth to one.” 
 
    “But you said we are going to see a dragon,” I said. 
 
    Elder Quinn let out an exasperated sigh. “Yes, which is why he’s special. And why, if there is anyone who can help you overcome a spell given by an immortal, it’s him.” 
 
    “Because, if he’s a true dragon, he’s on the same level as an immortal?” 
 
    “No, because if he’s a true dragon, then Fairy Su is nothing more than an ant to him. Even the weakest dragon would be born with the equivalent to their immortal body at birth. I’m fairly sure that, with his age, he is far beyond anything we could imagine. I don’t know how he survives here.” 
 
    We’d already covered a large distance; the sect was just a dot on the horizon now. 
 
    “Keep pointing us in the right direction.” 
 
    Elder Quinn kept us heading east, far away from the sect. Hours later, she was casting about for a landmark. I was glad we’d finally gotten close. 
 
    “Bring us lower. I can’t spot what I’m looking for from this height.” 
 
    I tapped on Aurora’s back, and we dipped low enough to disturb the treetops with each of her wings’ beats. 
 
    Elder Quinn stood on Aurora’s back and shaded her eyes as she spun around looking for her landmark. 
 
    There was a flash, and an overgrown praying mantis jumped out of the trees with its scythe-like arms slashing towards Aurora. 
 
    I could feel the density of its mana. It was a third-rank beast, and Aurora’s life flashed before my eyes. I didn’t think, just jumped in its path, pulling all of my mana I could as I did. 
 
    But Quinn was faster, disappearing and reappearing behind the mana beast, her palm slamming out. The spell of a metallic dragon claw caught and crushed the third-rank mana beast. 
 
    Quinn stumbled and coughed, pulling away her hand. She tried to hide it, but I could see the blood on her hand. Quinn was not well, and it certainly wasn’t just from being shaken up. 
 
    “There.” She pointed to a nearby white stone that barely managed to stick out of the trees. “Less of it is exposed than I remember.” It made sense that the trees would have grown. 
 
    “Let’s walk from here, Aurora,” I called to her, and she disappeared in a stream of light. It was a short fall, one easily manageable as a second-ring mage, but hitting the ground still wasn’t very enjoyable. 
 
    Quinn seemed less steady on her feet than me though. “What was that?” 
 
    “I’m not going to risk Aurora; there was already one attack. We are deep in the wilds, and that just proved third-rank beasts are around here.” 
 
    Quinn snorted and started towards the stone we had seen, but she wobbled a bit. She was a fourth-ring; that fall should have been easy. 
 
    “Are you going to be okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she snapped, doubling her pace and forcing me to keep up. “It should be around here somewhere.” She wove through the trees until the rocks were visible through the trees. 
 
    They weren’t just rocks, though; they were a pair of collapsed pillars. Something had dug a cave beneath those pillars, and that was what Quinn was making straight towards. 
 
    She stopped just short of one of the pillars, bending over and coughing up blood. 
 
    “Maybe we should get you back to the sect.” 
 
    Quinn wiped away the blood with the back of her hand. “It is fine, just poison flaring back up. The sect can’t know; there’s no telling what Hendrick might do if he found out.” 
 
    I caught that last bit. I’d seen how Hendrick had treated her on the martial stage, jumping straight to having her core taken for interrupting the fight. 
 
    There must be some history there, especially for her to be unwilling to trust the sect to help her with the poison. 
 
    “Will you be able to make it back?” 
 
    Elder Quinn gave me an angry stare. “Let me worry about that. You just worry about the task ahead of you.” 
 
    “I still don’t really know what that is.” I stepped out of the light and into the cave’s darkness, working to sense what was around me. 
 
    Instinct told me to duck and keep a low profile, but Elder Quinn barged straight into the underground structure. 
 
    “If there really is a dragon down here, maybe we should be a bit more cautious,” I grumbled, hurrying after her. 
 
    “Old Man!” Quinn yelled before doubling over in a coughing fit and swaying on her feet. 
 
    I grabbed her and supported her waist. She tried to push me off, but there was no strength behind it. “Come on, don’t be stubborn.” Luckily, I had experience with stubborn women. 
 
    “Too bad she’s always a stubborn one. What is it this time, little girl? Going to keep bringing disciples to me until one sticks? The last one... poor girl.” A deep voice rumbled as a mountain of a man stepped around the corner and into view. 
 
    He was giant, at easily seven-and-a-half-feet tall, with shoulders that would struggle with most doorways. Gold antlers grew out of his brow, arching over his bald head. He was wearing ornate gold pauldrons over his robe. 
 
    But the most interesting thing was, he wasn’t really here. He was slightly translucent. I’d seen it once before, when I’d interacted with my mother’s soul that she’d left in this world. 
 
    “Little snake girl. You managed to get yourself in quite the bind.” He stepped around us and examined Quinn. “Yes, I’m sure you can already feel it.” 
 
    “What’s happening to her?” She’d continued leaning more of her weight on me the longer we stood here. 
 
    “She is poisoned. A very nasty toxin too. Looks like she was suppressing it until recently, and she hasn’t taken the time to suppress it again.” He clicked his tongue. 
 
    “The Mantis?” I asked her. 
 
    “No, Hendrick. I couldn’t suppress it in the sect, or he’d know and he’d take the opportunity to take my core.” Elder Quinn winced and bent over, coughing up a mouthful of blood. 
 
    She looked up at what I now realized was the soul of a dragon and asked. “Old Jin, can you help me?” 
 
    If he really was anywhere near as powerful as my mother, he should be able to do something. 
 
    But he shook his head. “You’ve used your mana too much. It has already spread and will continue to do so. It is too far gone, little girl.” 
 
    “What if I get It?” Quinn settled more of her weight on me as her knees buckled.  
 
    Old Jin frowned and turned to look at me. I felt naked under his gaze. 
 
    “Oh? Incredible.” His posture straightened and he became more serious. 
 
    “What? Can he help?” Quinn sounded eager. “I had not expected to encounter someone with such a strong bloodline.” 
 
    “Oh yes, he does indeed. A very lucky bloodline, too.” His interest seemed to grow. 
 
    Quinn grew hopeful and fidgeted in my arms. “Can he help? Will the blood essence be able to heal me?” 
 
    “Blood essence?” I asked, looking at Old Jin. “Wait, is some of his blood essence here?!” This wasn’t just the bloodline of a mana beast; this would be the actual blood essence of a dragon! 
 
    Old Jin’s bushy brows popped up in surprise. “You didn’t know why she brought you here?” 
 
    “No, she was purposefully vague.” I gave her a quick glare. 
 
    Quinn had the dignity to look ashamed at my statement. 
 
    “Well then, before we talk about your bloodline, let me first tell you what I need of you, and what Quinn wants.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ancestor.” I gave the deepest bow I could while holding Quinn up. 
 
    “I am just a soul projection of my former self at present. Unfortunately... I cannot return to my body.” 
 
    I nodded, used to the concept from my mother. “And how do I help?” I wasn’t sure how a powerful ancient beast needed my help. 
 
    Old Jin looked at Quinn. “Unfortunately, there was an accident. I sealed my body in a dimension just adjacent to this world, as a way to keep myself from putting undue pressure on this world. Only...” He sighed. “I didn’t realize how unstable this world was. A few thousand years ago, an event caused another world to join this one, and it was done through small fragments at a time.” 
 
    “Dungeons.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s what you call them. One of the dungeons scrapped where I was storing my body, and as a result, all mana has been drained from the pocket world where I kept my body.” 
 
    I realized what was wrong. “Your soul is just a manifestation of mana.” 
 
    “Exactly. In an environment so devoid of mana, I would rapidly dissipate. I need someone who can traverse the pocket world and return my soul to my body.” 
 
    “Why couldn’t Quinn do this?” She was just as physical as anyone else. 
 
    “Well, the world is unstable, her... previous strength would destroy it and send my body into the void. I’d never reclaim it then. But now, she’d no longer pose a threat, yet is unable to do it. 
 
    “Second, while the passing dungeon damaged the world and caused the mana to spill out, it also imparted a few beasts. Beasts that have basked in the aura of a Gold Dragon for thousands of years.” 
 
    He stared me dead in the eyes. “I need someone with a bloodline like yours, one that can put up an equal fight to them without using mana. There are very few.” 
 
    I swallowed a lump in my throat. My bloodline had just failed me once. Was it up to this test? 
 
    “It sounds like we only have one shot. Are you sure my bloodline is strong enough?” 
 
    He chuckled. “If nothing else, your bloodline is full of luck.” 
 
    “You know what my bloodline is?” 
 
    His face flashed with realization. “You don’t? Let me dispel your doubts. After all, I can’t have you doubting the bloodline of one of the God Beasts.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    My bloodline... a God Beast. That definitely got my attention. 
 
    “I’d love to learn whatever you’re willing to share about my bloodline.” 
 
    Old Jin stroked his beard and motioned for me to follow him. “The God Beast of Luck, the Pixiu.” 
 
    “The Pixiu?” I’d never heard of it. 
 
    Old Jin chuckled. “Never heard of it? Not surprised. It was punted from the God Emperor’s palace for... an accident.” 
 
    I nodded along, focusing on what he had to say. I’d process it later. 
 
    “The Pixiu, like many of the God Beasts, was chimeric in nature. Some legends say it had the body of a lion, others the body of a wolf. Sometimes, it had a Qilin horn, other times dragon horns. A Pixiu always eventually gets its wings though. But the fact is it always grew more powerful as it acquired aspects of multiple powerful beasts.” 
 
    I nodded. Thinking back to my mother, I grew more curious. “What about their ability to alter fate?” 
 
    Old Jin snorted. “It was originally just uncanny luck. Golden luck, like you wouldn’t believe. The stories I could tell you about the things your bloodline has pulled off.” 
 
    I thought back. I’d been lucky, I didn’t doubt that. But it wasn’t that uncanny. 
 
    “You don’t believe me, do you? Look in your arms. How many mages do you think end up carrying around a fourth-rank mana beast, one that is too weak to walk on their own?” 
 
    Quinn squirmed, but he continued, “You could just pluck her core out of her right now, and then either sell it and be set for the rest of your life or use it as your next ring.” 
 
    Quinn struggled harder in my arms and looked panicked, like her worst fears had come to light. “Let go of me.” 
 
    I held tighter to prevent her from falling. “Stop it. I’m not going to kill you and take your core. Do you really think I’m that kind of person?” 
 
    She shook her head, but her eyes said otherwise. I wondered at what she had gone through that she’d trust so little despite all she’d seen. 
 
    I turned back to Old Jin. “Okay, maybe I am lucky, but I still have to fight and take the chances given to me.” 
 
    Old Jin nodded. “Luck only makes the doors available. You still have to open them and walk through.” 
 
    “So, what exactly is a Pixiu? You only said what people think they are.” 
 
    “Well, the best examples... actually are pretty common in stories and myth. They are often small white creatures of extraordinary circumstance, and they end up following the hero of a particular age.” 
 
    His lips curled with mirth. “And the hero often names them Little White or some other nonsensical cute name. But I digress. 
 
    “The hero protects them, in turn, as they both grow together. Pixiu are able to evolve themselves by absorbing the blood of powerful beasts, and as they do, they grow wings and a horn, taking on traits of the other beasts.”  
 
    He paused. “What else can I tell you? The Pixiu likes to eat treasure and has a nearly impenetrable hide.” 
 
    I snorted. If only my defenses were so good. “So, the Pixiu, God Beast of Luck—that’s my bloodline. Do you know how I can complete my bloodline? It has felt incomplete for a while, and recently, somebody suppressed it. Something tells me if I were able to complete it, the spell would no longer work.” 
 
    Now it was Old Jin’s turn to be confused. “They would have needed the blood of dragons to suppress you, even with just a fraction of your bloodline present.” 
 
    I nodded. “Azure Dragon bloodline.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” Old Jin pondered for a moment. “I have a method for you to grow your bloodline, but you’ll need others who also have bloodlines to support you.” 
 
    He continued, “You see, the Pixiu has another famous story. After it was slapped from the God Emperor’s palace, it spent a decade on earth, sowing the bloodlines of God Beasts far and wide. 
 
    “From that, there is another rumor. It states that, with a particular dual cultivation, you can not only cultivate mana, but bloodlines. I believe you could mix with others who possess mana beast bloodlines to complete your own.” 
 
    “Really?” That was perfect. I had a few ladies that might be willing to do it with me. “Do you know the technique I need?” 
 
    But Old Jin only grinned, his smile confirming it. “Now, onto business. I’m about to give you my soul in a sealed container. I will help you with what you need after you help me. Consider this your great luck.” 
 
    I nodded. Only one giant, impossible task. Thank goodness my bloodline was lucky. He motioned for me to continue with him, and Quinn stumbled. She could barely stand. 
 
    “Wait, what about Quinn?” I could feel her growing weaker by the second. I wasn’t sure how much longer she had to live. 
 
    He paused, seeming to have forgotten about her. “Hmmm. In theory, the blood essence she came here wanting could help restore her, but she won’t last long enough for you to finish.” 
 
    “This poison, it is a spell or a form of mana, correct?” 
 
    “It is a spell,” Old Jin confirmed. 
 
    “Spells stay active by utilizing the mana of the world around us. So, if she came into this pocket world, would that stop the poison?” 
 
    “I— Yes. Yes, it would stop the poison from growing stronger. But the damage is already done; without mana, she won’t recover either.” 
 
    I hadn’t forgotten the stability issue of the small world. I hoped that, with Quinn weakened, it wouldn’t be an issue. “Then I’ll bring her in.” 
 
    “You’d have to find a way to keep her safe from mana beasts that, while not powerful by this world’s standards, are incredibly strong in a world with no mana. You’d be putting your own life and my soul in more danger. I’m afraid I won’t allow it.” Old Jin narrowed his eyes. 
 
    It wasn’t in his best interests or mine, but I knew I couldn’t live with myself if I just let her die when I could prevent it. If nothing else, this returned a favor for her saving my life previously. 
 
    “You need me. And I won’t do this without her.” I made sure to fill my voice with iron will, despite how scary it was going up against a dragon. 
 
    Old Jin’s nostrils flared at the challenge. I held firm, although my hand shook slightly as he seemed to come down from the quick rage. 
 
    He took my measure for a moment longer, then acquiesced. “Fine. Through here. I’ve waited too long, soon I’ll die either way.” He walked right through a wall. 
 
    I followed, sliding through the illusion. Looking back over my shoulder, I realized the cave entrance was only a dozen feet away, and the illusion was just an endless loop of downward tunnels. 
 
    On our way in, we had been simply walking in circles. It was brilliant. I wondered if I could learn the spell to use in the future for ambushes. I paused, realizing I had just entered a living space. 
 
    Old Jin’s living area was quaint. Random objects were scattered about, but I didn’t give them much notice. What was important was the small golden portal that sat on one side. 
 
    “Is that it?” 
 
    “Yes, but give me a moment.” Old Jin held up a sphere that looked like a mana beast core, but it didn’t have the glow one normally had. 
 
    “I’m going to put my soul into this. All I need you to do is travel through that portal and touch it to my body’s forehead. The task itself is simple, but it will be more trouble than that. There will be other mana beasts in there who will want to kill you.” 
 
    “Got it. Bring the sphere to your big dragon head.” 
 
    Old Jin was not amused, but he still raised the orb to his forehead. Right before it touched, he paused. “Oh, and spatial artifacts won’t work in there. Best bring out that bone sword of yours, and don’t try to store this orb.” 
 
    I shivered with shock that he could see into my spatial ring. I had never heard of such an ability before, but there was probably a lot about the old dragon I didn’t know. 
 
    Without any more pomp and fanfare, he touched the orb to his forehead and disappeared inside of it. A glow now radiated out of it, making it appear like any other high-ranking beast core. 
 
    I stood, fighting the temptation to consume it. With how powerful he was, if it worked like a normal beast core, I could be incredibly powerful. 
 
    But I realized it was no different than Quinn. I wouldn’t force her to be my mana beast despite her current weakness, and I wouldn’t do the same to Old Jin either. 
 
    Not everything that helped gain power should be done. There was a right way, and I needed to stay on that side. 
 
    Looking at the shining core, I wondered if this was all part of a test. He’d put himself in a really vulnerable position. 
 
    I shook my head; he probably was. The old man was wiser than I’d given him credit for. He tested me, indebted me and then baited me all in a short conversation. There was no way I was going to bail on this task. 
 
    “You won’t abandon me?” Quinn asked, much more timid than I was used to. 
 
    In her weakness, that icy exterior was gone and the vulnerable woman, the same one I saw playing the flute, was in my arms. 
 
    “No. I’ll bring you back to the sect. I promise.” I held her tight and thought for a moment about how to best make this work. 
 
    Grabbing a blanket from my spatial ring, I quickly cut it into a large sling. 
 
    While Quinn might be a powerful mana beast, she was actually small in frame, at least in her human form. 
 
    Looping the sling around me, I tucked in her legs so that I could hold her securely with one hand. “I have one job for you, Quinn. Can you hold onto this for me?” I handed her the stone carrying Old Jin’s core. 
 
    She looked at it with determination and nodded. “I will use all my strength.” 
 
    Pulling my mother’s sword from my spatial ring, I had no reason to hold back. There was no one to hide this treasure from. 
 
    I smiled. If all went to plan, soon I wouldn’t have to worry about fourth-ring mages wanting my mother’s sword and putting it at risk. After they ascended, I’d have the strength to use it openly. 
 
    I smirked, knowing the weapon was about to get far more use. And I was glad to have it for this challenge. 
 
    Stepping up to the golden portal, I took a deep breath and stepped through. 
 
    The area was a sparsely wooded plain, with an oddly colored rocky mountain rising steeply to the side.  
 
    I stepped back, looking at the mountain again. That wasn’t a mountain. Its luster was gone, but its size was still there. 
 
    Coiling back and forth, like a mountain range, was a long serpentine body with a spiny ridge running down its back. What I thought at first glance were rocks and cracks actually were scales. 
 
    The sheer size of this thing! It extended so far to my left that I couldn’t even see the tail end of this behemoth of a dragon. Old Jin’s body was large enough to coil around and crush the sect’s floating mountain. 
 
    To the right, I could see the crown of his antlers rising above his body, but it was several days walk away at the very least. I worried if I’d be able to make it back for the ascension. I’d be cutting it close. 
 
    This was power on an entirely different level. I wondered if the immortal world held creatures like this. 
 
    “Did you know he was this big?” I asked Quinn 
 
    She was just as wide-eyed as I was. “No, I never could have imagined he was this... He really is a Gold Dragon. Maybe even...” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Nothing. Just speculation. Gold Dragons are among the greatest of dragons.” 
 
    I held her close with one arm and started walking parallel to Old Jin’s body. Bringing the core to his head now seemed like a much larger task. 
 
    “We’ve got time. What are you speculating?” 
 
    Quinn was looking at Old Jin’s core like she was scared she’d drop it if she looked away. 
 
    It was taking all her strength to hold onto it. “Gold Dragons are a family of dragons, but there are several top families. Even among Gold Dragons though, there is the Five-clawed Gold Dragon. They are the King of Beasts, the Tyrant of Dragons.” There was a reverence to her voice as she said it. 
 
    “It sounds like you hold them in high esteem.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t understand; you think of some of this differently. Bloodlines are important to mana beasts. There is pride and honor that come with them, but beyond that, they can immediately determine your pecking order against other beasts. We can sense them in each other. Just the bloodline of a Five-clawed Gold Dragon would make the beasts of this world bow.” 
 
    I went to pepper her with more questions, but a growl stopped me in my tracks. I spun just in time to kick aside a charging Hungry Wolf. 
 
    I smirked, just a Hungry Wolf. 
 
    But my smile faltered as my foot throbbed. Badly. It felt like I’d just kicked a steel plate. I started to channel mana to restore my foot, but nothing came. 
 
    Right. No mana here. Fuck. 
 
    Holding Quinn tight, I readied myself to fight. My bloodline burned onto my forehead, and my blood pumped with strength. With my bloodline active, I still had the strength of a first-rank mana beast and my bone sword. I was happy for all the sparring Michelle and I had done before I’d gained my rings. 
 
    The Hungry Wolf came again. 
 
    I pivoted and slashed at its waist, but the wolf’s body whipped unnaturally, and it changed its angle midair, biting at Quinn. 
 
    It must have realized she was easier prey. 
 
    I kicked off the ground and jumped back to protect Quinn. This was going to be far harder trying to keep her safe. And what I’d thought was going to be an easy battle was proving challenging. That did not bode well. 
 
    The Hungry Wolf prowled around me in a circle, waiting for an opportunity. 
 
    Luckily, our scuffle hadn’t attracted any other attention. At least not yet. 
 
    “Quinn, do you know why this little guy is so strong?” 
 
    “He doesn’t have the bloodline of a dragon, but it grew up under the pressure that body emits. Not to mention it feels... older than I would expect of a rank zero beast.” 
 
    “If it never has mana to grow, then it could remain a Hungry Wolf for a long time,” I realized. 
 
    “Born under the pressure of a Gold Dragon, old and experienced from having to focus on its bodily growth. If it were out of this small world, I have no doubt it would experience explosive growth and dominate beasts above its rank,” Quinn agreed. 
 
    I fought the Hungry Wolf, but each time I thought I had it, the wily beast managed to force me back by going after Quinn. 
 
    The beast panted from its exertion, but it hadn’t taken many hits. I felt similarly. It felt like forever since I had lived life without my life mana restoring my strength. 
 
    I’d been taking Aurora for granted. This fight was showing me just how reliant I had become. 
 
    I needed to move past being reliant; I’d either die here or relearn to fight without mana. Resolve formed in my mind. It was on. 
 
    I took to the offensive. As I expected, it kept to my left where Quinn was exposed. 
 
    “Quinn. Keep your head down.” 
 
    I purposefully stumbled and slowed. The wolf wasn’t going to let this opportunity go. 
 
    It dove for Quinn, but I was ready. I plunged my sword over my shoulder in an awkward thrust, but it wasn’t about penetrating power in this instance. 
 
    I braced my arm the best I could and let the Hungry Wolf’s own weight sink it onto the blade. 
 
    Skewered but not done, the wolf thrashed its claws at Quinn. Sparks flew as it struck her horns, but she was so weak she barely let out a whimper. I spun, kicking it off the blade and further away from her. 
 
    It limped several steps before collapsing as blood rushed from the wound. 
 
    “Are you okay, Elder?” Seeing the wolf down I focused my attention on Quinn. 
 
    “I’m fine. But, at this point, I don’t feel like much of an elder. Call me Quinn from now on.” She blushed before focusing back on holding Old Jin’s core. 
 
    “How do you feel about eating Hungry Wolf?” I felt my stomach grumble after that exercise. I no longer had the convenience of a spatial ring to pull all my meals from. 
 
    Quinn wrinkled her nose. “It has been a long time since I hunted beasts as weak as a Hungry Wolf.” 
 
    I awkwardly grabbed the wolf carcass while holding onto my sword and dragged it with me to a spot where the Gold Dragon body was at my back for protection. 
 
    My hands were full, but I needed to gather some wood if I was going to cook this beast. 
 
    “I’m going to put you down, but I’ll be just a few feet away.” I removed the sling and rested Quinn on the ground. 
 
    She looked scared, making me want to pick her back up and assure her. But we both needed to eat if we were to keep our strength up without mana. 
 
    I didn’t take long to collect some dry wood from underneath a nearby tree. Looking over my shoulder often, I checked to make sure Quinn was still there and nothing was approaching. 
 
    Each time I looked, I held my sword ready in anticipation of a fight. But my luck held, and I managed to bring back an armload of wood. 
 
    “Can you help me sit up?” Quinn asked. I went to argue she was better laying down, but she shook her head. “While you were gone, I wasn’t able to see if anything was creeping up on me.” 
 
    My hesitation turned to understanding. I hadn’t thought of that. “Yes, here.” I adjusted her to sit against the sloped ground. “Better?” 
 
    “Much. This way I can keep watch while you cook—be at least somewhat useful,” she said begrudgingly, but she was already scanning the horizon for threats. 
 
    I had spent no small amount of time back in my youth learning to camp. It had been a requirement for anyone training back in Locksprings. 
 
    I was thankful for all those lessons now. I was quickly able to get a smolder going and bring the fire to life with some shredded pulp and small twigs. With the fire up and ready, I started butchering the Hungry Wolf. 
 
    “So, Quinn, how did you come to join the Ferrymen?” 
 
    The fire crackled and cast shadows on her face. 
 
    “I don’t remember too much at the beginning—just Marilin. She caught me when I was just...” Quinn sighed, “...just a steel viper.” She paused, gauging my reaction. 
 
    I was surprised, but it made sense with Aurora’s comments. She must have been able to sense it. I waited and continued slicing up the wolf, letting her continue when she was ready. 
 
    She continued scanning the horizon as she spoke. “I’m not a dragon.” Her voice cracked at the end. Clearly, this was difficult for her. “I encouraged people to call me dragon lady to stroke my own ego, and to make me seem like a bigger threat.” She snorted. 
 
    “Guess what? I’m not really a Kunpeng.” 
 
    Her snort turned into a full-bellied laugh. She laughed so hard she tipped over onto her side, which only produced more laughs. 
 
    “I got you.” I ignored the meat and pulled her back up into a sitting position, wiping away the tears in her eyes. 
 
    “Thanks, I needed that. I’ve been so proud of my dragon bloodline, but now I can’t even sit on my own. Pathetic.” 
 
    “I’ll get you put back together, Quinn. So, after you were a steel viper and Marilin caught you, what happened?” I went back to the Hungry Wolf and managed to cut free the meager meat that it had. 
 
    “Well, as you can guess, she was a Ferrymen. She brought me back to the sect and put me in a cage actually. Fed me, wore me like a scarf.” 
 
    “You were someone’s pet?” 
 
    “Hey. I had to start somewhere.” 
 
    “What then?” I asked, putting the meat on some spare sticks and angling them towards the fire. 
 
    “A lot of time went by as she fed me. I grew to the second rank eventually. I remember things as being better then. She was getting very excited at that point.” 
 
    Quinn’s shoulder tensed, but she couldn’t lift her arm more than a few inches. She clicked her tongue in frustration. “The horns. They started growing when I was a second-rank beast, and Marilin was excited.” 
 
    I realized why she would be. “Marilin had found you, a beast with dragon bloodline, and was raising you.” 
 
    A haunted look crossed her face. “Yep. I was just happy to be with her and continue to grow. It wasn’t until I reached the third ring that things started to go poorly.” Her voice dipped low. 
 
    I focused on the meat, giving her a moment of privacy. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Quinn to pull herself together and continue. “I was kidnapped several times. Marilin always got me back before anything really bad happened, though. But then the day came when she was ready to ascend... She sold me.” Quinn’s voice cracked. 
 
    “I’m sorry. That... I have nothing to compare how bad that must have been.” 
 
    “It’s okay. Some stupid brat bought me. I can’t believe she sold me to that asswipe. But, instead of letting him take my core, I killed him and fled into the wild again. I hadn’t hunted my own food since being a rank one mana beast. It was hard at first, but I had the strength, and the area wasn’t very strong.” 
 
    I looked up from what I was doing. “And when you finally broke through to the fourth rank, you came back to the Ferrymen?” To the people that sold her? 
 
    “Seventy years ago now. Yes, I came back. I wanted to understand and learn more about Marilin.” 
 
    I winced, knowing there wasn’t a good ending to this, but I asked anyway. I got the feeling that she hadn’t talked about this much, if ever, and it was helping her to get her story out. “What did you find?” 
 
    “I wasn’t the only one. She’d find beasts with potential and raise them, sell them. It had felt personal to me, but I think it was just a business arrangement for her. After that, I left the sect for a little while, wandering, trying to find something, anything to ground myself. But at every turn, the newest generation would be reaching their own fourth ring, wanting a fourth-rank mana beast to fill it, give them their power.” 
 
    “No...” I whispered. 
 
    “Yes. I was hunted for quite a while until I finally returned to the Ferrymen and took up an elder position. I had to show my strength periodically to keep the predators away, but it was enough to keep most people at bay.” 
 
    “That’s why Hendrick wanted your core?” 
 
    Quinn snorted. “That brat was a third-ring when I first came to the sect. He was something else. He actually had the gall to demand I give him my core.” She smiled wickedly. “I taught him a few lessons, and he’s hated me since. Though I’m not sure I could take him now.” 
 
    “I’m glad he failed. No fourth-rank mana beast should be forced. It’s one thing for a low-ranked beast...” I stopped when I realized what I was about to say. 
 
    “It’s okay. The reality is I wouldn’t have known better at that time either. We are beasts, and our sentience really does change as we evolve. But all deserve respect.” 
 
    I nodded. “But to force an intelligent fourth-rank beast?” I shook my head. “That’s terrible.” 
 
    I looked, and the meat was done. Nice greasy juice starting to soak the twigs holding them. “Here.” I held one out for her. 
 
    Quinn blushed again, deep enough to draw my attention to her chest. But she didn’t reach a hand out; instead, she met my eyes with a sheepish look. “Isaac, I may need you to feed me. I… can’t lift my arms very well.” 
 
    “Oh.” I felt my cheeks heat up. That was an incredibly intimate thing to do. But she needed to eat, and I could certainly help her. 
 
    It didn’t have to be intimate. At least, that’s what I told myself as I held her and carefully tore small strips off, bringing them to her mouth. 
 
    As her lips wrapped around my fingers, I kept reiterating it in my mind, but I became less sure. 
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    I tried to put it out of my head, but each time Quinn missed the meat and ended up sucking on my finger, my body reacted. 
 
    The feeling of her soft lips around my finger burrowed their way into my head and wouldn’t go away. 
 
    She was nestled in my arms again, the sling back around my shoulders. After eating, she’d fallen asleep and had yet to wake up, despite all of my jostling to get her set up. 
 
    We didn’t have time to waste. Old Jin’s body was massive, and following it to the end was going to take time. Unfortunately, time wasn’t in great supply; I needed to get back to the sect. I had no idea what was going on there, and I worried for Michelle and Thea. 
 
    “Isaac,” Quinn murmured in her sleep. 
 
    I looked down and saw her plump lips. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    At least Michelle wasn’t here to make this worse. I’m sure she’d take far too much pleasure in my discomfort. 
 
    I marched along the dragon’s body, holding Quinn and feeling her soft warm body pressed up against mine. It was distracting, and I was half-tempted to wake her up just so I had someone to help keep my head out of the gutter. 
 
    Her face was peaceful in her sleep, and I knew she needed the rest to heal her body. With any luck, this would also start to heal her soul a bit too. 
 
    After hearing her story, I started to understand Aurora better as well. They were both very different mana beasts, but I was starting to realize that there were many mana beasts out there being used for their power. 
 
    I’d never quite been able to grasp why Aurora chose me as a kid. Listening to Quinn’s story had put it all in different light. 
 
    Aurora was tired of being chased and sensed some security in me. I had been a safe place where she could fold her wings and rest. Quinn needed the same thing now. 
 
    “I love you, Aurora, and I’m thinking of you,” I whispered, knowing she could experience my life to some degree, even in a place with no mana. 
 
    The usual pulse of response was missing, feeling a bit empty. Even though I knew it was likely the mana, I couldn’t help but experience a moment of panic at losing my connection to her. Even if I hadn’t known, it had been there almost all my life. 
 
    Shifting Quinn to the side, I managed to pull my robe back. Relief washed over me. Aurora’s ring was there, safe and sound. Though dim from the lack of mana, Aurora was still with me. 
 
    I hoped Quinn would find someone who cared for her. I bet, in the immortal worlds, there were things beyond my imagination. But beasts and humans alike crave community. I was sure there must be families or tribes of mana beasts there. 
 
    I stumbled a bit, tripping on a rock that stuck up. I tried to take the impact and not jostle Quinn, but I did end up shaking her slightly. I paused, staying still and hoping she’d keep resting. 
 
    But a groan came from her lips, and she opened her eyes. “Hurts.” 
 
    “What can I do?” I asked, seeing the pain in her eyes. 
 
    They flashed with clarity at my voice and focused on my face. “Sorry. I’m just out of it. Brain is still waking up. I’ll be fine; it isn’t worse than before.” 
 
    There wasn’t much I could do besides speed up. “Now that you are up, I’ll get to stop walking so damn slow.” I gave her a smile, trying to bolster her mood. 
 
    “I enjoyed the rest. Thank you, Isaac.” Quinn smiled at me and adjusted her head to rest on my shoulder. 
 
    “You’re lucky you’re so damn pretty,” I teased, putting some length into my stride. Without mana, this was slow going. 
 
    “You think I’m pretty?” she asked, surprised. 
 
    I hadn’t meant to go down this path, but her surprise was endearing. “Duh. Quinn, you are gorgeous. Even prettier when you’re not walled off. I’m sure that is half the reason everyone wants to take you as their mana beast.” 
 
    “Stop it. They just want my strength.” 
 
    “If that’s true, they are idiots.” I grinned, enjoying our banter. “I’d take you even if you didn’t have mana.” 
 
    “Is this how you managed to convince that bubbly Kunpeng to follow you?” 
 
    I laughed. “Aurora? No. She gave me her core when I was five.” 
 
    Quinn just stared at me in shock. “When you were five! She’s a bigger idiot than I realized.” 
 
    I laughed harder. I couldn’t fully disagree.  
 
    As we walked, I told her the whole story, from the event when I was five to the story of Michelle snapping my neck, and Aurora coming to my rescue. 
 
    “Damn. You really must be related to the God Beast of Luck.” 
 
    “What, Aurora? Yeah, I did get lucky.” 
 
    “No. You somehow turned around a relationship from her breaking your neck to you breaking her over a bed. That’s hormones for you. What about the other one?” 
 
    “Thea? Haven’t known her near as long.” But I told her our short story anyway, leaving out pieces I thought were Thea’s to tell. 
 
    I had just gotten to when I had given both of the girls rings when I had to stop. 
 
    “Quinn. Hold on tight.” 
 
    Her expression went hard, and she held onto Old Jin’s core for all she was worth. 
 
    I twirled my mother’s sword, seeing the mana beasts approaching. Goblins. 
 
    They were feral green creatures that walked on the knuckles of their hands like apes. As pack creatures, they were typically in groups, and they just happened to be the first mana beasts I’d ever faced in the wild. 
 
    They jabbered back and forth, their teeth making noises like broken glass. They didn’t seem to speak any language, at least not one I’d ever heard. They just made a series of grunts, the tone seeming to imply more than the noise itself. 
 
    I counted eight of the rank zero beasts approaching. Typically, that would be easy. But, without mana, I would have to work at this. My bloodline burned to life on my forehead, seeming to sense its need and the impending battle. 
 
    They fanned out, coming in a predictable pattern towards me. Against eight, I was going to need to put up a strong offense. 
 
    I dove to the right, taking one by surprise and severing an arm before it could escape. 
 
    They howled and screamed at me, beating their chests and coming more quickly in full force. 
 
    I had to play this smart. Jumping back, I cleared space between us as I switched tactics on them. I didn’t move quite as far as I intended—Quinn’s extra weight throwing me off—but it was far enough. 
 
    A few ran into each other as they dove into the space I’d just vacated. Once again, I darted in for a single cut. I caught flesh, carving a chunk from one of their thighs. 
 
    They darted at me again, but I was already moving away. This time, I took Quinn’s weight into account. While the goblins moved faster than a striking snake, they were awfully clumsy when they had to take more than a single step. I used that to my advantage. 
 
    “That’s two of them, but they’ll learn quickly,” Quinn advised from her sling. Leave it to her to have an opinion as I was fighting for our lives. 
 
    “What do you suggest? I can’t let them dogpile us.” 
 
    Quinn twisted her lips. “Use me.” 
 
    “Use you for what?” 
 
    “Bait. They will rush me.” 
 
    I didn’t have time for her stupid plan. Darting in again, I was halfway through my swing before they were already on me. 
 
    Weaving back and forth, I managed to dodge two of them and rush away. “They will kill you if I use you as bait.” 
 
    “I’m already dead weight—let me help. They won’t cut through my hide that quickly. I’m still a rank four mana beast, in case you forgot.” 
 
    She was determined, and I could see it. But I wasn’t convinced she’d survive it. “Sucks. Not going to have gone through all this trouble and let you die.” 
 
    “I’m your elder and I demand you use me as bait!” she yelled in my ear. 
 
    There was silence as she panted, wearing herself out by yelling. 
 
    “Are you done?” I kept an eye on the goblins. 
 
    “No. If you make me eat goblin meat after this, I’m going to commit suicide.” 
 
    I laughed. “No, I wouldn’t torture anyone with goblin meat. Besides, who said I had to kill them?” 
 
    She looked bewildered. “You are just going to run away?” 
 
    I was already backing away from the goblins in a circle, so I had a clear shot to continue my way down to Old Jin’s head. 
 
    “Why not? They are slow little guys, and I have no need to kill them. I get nothing from it.” 
 
    “Right,” Quinn said, dipping her head and avoiding eye contact. 
 
    My path was open, and I slid my sword into my sheath before turning and holding Quinn with both hands as I sprinted away from the goblins. 
 
    Blood pumped through my legs, and my heart hammered my chest as I gave it everything my body had. No mana, no spells, just physical effort. I was glad more muscle had at least come with my progression; I was using every ounce of it. 
 
    I didn’t look back, but the hooting was a good enough metric for me. The goblins faded back as I kept up my run. I only made it a few minutes before I slowed down. But I kept it at a steady jog for another twenty minutes, slowing down as I saw a stream. 
 
    Cool water sounded like a slice of heaven right now. My legs burned; I had tried to heal them several times in vain. 
 
    “Damn, I really miss my life mana right about now.” I set Quinn by a stone and slumped down on the ground, keeping my eyes back towards the way we came in case I saw the goblins catching up. 
 
    “You wouldn’t use me as bait.” Quinn glared at me. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You’re welcome. No reason to put you in danger if we didn’t have to.” 
 
    “But you’re supposed to...” She trailed off, losing steam in whatever argument she had. “Thank you. I’m just frustrated at being so useless.” She picked up her arm an inch before letting it flop down uselessly to the ground. 
 
    I ignored her outburst and picked through the chipped rocks, looking for the best bowl I could find. “Want some water?” 
 
    She was silent for a moment before saying softly, “Yes, please.” 
 
    It wasn’t much, but I found a rock with a decent divot that would work for now. Scooping it full of water, I drank from it myself to see if it would work. 
 
    Not too bad. I dipped it in and brought it over to Quinn. 
 
    “You just drank from that.” 
 
    “Are you really going to cause a fuss about sharing a bowl? We don’t have that many options here.” I started to pull it away. 
 
    She shook her head vigorously. “No, it’s okay.” 
 
    I held the bowl to her lips and slowly tipped it until she finished.  
 
    Her pink tongue flicked out to get the last of the water, and she stopped with her tongue half out, realizing how animalistic it was. 
 
    Her lips caught my attention, but I turned away to get more water instead of fixating on them. “It’s fine; you can say you are thirsty. We need to make sure you keep your energy up.” 
 
    I knelt at the stream’s edge. 
 
    “Isaac.” There was caution in her tone, and my hand drifted to the sword at my hip. “Four meters to the right, in the water.” 
 
    I didn’t question her. Pulling my sword free, I struck out where she said, my sword biting into flesh and slicing cleanly through a mana beast. 
 
    Jumping back, I realized what it was. A crocodile had blended almost perfectly with the stony stream bed. It now thrashed and churned the river a crimson red. I’d cut half of its snout off and a leg. 
 
    I backed away from the river and looked critically at the landscape, worried there might be another mana beast so proficient at camouflage. 
 
    “I don’t see anything either,” Quinn said. “Besides, it would be unlikely for two predators to be so close.” 
 
    Her reasoning was sound, but I still was on pins and needles, waiting for the next attack. “I’ve learned you won’t eat goblin, so how does croc sound?” 
 
    “Delicious.” Quinn licked her pink lips, and I had to look away again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It had been nearly a week in this small world of Old Jin’s before the head finally came into view. Then yet another day before we made it to the base of the head. 
 
    Quinn and I had become a well-oiled machine. I’d fixed the straps, and she was tied tight to my back. Her chest smashed into me as she served as a lookout through our adventure. 
 
    “See anything?” 
 
    “No. We haven’t seen a beast in the last day. Makes me worried.” I could feel her head swiveling back and forth, taking her job seriously. 
 
    Ever since she had spotted that crocodile, she had been adamant about being useful, hence the new arrangement. 
 
    “Nothin—” 
 
    “Nothing we can do, I know. You’ve said that before, but I’m still worried.” 
 
    I looked over at the dragon head. Its chin rested on the ground, like a massive sleeping dog. We needed to get up the freaking thing’s forehead, but I didn’t see a great way up. 
 
    “Are you seeing an easy way up to the forehead that I’m not?” 
 
    Its face ended in a blunt nose that was still hundreds of meters in the air. I had thought about trying for its horns, but they looked far too smooth to climb. All that really left was the whiskers. 
 
    “We could go up the whiskers by its nose.” They softly moved with each breath of the sleeping behemoth. 
 
    I didn’t see any better option. “Up we go then, I suppose.” 
 
    I marched on towards the whiskers. They were like massive cables, as big around as my waist. Firm bristled hairs in theory should make an easy climb. 
 
    I activated my bloodline and started up, one hand over the other, climbing the whiskers with Quinn on my back. I had several hundred feet to climb before we’d reach the bridge of Old Jin’s nose. 
 
    “You still strapped in tight back there?” I needed both hands to climb and was thankful for her new position on my back. 
 
    She wiggled against me, but I felt no give in the cloth. “Seems tight.” 
 
    “Good. Wouldn’t want to lose you after all of this,” I grunted, pulling both of us up the whisker. 
 
    She relaxed on my back, leaning her head onto mine and being careful with her horns so as not to scrape me. “I’m not sure I want this little adventure to end.” 
 
    “What was that?” I asked pulling us up further. 
 
    “Nothing,” she said hurriedly, and I felt her turn to scan the sky. 
 
    I was making quick progress up the whisker, and so far, it had been an easy climb. “You ready to receive Old Jin’s essence blood? I bet that’ll put you ahead for when you ascend to the immortal worlds.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Quinn said, sounding distracted. “The immortal worlds and Old Jin’s blood. Very important.” 
 
    She didn’t sound like she meant it; it was almost like she was trying to convince herself. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Of course. I’m just distracted is all. I’ve been trying to get someone to help Old Jin and get his blood essence for nearly twenty years. And now the moment is almost here.” 
 
    “You almost sound like you regret it.” 
 
    Quinn was silent, and I felt her forehead press into my head as her tears started wetting the back of my head. 
 
    “Quinn—” 
 
    A sharp cry shattered the moment, and our heads snapped up. 
 
    Circling above us was a large eagle. It didn’t exude any sense of mana, but my instincts rang of danger. This might actually be a first-rank mana beast, and we were partially in the air, going against an animal that excelled in air. Goodie. 
 
    “I was distracted—” Quinn sounded horrified. 
 
    “We wouldn’t have been able to do anything, even if you had seen it earlier.” I didn’t have time for her to blame herself. I needed to prepare and plan. 
 
    Picking up the pace, I tried to hurry up the dragon’s whisker, but the eagle had other plans. 
 
    “It’s diving,” Quinn warned. 
 
    I threw my weight to the side and felt the wind rush by me as the eagle let out a cry of frustration. 
 
    I was tired already, but I didn’t have the luxury of slowing down. I needed to rush up this whisker if we had any chance of surviving. 
 
    The eagle cried out again, but this time, it arrested its dive a dozen feet away and screeched at me, watching me closely as it circled. 
 
    It was quick, diving the short distance with a single flap. 
 
    I let go of the whisker and let both of us fall below its attack. Grabbing back onto the whisker with all my strength, my palms burned from the friction as they slid a few feet before I was able to hold strong. 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed and double-timed it up the whisker. 
 
    We’d lost a dozen feet of our climb on that drop. If I was going to have to do this to dodge, then I needed to be able to make the distance back up and more before it attacked again. 
 
    The eagle took a moment to regain control of its flight and circled back up around us. At this point though, the whisker was bobbing. I could see Old Jin’s nose crease, wrinkles surrounding it. 
 
    “Hold on for your life,” Quinn said, terror filling her voice. The air sank, like it was being ripped from the surroundings. 
 
    I grabbed the whisker and turned us parallel with the ground. I threw all of my weight into it, wrapping us both up in the colossal dragon’s whisker as tightly as I could. 
 
    The world exploded. I saw the barest glimpse of the eagle before it was ripped out of the sky and tossed to who knows where as Old Jin’s body sneezed. 
 
    The cracking and scraping of rocks filled the air, as the wind tore huge chunks of earth from the ground, sending them flying off into the distance. 
 
    The wind passed just as quickly as it had started, and Old Jin’s nose relaxed. I could check surviving a giant dragon’s sneeze off my bucket list. 
 
    Pulling myself out of the tangle wasn’t hard, but Quinn’s horns had become so tangled I was tempted to cut them off. 
 
    “You can’t cut them.” She fought me with all the strength that she could muster, not that it mattered much. She was still weaker than a babe. 
 
    I sighed and kept at work clearing her horns from the whiskers.  
 
    “Thanks,” she said as I finally untangled her. 
 
    We didn’t have much further to go. I pulled us up the rest of the way and over onto the bridge of Old Jin’s nose. 
 
    “We did it—we are almost there.” 
 
    But it was too early to celebrate. We were close, but it wasn’t done. I loosened the straps on the fabric holding Quinn to me. “Still got the core I hope?” 
 
    I already knew the answer; it had been pressed into my back the whole time. 
 
    She lifted it about an inch on her own power, but I helped her, lifting it out of the fabric over my back. Quinn seemed reluctant to part with it. 
 
    “It is just... Isaac—” 
 
    Scree! 
 
    An eagle cry was the only warning I had before the weight of Quinn lifted off my back. 
 
    I spun, but I was too slow, my fingertips just brushing her ankle. 
 
    “Quinn!” I shouted, reaching for my sword. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    “Quinn!” 
 
    The eagle was flying with a limp, but it was already picking up speed and gaining altitude. 
 
    “Isaac!” Quinn screamed. I could see the fear on her face as the bird pulled her into the sky. 
 
    My sword rang as I ripped it out and chased after the bird, stumbling over Old Jin’s face. I had one shot here. 
 
    Leaping into the air, I slashed at its wings, but it squawked and dipped to the side. I landed, only managing to shave off a few feathers on it. 
 
    The eagle flapped for its dear life and lifted itself higher in the air, out of my reach. 
 
    I looked at my mother’s sword, a moment of sentimentality rolling through me, but I made my decision in that moment. I held it back over my head, hoping this would work. 
 
    No one really teaches you how to throw a sword, but I figured it had the same principles as throwing a knife. 
 
    I hurled the bone sword, and it spun into the air, completely missing the eagle who seemed to look back and laugh at me. 
 
    “Damnit,” I scowled, running to retrieve my sword. So much for being born with luck. But I was glad the sword had landed hilt-down, so I hadn’t damaged Old Jin. I wasn’t sure just how forgiving he’d be when he awoke. 
 
    Looking up, Quinn disappeared into the sky. I just stood there, trying to process what had just happened. I’d failed, and Quinn was lost. My heart ached. 
 
    Old Jin’s core felt heavy in my hands, and in that moment, I wanted to rage and smash it. It was because of him that I’d just lost Quinn. 
 
    I paused, looking back down at Old Jin’s core again. I smiled as I held it up higher. Of course! Why was I just standing around moping? 
 
    I sprinted across the dragon’s snout, travelling up his head. As I neared my target, I jumped, putting everything I had into my legs. There was nothing but air between me and the crown of Old Jin’s head as I strained forward, trying to reach him. 
 
    If I could wake him up, I was sure he’d help me save Quinn. He’d barely have to move to retrieve her from wherever the eagle had taken her. 
 
    I got to the space between his eyes and slammed the core down with finality. 
 
    It pulsed once before the light left it and disappeared into Old Jin’s forehead. 
 
    “Hey. Wake up, old man. I need you to get up.” I kicked at a wrinkle in his skin, but Old Jin just continued to lay there. 
 
    Pulling out the bone sword I poked at him, but somehow this blade that was sharper than anything I’d ever seen didn’t even scratch Old Jin’s scales. I guess hurting him earlier hadn’t actually been a concern. 
 
    I looked around for a better option. 
 
    Rushing over to his eyes, I kicked at them and poked his eye lids, but still got no response. 
 
    “Don’t blame me, Old Jin, but you need to wake up.” I grabbed one of his eyelashes and pulled. I dragged the dragon’s eyelash as far as I could, pulling at his skin. 
 
    The dragon beneath me shifted. It was working! 
 
    I dug my heels into his nose and pulled until his eyelash strained his skin. 
 
    Whoosh. 
 
    A breath on the scale of an earthquake came from Old Jin, and I fell as his eye opened and the lash was ripped out of my hands. 
 
    I was face to face with a fifty-foot tall dragon eye. 
 
    “You’re awake! Old Jin, I need your help. Please. A bird just snatched Quinn,” I shouted at him and pointed in the direction it had gone. 
 
    But his eye failed to focus, and I lost my footing. I was slammed into him as his head lifted high into the sky. 
 
    “Careful!” I yelled. 
 
    He went cross-eyed, staring at me on his nose. Then, the world was filled with a bright golden light before suddenly there was no dragon beneath me. 
 
    I could see the long crater in its place. Old Jin’s body was just... gone. 
 
    Invisible hands grabbed at me and held me, still in the air. Old Jin, the same human form I’d seen before, floated in the air before me. Only this time, he wasn’t translucent. 
 
    He exuded a tyrannical aura that made my knees weak. 
 
    Blinking, he shook his head, clearly waking up from a deep sleep. Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to let him wake up, no matter how scary he was. Quinn needed him to act now. 
 
    “Old Jin, a bird just snatched Quinn. Please, before something happens to her. She was already quite weak.” I pointed into the direction the bird had gone. 
 
    “Hmm?” Old Jin frowned and lifted his hand. He clutched at the sky and twisted his wrist. 
 
    Frozen in the air, the eagle was being dragged back. 
 
    “Quinn!” I yelled. 
 
    She twitched in the bird’s grasp. I could tell she was trying to look up but didn’t have the strength to lift her body from where she was hanging in the bird’s talons. “Isaac!” 
 
    Even with no mana in this small world, Old Jin was able to perform such feats. 
 
    The bird came close enough, and Old Jin patted it on the head. “I’m sorry. I’ll have to take your meal from you, but I’ll make it up to you later.” 
 
    In an instant, I found myself on the ground by the portal, with Quinn beside me. 
 
    “What?” I looked around, confused by the sudden change in scenery. 
 
    “This whole world is my domain. Everything here is under my control.” As if that explained everything. 
 
    “Can you help Quinn?” I asked, not concerned with my own reward. 
 
    Kneeling down, I lifted her up, looking over her body. 
 
    Quinn’s eyes were tear-filled and wide open. “Isaac. I—” She was barely able to speak, her voice weak. 
 
    I shushed her. “It’s fine now; we succeeded. Time to get you patched up.” 
 
    “Good job,” Old Jin said with a soft smile as he looked at both of us. “I wasn’t sure if you were really going to take care of her through the whole ordeal.” 
 
    I didn’t like what he was implying. “Of course I would. My word is ironclad.” 
 
    He gave Quinn a meaningful look. “And you. I feel like I’m looking at a different person entirely.” 
 
    Quinn blushed and turned her head away. “Ancestor, I have grown quite a bit in this week.” 
 
    “I can’t thank you both enough. Now I have a chance to repair my cultivation.” 
 
    “Our honor to help.” I bowed. 
 
    Old Jin nodded and flexed his hands before putting his finger to his forehead and drawing out a drop of golden blood. “A drop of my essence blood. It will take a few thousand years for me to recover this.” 
 
    Quinn shivered in my arms. “You are a Five-clawed Gold Dragon. King of Beasts.” 
 
    Old Jin smiled. “Maybe once. I’m sure my brat had been up to no good since I left.” He looked off into the sky, like he could see through it to another world. 
 
    “But I digress. You two want your rewards. Justly earned rewards, I might add.” The drop of golden blood floated over to Quinn and she cupped it in her lap with awe. 
 
    “Thank you, Ancestor.” 
 
    “And you.” Old Jin turned to me, and his finger glowed gold with runes, spilling out light. “Your technique.” He poked me in the forehead. 
 
    Images and knowledge filled my mind. A dual cultivation technique and its history whispered through my mind. 
 
    Its original purpose was to awaken bloodlines in spouses. Bloodlines would be strengthened by bringing distant branches back together through marriage and cultivation. 
 
    I understood what had been missing from my bloodline and how to get it in that moment. 
 
    Blinking away the disorientation, I came back to the present. 
 
    “Good. Is that sufficient?” Old Jin watched both of our expressions. 
 
    I cupped my hands and bowed as deep as I could with Quinn in my arms. “More than sufficient. Thank you, from the bottom of my heart. I’d have never been able to fully awaken my bloodline without this knowledge.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ancestor. May I ask one more question?” Quinn tried to lift her head, so I shifted, supporting her neck. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “You said before that Isaac’s bloodline always followed the hero of the age. They worked together. But what happens when he is the hero of the age?” 
 
    Old Jin gave her a knowing smile, the kind only wizened grandfathers could make. “Then all that follow him are blessed with both troubles and luck.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of that. 
 
    Quinn focused on the bead of blood in her possession and seeming to have made a decision. “Thank you, Ancestor. We’ll leave here and cultivate in your cave, if that’s okay?” 
 
    Old Jin nodded. “I will be leaving this world once I fix my core. You two will be safe in my cave.” He had waved his arm at the world around him when he had mentioned his core. 
 
    I paused. Was all of this really his core? There was a world inside of him... 
 
    “Isaac, let’s go.” Quinn beckoned me. 
 
    “Thank you again, Old Jin.” 
 
    “I’d wish you both good luck, but with him around, I’m sure you’ll have plenty.” 
 
    I stepped out of the portal, which closed behind us in turn. 
 
    Mana flooded into me as I took my first breath back into this world. I couldn’t believe how good it felt. My life mana sang through my body, working to repair the damage I had done. I sent a whisper of love to Aurora and felt absolute relief when she nudged back at me. Smiling, I moved further into the cave to get Quinn settled. 
 
    “Isaac.” Quinn looked bashful. “Absorbing this blood will be difficult.” She started coughing again. 
 
    I frowned. The poison must be active again. 
 
    “Of course. How can I help?” 
 
    Quinn turned red as a tomato. “That technique he taught you. I only got bits of it, but it is about giving and sharing bloodlines, correct?” 
 
    “The one Old Jin just gave me?” I was caught off guard. Did she really want to dual cultivate? 
 
    Her blush spread all the way down to her chest. “Yes. I’m too weak; absorbing this will be difficult enough. So...” 
 
    I pushed her chin so she that had no choice but to keep eye contact. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “If it’s you, then yes.” Quinn’s jaw clenched with resolve. Aurora sang with approval. 
 
    Out of my spatial ring, I summoned a bed and set Quinn down, really stopping to take her in. 
 
    She was beautiful. Her silver hair and horns framed a young, delicate face. Her body was slim yet held the curves of maturity. Although her body looked frail, at the moment, it was still luscious, and the way she was looking at me was carnal. 
 
    Quinn licked her lips, drawing my attention to them. She smiled in satisfaction as she watched my eyes roam them. 
 
    “You did that on purpose, didn’t you,” I teased. 
 
    “Not at first, but... maybe after that.” 
 
    I leaned over her and claimed her soft lips. Gently, I kneaded them with my own, sucking her lower lip in and nibbling on it. She tasted divine. 
 
    We parted with a satisfying smack. 
 
    Quinn was already breathing heavily, her eyes lidded with joy. I stopped, giving her a chance to change her mind. She noticed, shaking her head. “Don’t hesitate. I want this. Heck, I more than want this.” 
 
    I got the impression that, if she were feeling stronger, I would be pinned under a beautiful mana beast at that moment. 
 
    I kissed down her chin and along her neck, loosening her robe ahead of my lips. 
 
    She arched her back and pressed her breasts into my face. “Please...” she begged. 
 
    I took up her offer and cupped her breasts, catching her nipples between my fingers and squeezing. 
 
    “Too much. Gentle.” She propped up her head and watched me as I eased up and slowly rolled them between my fingers. 
 
    Her head fell back down as a whimpering sigh slipped through her lips. “I’m going to absorb this blood. You need to start.” 
 
    I gave her a questioning face. “You’re already ready?” 
 
    She snorted. “Yes, I’m more than ready for you, Isaac.” 
 
    I slipped out of my robes, enjoying the way her eyes ate up my body as I disrobed. She mentally devoured every bit of me, focusing on my member and licking her lips more. 
 
    I moved forward, leaning over her and opening her robe just enough to slip my hands in and pull down her panties. 
 
    Her body twitched with the touches, small moans escaping her. Her heady scent of lust was more than confirmation that she wanted me in her at that moment. I reached up, slowly trailing my hands along her body as I pulled apart her robes fully, exposing the remaining bits of her body. She was exquisite. 
 
    “I’m starting,” Quinn whispered. But she struggled to lift the drop of gold blood, so I reached over and aided her in bringing it to her chest. 
 
    With a final deep breath, Quinn let it slip between her breasts, and I watched the gold blood seep into her. 
 
    Her breathing hiked, and I plunged into her sex. I didn’t have time to be gentle given the timing, so I pushed through her tightness. 
 
    “Yesss,” she hissed as I bottomed out in one stroke. 
 
    Grabbing her firm hips, I started sawing slowly. She was so tight it was almost painful, but luckily, she was slick enough that I hoped it wouldn’t hurt her. As we moved, I could feel her loosening up as pleasure overrode her body’s instincts. 
 
    “It’s time to do the technique.” I gave Quinn warning before I activated my own bloodline and started what I’d been shown: Dual Harmony. 
 
    It was different from the Yin Yang technique. Instead of directly pouring my mana into her, I resonated my bloodline with her. 
 
    But I started with my mana. I pushed my life mana through her body to ease her pain, and my thrusts became easier as she accepted my length. I pushed into her and focused on the harmony, the bond that formed during sex. 
 
    She let out a gasp of pleasure as we connected more deeply, and I grinned, thrusting deep into her. I had to make her body sing for me for this to work. I remembered Aurora and her need as a beast to be met with power. I reached forward, pinning Quinn’s arms to the side as I continued thrusting into her. I locked eyes with her, daring her to look away and not claim me as hers in that moment. 
 
    She didn’t, our eyes locking. Both lust and something deeper shining in her eyes as she looked back at me. 
 
    I felt the moment of harmony as my blood aligned with hers, and suddenly it wasn’t raging through her body, but instead, our blood was gliding through our bodies as we found unity. 
 
    Pulsing with lust, I wrapped myself around Quinn and stroked her insides, our bodies mingled in a sensuous dance. 
 
    “Isaac!” Quinn screamed as I picked her up off the bed and crushed her small frame to my chest, driving her mad as I tuned into her blood and took control. 
 
    I wanted to fill her entire body with pleasure, inside and out. We became one for the briefest of moments before she came undone in liquid pleasure. 
 
    She panted into my neck, but I wasn’t done. That was just the beginning. 
 
    We began again, this time easier as we knew how to blend our blood and push and pull it between us. We circled our blood as I continued thrusting into her all over again. Her body quivered under me, soft thrills racing through her body from her previous release. I smiled as I watched her claw at the sheets under her, unable to bear the onslaught of pleasure. 
 
    I continued thrusting, bringing her to another peak, our blood singing in harmony. Quinn’s body was changing as the gold blood took hold. I knew from experience that it could be painful, and so I worked to distract from that pain with our joining. I was able to draw the blood essence into the song as we moved, feeling as Quinn changed with each thrust. 
 
    It devolved into wild rutting as we touched foreheads and I moved my hips like a jackhammer, bringing her to one rapturous experience after the next. The blood essence began absorbing into her bones as I harmonized myself with her new bloodline. Then I watched as patterns changed in my own blood, as the bloodline beast etched into my heart shifted. Its face grew distinct, and dragon antlers appeared on its head. 
 
    We both finally came down from the transformation, and I released my pent-up lust deep inside of her. She cried out with pleasure as we both relaxed. 
 
    I pulled out of her and held Quinn. 
 
    “How do you feel?” I asked. A part of me was terrified. I’d lost myself in the moment, and it had turned a bit intense. I had had so much control of her body during that technique that it terrified me. 
 
    I could only imagine what someone with less scruples could do with such a technique. 
 
    “Happy. So much surer of my decision than I was before we started.” 
 
    “What decision?” 
 
    Quinn turned her head and gave me a brilliant smile. “Isaac, this body is destroyed.” 
 
    “What? I—” 
 
    “Not that.” She rolled her eyes. “The poison, the bloodline—both ravaged my body. It will take years for me to recover.” But she was still smiling. I was crushed at the thought of losing her, and she was smiling. There had to be a way to help her. 
 
    “You did absorb the bloodline though, right?” I hoped it had worked for her. 
 
    “It did. My core is that of a Gold Dragon. Along with my recovery, I’d molt several times and my new bloodline would show through more with each molting.” She was leaving something unsaid. 
 
    “Promise me something, Isaac?” 
 
    “Anything.” I held her close. 
 
    Quinn pushed off the bed, still struggling, but she’d strengthened enough to maneuver herself onto my hips, straddling me. I could feel her juices soaking my rapidly hardening member. 
 
    “This is just the beginning, okay?” 
 
    She wanted to go another round? Clearly, my lower body agreed, but wasn’t she too fragile for another go? First, she’d sounded like she was saying goodbye, and now she was talking of more time together. 
 
    “Beginning of what?” I asked cautiously. 
 
    “Our relationship. This is just the beginning.” 
 
    “Of course,” I agreed, but then I put it together. I started to quickly object, but she was on top of me too quickly. 
 
    Quinn leaned down and kissed me softly on the lips, but her passion grew until she was grinding her wet sex against me and devouring my lips. It made it hard to think about what was happening. 
 
    I opened my mouth, accepting her probing. But then her mouth opened wider, and I felt it. 
 
    A golf-ball-sized object passed from her mouth to mine. 
 
    Quinn sat up and put her hand over my mouth. “Swallow it.” Tears were trickling down her face. “Swallow it, damnit! And you better take good care of me.” 
 
    I swallowed around the lump and could feel it break up and disappear into my inner world. 
 
    Quinn, or rather Quinn’s body, gave me one more dazzling smile before she slumped onto my chest. 
 
    I sat in shock, but I wasn’t able to process it for long. My body blazed with metallic mana as my second ring felt like someone was branding me with a hot iron. 
 
    I dove into my inner world and watched as the green ring that was Aurora’s connection to me suddenly had a sister. A gold ring etched with the scales and claws of a dragon burned to life within my inner world. 
 
    Quinn had just become my second mana beast. 
 
    I tried to probe her with my mana, but there was no response. Panicked, I came back to myself in bed. Quinn was still lifeless, laying across me. 
 
    Aurora warmed inside my chest, and I released her from her seal. I tried to do the same thing for Quinn, but nothing happened. 
 
    “Hi, Master.” Aurora jumped on me with a big grin and squeezed my face into her soft chest. 
 
    When she finally let me go, she looked at the second ring on my chest. “Thank you for such a great sister, Master. You two were adorable the last week.” 
 
    “Is she okay?” I looked at the lifeless Quinn in my arms. 
 
    “You should store her body.” Aurora pointed to the Quinn in my arms. “She won’t need it, but when she’s recovered, we can ask her what she’d want done with it.” 
 
    “She’s okay though?” 
 
    “Yes, Master. Quinn just removed the poison, had her bloodline altered, and gave up her core. She wore herself out. I think she’ll sleep for a few days and be fine.” 
 
    I let out a breath I’d been holding. “Thanks, Aurora.” 
 
    “If you really want to thank me, Master.” Aurora purred and patted the bed. “I’d be happy to accept.” 
 
    I leaned in, giving her a long kiss before sheepishly saying, “Rain check. We need to go check on Michelle and Thea.” It was probably the only thing I could have said to dissuade my beautiful beast in that moment. She was protective of them. 
 
    The sect’s core would be going through with the ascension in the next few days, and I wasn’t sure where they were in their challenges. I needed to hurry back and take on Leo, securing my own place in the Core Court. I couldn’t wait to see the look on his face when his spell didn’t stop me. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    We’d flown straight to the flying mountain, without bothering to hide Aurora this time. I kept alert, making sure no attacks came for her. We landed just outside the Inner Court’s entrance. 
 
    The disciples on guard were wide-eyed as we landed. I was glad we weren’t a threat, because they just stood there like deer in headlights. But as she disappeared into my ring, their eyes moved to me, recognition dawning. 
 
    “Hey, he’s the guy who fought Leo,” one said. 
 
    The other did a double take and put it together, almost doing a slight bow. “Welcome back. Do you have your sect token?” 
 
    I flashed it out, and he let me in without much hassle. But as I walked away, I could hear murmurings with my and Leo’s name. I hurried on, interested in checking in on Michelle and Thea before word spread too quickly that I was back. 
 
    The inner sect was full to the brim with mages. They ran from place to place with a liveliness that had been missing last time I was here. The energy boosted me. 
 
    This was what I’d wanted all the years I’d imagined being in a sect. A place of excitement, where mages would rally around each other and learn more about harnessing mana. 
 
    “Did you hear that the new girl just took third? It’s unheard of! How did she grow so strong without a sect?” Two disciples were babbling as they walked past me, and it caught my attention. 
 
    I turned, following behind a bit longer to catch more of their discussion. 
 
    “Yeah, AND she’s the fourth person to appear with an ancient bloodline. We Ferrymen are going to dominate among the sects in a few years!” 
 
    I hurried my step, trying to be casual as I stepped up beside them. “I’m sorry. Did I overhear that a new girl with an ancient bloodline just stepped up to the core of the sect?” 
 
    “Yeah, it was wild. She’s pretty hot too.” 
 
    I tried to keep the annoyance off my face. “Turtle or tiger bloodline?” 
 
    “Turtle,” the guy said, giving me a second look. He clearly recognized me but was having trouble placing me. I started moving away, but I didn’t make it very far. 
 
    “Hey! He’s the one with the Kunpeng bloodline!” Someone in the group recognized me first. 
 
    “Hey, where have you been? The competition for the Core is almost done!” another said. 
 
    I frowned, not understanding. The competition didn’t ever technically end. In theory, I could kick Leo out anytime. It just got harder as the Core had unlimited resources at their disposal. 
 
    But they were partially right, even if they didn’t know it. I did have a timeline. I needed to beat Leo before he broke through to his third ring and claimed Mei’s core. 
 
    “Don’t count me out. It’s not over yet.” I winked at them, looking around and scanning the area. “Do any of you know where the girls with the bloodlines are staying?” 
 
    “Of course! They’ve totally changed things up. They’re the talk of the clan. They’re staying at Tiger Clan.” The disciple speaking seemed eager to be my informant. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, turning away from the group, which continued to chatter excitedly behind me. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to make of that. I hadn’t really ever felt like I had celebrity status before. It definitely made it harder to move through the sect. People tried to stop me on my way to Tiger Clan. I tried to be kind, but I had places I needed to be. 
 
    As I passed the monolith, I paused to take a look. There were nine new names at the top. I recognized three: Leo was still in first, Michelle in third and Thea in fifth. 
 
    I was so proud of my girls. They had kicked ass while I was away. I wished I could have seen it. 
 
    “Did you hear Seth challenged her again?” a disciple said as I stared at the rankings. 
 
    “Again? Dude needs to take a break.” 
 
    A fight? Might as well go check it out. 
 
    It seemed I wasn’t the only one headed that way. I followed the masses and quickly found myself in the arena once again. Michelle was on the stage, thrashing some poor man. She was in her full warrior mode, and it was hot as hell. 
 
    The fight ended quickly after I entered, but the crowd didn’t seem surprised. 
 
    Michelle turned, looking through the stands after she finished, a clear challenge in her eyes as she took all the other disciples in. Her eyes quickly scanned over me, before her head whipped back in my direction, a look of surprise on her face. I tipped my head to her, winking. Her face lit up. 
 
    The man said something to her, but she ignored it and jumped off the stage, rushing to me. 
 
    The crowd quickly parted before her, although more than one guy waited a little extra before he moved, clearly hoping she was headed to him. But unfortunately for them, she was all mine. 
 
    “Stud!” She wrapped me up in a hug. 
 
    There were murmurs around us, and I felt a blush dust my cheeks with all the attention. 
 
    “Why don’t we head somewhere quieter,” I whispered in her ear. 
 
    She nodded emphatically before whispering back “I hope you didn’t forget your promise, Stud.” 
 
    “Never. Now, let’s get out of here before that guy bursts a blood vessel.” I looked back at the guy she’d left on the arena stage. Tension filled his veins. I was sure the ones on the side of his neck were going to pop any second. 
 
    “Seth,” Michelle muttered, filling his name. She said it like it left a bad taste. “Number four in the rankings. He will not give up on me.” 
 
    “Must be pretty good to have beaten Thea.” 
 
    Michelle took my hand and led me away from the arena and down some halls adorned with the familiar branding of Tiger Clan. “Speaking of, Thea is going to be over the moon to see you again. She really won’t shut up about you.” She pretended to gag, and I elbowed her side in return. 
 
    “Was she that worried?” 
 
    Michelle paused and looked over her shoulder at me. “We were both very worried, Stud. You went on some unknown, dangerous mission. We wouldn’t even know where to start looking for you if you’d disappeared!” 
 
    She had started working herself up, so I rubbed her arms, reminding her I was there. She took a deep breath, calming down, but plastered herself closer to me. 
 
    “I know you had to do it, but that doesn’t mean we had to like it. Next time, you better take us with you.” 
 
    We made a few more turns, and Michelle unlocked a room. It opened to a lavish courtyard complete with a koi pond in the center. 
 
    “Wait, this is your room?” 
 
    “Our room, Stud. I share it with you and Thea. But enough of that. I think she’s taking a nap; she had a fight earlier.” 
 
    Michelle didn’t give me a chance to admire the courtyard, pulling me along to the bedroom. 
 
    The room was beautiful, but not as beautiful as the woman sleeping in the bed. 
 
    “Wakey wakey,” Michelle called. 
 
    Thea rolled over, covering her head with a pillow. “Go. Away.” 
 
    “But I brought a guest,” Michelle teased. 
 
    “Whoever it is can wait until I’ve slept,” Thea grumbled, reaching over and tossing the other pillow towards where we were standing. 
 
    “Oh, my bad. It’s cool. Stud and I will just go somewhere else.” Michelle paused, enjoying the moment. 
 
    “What?!” The pillows flew across the room as Thea bolted up in bed and stared at me. “Isaac!” She bounded out of bed, wearing just her underwear and wrapped herself around me, pelting me with kisses. 
 
    “I missed you too, Thea,” I chuckled, prying her off me. “But first, I want to hear about everything since I left.” 
 
    She frowned at the separation, pulling me over to the bed and straddling me. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around her back, holding her in my lap. She began recalling what had happened, trailing her fingers along my chest and arms as she did. 
 
    “Right. Well, you and Leo kicked off the fights for the next Core Court. Though you can always challenge, everyone seems to be treating this like the only opportunity.” 
 
    “You two have done a good job cementing your places from what I saw.” I let the pride show on my face. Michelle beamed, coming over and sitting next to me, leaning her head on my shoulder. 
 
    “If only I could beat Seth,” Thea growled. 
 
    “Still, third and fifth are great spots. What about the ascension?” I did the math in my head. If I was correct, it should have happened today. 
 
    “It was delayed; they will do it in the arena tomorrow,” Michelle answered, kissing my shoulder. “I wish it was over with; I’m ready for them to go. Hendrick keeps giving the women creepy stalker eyes. I think, if it wasn’t for Fairy Su, he’d be causing more trouble.” 
 
    “Huh.” I laid back on the bed, thinking through it all. 
 
    I needed to go for Leo soon; my window would likely close in the next few days. If I did it before the ascension, I could face his brother’s wrath. While he wasn’t supposed to get involved, I had gotten the feeling he would in the previous battle. 
 
    I nodded to myself. My best bet was after the ascension. That way, if something went wrong, Leo wouldn’t have his powerful older brother to fix it. I’d still have to deal with his pissy-ness, but I figured I could handle that. 
 
    I described my plan to the girls. 
 
    “Are you sure you can take him?” Michelle looked at me out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    I smirked. “It was a short trip, but do I have a few surprises for him. His trick won’t work this time.” 
 
    Thinking back to the experience, I looked at my two beauties and smiled. If I was able to add the Five-clawed Gold Dragon bloodline to my Chimeric Pixiu bloodline, could I add the Black Tortoise and the White Tiger? 
 
    “And I came back with a few surprises for you two, too.” I grinned and pulled Michelle down next to me, Thea still straddling me. 
 
    I kissed Michelle, and she pushed my head back as she smashed her lips into mine. 
 
    “I’m cashing in on that promise, Stud. Now.” Michelle wiggled her sparkling ring in front of me. 
 
    Thea moved off of me, positioning herself behind Michelle. I propped myself up on my arms as I watched Thea slowly undress Michelle. 
 
    Thea opened Michelle’s martial robes, fully exposing her robes. “These things are so massive; I have no idea how you fight with them.” Thea started massaging them from behind, working them in front of me as Michelle moaned. 
 
    Michelle’s eyes sparkled as she threw her head back. I moved forward, positioning myself against her. Michelle scooted forward on her knees, pushing me back and straddling me. She continued moaning, grinding herself against me. 
 
    “So firm.” Thea watched me as she started to pluck at Michelle’s nipples, giving me a show. 
 
    Thea paused, using one of her hands to reach forward and grab Michelle’s chin, pulling it back. Leaning down, Thea kissed Michelle, pinching the nipple she was still working hard. 
 
    Michelle’s body twitched above me, and I could feel her wetness increase as she grinded into my lap. 
 
    I leaned back and enjoyed the view of my buxom, blonde fiancée and my raven-haired rogue. They writhed against each other, stripping for me to see. 
 
    Aurora was insistently wanting out at that point, and I wasn’t going to say no. 
 
    She appeared to my side but completely ignored me, going for Michelle. 
 
    It seemed she didn’t like being left out of the fun. She took over playing with Michelle’s breasts as Thea moved around to me, removing my robe and kissing my neck while I watched Aurora and Michelle.  
 
    Michelle’s hooded eyes opened in surprise as she took me in. “Stud, your second ring—it’s filled!” 
 
    I just grinned. “I have a few surprises.” 
 
    Michelle pulled down my pants, and my member sprang to attention. “Yeah, let’s see how long you last.” 
 
    Her warm wet lips wrapped about my cock as she suckled me and sank down my length. Aurora leaned forward, grabbing Michelle’s hair and pushing her down further. 
 
    Michelle let her, as Aurora raised and lowered Michelle’s head, pushing her further and further down with each stroke. 
 
    I worked at not letting go into Michelle’s mouth right then and there. I was definitely buying that luck thing right now. 
 
    My body heated up, and I started matching Michelle’s bobs with thrusts, pushing up into her throat. She welcomed me, starting to softly hum, causing vibrations to run along me. Aurora nodded in approval, as she shifted away from Michelle. 
 
    She came over to my side, pushing her soft breasts against me. Michelle became hidden by the soft mounds as Aurora lifted her lips to mine, kissing me and pushing me back into the bed. 
 
    Thea had moved away, and based on the moans coming from my warrior, she was going to town behind Michelle. 
 
    I cupped Aurora’s head and held her down against me as I explored her pillowy lips and savored her soft flesh against my chest. 
 
    Michelle started increasing the suction, causing me to moan into Aurora. My hips bucked against my will every time Michelle pulled away. 
 
    I moaned as the thrusts stopped. Michelle had backed off the full strokes, curling her lips around my head, and her tongue lashed at the sensitive underside. 
 
    The teasing was driving me crazy. I reached around Aurora and grabbed the back of Michelle’s head, pushing her harder down on my cock again until I pushed through to her throat. My body sang with approval as I reached my peak. 
 
    She swallowed as I released and coaxed the last of my resistance away as I painted the back of the throat with my seed. 
 
    “I love you, Michelle,” I groaned. 
 
    Aurora nudged my cheek with her nose, clearly wanting some attention as well. 
 
    I turned to her. “Drag Michelle onto the bed. It’s time for some good old-fashioned bedroom revenge.” Aurora’s eyes lit up, and she gave a quick nod before diving for Michelle. 
 
    Michelle gasped in mock shock and ‘tried’ to run before Aurora caught her and pushed her down on the bed. 
 
    Thea stood up from where Michelle had been kneeling, Michelle’s wetness covering her face. 
 
    I grinned at my lusty woman. “Thea, don’t you think she should pay you back?” Thea smiled wickedly. 
 
    Once Aurora and Michelle finished wrestling, I pulled Michelle’s hips to the edge of the bed.  
 
    “Stud, I’ve said it before, but you are really packing some heat.” She stared at my still hard member as I pressed it against her lower lips, all but entering her. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I want it. Now.” I arched my eyebrow, waiting. She narrowed her eyes, before finally adding, “Please.” 
 
    I smiled, pushing forward slowly, enjoying the tightness of her opening. Michelle groaned, leaning back as the other two took turns kissing her. 
 
    I stroked myself slowly into Michelle’s wanting sex. I knew I was big and had to be careful about going too deep to start. 
 
    But Michelle wrapped her legs around my hips, pulling me deeper despite being so distracted by the other girls. 
 
    Thea had positioned herself above Michelle’s face and was currently riding it, moaning out her pleasure. Likewise, Aurora was busy grinding against Thea’s hand. I watched her little bubble butt bob back and forth, her hair bouncing with each movement. 
 
    Michelle grunted, pulling again at my hips with her legs. I smiled. I had to satisfy my warrior, after all. I pushed deeper, letting her guide me with her legs. 
 
    She started to dual cultivate, so I joined her but switched it up a bit, also starting the Dual Harmony. Our bodies became one and fell in sync as our flesh slapped, and I leaned back letting out a deep sigh. 
 
    The sight of my three ladies on the bed before me was enticing. I thrust into Michelle, watching the three of them find pleasure. 
 
    As I picked up the tempo, Michelle’s body started to react. Her bloodline started imprinting on mine. But, more importantly, I was able to make her body sing in pleasure and desire with each stroke. 
 
    She screamed into Thea’s crotch as I buried myself deep. I savored her body as we cultivated together. 
 
    With each cultivation cycle, greater and greater pleasure came. I harmonized our bodies to the peak. 
 
    Her body sailed over her first orgasm, but I didn’t slow down, continuing to pump into her. Soon after, my first wife went straight into her second orgasm as Dual Harmony continued to make our bodies sing. 
 
    The blood beast in my heart stirred, changing as it harmonized with Michelle’s bloodline. I climaxed inside her as her body continued to spasm, dumping all the mana we’d generated to her. I took a deep breath, remembering where I was. 
 
    I reached forward, grabbing Thea’s hands and pulling her to me. As Thea moved off Michelle, I enjoyed the sheer pleasure spilling across Michelle’s face. 
 
    I motioned with my head to Michelle “I think she’s done.” Thea laughed, nodding. 
 
    Michelle nodded as well, rolling herself over to the side, grabbing a pillow into a bear hug and passing out. 
 
    “Wow.” Thea looked at the completely blasted Michelle. “I hope you are still up to more.” She batted her eyes at me as she wrapped her arms around my shoulders. 
 
    “For you? Of course.” I kissed Thea, tasting Michelle on her lips. 
 
    My body twitched as another pair of lips wrapped around my cock. Aurora started to clean Michelle and my juices off of me. 
 
    I did a quick cycle of life mana, bringing me back to full mast in short order between my mana and Aurora’s attention. “You’re all ready, Master.” 
 
    “Are you ready?” I looked into Thea’s eyes. 
 
    She twisted her lips as she stared back, pausing for a moment and biting at her lower lip. “You know, I’ve always dreamt of doing it against a wall.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I smiled, reaching down and picking her up by her hips as she hung around my neck. I moved us over to the nearest wall, pushing her up against it. 
 
    Thea’s breath tickled my ear as she spoke. “Really rough. Break the wall if you can.” 
 
    I grinned. I could do that. 
 
    Pinning her hips to the wall, I pressed her flat with my chest and started biting at her neck. Thea liked her breasts mauled, but hands were in limited supply. 
 
    I pressed my hip to hers and used my free hand to squeeze her chest hard. The move eliciting a contented sigh as I continued to play rough. 
 
    She bit my shoulder just shy of drawing blood, and I pushed her hard against the wall in shock. 
 
    “Yes!” Thea moaned. 
 
    I just shook my head. Rough it was. 
 
    Lifting her hips, I angled myself into her dripping sex. Thea was more than ready; she was practically in heat as I sank into her silky pleasure. 
 
    I pushed into her hard, thrusting as deep as I could go. I held her against the wall by her chest, my fingers sinking deep into her soft flesh as I ground myself into her. 
 
    Her nails raked my back, and I could feel warm blood starting to drip. 
 
    Soft skin pressed to my back and I felt the warmth of Aurora’s life magic seep in and heal the scratches. 
 
    The violence only made me rougher in turn, and I tried to turn Thea inside out as I pounded her into the wall. Our dual cultivation started as we exchanged mana rapidly, passing it off to each other in turn. 
 
    Thea threw her head back against the wall, panting in heat as I added Dual Harmony to the mix and began to touch upon her bloodline. It was aggressive and violent, but it was also filled with endless passion. 
 
    I found her tune, and our bloodlines sang as they both ignited on our foreheads. I drove Thea so mad against the wall that she lashed out with metal mana, cutting claw marks into the wall around us. Aurora clapped giddily. It seemed she approved of Thea’s preferences. 
 
    Thea’s sex squeezed me as she rolled into her first orgasm. Throwing her head forward, she bit me as I pumped into her. 
 
    I teetered at the edge. I pumped a few more times before letting myself go over it, draining everything we had accumulated into her. 
 
    Thea sagged with a glazed look and satisfied smile, leaning against the wall and starting to cultivate with the mana she’d accumulated. 
 
    I turned to my remaining beauty, who had been very patient. 
 
    Aurora just smiled and got to her knees. “Use me, Master,” she said, opening her mouth wide. 
 
    I grabbed her head and fucked her face to clean myself off. Life mana coursed through my body, healing my exhausted manhood. “Now, how about I use another part of you?” 
 
    “Not yet.” She smiled as a force knocked on my chest. 
 
    For a second, I thought it was Aurora, but as I looked down at my second ring, it pulsed. 
 
    Quinn came out in a flash of gold light and turned to face me. She’d changed since I last saw her. Her horns had turned gold, and she exuded the aura of a regal queen. She was clad in a gold dress, so tight you’d think she was poured into it. 
 
    “I’m glad you approve.” Quinn smirked, watching where my eyes lingered. Some of her cold beauty was back, but this time, it was for me rather than to keep me away. 
 
    “You are beautiful, Quinn. As I promised, that was just the beginning.” 
 
    Quinn pushed me backwards until I was laying on the bed. As I settled into it, she hiked up her dress. “I just hope you can hold out.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m going to be the one holding out?” I teased as she straddled me. I could already feel her wet slit as she sat on my abs. I couldn’t believe I’d once considered having life mana a hindrance. It was the best thing ever. 
 
    She pressed her hands on my chest and walked her hips back until my stiff member pressed against her slit and she rocked gentle on me. “I’m sure you will be.” 
 
    Quinn raised herself up regally and sat down on me. It felt like I just pierced into heaven. 
 
    “Fuck.” I laid back and watched the gorgeous mana beast ride me, staring into my eyes. 
 
    Her wet sex squished under her dress as she started to channel mana through me at our union and then back around through the seal we shared. Mana poured through me, ratcheting up my sensitivity. Each of her strokes felt like she was slowly sucking a climax out of me. 
 
    “Ung.” Quinn shivered on top of me as she was hit with her own cycle of cultivation. 
 
    I grinned and grabbed her hips, tucking my legs underneath me. “Aurora, grab her from behind.” 
 
    Quinn shuddered against me as I thrust up into her and cycled our dual cultivation. 
 
    Aurora was behind her, kissing at her neck and giving me a show as she fished Quinn’s breasts out of the dress. 
 
    I was lost in her blissful sex as I thrust up again and again, burrowing myself to the hilt and passing mana through her. 
 
    Each and every time, our mana grew until it had too much momentum. I flipped Quinn onto her back, pounding into her with abandon. She felt so good, so right as I explored her depths, chasing my own pleasure.  
 
    Quinn let out a hoarse scream as she climaxed. I switched, grabbing Aurora and pushing her down on the bed, taking the same mass of mana from Quinn and dumping it into Aurora as I bent her over and took her doggy style. 
 
    “Yes, Master. Use me,” she screamed as the dual cultivation built up to a level I’d never felt before, and I unloaded inside Aurora. The final wave of mana drained from both of my mana beasts into my soul. 
 
    Part of me wanted to just bury myself into the bed between my women and sleep, but I knew I couldn’t let this go to waste. I needed to meditate and use all we’d just built. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    I stood back and looked at my soul palace, fully formed after cultivating with the women. The bone-white castle protected my soul better than I could have imagined. Tinted windows of green, gold and purple let in colored light as my soul sat upon the throne. 
 
    With this, I had fully realized my soul, no longer translucent in any way. It sat on the throne, a full image of myself. 
 
    It was a true nascent soul, the completion of my second ring’s cultivation. I couldn’t help but smile in pride of what I’d created. Well, what we’d created. 
 
    I opened my eyes, focusing back into the real world and felt my body shudder as it reached the peak of my second ring, touching on the barrier for the third ring. I wanted to just push it over the edge, but I could feel that it wasn’t going to be as easy as the barrier between the first and second ring. 
 
    Quinn and Aurora were sitting in a meditative posture on either side of me. 
 
    They must have felt I’d come out of my inner world, because they roused and smiled at me. “Congratulations, Master.” Aurora piped up. 
 
    “As expected of someone who overcame me last night,” Quinn added. “One day, I’ll make you kneel under my skirt.” She smiled, and I enjoyed this more playful side of Quinn, even if it was a bit aggressive. 
 
    “I’ll enjoy showing you just how wrong you are every time.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed with heat, the same way Aurora’s did when she wanted to be dominated. Quinn might have lived among humans far longer than Aurora, but she was still a mana beast. There was a need to fight for dominance. 
 
    I’d have to keep that in mind for the future. 
 
    But the upcoming battle needed my attention now. “Michelle, Thea?” I looked around the room but didn’t see either of them. 
 
    “They went to make breakfast, Master,” Aurora said. 
 
    “I can smell bacon, Mate.” Quinn sniffed the air. 
 
    I paused, taking in the new nickname. It fit. I leaned down, kissing her cheek. She batted me away but blushed while she did it. 
 
    “Love you both.” I kissed Aurora as well and then left, not bothering to recall them to their rings. 
 
    Padding out to the courtyard, I realized I had no idea where to go. So I did what any man would do: I followed the smell of bacon. 
 
    Thea was just cleaning up the table. 
 
    I managed to snag the leftover platter of bacon. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we saved you that,” Michelle playfully scolded me as she tied her hair up. “But we need to get going. It is well into the morning and the ascension will happen soon, if it hasn’t already started.” 
 
    Aurora and Quinn each stole some of my bacon, and I mockingly growled at them, holding it away from any further grabs. I may not need it as much with my mana back, but come on, it was bacon. 
 
    I grabbed another piece, stuffing it in my mouth as I started towards the door. “Then let’s head out. I can’t wait to see the look on Leo’s face.” 
 
    I smiled to myself. My bloodline felt far more complete than it had last time. The power within it had magnified several times from the cultivation with my ladies. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The arena was packed, and the center stage was filled with dozens of fourth-ring mages. I recognized Elders Bo and Shaw among them, along with the previous Core Court of the sect. 
 
    Disciples ran up to them and then back to their seats with small gifts. 
 
    Each and every one of the fourth-ring mages had a smile on their face. This was a level they’d all waited to reach. 
 
    I caught Leo’s attention across the stage, but they didn’t stay on me very long. His attention instead locked on Elder Quinn beside me. 
 
    Smirking, I settled into a seat with Michelle and Thea to my left, Aurora and Quinn to my right. My bloodline was roaring to take him on right here and now, but I settled in. 
 
    Right now, we were just here to watch the ascension. The rest would come after. 
 
    Hendrick cleared his throat, and it was loud enough to cut through all the chatter in the arena. Once everybody had settled down, he stepped aside for Fairy Su. 
 
    “Hello, all.” Her voice was like a soft whisper directly into my ear. “I thank you for your hospitality. Transferring between worlds is no easy task, and I must rest between efforts. 
 
    “However, I am well rested, and it is now time for me to return with these talented mages. Across your world, in all the sects and across the countryside, we are looking for every fourth-ring cultivator to bring with us to the immortal worlds, where they can continue to grow.” 
 
    “I wish you all speedy cultivations, so that, on my next visit, you may join me and those before you in the immortal worlds.” 
 
    With that, everyone that was not ascending had stepped away from the center stage. 
 
    Fairy Su raised her arms dramatically, and the entire boundary of the stage became cut off from the rest of the world. I could still see all of them, but when I reached out with my mana, it was like none of them were there. I paused, realizing the implications that could have for ambushes. 
 
    “Quinn, do you know what that is?” 
 
    “A domain. A very large and powerful domain.” 
 
    I quirked a brow. 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about them for now. Only the very peak of fourth-rings like Hendrick were ever able to make one; I never was. But the domain she is producing is on a completely different level than what Hendrick is capable of.” 
 
    I looked back to the scene on the stage, as all of them lifted into the air inside the domain. 
 
    One elder looked around in admiration; others began to look a bit anxious, unsure of what they’d find on the other side. 
 
    Fairy Su spread her arms wide slowly, and then quickly clapped her hands together. As she did, the entire bubble of the domain started to push against the very fabric of this world. 
 
    We all stood watching, trying to process what we were seeing. This was beyond what I’d even thought could exist not too long ago. The very fabric of the world was being ripped apart. Fairy Su continued the motions, beads of sweat glistening on her forehead. 
 
    “Incredible. The sheer power required for that,” Quinn gasped. 
 
    I couldn’t help but agree. I’d had my eyes opened today to what was possible. Even if this world had a limit of fourth ring, cultivation seemed to have no limits. 
 
    Her domain disappeared through the rift she’d created, and it snapped closed with a ripple that settled outward momentarily before vanishing completely. It was like they were never here. 
 
    Not wasting a moment to take the spotlight, Leo jumped on stage. “Everyone, we have seen the impossible here. Now, under my leadership, the Ferrymen will rise to a new century!” 
 
    The crowd began cheering and loud chatter broke out across the arena. I rose from my seat casually, making my way down to the stage. Aurora and Quinn disappeared into their rings as I moved away. 
 
    One by one, I could feel everyone staring at me as I neared the stage. Every step closer brought greater silence across the arena, until you could have heard a pin drop as I stepped onto the stage behind him. 
 
    He paused, turning to see what had everybody’s attention. His face turned into a scowl as he saw me on the stage. 
 
    “Get off,” he growled. 
 
    I shrugged. “I will. After we’re done with our challenge.” 
 
    Leo snorted. “Challenges are over. It is time to create stability and lead the sect into the future.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Only one minute into leading and you already need to be reminded of the rules.” I raised my voice, making sure everybody could hear me. “You can always be challenged. Should some heaven-defying genius come or should number two want your spot, the challenge is always fair.” 
 
    “Get off. This is your last warning,” Leo barked. 
 
    I turned to the third-ring elders of the Turtle Clan, the record keepers of the sect. “Elders?” 
 
    Several of them conferred with each other before one of them spoke out. “He is correct. Should Leo refuse, he automatically loses his status. As an elder of the Turtle, I hereby see this challenge and shall record it in the records.” 
 
    Leo growled and yelled to the crowd. “All of you, watch closely and learn why there’s no sense in challenging me.” 
 
    His aura exploded with the power of a third-ring mage. It carried with it the domineering aura of a dragon; a smirk spread across his face. “Are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
    Back before, I might have felt some pressure from that draconic aura. But after spending a week in the presence of Old Jin’s body, Leo’s aura was nothing more than a waste of breath. 
 
    I released my full aura, complete with Quinn’s power. The tyrannical pressure of the Five-clawed Gold Dragon filled the amphitheater and squashed Leo’s aura. 
 
    Surprise was replaced by a flicker of fear before Leo regained his composure. “Auras might be a way to show one’s strength, but you are still below me in cultivation.” 
 
    “True enough. I was just matching you tit for tat. Now, are you done fluffing your feathers like a peacock so we can start the battle?” 
 
    The crowd was full of gasps and a few cat calls. 
 
    “Get down here!” Leo snapped at the group of Turtle Clan elders. 
 
    An old man at the third ring made his way down. Several of the other elders tried to hold him back, but he shrugged them off, proving he wasn’t useless just yet. 
 
    “Hello. It is always nice to see the vigor of the young. As the eldest elder—” He paused to chuckle to himself. “I would take the honor of officiating this fight.” He stood straight, or as straight as his bowed back would allow him, and began. 
 
    “Bow to me in understanding of the rules. We are one sect, one family. Maiming or killing the other party is forbidden. In the case of two geniuses with such potential, I would claim the penalty of death for such a crime. We must remain strong.” 
 
    We both bowed to the elder, but it didn’t look like he was taking the words very seriously. After last time, I wasn’t going to let my guard down. 
 
    “Bow to the audience. Respect them with a fair and clean fight. No weapons or external aid shall be used, by penalty of forfeit.” 
 
    We both bowed and turned to each other, already knowing the next step. 
 
    “Now bow to each other. Respect your opponent and fight to your fullest.” 
 
    Leo only fractionally nodded his head, as I knew he would. But I bowed from my waist. The entire sect was watching, and I needed to set a stronger example. 
 
    “Fight!” 
 
    Leo’s aura rushed out as he chopped with his hand, a blade of lightning descending towards me. 
 
    I choose to dodge to the side instead of wasting my mana fighting him head on. I reached out my senses, a bit afraid of what I’d find. But there was no trace of void element; he hadn’t taken Mei’s core yet. I smiled. 
 
    “I see you haven’t filled your third ring yet,” I taunted him, hoping I could work him up and get him to make a mistake. 
 
    Leo snorted. “It will be the first thing I do after this. My brother managed to get an exception for that fox from Fairy Su.” 
 
    I took a breath. This one was for Mei. 
 
    I summoned the Kunpeng’s claw and smashed it down at Leo. 
 
    He only laughed, and more mana surged from him as the image of a blue scale rose behind him. Leo punched out and shattered my spell with a contemptuous grin. 
 
    I could hear the crowd in an uproar. “He already started cultivating his immortal body.” 
 
    “That’s not what is important! Do you see what his focus is!?” 
 
    I took a closer look at the scale. It had the aura of a true dragon. It was nowhere near the strength of Old Jin’s, but to give that much power off from a single scale, it was of a mana beast that didn’t exist in this world. 
 
    Another gift from the immortal world, I guessed. 
 
    “A scale of an Azure Dragon. A perfect focus for me to form my immortal body around,” Leo announced to the amphitheater. 
 
    Many of the elders shook their heads, already counting me out of the fight. 
 
    But Leo didn’t stop there. I stood, waiting for his next move. Lighting mana filled the air as he began to cast another spell. The lighting dragon. This would be the third time I fought this spell of his. 
 
    The others hadn’t gone as well, but I had confidence this time would be different. 
 
    My bloodline burned on my forehead as I channeled a spell. It was the Kunpeng again. 
 
    “You think trying the same thing again will work?” 
 
    Our spells clashed in the middle of the stage, sending shock waves that rippled the barrier between us and the viewers. 
 
    We struggled in the center, but we were stuck in a deadlock. Again. 
 
    Leo didn’t waste any time. “Bloodline Suppression!” he yelled. 
 
    The whole amphitheater went silent as the spell hit me. 
 
    So many of them must have seen the first fight, and figured we were done. A few even stood up to leave, but others leaned forward in their seats, wondering what would happen. They knew that if I had anything up my sleeves, this was the moment. 
 
    I felt the draconic aura press down on me, but my bloodline only burned brighter. I could feel the shift; it was no longer just the bloodline of the Kunpeng. 
 
    The full might of my mixed bloodline poured out of me, and the Kunpeng spell shifted, changing form. 
 
    The two titanic spells fought in the center. The Kunpeng’s head grew longer, and a snout and antlers appeared as its head became that of a Gold Dragon. 
 
    I heard shouts of surprise through the crowd, but I pushed those aside, focusing on channeling more mana into the spell. My soul was under tremendous strain as I molded the spell mid fight. My soul palace groaned as the Kunpeng shifted to show my budding Pixiu bloodline. 
 
    The Gold Dragon’s head latched onto the throat of the lighting dragon and twisted it to the side, pushing it back and gaining ground between us. 
 
    Leo screamed. Veins bulged across his body as he strained to put everything he had into his spell. 
 
    But I wasn’t done yet. A second set of legs grew as the spell continued to change. The fish-like body became more feline, while its claws remained as its front set of legs. A pair of tiger paws emerged. I heard Thea cheering extra hard as she recognized aspects of her bloodlines. 
 
    The ferocity of the spell exploded, shocking the entire sect and pushing Leo back further. 
 
    I could see the panic and fear rising in Leo’s eyes. 
 
    He was out of options. 
 
    I grinned, feeling the final shift come. The scales of the Kunpeng-turned-Pixiu shifted and darkened, until it was gold with black hexagonal formations creating a shell-like structure down its spine. They expanded out from the spine, bleeding into black stripes. 
 
    It was now a blend of a Gold Dragon, Kunpeng, Black Tortoise and White Tiger. And it was ferocious. 
 
    My spell surged once more, this time crushing Leo’s spell to the ground. 
 
    Leo tipped over, veins bursting in his arms. He fell over onto his hands and knees, stomach emptying onto the stage. 
 
    I waved away my spell before I broke the rules and permanently harmed Leo, but I had a feeling there was a lot of recovery in his future. The silence that had descended as the spell shattered and Leo fell immediately shifted into screams and cheers. 
 
    The old elder cleared his throat, getting everyone’s attention. “What an amazing fight! This will go down in the record books! Today we have a new leader of the Core Court. Isaac Hughes!” 
 
    I wiped the sweat off my forehead with the back of my arm and turned to the crowd. “Thank you all for being here, for being part of the Ferrymen. The next hundred years will be filled with challenges, but I promise to lead you all to greater levels of cultivation and great levels of honor for the Ferrymen.” 
 
    The crowd cheered, and I turned to the Elder. “Thank you for your help, Elder.” 
 
    “No problem at all. Might I ask what that mana beast was? I have seen nothing like it, and I’ve both read much and seen much.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to reply but stopped short as the back of my neck prickled. I spun as I heard Michelle yell. Instinctively, I threw out the full force of a Pixiu claw. 
 
    As I finished my turn, in front of me was Leo. He was already midway through his strike, about to cut me down with his sword. His face was already smiling with crazed glee. 
 
    But my claw spell materialized in front of him, his face recognized the loss. Before I could stop it, my spell caught his blade, and all five nails passed his guard and blew five fist-sized holes into his body. 
 
    He fell back, surprise on his face as he started bleeding out on the stage. 
 
    I could see the moment Leo realized he was dead and he shot me one last grin as he crushed his spatial ring. Losing the contents forever. 
 
    I looked to the Turtle Elder in shock. 
 
    The amphitheater boiled as the Dragon Clan members got to their feet, ready to start a full-blown battle right here among the sect. 
 
    The Turtle elder’s voice boomed through the whole sect. “Silence! This man”—he pointed to Leo—“after being declared a loser of a sanctioned challenge, attempted to strike another member of this sect down while his back was turned. I hereby denounce him from the sect. His dishonor and his death, even his life, is not that of this sect’s. We never raised such a cultivator.” 
 
    He spat on Leo’s still warm corpse. “All I see here is an outsider assassin seeking to kill one of our own.” 
 
    The elder turned to the Dragon Clan, gearing up for a fight. “If anyone here seeks revenge for an outsider trying to kill one of the sect, I can only assume you have tossed the sect aside in your hearts. You will be dealt with like we would any invaders we find with our sect walls!” 
 
    Those ready to fight paled at the elder’s announcement, fists relaxing back down. 
 
    I did not know how the Ferrymen dealt with invaders, but it must be truly awful given their reactions. 
 
    “Thank you, Elder,” I whispered. 
 
    He just chuckled. “Don’t thank me yet. The time after the ascension is always full of turmoil, and you just lit it on fire. I have no doubt you’ll regret your current position in short time. But, for now, we need to make sure the Ferrymen remain unified.” 
 
    I nodded and cupped my hands, bowing deeply to the Elder and, then in turn, bowing deeply to the four corners of the crowd. 
 
    The crowd was only slightly mollified. Clearly, too many of them had pent up aggression; they needed an outlet. Luckily, I had one to give. 
 
    “Everyone, we are Ferrymen. Our focus, our anger, should not be on each other. Instead, it should be on those that disrupt the world. Those that take advantage of innocents and enslave others. Sharpen your swords. We will start hunting corrupt mages again.” 
 
    Those that wanted to fight yelled at the top of their lungs with howls that promised violence. Their yells vibrated through my chest, my bloodline singing in response. 
 
    Looking up, I met the eyes of Michelle and Thea, standing proud as they watched me. They both nodded, pulling their weapons free and raising them into the air as they yelled. The crowd joined them, weapons rising in a wave across the amphitheater. 
 
    I locked eyes with my now wives, sharing in this moment. It was time for war.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading. 
 
    I am so happy to continue Isaac’s story. I love Xianxia, in case you didn’t pick up on that. 
 
    For me, this was fun. I played with some of the lesser Chinese myths, with some artistic license because, honestly, the Pixiu legend is incredibly mixed and muddy. But the Xianxia trope of the evolving pet is the Pixiu. 
 
    People always ask how long the series will be. I like endings, I think they are more important than the beginnings. That said, Isaac’s coming of age story and his war with the corrupt mages has always been a three-book story. I don’t want to string it out just because it is doing well. 
 
    However, I’ve always had a greater universe in mind. I think you saw that in this book and I’d love to dive back into an older Isaac and explore the immortal worlds. But that’s another story and I’ll write it as its own stand alone trilogy after Mana is done. 
 
    I hope you enjoyed it. If you liked it enough to help my cultivation within the Amazon Sutra, click the link below and leave a review/rating to assist me in deepening my cultivation. Who knows, I might just break through to the next level. 
 
    

  

 
   
    If you want to follow my progress for future books I do monthly updates on my new mailing list. 
 
    https://mailchi.mp/f89f824293a5/brucesentar 
 
    & Also on my FB Page https://www.facebook.com/AuthorBruceSentar 
 
      
 
    Also if you are a fan of HaremLit there is a wonderful community out there on Facebook where fans and authors chat over the latest and greatest. 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/HaremGamelit 
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    Ajax Demos finds himself lost in society. Graduating shortly after artificial intelligence is allowed to enter the workforce; he can’t get his career off the ground. But when one opportunity closes another opens.

Ajax gets a chance to play a brand new Immersive Reality game. Things aren't as they seem. Mega Corps hover over what appears to be a simple game. What he does in the game seems to effect his body outside. 
 
      
 
    But that isn’t going to stop Ajax when he finally might have a shot at becoming a professional gamer. Join Ajax and Company as they enter the world of Legendary Rule.  
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    In a world where mages and monster grow from cultivating mana. Isaac joins the class of humans known as mages who absorb mana to grow more powerful. To become a mage he must bind a mana beast to himself to access and control mana. But when his mana beast is far more human than he expected; Isaac struggles with the budding relationship between the two of them as he prepares to enter his first dungeon.
Unfortunately for Isaac, he doesn’t have time to ponder the questions of his relationship with Aurora. Because his sleepy town of Locksprings is in for a rude awakening, and he has to decide which side of the war he is going to stand on.  
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