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    Chapter 1 

      

    “You can’t do that,” one of the elders following me argued, but he didn’t try to physically stop me. 

    “Pretty sure I can,” I said, not looking back. 

    “No. She’s a fourth rank mana beast, and at present, she’s the only fourth rank beast or fourth-ring mage. She could cause havoc!” 

    I turned and stared the elder down. “I’ve been in this role for, what, thirty minutes? And you’re already questioning my choices?” 

    I arched a brow, letting the silence linger while he thought about how strongly he wanted to oppose me. I didn’t expect them to immediately accept my leadership wholeheartedly, but I damn well wasn’t going to let them walk all over me. 

    He seemed to come to a decision, stepping back and dipping his head in acknowledgment. 

    Nodding, I continued onward. I knew his intentions were probably to help and guide me, but I wasn’t about to be persuaded away from my current task. I was going to release Mei. 

    And thanks to my newly won station as the first ranked mage in the Ferrymen’s Core Court, I had access to Mei. I was now the core of the sect and I could, in fact, release Mei. 

    I smiled, enjoying finally having a position with some power. 

    “At least let us bring a dozen elders to help, in case of an issue.” 

    “No need. Mei will be fine,” I said. 

    I rounded the last corner and saw Mei already waiting by the door of her cell. Her fox ears swiveled forward and fixated on me. No doubt she had heard our conversation, although her casual stance didn’t give it away. 

    “Hi, Mei. Ready to get out of there?” 

    “Yes!” She jumped up and down, her four tails twirling behind her. “Do I get to give you my core now?” 

    “Unfortunately, no. Hopefully, I’ll break through to my third ring soon. Until then, would you accompany me around the sect?” 

    I peeked at the elder, who was now standing at the edge of my vision. His jaw had gone slack as he’d heard Mei offer up her core. 

    “I don’t think there will be any issues, do you?” I asked rhetorically. 

    “No, Isaac. I’ll take my leave.” 

    I slotted the key into Mei’s cell, and as soon as the latch clicked, she knocked the door open and jumped into my arms. She buried my head in her pillowy chest as she wrapped her legs around my waist, hugging me and bouncing with excitement. 

    “I’m so happy! I can’t wait to be your mana beast.” 

    I laughed as her breasts bounced around my face. She leaned back a smidge, and I put my arms around her back to help hold her up. Her face was practically glowing with happiness as she looked at me. 

    Mei was just as beautiful as my other two mana beasts, but her features were different. She had long black hair that was so dark it was almost blue. Her dark hair accentuated her pale skin, and her black fox ears only made her more delicate. 

    I pulled Mei off me and looked into her violet eyes. “Alright, we need to get moving. Lots of things to do. Promise to stay close and not get into trouble?” 

    She nodded, although she was already looking around and not at me. 

    I had a feeling that I needed backup, so I summoned Aurora and Quinn to my side. Quinn and Mei froze as they stared at each other. Neither moved, and tension began filling the space. 

    “You two going to be okay?” I asked them, already starting to position myself between them. 

    “Both of you cut it out.” Aurora’s bubbly attitude was gone as she took on the tone of a stern mother. “You will both get along and follow Master. We will all work together.” 

    “Yes, ma’am!” Mei snapped a salute to Aurora, who nodded solemnly before dropping the seriousness and diving over to hug Mei. 

    Quinn glowered before sighing and hurrying to catch up with me. “They are both so… immature.” 

    “No, I think you’ll find they are quite mature, just young at heart.” I knew that both could be downright terrifying given the need. 

    “If you say so. So... now that you’ve achieved what you wanted, what’s next?” 

    I sighed, feeling a headache coming before I even said it. “I need to learn how to run a sect. Do you know where I should start?” 

    “I can show you to Hendrick’s office.” 

    “He had an office?” 

    “This way.” Quinn took the lead and wound through the Inner Court. 

    We finally came up to a large pair of double doors that were prominently set into the wall of a main chamber. I could sense that they were well-enchanted, but with what, I wasn’t sure. 

    I reached forward, testing the handle; it wasn’t locked. I stepped inside, followed by my three lovely mana beasts. 

    The office was like most things in the sect, carved from the stone of the floating mountain where we lived. Honeycomb shelves full of scrolls lined the wall, and a large stone desk dominated the center of the room. A few stiff chairs made this look like a waiting room. 

    “This is where his assistant used to sit,” Quinn explained. 

    I thought this room was more than suitable for what I needed, which made me even more curious what was behind door number two. 

    Opening the door between two bookshelves, we were greeted by a grand room, split in half by function. A warm wooden desk with a basket dominated one side, while a more comfortable area with two couches facing each other and a table between them dominated the other half. 

    “What’s through that door?” I pointed to a door behind the desk. 

    “I believe he had a small, personal chamber through there. I have never been.” 

    I peeked through, and sure enough, a simple yet elegant bed and bath were back there. 

    The final item of the room caught my attention, and I opened the basket on the desk. Of course, the first thing was a note. 

    “Dear Brother,” I started to read the note. “It is my grand pleasure to welcome you to the role that I held for so many years. Our father left a hundred years ago, and now I follow him. I hope to see you in the immortal worlds in the future. 

    “A word of warning: that man you fought and beat in the arena could become a problem. According to Fairy Su, his bloodline shows more power than our own, yet it isn’t fully active. Take care of the problem before it grows, little brother.” 

    I grinned. Poor Leo would never get that chance. I could only imagine what he would have done to ‘take care’ of me. 

    “To help you, I’ve prepared a large bounty of cultivation materials. I wish you the best of luck. With that dragon scale, you should be unstoppable once you form your immortal body. See you in a hundred years, little brother.” 

    I almost felt bad about reading the brothers’ letter, but Leo’s death was already done. He’d cowardly attacked me from behind, and in reflex, I had taken him out in front of the entire sect. He’d been renounced for such a move.  

    I threw the letter with the force of my mana, and it burst into nothing more than dust. 

    But the note had piqued my interest. Opening the basket, I saw ten third rank beast cores. All of them appeared to be of the lightning element. Perfect for Leo, not so perfect for me. 

    “Hey, Stud.” Michelle knocked on the open door to get my attention. 

    “Michelle, Thea, come in. I was just looking around.” 

    Mei bounced up to both women and gave them a good sniff before waiting with her tails wagging. 

    “I think she wants a pet.” 

    Thea awkwardly pet the mana beast that could tear our entire sect limb from limb. 

    “Alright, sit down. I think we need to talk about a game plan.” I motioned toward the couches. 

    I sat down, taking in all my beautiful women and marveling at my luck. Michelle to my right, Aurora to my left. Thea, Quinn, and Mei sat across from me on the other couch. Thea was a good buffer between Quinn and Mei, but I still saw Mei move one of her fox tails to tickle Quinn’s neck.  

    But, looking at our team, I was confident we could take on the lofty tasks in front of us. First I needed to figure out how to run this sect, then I’d take them to war. The Sun and Moon Hall had to be stopped. 

      

    *** 

      

    It had been two months since I’d taken over control of the Ferrymen Sect. 

    I had half-expected the second ranked, Georgina, to come fight me for the first rank spot, but she had disappeared the next day, apparently entering secluded cultivation. 

    The Turtle Clan elders also came to my aid. All nine of us in the Core Court were indoctrinated with lessons about how everything worked. Our primary function was to settle disputes and provide direction for the sect; otherwise, we were left to our own devices. 

    Somehow, I was still busier than I had ever been, which was not helping my cultivation. I had yet to break through to the third ring, and Mei was not sitting still while she waited to become my ring. 

    The war with the Sun and Moon Hall—and more importantly, with the corrupt mages—had started. I had paperwork of the latest missions fulfilled, and our disciples were bringing in corrupt mage heads at a steady clip. 

     I looked up from my work as a sloshing sound accompanied whoever had just walked into my office. An elder stood before me, red faced and covered in… paint? I hoped it was paint. Head to toe, he was covered in a dark liquid that was now dripping onto the floors. 

    “You cannot keep letting her run wild around the sect!” the elder fumed, but I had to admit that the dragon colors on his robes made me less inclined to care about his complaint. 

    “She didn’t hurt anyone, did she?” 

    “No! But do you see me? My robes! How am I supposed to garner respect from the disciples and coach them through their cultivation when I’m like this?” 

    “Sometimes humor can be a great teaching tool,” I offered dryly. 

    He clearly disagreed, sputtering at my response. 

    Some of Mei’s pranks had been funny, but I had to admit that she seemed to be picking up speed. I had been busier lately, and she was filling her time with these pranks as she got bored. 

    I looked him over again. “I’ll talk to her. Anything else?” I waited. 

    “That isn’t enough! You need to bind that mana beast, or else we elders will subdue her and take her core.” His threat got my attention. 

    I narrowed my eyes, putting both hands on my desk and standing up slowly. Looking him in the eye, I released the full pressure of my peak second-ring cultivation, along with my Pixiu bloodline. 

    The elder paled under my anger. He might have a higher cultivation level but the added pressure of my bloodline was more than enough to make up the difference. 

    “You touch a hair on her head and I’ll make an example out of you. Get lost. And don’t threaten one of my women again,” I growled. 

    He nodded and then hurried out of the office. 

    That done, I looked back down at the report sitting on my desk, a sigh escaping. 

    The logistics of the sect were time consuming and largely boring, but trade with Styx was essential to make sure we had the goods we needed that disciples weren’t producing. Merit points only went so far. 

    Another knock sounded, interrupting me again. I would probably be able to wrap this up if I wasn’t interrupted every couple of minutes to settle some random dispute or other nonsense. 

    “What,” I snapped. 

    Michelle strolled into the room. Her arms were crossed across her chest, raising up her breasts. This was clearly not where she thought my attention should be given her scowl, but she was a beauty and it was hard not to notice. 

    Her eyebrow arched even higher as I finally locked eyes with her. “Is that any way to greet me, Stud?” 

    I pushed myself back from the desk and sighed. “Come in, Michelle. It just seems to be one interruption after the other today, but you are definitely a welcome distraction. Always.” 

    She softened a bit. “Still haven’t pushed through to the third ring?” Michelle stared at me. 

    I could feel the pulse of her mana sweep through me. 

    She’d been away from the sect for the last few weeks attending the monthly Inner Court challenge, and now I could feel the density of a third-ring mage from her. 

    I had to push away jealousy and be happy for her, but it was so frustrating to be stuck behind this desk and not cultivating. 

    “Che. Okay, I’m going to find you a damn secretary, and then I’m going to go shove you in a closet with Aurora and Quinn until you break through.” 

    I smiled at the thought. That wouldn’t be so bad. I had expected the workload to lessen at some point, but that didn’t seem to be happening. Some help or administrative staff would be great.  

    “Excuse me,” a voice sounded from behind Michelle. 

    I cringed, but Michelle held up a hand before exploding with mana. “Get lost.” 

    Something made a heavy thump followed by someone’s feet scrabbling to get the hell away from an angry Michelle. 

    She winked at me, and I couldn’t help but laugh. Michelle was feisty. 

    “You seem to be doing an excellent job of being a secretary.” I smirked. 

    “Not on your life, Stud. Also, Georgina just came out of cultivation. She’s broken through to her third ring.” 

    “Going to fight her?” I asked. 

    “Not the issue, Stud. You need to get back to cultivating.” 

    I looked at all the papers on my desk. In just two weeks, I had managed to organize the death of over two thousand corrupt mages. Consequently, the lives of countless more potential victims of the corrupt mages had been saved. I would never have been able to do that without this position, but it did leave my cultivation behind. 

    I knew I wasn’t wasting time and was proud of my results, but I needed a better balance. Some of this didn’t need me to happen. Time to learn how to delegate. 

    “Do you want to find me a secretary?” I asked. 

    “Nope, but I bet Thea could scrounge one up. She’s still helping out at Tiger Clan after all.” 

    I nodded. Thea had led the Tiger Clan in the Outer Court, and she seemed to have a stronger base of workers to help with management tasks. I could use her help getting mine stood up. 

    “Could you ask Thea to send me someone?” I gave Michelle my best weary look. 

    “Fine. But know that I’m doing it because I want you back to our living quarters faster tonight. I missed you.” Michelle turned around and left. 

    I didn’t even get a minute before another knock came. 

    I pressed my fingers into where my nose met my forehead. That always seemed to help with the headaches. 

    “Hello?” a soft, worried voice sounded from the doorway. 

    “Come in.” I looked up and paused. The woman looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place where I knew her from. She was young, with a brown ponytail fraying at the ends. She looked tired and yet terrified of me. 

    “What is it? I need to get back to work.” 

    She searched my eyes for something. 

    Maybe I was supposed to remember her? 

    “Umm I just completed my trial to the Inner Court, and I wanted to see you and ask for your forgiveness.” 

    Shit. I was definitely supposed to remember her. I dug into my mind trying to recall just who she was. 

    “I’m sorry. I honestly don’t remember you,” I finally replied. 

    “Oh… Ummm… you only met me once when you first entered the sect.” She started to back away, some relief in her eyes. 

    Then it clicked. “Ah, I remember you! The girl at the desk who gave us rags for robes.” 

    She winced at the reminder. “Yes. I’m terribly sorry about that. That day—” 

    I held my hand up, and her mouth snapped shut. “I remember, and in fact, I have just the idea to remedy it.” 

    Nodding her head with wide eyes, I could see the gears turning in her head. She was thinking of all the things I might do. 

    “Great, you’re hired. Sit at that desk out there and take notes of whoever enters. I need you to judge what are the important matters that need my immediate attention and what can be resolved through some sort of mutual agreement. Send those that need me to me and take care of the rest.” 

    “You are punishing me by making me your secretary?” She sounded confused. 

    “Yep. Welcome to the team. By the way, what is your name?” 

    “Um. I’m Brie. Well technically, Brianna, but everyone calls me Brie. But you know this isn’t a punishment, right? You are giving me authority and status within the Inner Court by being the gatekeeper to your office.” 

    I shrugged. “Brie, I don’t really care about that first incident, and I need someone to help me. You have some level of experience managing an office already and clearly can stand your ground against powerful mages. So… are you going to take the job? Oh, and let me know how many merit points you think is fair.” 

    “I got five per month at the other job,” Brie answered quickly. 

    “How about ten? No, make it fifteen. I already appreciate the annoying items you’re going to put up with for me.” I waited. 

    “Yeah, that’s more than enough.” She seemed stunned. 

    “Great. I haven’t heard you say ‘Yes’ though.” 

    “Yes. Yes, I’ll take the job.” 

    “Can you start now?” 

    “Yes, sir.” Brie snapped out of it and hurried to the desk, quickly starting to rearrange it to her liking. 

    “Close the door, please,” I said, hearing it slam a moment later. I chuckled, knowing just how quickly she must have moved. 

    I paused, enjoying the peace and quiet. The office really had some nice enchantments. 

    I made record time as I dove into the documents on my desk, breezing through them with a blessed lack of interruptions. I was feeling good about delegation. 

    The pile was nearly gone for the first time in months when there was a knock on my door. 

    “Excuse me. Uh… your wife... wives are here,” Brie said, adding the plural after a moment. 

    I looked past her to see Michelle and Thea glaring at me. The lights outside were starting to dim with the end of the day. 

    “Yes, those two can go right past you anytime. Same if you see a fox mana beast.” 

    I noticed a familiar face standing next to Thea. It was the librarian who liked to read pervy cultivation techniques from when I had first entered the sect. 

    I smirked at the memory. She was the reason I had snagged a dual cultivation technique in the first place. 

    “Natalie, right? Natalie, meet Brie. Brie, Natalie. You two will both be working together in the near future. I’d like help from both of you.” I looked between the two, and there didn’t seem to be any friction. “Great. Brie, show her what you’ve done today, and tomorrow on, you’ll work together.” 

    “Sure. But, real quick, here’s a list of things that came through.” 

    I held the list up. They were a number of petty things, and a few small piles of documents on Brie’s desk told me what I’d be doing tomorrow. “I think you can handle the documents if you both work on them. But this one... you should have brought it to me immediately.” 

    “Sorry, you just seemed exhausted.” 

    “I need to take care of this one.” 

    “What is it, Stud?” Michelle asked, leaning around me to read the list. 

    “The Hua family is apparently quite upset with me.” The list had said a letter had arrived, but I had a good idea of what was going to be in it. “Do you have the letter?” 

    Brie produced one from her desk. “Here.” 

    I took it and looked at my new secretaries. “See you two tomorrow. Make sure to lock up before you leave. And good job on your first day.” I nodded to Brie, who beamed with pride. 

    I turned back to Thea and Michelle, happy to head home with them. A bed sounded divine right about now. 

    Michelle nudged me as we walked. “Is it from Diana? You still haven’t gone to see her yet.” 

    I let out a heavy sigh. I had given her three rain checks on dinner at this point, and she’d stopped asking. I was being a poor friend, but I really just hadn’t had time. 

    “No, it’s from the head of the Hua family. But the fact that Diana didn’t give me a heads up either means she didn’t know or doesn’t want to talk to me. Either way, it means that we might not have her as an ally going in.” 

    “She wouldn’t be that way. Mad? Sure. But she’d still have your back,” Thea protested. 

    “Either way, I probably need to set a date with the Hua family. Send Diana a note too. If she isn’t a part of this, I want to make sure she knows.” 

    Tearing open the letter, it was about what I had expected. The Hua family wanted to meet. It was neutral enough, but a part that mentioned their departed son-in-law got aggressive. 

    Diana had mentioned that her sister’s engagement to Leo was a big boost for their family, but I really didn’t think they could hold it against me. He had made the choices that had led to his death, and the Hua Family had decided to align with an asshole. 

    “I’ll take that.” Thea plucked it out of my hands as Michelle pulled me into our living quarters. 

    As soon as I entered, I let out Aurora and Quinn. Each gave me a hungry grin. 

    Quinn spoke first. “I like Michelle’s plan. We really should lock you up with the two of us.” 

    Aurora nodded emphatically. “You owe it to both of us to continue to cultivate.” 

    “I’d love to,” I said, trying to smile, but I was just too damn tired. 

    “Useless,” Aurora snorted, taking me from Michelle. “Thank you, both. We are going to force him to rest.”

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 2 

      

    I woke to light streaming into the bedroom. 

    Still groggy, I patted both sides of my bed, hoping to touch a warm body, but all I got was cold sheets. Groaning, I cracked my eyes open. The others had already gotten out of bed. 

    I was sure there were a number of items needing my attention that I should be rushing to, but it was a never-ending stream. Instead, I decided to take it slow. 

    Getting dressed, I padded out barefoot into our courtyard, enjoying the fresh air. Pausing as I crossed the small bridge over the koi pond, I watched the creatures dart about. 

    Our home in the sect was a courtyard with eight rooms branching off what was almost a small park. Gardens, a koi pond, and even a gazebo broke up the grassy courtyard. Technically, the girls had their own rooms, but they seemed to have devolved into storerooms, everyone spending their time in mine. 

    There was a large stone patio area by the entrance set up with a kitchen and dining room. I headed there now. Laughter reached me, and I smiled, continuing on into the kitchen. Everybody was gathered around the table, including some new faces. 

    Natalie and Brie were there in addition to Michelle, Thea, Aurora, Quinn, and Mei. The secretaries noticed me the second I entered, sitting up more stiffly mid-laughter, as they realized their boss had walked in. Their reaction caused a chain reaction of glances, until the whole room had fallen silent. Each one shifted slightly, making room for me to join them. 

    “Get over here before the bacon gets cold, Master.” Aurora waved a piece of her own bacon. 

    I walked past her, ducking down quickly and snagging a bite of the piece she had waved, enjoying the frustrated grumble I got in return. I sat down between Michelle and Thea, who started loading up the plate in front of me with breakfast. 

    Natalie and Brie stayed quiet, eyes wide as their gaze darted between all of us. I could tell they had questions, and I wanted to just get past all of that. 

    “Are you two going to be okay?” I asked my two new workers. 

    “Ah.” Brie blushed heavily and looked down at her notes to save herself. “Yes. I just didn’t realize how much unity there was in the core of the sect.” 

    Such a passive way to ask a question. She’d do well with the subtleties of her role, but she needed to be more direct with me. 

    She started stuttering to backtrack as I remained quiet, so I smiled to ease the tension and held up a hand to stop her. “It’s fine. See the rings on Michelle and Thea? We are together.”  

    Warm pride infused my tone as I claimed the beauties here as my own. 

    Michelle and Thea nodded in agreement, leaning over and nuzzling into me. 

    “Got it. Okay. They added some items to my list for today, but it sounds like that’s fine,” Brie added, and Natalie nodded along with a big grin on her face. 

    “So... do you dual cultivate with all of them?” Natalie blurted out awkwardly, immediately looking away but seeming anxious for the answer. Brie let out a little gasp. 

    “Yep.” I left it there, smiling as I started on breakfast. 

    She must have not expected such a direct answer, as she descended into shocked silence. 

    “So, what are the items for today?” I looked to Brie who seemed to be more organized than Natalie. Though, after our encounter in the Tiger Clan library, maybe that was to be expected. 

    “Letter to the Hua family. Michelle added that.” She looked to me for confirmation, and I nodded for her to continue. 

    “Natalie condensed some of the reports from yesterday, and two elders need mediation. I would also like you to look over some of the reports we completed yesterday.” 

    Michelle grumbled next to me. “I’ll take the two elders off your hands, Isaac. They need to stop being toddlers. I can help them with that.” 

    I smiled. Though I maybe had more power, I had a feeling the elders would rather deal with me. But it would be one less thing to deal with. “Thanks.” 

    I looked back at Brie. “We need two letters to the Hua family. One will be addressed to Diana; I’ll write that one myself. The other will go to the head of the Hua family, agreeing to meet... soon?” I wasn’t even sure what my schedule looked like. 

    “We’ll get something set for tomorrow or the day after.” Brie nodded her head and scribbled something else down. 

    “Will you two be at breakfast every day?” I felt awkward asking. I wasn’t honestly sure how I felt about work and home meshing, but I also wasn’t sure if I’d end up with a choice. 

    Aurora grumbled. “They should be. You shouldn’t be so bogged down, Master. You need to cultivate.” 

    Mei nodded emphatically. 

    Both secretaries looked at each other and then at Thea, who spoke for them. 

    “I asked them to come here every morning. This way we can all work together. Aurora is right: you need to cultivate. Our counterparts seem to be neglecting their duties to the Core Court as they isolate themselves in secluded cultivation.” 

    She paused, letting the unspoken part sink in. They were busy breaking through to their third rings if they hadn’t already. I would be due for challenges when they came out. 

    I sighed. “Okay, so how about this? Deal with the letters now, you can catch me up on the reports, and then I’ll go by the treasury for some resources before settling down to cultivate the rest of the day.” 

    Looks around the table seemed to agree. Mei was practically bouncing in her chair. 

      

    *** 

      

    The letters to the Hua family had taken some time. We had ended up drafting them more than once since I wasn’t quite sure what to say to Diana. 

    I could practically feel the rift between the two of us that had grown since I’d stepped up into the Core Court of the Ferrymen. There wasn’t any great excuse for not seeing her in the last two months either, besides just being busy and coordinating a war. I liked to think that was enough, but I had a feeling she wouldn’t think so. 

    In the end, Michelle had written the letter and I didn’t feel the need to double check her work. Though, there were probably some sexual undertones in it knowing her. 

    That done, news from the sect was about the same as it had been before. A trickle of quests was being completed by killing corrupt mages. The Inner Court trial since mine had also been different. This time, the corrupt mages were being hunted by other sects as well.  

    Since they had also had casualties, I was sure some of it was just for vengeance, but I was excited that we might have a few allies. 

    The problem… Kat’s face flashed in my mind. 

    At some point, I was going to have to deal with that particular problem. There was going to be a direct conflict with the Sun and Moon Hall eventually. 

    I’d had the chance to talk to Kat at least. When Vess had brought me to her soul palace, I had realized just how broken my former lover was. The Sun and Moon Hall had tried to control her, but she survived at the cost of consuming a large number of soul fragments. 

    Could I hold it against her? 

    I didn’t think so. However, that didn’t solve the problem that she was a leading figure of the Sun and Moon Hall which was infected with corrupt mages. The time would come when our sects would go to war and I’d have to fight Kat. 

    A hip check from Quinn broke me out of my musings. 

    “Sorry.” I scratched the back of my head. “Lost in my thoughts again.” 

    It was just the two of us in front of the large bronze doors. 

    “We’re here at the treasury, but maybe in the future, don’t look so worried as we walk around the sect. How you are perceived matters,” Quinn chastised me. 

    I nodded, slipping my hand into hers and opening the treasury doors with my sect token. 

    Two disciples who were on guard duty and helped with registering transactions saluted me when they realized who I was. 

    “Sir.” Both of them gestured for me to proceed. 

    Quinn squirmed a bit as I held her hand firmly. 

    I had made a promise to her that binding herself to my second ring was not the end of our relationship but the beginning. Aurora and Mei had stayed behind, giving us some rare time together, just the two of us. 

    The doors closed behind us, and we were alone in the treasury halls. 

    I pulled the back of her hand to my lips and gave her a soft kiss that made her blush. “I’m yours for the next few hours. You’re familiar with the place. Show me around?” 

    Quinn tried to pull her hand back, but I held firmly until she sighed and squeezed me back, accepting that I wasn’t going to let go. I could practically feel the cold exterior she normally kept up melt away, back to the Quinn I got to know in Old Jin’s world. 

    “If it helps, I could strap you to my back and carry you.” I grinned, reminding her of our previous adventures. 

    Apparently, that was too offensive for my strong mana beast, and she managed to pull her hand free and smack my shoulder, though there wasn’t any force behind her hand. Her face, however, was as red as a tomato. 

    “Don’t remind me of that time. It wasn’t easy.” 

    She was embarrassed more than anything. Crippled by a poison, I had held her close as I completed Old Jin’s task. It had been a short period, but we’d grown close in that time. Close enough that she’d offered to become my mana beast. 

    I took a moment to take in my beautiful mana beast. Since she’d absorbed Old Jin’s blood essence, she’d gone through a transformation. 

    In her human form, all that had changed were her horns, which had gone from a shiny steel to a gold. Her body had kept its lithe, graceful form and her silvery white hair hadn’t changed. 

    “Stop staring.” Quinn frowned, but a light smile and blush spread across her face. 

    When I didn’t, she grabbed my hand again and started dragging me through the treasury. “Come on. We need to get you some beast cores to cultivate with, and we need to get you a treasure for your immortal body’s focus.” 

    “Won’t my mother’s sword work?” I pulled out the bone sword I had found in the cave so long ago. 

    Quinn looked at the pearly, bone-like material that made up my sword and the beast depicted on the hilt. It was an amalgamation of every beast in a pattern that shifted as you turned the hilt. 

    Really, it was the depiction of the beast that made my bloodline. The Godbeast of Luck, the Pixiu. 

    “Are you sure you want to use that?” Quinn asked. “That material... if it is the bone of a Pixiu, it will take far more resources for you to cultivate through the third ring.” 

    “I’ll be stronger for it.” I had learned to not rush the cultivation process. Quality mattered when it came to power. 

    I put the sword away, knowing it was both a blessing and a curse. 

    While it would likely bring power, it would require a lot to get there. When breaking into the third ring, mages had to reform their immortal body, and that required using something with significant power as a focus. 

    This sword would be mine, and it would mean a lot more resources before my immortal body would form. 

    “Okay, so if you use the sword, we just need to collect the cultivation resources.” Quinn frowned again. “You could have had someone pick those up for you.” 

    I squeezed her hand and kissed it again. “But then I wouldn’t have this time with you.” 

    She sighed and leaned against me as we walked. “Thank you,” she said softly. 

    It took a little bit to melt Quinn’s icy exterior, but she was soft underneath. 

    I wrapped my arm around her waist and held her close, feeling her soft body press against mine. “I would do anything for you, Quinn.” 

    We just walked together through the treasury, not really picking out anything, just enjoying each other’s presence. 

    There were things I needed to do, but at the moment, some time with Quinn was a priority. Our relationship was the newest, and I wanted to make sure I gave her the attention she needed. 

    Eventually, we found a bench to sit together. “This is nice, Isaac.” She sounded content. 

    I tucked her head under my chin as I held her close, just letting time pass peacefully. 

    It had taken me a while to realize what Quinn wanted, but my cold, proud dragon craved physical contact. That was all it took to reaffirm our connection. I should have recognized it sooner given how close we had gotten when I had carried her in Old Jin’s dungeon, but this was her love language. 

    I would do what I could to show her she was more than just a mana beast to me, especially after she had managed to open up to me despite her background. I still couldn’t imagine having a mother-like figure eventually sell her to the highest bidder. 

    It was bound to create some trust issues. I was pretty sure that she wouldn’t have let her guard down enough for me to have shown her a different and deeper love if she hadn’t been poisoned. 

    “Quinn.” I kissed the top of her head. “We do need to get going.” 

    She blinked, like she had fallen asleep. “How long has it been?” 

    “A few hours.” I squeezed her and she sat up. 

    “Then we need to grab a few things before we head back.” Quinn nodded to herself, then pushed herself away from me like I was too much of a temptation. Regardless, I noticed the way her hands slid slightly over my chest as she did it. 

    She then hurried about the treasury, plucking several medicines and a large number of second rank mana beast cores. Third rank mana beast cores would have been better, but they were rare enough and worth more to the sect for disciples to bind to their rings. 

    “All done?” I asked as she stopped, seeming to not have another direction. 

    “That should get you a long way. We’ll need to head back now.” 

    I grasped her hand in mine again as we walked out. Quinn gave the guards a quick list of what we had taken, and they wrote it all down without concern. The other eight that made up the core of the sect likely had taken just as much, if not more. 

    “Have a good day.” They waved as I left, both guards looking surprised and pleased. 

    Quinn whispered into my ear as we walked away. “You stopped and gave them a list. They will remember that. In the past, the Core Court might have just walked out, and they would have to re-inventory the treasury to find out what they took.” 

    I looked at her in shock. “That’s ridiculous. A wasteful show of power,” I snorted. 

    Quinn just shrugged and gripped my hand tighter as we walked back to my courtyard. 

    Just down the hall was my office. I paused; it would only take a second to check in. I turned towards the door, but Quinn’s hand pulled me back. I stumbled with the sudden jerk backwards. 

    “What?” I asked, seeing her glare. 

    “Nope. No office. Michelle said you’d try to check it, and then get stuck there the rest of the day.” 

    I smiled guiltily. That is probably exactly how it would turn out. 

    “They tasked me with making sure that didn’t happen.” 

    “Fine.” I held my free hand up in surrender. “Let’s get back to cultivating.” 

    Quinn gave me a brilliant smile at her victory. “I didn’t think it would be so easy.” 

    “I really do need to break through to the third ring before people get it in their head that they can challenge me. I really don’t want to be in the arena every day.” 

    “That would be a problem,” Quinn mused. “But I think you still have time. Leo had a fair dominance over the younger generation in the sect.” 

    “He also had his older brother backing him the whole time. I expect a few new bright stars to pop up without Leo and his brother keeping them down. Look at what they tried to do with me.” 

    “That’s a good point.” Quinn pushed open the door to our home. 

    I was hit with a massive influx of mana. 

    Closing the door quickly behind me, I saw Aurora and Mei meditating in the center of the courtyard. Both seemed to be gathering a large quantity of mana into my home. 

    Quinn put a hand on my shoulder to stop me. “They are doing this for you. They’re trying to concentrate mana into your home before you cultivate.” 

    I had the luxury of a private home where I could break through undisturbed. 

    “Right.” I turned from the sight of the two buxom beauties hard at work. We went into an unused room to avoid being disturbed later. 

    “Okay, so you know what you need to do to form your third ring?” Quinn asked as she started twisting several of the herbs together like a stick of sage. 

    I pulled out my mother’s sword and stabbed it into the floor before me. 

    “The first ring forms the pathways for mana. The second ring realizes the soul. And the third ring breaks us from our mortal potential,” I recited what I had read about the cultivation stages. 

    “I’ve finished my soul palace and realized my soul. Now I need to bring my mother’s sword into my soul.” 

    “This is not a short task, Isaac.” Quinn started to fill the room with aromatic smoke and placed a number of cores between me and the sword. 

    “Of course not,” I replied. “We have hundreds of elders working through the third ring. Some have been at it for over a hundred years.” 

    Quinn nodded. “I just wanted to make sure you understood the expectations. Though you are just starting on the third ring, you’ll probably be meditating here for several days.” 

    “I know. Make sure that everyone gets what they need in the meantime, Quinn. I expect you’ll be able to handle things for a few days?” 

    “Mmm,” Quinn agreed before giving me a soft kiss and leaving. 

    I sat there for a moment, staring at the sword in front of me. I had to admit that there was a bit of pressure, but I thought back to when I was shaving a bit of mana into my breakfast to try to even start on this journey. 

    I had come this far. I could do even more. 

    Settling down, I prepared myself.

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 3 

      

    I focused on the sword, cataloging everything about it into my mind. I needed to visualize it like I had my soul palace as I used it to cultivate into my third ring. 

    When I had hit the peak of my second ring, I had hit the boundary of what my human body could handle, even with my soul palace. I needed to change my body to be able to progress further. 

    Through this process, I would merge the sword with my body, using it as the foundation for my immortal body. The stronger the object used, the stronger the reformed body, which meant the sword was my best option. 

    I took a deep breath, centering myself. 

    I lifted the sword and slashed a cut on my hand, watching my blood flow down the blade. Like before, the blood didn’t stick to the blade’s edge. Instead, it flowed down to the pommel until my blood filled the engraving of the Pixiu. As the blood outlined the image, the sword began to glow. 

    Everything about this sword spoke of power. 

    Preparing myself, I started to draw mana from the pile of mana beast cores near me. The mana cycled through my meridians, imprinting with my soul before I cycled it into the sword. 

    It drank the mana I was giving it like a greedy little beast. 

    Mana rushed through my meridians so quickly that they strained, my body heating up with the sheer volume of energy passing through me. 

    I cringed. Using this sword was either brilliant or incredibly stupid. 

    The sword continued taking all the mana I fed it, and I started opening my mind and body to it to further the connection. I needed it to bind to me, to merge with my body and soul. 

    The sword rang, lifting into the air from my grasp. 

    Tendrils of mana, so thick and rich that they had become visible in the air, flowed from me to the sword. It was breathtakingly beautiful. 

    But even with all the mana flowing to it, the sword wasn’t close to saturated. It needed to be filled with mana that I had cycled through my body if I was going to bind it into my inner world. 

    I opened myself to all the ambient mana in the air that my mana beasts had gathered, and I felt my meridians strain against the flow of mana. 

    My body started shaking with the strain as I continued cycling the mana, trying to feed the sword. My body was starting to break, but the sword didn’t seem to care, pulling even more. 

    I could feel my meridians swell to the point that the fleshy container that was my body had no more room to give. My muscles started to tear, the agony coursing through my body. My body was tearing itself apart, while my soul still cried out with pleasure at the connection to the sword. 

    It was almost disturbing to be caught in between such pain and pleasure. 

    I needed to finish this. I cupped my hands over and under my navel, beckoning the sword to join my body. 

    Nothing happened as it floated in the air, seeming to reject my invitation. 

    Shit. Did I do it wrong? Did it seriously still need more? About to pass out, I released any control I’d been keeping, fully opening myself to all the mana in the air and stones around me. It was like taking a deep breath of hot smoke; it scorched my meridians as I strained them further. 

    I slumped over, feeling warm tears drip from my eyes. I couldn’t look; I knew from the coppery smell that it was blood. 

    Blood welled up in my mouth and down from my ears as I continued to push myself into the third ring. In those final moments, all I could think about was my women and mana beasts. I owed it to them to make it through this, but I just didn’t know how. 

    I sent out a plea to the universe that they would be safe against the Sun and Moon Hall, starting to close my eyes in exhaustion. 

    As my eyes closed, I felt a pull on the bond between Aurora and me. She was frantically pulling; I knew she could feel my body failing. Wanting that connection with her, I opened the bond.  

    As I did, mana immediately began pouring into my body. She was using the bond to push mana into me. 

    Quinn was next, my entire body being torn to shreds from their mana rushing through me. 

    I squinted my eyes open, looking at the sword. It still hung in the air, absorbing any mana that touched it. It was glowing so brightly it hurt to look at it. But that didn’t matter. I stared at it like a Hungry Wolf would a meal as it branded its form into my retina. 

    I could feel Quinn and Aurora’s desperation. If I failed this, they would also die. 

    I needed this to finish. I’d gone past the point of no return. 

    “AAAAHHH!” An inhuman scream ripped out of me as I pushed all they gave me directly into the sword. 

    I pulled one more time, trying to pull it to my navel where it would merge with me and reform my body into that of an immortal. The sword tipped slightly towards me, and I released a sigh of relief. It was working. I continued pulling. 

    It moved faster towards me, still glowing. I shifted myself back into a sitting position, watching as the sword ripped through me. I felt it enter my body and transfer to my inner world. It was within that realm-less space I felt within myself, but it had somehow carved out a place of its own. 

    The sword pulsed, and I could feel the mana stored within it race through my inner world and out through my meridians and soul. 

    That singular pulse was followed by another, and then another. The pulsing grew faster, and I could feel the whole system shudder and shift. It felt almost unstable. 

    I used all the mana coursing through me and what I could keep pulling to try to drown the damn thing in mana and keep it from overloading me. Like a golden eggshell, it formed around the sword and contained the mana it was pouring out. 

    The egg shuddered repeatedly as the bone sword tried to break free, but I had taken control of the situation. 

    This sword would be the foundation for my new body. As my body shuddered with the changes, I wondered how any of the first mages had survived this, not fully knowing what they were doing. 

    In an effort to try to mimic mana beast cores, the first mages had discovered this technique for remodeling their body to be able to contain more mana, pushing them past the human body’s boundary of the second ring. 

    Ultimately, they had allowed humanity to compete with the mana beasts breaking out of dungeons, which possessed no such limitations. They had found a way to harvest this borrowed power. But damn the process really sucked. 

    I descended my mind further into my inner world, entering my soul palace. The gothic style wasn’t what I would have picked, but it was a mimic of Kat’s, borrowing the structure of hers in my haste. 

    Kat’s had a soul well in the throne room, which was her focus. Sure enough, my white throne now had a sword impaled in the steps leading up to it. 

    I stepped forward, feeling the weight of this moment. As I approached, I took a deep breath, reaching out and wrapping my hand around the hilt. 

    Following instinct, I pulled it from the stone, a pulse blasting through me as it came free. My soul’s will and the core of my body were connected and in harmony. 

    A rush of elation and power hummed through my body, but as the wave subsided, I realized how damaged my body had become, the pain radiating through me. 

    The new core which was formed around the sword fed me back mana as I pushed a combination of life and steel mana through the sword, watching as the unique combination spread through my meridians and across my body. 

    It spread rapidly, finding the areas that were damaged and coating everything in mana. As the mana interacted with my body, I realized it wasn’t just healing me. My damaged body was being changed by my mana, and by repeating this process, I would slowly form my immortal body. 

    I focused, continuing to spread mana across my body and watching it morph. I kept going until my body felt whole again. 

    With a deep breath that felt like it carried with it the ashes of my old body, I opened my eyes. 

    Or at least, I tried to open my eyes. All I saw was darkness. 

    Panicking a bit, I moved around, and thankfully, the darkness cracked. Pushing at my face, I could see again. I was in the spare room. 

    Ripping off the shell around me, I looked at a piece of it. It was dark, almost black, but it had that red sheen of dried blood. 

    Getting to my feet and dusting off, I looked back at the shell of dried blood that had formed around me. I looked down. My skin seemed fine, despite the blood. Looking longer, I realized that the scars on my arm were now missing. 

    Shaking off the rest of the dried blood, and combing my hair with my fingers, I decided I needed a bath. 

    In the center courtyard, all three mana beasts were slumped together in a big pile. I smiled. They had put in just as much work as I had. 

    Stepping over, I scooped up Aurora, who blinked at me wearily. 

    “You did it.” Her lips curled and she gave me a tired thumbs up. 

    “We did it,” I repeated as I held her close and carried her to bed. “Now I need you to rest up.” 

    “Mmmhmm,” she agreed sleepily, already dozing off as I tucked her in. 

    I repeated this with Mei and Quinn. Both were even less responsive than Aurora. I paused, just watching them for a moment. We’d done it. 

    But, before I could join them, I really needed a shower. 

    When I reached for the door and squeezed the handle, the metal warped under my grip. 

    “Huh?” I just stared at the bent metal for a moment. “Damn, I need to be more careful. Glad I didn’t try and fondle any of the girls.” 

    Being more cautious, I opened the door and stepped inside to clean myself. As I stood under the hot water, I further inventoried my body, still curious to understand this new state. 

    Mana flowed from my rings as I cycled it through my meridians and back into my rings. Barely a trickle left my meridians to branch out and nurture my body, but a large portion went up through the meridians in my neck to my head, where my soul palace sat. 

    And now, with the third ring, there was a new connection. The egg of mana behind my navel where the Pixiu bone sword sat was also connected to my meridians. It shone like a lantern, radiating mana throughout my body. I could still control it through the manifestation connected into my soul palace, but it sat in my navel. 

    Mana continued to bathe my body, and it changed ever so slowly now. Just the ambient mana in the air did little, and while I could feel some of my soft tissue adapting with this quantity, the mana failed to penetrate my bones. What were getting the most mana were my internal organs before my ribs blocked too much. 

    This was how the stages of the immortal body were split. First you formed immortal viscera, changing the organs in your body. 

    This would prevent more internal bleeding for the next stage of pushing intense waves of mana past your organs and to your bones. This required a stronger concentration of mana to change bones and why you needed to strengthen your viscera first. 

    After the immortal bones stage, a mage needed to completely change their body, including their muscles. That was the final stage, and mages were considered to have formed their immortal bodies once that was complete. 

    A red trail ran from my head as the water washed out the blood that was caked in there. 

    Just stepping into the third ring had already been so intense, I couldn’t imagine the pain of breaking down my own lungs and heart for the next phase. 

    Wait. 

    I traced my chest, seeing the third interconnected ring. It was a smooth gold band next to Quinn’s dragon-stylized ring and Aurora’s feather-stylized ring on the other side. It was Mei’s ring. That had already been decided by all three mana beasts involved. 

    I had waited so long into my second ring to bind Quinn, but now I had Mei here and more than eager to join the other two girls. 

    Stepping out of the bathroom back into the bedroom I saw the three mana beasts still sleeping peacefully. 

    Pulling back the covers, Aurora rolled over and scowled at me before scooting over and leaving a space between her and Mei. “Come to bed, Master.” 

    I crawled in beside her as she wrapped her wing over me, and I pulled her warm body close. 

      

    *** 

      

    I struggled to breathe as I woke up. 

    As I came to, I realized my face was mashed between the best kind of pillows in the world. A quick scan for mana showed me that it was just me and my assailant in bed. 

    I grabbed one of her fluffy fox tails and started playing with it to wake her up. 

    “Ooh,” she groaned and pushed me deeper into her heaven. 

    I tried to talk, but all I got was a mouthful of her breasts. Giving up on other options, I tried to push her away, but I had forgotten that she was a fourth rank mana beast while I was a freshly made third-ring mage. 

    She squeezed harder in response, holding tight to my head. 

    I started trying to shake her awake before she suffocated me. I must have moved enough to finally wake her. 

    Mei pulled back and looked at me, confusion in her sleepy, violet eyes before she realized what was happening and she smiled brightly. “If you had wanted to explore my chest, you should have just asked.” 

    Her breasts enveloped my head again, though softer this time as she swayed, letting me feel just how buoyant they were. 

    “Mei,” I chuckled, shifting over and sitting up with my back against the headboard. 

    She smiled, rolling until she was laying on top of my legs, her face right at my crotch as she looked up at me with a gleam in her eyes. 

    She looked at my stiff member, sticking up right in front of her face. She propped herself up slightly with one arm, using her other hand to slowly trail up and down it, causing pleasure and need to swirl through my body. 

    Mei gave me a sly smile. “It seems someone had a pleasant morning.” She continued running her fingers along me slowly, and I leaned back, closing my eyes and enjoying her touch. 

    All of a sudden, she squealed, the bed moving as she bounced up, her face moving to my chest. She stared excitedly at it. 

    “My ring!” she squealed, poking me in the chest. “You formed my ring!” 

    Mei bounced on my hips, and I could feel her silky soft tails flailing behind her and brushing against my rod. 

    I could already feel my mind fall into the gutter as I enjoyed her tails. 

    She paused, studying me. “You enjoy that?” Her eyes sparkled with mischief. “Michelle really likes when I play with her chest with my tails.” 

    I nodded. I could see that. But... wait. 

    “You’ve been playing with Michelle’s breasts?” 

    “We’ve done a lot more than that.” Mei gave me a mischievous smile. Her tails were still going to town behind her, but now they felt a bit more purposeful as they ran along me with a bit more pressure. 

    Enjoying the moment, I realized I had been unintentionally ignoring the beautiful mana beast in front of me. We hadn’t had a lot of alone time since I had freed her. 

    My body was telling me I should bury myself deep in her, but my mind said that it was too soon. Not to mention she was our secret weapon as she was likely the only fourth ranked beast in the world. 

    For a sect about to go to war with another… that was something I wasn’t quite ready to give up yet. 

    I groaned, needing to get her off me or I knew where it would end up. “Mei.” I tried to lift her off me. 

    But she clamped down with her thighs. “No! Aurora said you’d do something like this. I want you.” 

    “You don’t fully know me yet,” I said softly, seeing that she was working herself up. 

    Her fox ears drooped, and her tails sagged into my legs. “I really want to be your mana beast.” 

    She stopped fighting me, so I lifted her to the side but kept her close. “You can be, but we should know each other a bit more first.” 

    “I know so much about you!” she protested. “Aurora has told me so much.” 

    I sighed, knowing all that, but this was a huge decision. She was tying her life to mine. 

    “Is it because I’m not as pretty as Aurora?” Mei looked like she was about to cry. 

    I shushed her and pulled her naked body in for a hug. “I promise you it isn’t that. Trust me, my lower half is about to stage a mutiny and take over.” 

    Her fluffy tails started to beat at my hips again, trying to reignite me. 

    “Mei,” I warned, and she still rubbed her tails all over me, but she kept them away from my still hard member. 

    “I just want to fill your ring.” She poked at my chest tracing the outline of my unfilled third ring. 

    “And I want you to be my third ring. But…” I sighed, laying back into the pillow. This was the complication of having fourth rank mana beasts. I saw them as people, not things. 

    I took this as seriously as marriage. “…we need to get to know each other first. Going forward, why don’t you stick with me, and we’ll spend a bunch of time together?” 

    Seeing her start to perk up, I continued. “Speaking of, why don’t you come with me to the Hua family? We’ll do dinner down in Styx and maybe we can walk the town together.” 

    “Yes! Yes yes yes.” Mei grabbed my hand and bounced on my hips again before her eyes went wide. “I have to decide what to wear.” 

    With that, she bolted out of the room, not only with the speed of a fourth rank mana beast but also that of a girl getting ready for a date. 

    The door had barely closed when a knock came. 

    My brow furrowed. I didn’t think any of the girls would knock. “Come in.” I pulled the blankets over my waist. 

    “Hello,” Brie said, checking to make sure I was covered before fully opening the door. 

    “Oh, uh. I can be out for breakfast in a few minutes,” I said. 

    She gave me a dry look. “It is far past breakfast. You’ve been out of pocket for almost three days. The Hua family is expecting you tonight. Well, in three hours.” 

    I did a double take. “Already?” 

    “Yes, sir. They were very insistent on scheduling as soon as possible. When you turned the corner in your cultivation, I was notified by Michelle and I scheduled it for tonight.” She paused, hesitating. “I didn’t expect you to sleep through the afternoon.” 

    I groaned and rubbed my face. “What other news do we have?” I still had time to get down there, just not enough to mentally prepare.” 

    Brie sat in a chair in the corner that I had always taken as decorative, not functional. Seeing someone sit in it was odd. 

    “The sect has been relatively quiet, and since Michelle started dealing with the elder disputes, they have dropped considerably.” 

    I chuckled at that. 

    “Thea has helped Natalie and I with the logistics paperwork. I think you’ll find everything in order. Finally, I understand there are escalating conflicts with the Sun and Moon Hall that will be important to you.” 

    I looked over at her when she used the word ‘conflicts’. It seemed like a gross understatement in what I considered was a brewing war. “Please continue.” 

    She had stopped at my stare but continued. “There’s been a decrease in quest turn-ins. And not because of unwilling disciples to take them up, but it seems that the corrupt mages have withdrawn from the area around Styx entirely.” 

    I grunted. I had known it wouldn’t always be so easy to kill corrupt mages. “What of the city south of Styx that was reported as wiped out?” 

    “A large number of corrupt mages were killed there, though it would seem the population of that city will not be returning anytime soon.” 

    “They killed them all?” 

    Brie had a look of disgust on her face as she said, “No, they kept them all alive and filled most of them with larva. They were killed as a mercy.” 

    Fuck, that wasn’t anything anyone should be having to do. 

    I rubbed the bridge of my nose, knowing I had just caused a number of our mages to perform a gruesome task. “Make sure we take care of those who did it. Give them extra merit points as a reward and find someone who can talk to them. Find a few caring elders and pay them to coach those disciples.” 

    “Understood,” Brie said scribbling down in her notebook. “What else?” Her pen hovered over the page. 

    “Where are the girls?” 

    Brie gave me a look as though she was asking if I really wanted her to keep track of them for me. After a moment, she nodded, seeming to have come to a decision. “Most of them are in a spare room getting ready for tonight; Aurora is still teaching.” 

    “Teaching?” Surprise didn’t quite do my reaction justice. “Aurora is teaching?” 

    “Yes.” 

    I chuckled. I had to see this. “Where?” 

    Brie flipped through her notes. “South field. She should still have another half an hour of the lesson left.” 

    “Thanks, that’s all for now.” I stood up in a hurry after I thanked Brie. 

    Trying to fit the image of Aurora into that of some scholarly elder teaching disciples was something I wasn’t going to pass up. I kept trying to take the concepts and fit them together, but no matter how I tried, Aurora was just incongruous with the idea of her teaching a class. 

    So when I came out to the south field and saw Aurora sitting on a raised platform with her legs crossed and wings out like some sort of statue pose for the disciples before her, I slowed down to listen. 

    “—you must grab on to what life has to offer. When you learn to cling to life, you’ll learn to pull out your potential in dangerous situations.” 

    Aurora paused and the disciples sitting before her cross-legged nodded along with her sage advice. 

    I had heard this before when she had first told me about the savage aspect of life mana. It seemed that she was now teaching some disciples along the same lines of thinking. However, I didn’t know if any of these disciples had life mana. 

    “Stand up and practice,” Aurora commanded the disciples. 

    As they all did as they were told, she turned to look at me across the field with a big grin.               There was the Aurora I knew and loved. 

    After being found out, I found no reason to not present myself to her class. I walked up to the stage Aurora was on, turning more than a few heads. 

    “Don’t get distracted—you’ll die if you let distractions destroy your focus. Again.” 

    “Kah!” they shouted as one, punching out. 

    I didn’t feel any of the savage aspect of life coming from them, but they had heart. Unfortunately, I noticed more than one man focusing more on Aurora than cultivation. 

    Lifting Aurora’s chin, I gave her a kiss. 

    Her wings wrapped around us to give us some ‘privacy’, though I thought it made it even more suspicious, but I didn’t mind as Aurora suckled on my lips, her tongue dancing past my teeth in an eager hello. 

    “Ah,” Aurora let out a satisfied breath. “I’ve missed you, Master. Your third ring gives me so much more of my previous strength.” 

    “I love you too, Aurora. Now put your wings down or their imaginations are going to run wild.” 

    My lovely mana beast scoffed, “They are all unsuitable.” 

    “Unsuitable?” I asked, keeping my voice low enough so that the disciples wouldn’t hear. 

    “There aren’t any good wives that I’ve found yet, but I’ll find you more,” Aurora said, nodding to herself. “You are so strong, Master; you need at least a few dozen, but only the strongest. After all, they need to be able to survive your… vigor.” 

    I rolled my eyes. Of course, this was why Aurora was teaching. That made much more sense. “Aurora, I love you, but I think we are hitting the limit here soon.” 

    “No, you can’t,” she gasped. “You deserve so many more, Master.” 

    I shook my head. “But our family is getting quite full, not to mention that we have a few whom we need to pull tighter to the family.” 

    “You do need to bind Mei, I agree.” She gave me a lovely smile, her eyes filled with heat. 

    “You aren’t going to stop teaching to look for more, are you,” I said, feeling the futility of it. 

    “Nope. But you’ll enjoy the fruits of my labor; I have no doubt about this, Master.” 

    I had one final card to use. “How about I take you back to our bed? I’m sure you’d love to teach me how to use my third-ring strength.” 

    Aurora’s wings snapped away to reveal the disciples still practicing. “Lesson is over. Practice what you’ve learned.” 

    I could see her eyes track a few of the cuter girls. She really was trying to recruit for my bed. 

    After she spoke, Aurora grabbed my hand, rushing us both away without looking back. 

    “Sorry, but I need your teacher for a bit.” I waved at the group. 

    The boys looked disgruntled while more than a few of the girls were eyeing me hungrily. 

    Just what had Aurora put into their heads?

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 4 

      

    The carriage was packed with all my women and my admins as it bumped along to the Hua family estate. Aurora and I had to make it quick before the girls pulled her away to get ready. 

    I was happy I’d had the release. Because women surrounded me that would have my pants growing tighter, if I wasn’t recently satisfied. 

    Mei sat across from me; she had ended up choosing a tight-fitting, eastern style purple dress. 

    The buttons that were meant to close the dress between her chest and her throat were undone, likely unable to close given the way the fabric strained around her curves. Her black hair streamed around her shoulders, tinged with purple where it caught the light. She had pulled it back with a hairclip she had borrowed from Michelle. 

    There had been lots of fussing as the girls had helped her get ready after she realized she was going. 

    Aurora and Quinn had joined as well, wearing similar dresses to Mei’s, but each of theirs was made of their own mana and colored green with gold, and gold with silver. 

    Their strength had grown from my progression into my third ring, so I was less anxious about having them outside my rings, but I still kept watch. I looked out the window, scanning for threats. 

    My eyes caught on a little boy as he ran around with a small and docile mana beast, his mother looking exhausted as she chased after him. The father seemed more relaxed, strolling along behind them, but I could see him scanning for any real danger. 

    Finally, the mother caught up and swept the little boy into her arms, kissing his pudgy cheeks, the father wrapping his arms around them both. 

    I felt a pang of sadness watching the happy family. My father had done his best, but his job had kept him busy. I had been alone a lot of my childhood. 

    I felt a squeeze on my hand, and I was met with Michelle’s blue eyes. She had followed my line of sight. I was thankful to not see any pity in her eyes, just understanding. She let go of my hand and reached up to run her fingers through my hair, and I leaned into the soft touch. 

    We didn’t need to talk to communicate this. 

    I took a deep breath, closing my eyes for a moment before I remembered I had wanted to keep watch. 

    When I opened them, I realized we’d caught the attention of the entire carriage, although Natalie and Brie seemed to be consciously keeping their attention elsewhere to try to give us some space. 

    I caught Thea’s eyes, and I saw much of my pain reflected in them. I realized she’d also seen the happy family, something neither of us had gotten. She had thrived despite starting as an orphan on the streets. 

    I reached over, grabbing her hand and bringing it to my lips for a kiss. I tried to promise more later with my eyes, and based on her blush, I was fairly sure I’d succeeded. Bouncing my brows with a smirk, I was happy to see the pain leave her eyes for laughter. 

    She realized everybody was watching and pulled her hand back, crossing her arms and leaning casually against the seat, but the blush didn’t leave her face. 

    Michelle and Thea had both worn their Ferrymen robes, although this design had lace accents. They both looked beautiful tonight. 

    I had been about to grab one of my old robes when the girls had walked in and immediately grabbed it away. I’d then been stuffed into a dark robe, barely recognizable as Ferrymen’s dark blue with thin gold trimmings. I had never seen this before and figured the girls must have had it made for me. 

    We rode a bit longer in silence. 

    “What do you think the Hua family wants?” Mei asked, her gaze still glued to the carriage window. She’d been unable to tear herself away since we’d gotten in. 

    I could already tell Mei was not one to be left behind in an adventure. She loved exploring. Though, after all her time stuck in the cave in her fox form, I could see why being isolated wouldn’t sit well with her. 

    “Given the not-so-subtle comment about Leo in the letter, I assume they have a grievance for their almost son-in-law's death. But I’m fairly certain that will just be a prelude to a larger request. Given how much trade in and out of the sect they have their hands in, I suspect they have some trade deals they want to discuss after I feel properly guilty about killing Leo.” 

    I might not be a skilled merchant, but I was starting to understand people just fine. 

    “You really think they’ll use Leo’s death that coldly?” Michelle asked. 

    “It isn’t cold at all. He’s dead, and there’s nothing they can do about it, but they can use it to the best of their advantage. And, for all I know, they’ll want to have some sort of minor revenge. Based on what Diana had said when we first came to Styx, the marriage was supposed to heavily elevate them.” 

    I leaned against the window. In the reports from Brie, I hadn’t gotten a response from my letter to Diana. Only the one to her family. 

    I hoped that we’d be able to mend our friendship. I hadn’t meant to ignore her. Or had I been avoiding her because I was worried about our relationship developing deeper? 

    She wasn’t fit for the war we were about to start. At least, I didn’t think so. 

    “We’re here.” 

    The words filled me with dread. This was not exactly how I wanted to spend my evening, but maybe I’d see Diana and get a chance to properly apologize. 

    I stepped out of the carriage, scanning for any threats before opening the door wider for the girls to exit. As I scanned, I tried not to ogle the ridiculous place. 

    The Hua family’s main house made Diana’s look like a small summer cottage. Not to mention, they seemed to be pulling out all the stops tonight. 

    Members of the staff and, based on their distinct pink hair, distant members of the Hua family all lined the long, broad walkway from the carriage to the house. Each person let go of the colorful lanterns they were holding as I stepped off the carriage, bathing the mansion and the sky in a myriad of colors. 

    I turned back to the carriage, making sure all the girls had exited. “Thank you,” I absently mumbled to the carriage driver as I moved away from the carriage and let him be on his way. 

    A stout man stood in the doorway. His pink hair was trimmed close to his head and he wore a dark, expensive suit. The way he held himself and was positioned pointed to him being the master of the Hua Family. 

    To his right was a woman who looked far too much like Diana to mistake her for anything but Diana’s mother.  

    I quickly looked to his left, hoping to recognize Diana. 

    Instead, I found her older sister, Nikki, wearing a bright green dress that made her pink hair blaze like a bright light. There were strategic elements of sheer in her dress that made it quite provocative without taking away from the elegance. 

    “Hello and welcome to our home.” The stout man approached me with his hand out. 

    I shook it and put on my best smile. “Hello, I’m Isaac Hughes. I’m afraid even with the time spent with Diana, I never learned your name.” 

    “Don’t mind my rebellious daughter. Please, call me Hank. This is my lovely wife, Lucy, and I understand you’ve met Nikki already.” He said the last with a wink that unsettled me. 

    “Ah yes, Nikki. If only we’d met under better circumstances last time,” I said regretfully. 

    She winced, but neither of her parents even blinked at the comment. 

    “Then we’ll make this a better circumstance,” Nikki spoke up and held her head high, keeping eye contact with me. 

    “First let me offer my condolences. What happened to Leo was regretful. I’m afraid he violated the Ferrymen’s laws and broke our honor. We cannot allow that.” I laid it on thick, hoping to knock that conversation out of the way. 

    I figured it couldn’t hurt to make sure they knew that his actions and the rules of the sect were what had led to his death. 

    Nikki waved it away. “The sect matters are your own. It of course pains me to hear of his death. While we were engaged in name, I had only spent a few hours in his company.” 

    I paused, caught off guard. I hadn’t realized how… flimsy their engagement had been. 

    “But, please, introduce the women behind you. I only recall one of them from before,” she continued, taking the lead from her father. 

    I introduced Michelle and Thea as my wives and the other three as my bound mana beasts. Natalie and Brie stood to the side, and I didn’t think it was protocol to introduce them. 

    If treating my mana beasts like family was unusual, Hank didn’t give any hints of it. Though a fourth rank mana beast would be rare, a family of their stature might just have one. 

    “They are all so beautiful. You are a lucky man indeed,” Hank said, waving to the servants with his hand. “Let us head inside and talk in a place a bit more comfortable.” 

    “That I am. Please, lead the way.” I followed after him. 

    The conversation was light as we were given a short tour of the house and the Hua family’s history in Styx. 

    “And here is the parlor. We’ll stay here until dinner is ready.” 

    I smiled to myself. Even if the politics of this was painful, if their food was anything like Diana’s, we were in for a treat. 

    Servants opened the door before Hank, and he didn’t even have to break his stride as we walked into a room of overstuffed chairs and couches. He sat down, and a servant stepped in front of me on cue. 

    “What would you like to drink?” 

    “Whiskey.” It was the first thing that came to mind. 

    “Great choice,” Hank said, patting the chair next to him. “Let us men talk for a moment.” 

    Michelle gave me a look that asked if I needed help, but I didn’t. If Hank wanted to talk alone, that was fine with me. 

    Brie met my gaze and nodded, letting me know she was available at a moment’s notice. She lingered over by the wall, her eyes taking in everything happening in the room. She managed to melt into the background. 

    I sat down next to Hank, excited for the whiskey to start to take effect and take the edge off this conversation. 

    “Well, Hank, I must say you have a fantastic home and family.” 

    “Thank you. Now if only I could get that rebellious daughter of mine to join us,” he laughed. 

    My heart sank, knowing that I was probably why Diana wouldn’t show. “How is Diana? It has been a while since we talked.” 

    “Really? Her and her guest told me many stories about you,” Hank said, sipping his own dark drink. 

    “Her guest?” I frowned, not sure who that was. Diana had isolated herself as far as I could tell. 

    “Yeah. Some new friend showed up a few months ago. Strange girl.” Hank turned away from me. “Nikki, what was the name of Diana’s guest again?” 

    Nikki saw she had my attention and paused in thought. I could see she knew the answer but wanted to have the attention for a few moments longer. 

    She looked off to the side in thought, running her finger along her lips and down her neck and chest leading my eyes to her curves before the answer seemed to come to her. 

    Her face lit up as she beamed at me with the answer. “Vess. That was her name. Odd one for sure. May I join you father?”  

    She didn’t wait for an answer before she sauntered across the room and sat on the arm of my chair, her thighs brushing against me. 

    “What do you want to know about her? I had dinner with her and my sister quite a few times before they left.” 

    I had started to dismiss Nikki before the last few words. “They left? Together?” 

    Vess was supposed to stay in the city and keep a watch on me. At least, those were Kat’s orders. 

    “Mmhmm.” Nikki nodded. The sweetness of the sugar in her drink wafted through the air as she breathed close enough for me to catch it. 

    “Did they say where they were going?” 

    Nikki shook her head, causing her hair to bounce around her face. “No. That Vess was a bit of a black box. Besides talking about her heroic Isaac, she didn’t share much at all.” 

    She gestured around the room. “We were all shocked when Diana had left.” 

    Hank picked up the conversation. “I would ensure my other daughter was here if she was in the city. But, alas, she seems to be going through a rebellious phase. She even set up the auction house to transfer to Nikki before she left.” 

    Now they really had my attention. Something must be wrong. She’d been adamant about keeping it out of her sister’s clutches. “She’d never give over the auction house. That was her pride.” 

    I must have said that louder than I had intended, as the whole parlor grew quiet and turned to me for a moment before going back to their own conversations. 

    The Lady Hua was doing her best to entertain the girls now that Nikki had left their conversation. Aurora and Mei were fully engaged in whatever story she was telling, but I could tell the others were keeping tabs on our discussion. 

    “Apologies. I was just shocked,” I said to our small group of three. 

    “I was just as shocked when I learned too. Don’t get me wrong, I had wanted the auction house, but she’s still my baby sister. I’m worried about her.” Nikki ran her hand down my arm. “But she gave it to me and then ran off with Vess.” 

    “How long ago?” I pat her hand as a signal for her to remove it. 

    “Three weeks,” Nikki said, taking her hand back with a smile. 

    “Yes, it was around the time the violence went into a steep decline in the city.” Hank pulled the conversation away from his missing daughter. “I hear you are putting quite the pressure on corrupt practicing mages.” 

    Accepting the shift in conversation, I shrugged. “Are you not glad for their departure? The corrupt mages had started to hunt the disciples of multiple sects.” 

    “Oh!” Hank looked genuinely surprised. “That bad?” 

    “Yes, as you might know, the sect often finds and enters dungeons as large mixed groups. It would appear that the Sun and Moon Hall, along with the various groups of corrupt mages, have started rewarding their mages for killing ours.” 

    “The bastards.” Hank lifted his glass. “To doing what needs to be done.” 

    I clinked my glass and took a sip, watching Nikki out of the corner of my eye. She was still lingering, even though we’d moved past the initial conversation. And she seemed to be doing her best to subtly press herself to my shoulder. 

    “To doing what needs to be done,” I repeated the toast. “I couldn’t have said it better myself. Now, I’m all for toasting and enjoying our time, but I would like to know what made you ask for this dinner?” 

    Hank gave Nikki a look which must have been a dismissal, because the pressure disappeared from my shoulder in an instant and she rejoined the rest of the girls. 

    I couldn’t help but notice that she beelined for Michelle and laughed at her comment. Nikki seemed to be doing her best to make up for her prior impression. 

    “My daughter is something, isn’t she? Too bad that poor bastard will never know what he lost.” Hank smiled, noticing where my eyes had gone. 

    I shrugged. “Not really. That poor bastard was a fool.” 

    “Tell me, man to man. Did you have him killed?” Hank’s face was set in an impassive mask. 

    “No. He really threw it all away. I beat him in a fair duel. He went against the sect and was dishonored and then killed in front of nearly the entire sect.” 

    Hank scoffed. “I knew he was no good. But his brother came down here and set up the engagement. Did you know that?” 

    “I didn’t.” I would have thought that the Hua family would have driven the engagement. 

    “Hendrick came down here and wanted my daughter for his little brother. Said running the sect was more like running a business and his little brother would need the best help he could for it.” Hank nodded along with his story. 

    I could see that to some degree; leading the sect was definitely no easy task. With Brie and Natalie, it was more manageable, but there were still a lot of decisions and enforcing needed. 

    “I’m surprised they’d be willing to give over so much of the sect’s business to someone else,” I said. 

    “I was surprised too, but Hendrick was also very clear that she was marrying into their family. Shame to lose my best daughter, but the deal was hard to turn down. We were so close to the ceremony, just about to celebrate. We’d even sent her hefty dowry already.” Hank shook his head. 

    I had to school my face. Dowry? I cranked through the sect’s finances in my head. There hadn’t been a recent influx of funds that made sense as a dowry. But then Leo’s last moments popped into my mind. His smile as he had shattered his spatial ring, everything that was once there lost to void mana. 

    I felt a cold sweat on my back. Just how much was it? 

    “Truly a shame,” I agreed with him, hoping we’d leave this conversation far in the past. 

    But he continued as I’d feared. “Of course, now that the engagement is canceled, we would like the sect to return the dowry. It is only proper. It was Hendrick that made the engagement on behalf of the sect’s interests after all.” 

    Fuck. 

    I kept my face passive while I was in a rage in my mind. 

    That selfish bastard shattered his spatial ring just to get one final dig at me. I replayed him shattering his spatial ring again and again in my mind. His grin became smugger each time. 

    “Everything okay?” Hank asked. 

    I must have been quiet for too long. “Yes, just trying to go over the figures in my head. I don’t recall any recent, large deposits, so I’m sure we can repay it, but I’d need a quantity.” 

    Hank smiled, looking a bit like a shark who smelled blood in the water. He waved over one of his servants, who brought with him a briefcase. He flipped it open and produced a scroll, handing the briefcase back to the servant. 

    “It was a large enough sum that I had it notarized. Hendrick signed it for the Ferrymen Sect.” 

    I begrudgingly took the scroll and rolled it open to see just how big a value we were talking. I didn’t want to make a dent in the sect treasury, but the Hua family was important to our overall operation. 

    The scroll rolled open, and I scanned for the numbers, wanting to get to the heart of the matter. I read it twice, three times. 

    No way. The Hua family gave Leo that much?! That was almost… almost the entirety of the sect’s treasury. 

    Checking the stamp at the bottom, sure enough, it was notarized not once but twice. It seemed cut and dry. I handed Hank the scroll back and barely even registered his exchange with the servant. 

    The treasury might hold that much value, but it would be another matter entirely to extract it all. The mana beast cores would be easy enough, but the treasures would take time to get for market value. 

    So much of the sect’s overall value was tied up in powerful items. Just the thought of trying to move them all gave me a headache. I was responsible for the sect’s future; we had to come to a better answer. 

    “I was not aware of such a heavy dowry.” I massaged my temples as we both got back to the conversation at hand. 

    “I put a high value on my daughter.” Hank crossed his arms, brow furrowing. He knew something was wrong. 

    “Yes, well, Leo and his brother, while notarizing the exchange between you and the sect, did not follow through and give the dowry to the sect,” I sighed, deciding the truth may be the best option. 

    Hank frowned. “Even if you’ve spent some of it, surely you must be able to make up the rest.” 

    “No. I’m afraid you have me at a loss, Hank.” I leaned back and sipped my whiskey, feeling the burn down my throat and realizing he’d learn it sooner or later. “Leo destroyed his spatial ring before he died.” 

    Now it was Hank’s turn to be shocked. “He… he destroyed it.” I imagined it had been a sizeable sum of the family’s wealth. 

    “Yes, and unless he stashed it away someplace else…” I left the fate of the beast cores Hank had paid hang in the air. I hoped he’d be reasonable and understand the situation. I had other options, but I wanted to keep the sect’s relationship with the Hua family strong. 

    I leaned forward, looking him in the eye. 

    “I’ll work with my people to see what can be done. You have my word. If we were to set up repayment for a series of installments, please have one of yours draft up what that would look like so I have the option.” 

    “That bad?” He asked, not at all sounding concerned. 

    “Too much of our wealth is tied up; this is too large a sum to ask for at once.” I downed the last of my drink. 

    “Makes sense.” Hank paused, thinking it over. “Let’s continue this conversation after dinner.” 

    “Agreed.” I waved over the servant with the drink tray. “I’ll need another,” I said as I handed him my empty whiskey glass. 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 5 

      

    Dinner had gone late into the night. 

    When the ninth course came and it was dessert, I was relieved. The food was delicious, but I was ready to be home with my girls. However, we still hadn’t settled the matter of the debt. It was awkward making small talk knowing that it would hit as soon as dinner ended. I wasn’t a fan of ignoring elephants in the room. 

    But Hank had stayed away from the topic and instead brought up a number of trade deals he wanted to make at the table. They were all relatively fair, and Natalie, along with Hank’s servant, took notes of what we verbally agreed to over dinner. 

    “A moment,” Hank said, signaling for me to hold back as everyone retired from dinner, likely heading back to the lounge before heading to sleep. We’d stay here tonight given how late it had become. 

    I waited patiently as everyone left, Michelle and Thea shooting me a questioning look that I waved off. 

    “Got another bomb to drop on me?” I joked. 

    Hank scratched his chin. “Depends how you take it, I suppose.” 

    I waited. 

    He smiled to himself. “What do you think of Nikki?” 

    My brow quirked up at that. Was he changing the subject? “She’s a fine woman. I admit that my first encounter had been less than pleasant, but today I saw a very different woman.” 

    “Different?” Hank questioned and sat down in one of the chairs lining the room. 

    I was getting antsy. This was turning into a longer conversation, but it needed to be had. I pulled a chair away from the dining table to sit across from him. 

    Hank was a businessman, and he seemed to thrive in negotiation. He’d take his time and set all the chips in his favor, but he didn’t seem to be unfair. I figured my best bet was to let him lead this one and see what we could figure out. 

    I had realized over dinner that, for him, it wasn’t even about the wealth as much as it was maneuvering leverage and making deals. The money was just a cold metal that he used to measure success. 

    I leaned back. “The first time I met Nikki, she competed with my then host, Diana. She came off… harsh.” 

    Hank just laughed. “Those two have been fighting each other since they were in diapers. They would trade toys often, always concluding what the other had looked better than what was in their hands. 

    “I admit I encouraged their competition quite a few times. But they’ve always kept it civil, at least reasonably civil.” Hank showed me his palms. “Not the best parenting tactic, but they turned out well, and it is a harsh world nowadays.” 

    I nodded along. Diana had some stories to tell. Between our talks and her running away, it seemed she’d had enough. 

    “But enough of them. I couldn’t help but notice that you seem to have two wives and three mana beasts, and based on body language, I’d guess you are sleeping with all of them…” He trailed off, waiting for an answer. 

    “Yes. I love them all dearly.” 

    That seemed to decide something for Hank, as he sat up straighter. “You see, I want the best for my girls. That’s why I accepted Hendrick’s request and why I put such a large dowry with Nikki.” 

    He paused and looked me square in the eyes. “Which is why I would accept not returning the dowry if you were to marry Nikki.” 

    I stumbled over my own thoughts. “Hank—” 

    He held up a hand to stop me. “I know. I sprang it on you. You don’t have to commit now. But I would like you to consider it and take Nikki back to the sect with you. I’ll give you a few months to get to know her and commit, or plan how to pay back the dowry.” 

    I paused, thinking through all he’d just said. I wasn’t immediately opposed to Nikki, but I also hadn’t been especially drawn to her. And the other girls needed to accept her as well. 

    My knee jerk reaction was just to reject out of dislike for the pressure, but I needed to be logical. At nothing better, this was extra time to figure out how to repay the dowry. 

    Hank was a smart man. He knew I wouldn’t be able to immediately accept, so he offered up the extra time, while positioning his daughter in a similar deal to what he had before. I had to hand it to him. I could learn a lot from his negotiation skills. 

    He sat patiently, waiting for my answer. 

    Beyond saving us from drying up our treasury to repay the debt, marrying Nikki would cement bonds between the city of Styx and the Ferrymen for the next hundred years. That would be increased even more if we had children. 

    I looked at him curiously. “Was this part of the plan in the beginning?” 

    Hank had the audacity to grin. “I wanted to see what kind of man you were before I offered this. I admit I regretted my decision with Leo a bit as I learned more about him. I figured I owed Nikki better on the second go. But you seem like a fine man, able to keep your women happy.” 

    He took a sip of the new drink a servant handed him. “I will say that the dowry being lost wasn’t originally in the plan and is a damn shame. But I had hoped that the sum would give me some negotiating power.” 

    I let out a deep breath and looked at the crystal chandelier, searching through the prisms for answers. 

    I’d need to talk to the girls about this, but I found I wasn’t against it in the end. Nikki had surprised me tonight, in a good way. 

    “I’ll take her back to the sect, justifying it as honoring a commitment that Hendrick made before he ascended,” I said, making up my mind. “But know that it won’t just be up to me. My other wives will need to agree; I won’t accept her if it destabilizes my family.” 

    Hank smiled and held out his hand. “Well then, I’ll give you a few months to decide. After all, my Nikki’s happiness is at stake, and while I don’t want to rush you, she also isn’t getting any younger. In fact, she’s a bit old to not be wed. So a few months is all I’ll be able to give you.” 

    I nodded in understanding. “Don’t worry. If my women are anything, it’s decisive.” 

    I stood, negotiation done. I left him relaxing in the chair while I went to go find Michelle. 

    A servant was waiting a distance away from the dining hall to give me and Hank privacy, but when I emerged, he snapped to attention and led me through the manor to the lounge that everyone was relaxing in. 

    Instead of entering, I stayed in the door and caught Michelle and Brie’s attention. I motioned for them to come with me and turned back to the servant. 

    “Do you have a quiet place where we can talk?” 

    “Of course. After me, sir.” 

    “Isaac, what’s up?” Michelle asked, catching up to me. 

    “Wait until we are alone and we can talk.” I looked at Brie. “I’ll need your help too, but I ask what we say is held in confidence.” 

    “Yes, of course. Everything I do for you is not spoken about,” Brie said with vigor in her voice. 

    “Here we are.” The servant opened a door to a small lounge with a desk on one end, likely a room that a lesser member of the Hua family used for meetings. 

    “Thank you. If you’d be available in half an hour to guide us back, that would be perfect,” I dismissed the servant. 

    Michelle plopped down on the couch. “Ooh half an hour. This must be juicy. Spill it, Stud. You’ve been tense throughout dinner. I can only guess at what he said to you in private beforehand.” 

    I sighed, splaying my hands on the table. Of course Michelle would see right through it. 

    “Brie. How much money in beast cores could we have ready from the sect in a month?” 

    “Uh…” Brie started opening her folders and flipping pages in a hurry. 

    I patted the couch next to me. “Sit down and take a few minutes to figure it out. I’ll keep talking.” 

    “You brought me here too, so that means it affects more than sect finances,” Michelle said, her face puzzling as she tried to work it out ahead of me. She looked up at me, crossing her arms and clearly growing impatient, but the view it gave of her cleavage was distracting. 

    “I think we should go into detail with everybody, but the gist is that Leo and Hendrick left the sect in a massive debt to the Hua family.” 

    Michelle cursed under her breath. “Shit. How bad?” 

    “Bad. I have a guess that even with what Brie comes up with, we won’t be able to scrounge up the amount without selling off treasures from the treasury.” 

    Michelle started to speak but paused when I stopped her. 

    “He’s also given us another option. Hank asked if I’d be interested in marrying Nikki.” 

    “What!” Michelle shot to her feet like a cat whose tail had been stepped on. “No! If we marry a Hua girl, it should be Diana!” 

    I rose, taking her hands in mine. “I know you were close to Diana, but I thought we’d decided she wasn’t the right fit.” 

    Michelle’s shoulders sagged a bit. “I know. But I figured you’d eventually warm up to Diana. I didn’t expect she’d run away. But her sister? I don’t know, Stud. They’re pretty competitive. If you court Nikki, that might close the door to Diana for good.” 

    I nodded, knowing that Michelle had enjoyed Diana’s company. “But Diana is gone, and Hank wants to marry off his daughter. He had hopes for Leo, but now he’s asked for me to consider Nikki.” 

    Gauging Michelle’s reaction, she was warming to the idea, so I continued. “I told him I’d consider it. It’s not a done deal, and it buys us time. However, she’ll be coming back to the sect with us.” 

    All I got was a raised brow from Michelle. “She’s going to live with us, isn’t she?” 

    “Yes, probably. But I wanted to talk to you about it first. I could still go back on my word if you were adamantly against it.” 

    I would turn around and renege on what I had told Hank if any of the girls had a problem with it. My girls’ happiness was more important than my business relationship with Hank. I had a feeling he’d understand; while he was a shrewd businessman, he also clearly had warmth towards his family. 

    “No, I’m not. Just processing,” Michelle said, deflating into the couch as she sat. “I had hoped Diana would be here and we’d be able to rekindle some of that spark between you two, but…” She trailed off. 

    We all knew the situation. 

    “Think the others will have an issue?” I asked. 

    Michelle tapped her chin for a moment. “Aurora and Quinn won’t have a problem at all. I’ll talk to Thea. Your biggest problem is going to be Mei.” 

    I remembered what Mei had told me this morning, smirking. “From what she told me, you are keeping her pretty occupied.” 

    Her face went red. “Oh hush, you. You’ve been ignoring her. She needed attention, and yes, we’ve had some fun. You’ve done well bonding with Quinn, but Mei is going to feel territorial.” 

    I realized the issue. “She’s going to feel like Nikki is cutting in line.” 

    “Exactly,” Michelle agreed. 

    Brie cleared her throat, reminding us both she was still in the room as we talked family. But she’d been around our place enough that it shouldn’t have been anything super new to her; she’d learn our family dynamics anyways. 

    She looked down and back up from her notepad. “I pulled the numbers together. This is everything we could scrap quickly and keep a base level for running the sect. We might encounter some issues running the sect this low, but it could be managed.” 

    I held up her notepad with the bottom number circled three times for emphasis. 

    “It isn’t enough. Barely half.” I handed it back to her. 

    “H-h-half?!” Brie gasped. 

    “Yep.” I leaned back, knowing just how she was feeling. 

    Michelle came around the back of the couch and started rubbing my temples. “We’ll work through this. We always do.” 

    I groaned as I sank into her soft touches. “I love you too, Michelle.” 

    “Brie, could you go and grab the other girls?” Michelle asked. “I think it is about time we turn in anyways.” 

    “Right away.” Brie practically ran out of the room. 

    Michelle whispered into my ear. “You know she’d dual cultivate with you if you asked.” 

    “Don’t I already have enough?” 

    She nibbled on my ear in response. 

    I groaned. She knew I loved that move. Stress forgotten, I had every urge to pull her over the couch and take her right there. 

    I could feel her smile as she kissed down my neck, her hands sliding into my robe. 

    “Careful, you are playing with fire,” I growled, wrapping my arms behind me and pulling her closer, her breasts pressing into the back of my head. 

    “Maybe I want to get burned,” she whispered in my ear. 

    My libido spiked, and I went with it. I pulled her over the couch and into my lap. 

    She playfully smacked me. “We don’t have time.” 

    I pulled her shoulder up and claimed her lips. “You should have thought about that before you started this.” 

    She didn’t fight me. Instead, her arms snaked around my neck as she clung to me, melting as she pressed her soft lips to mine. 

    I shifted her hips so that she was in my lap and pulled her into me, enjoying the weight of her body on mine. Her chest mashed up against me. 

    The door clicked as it opened, and I looked over, still enjoying Michelle’s lips. 

    She pushed back and took a deep breath. “Come join us,” she purred. 

    Aurora lifted her dress and danced to my side. “Yes!” 

    I laughed. “Not like that. We aren’t going to have sex here in Hank’s random study.” 

    Aurora threw her dress back down with a pout. Doing a little bounce forward, she gave me a kiss before moving over to the other couch, her butt swaying with each step. 

    The other girls followed in behind her, each taking their turn for a kiss. But when Mei came for a kiss, I pulled her down on my lap, situating her tails so they wouldn’t get in the way. 

    “Is this okay?” Mei asked, wiggling her hips into me, purposefully grinding against my erection. 

    “Perfect,” I said, letting my hands roam Mei while she wiggled into my lap. 

    Brie and Natalie excused themselves. It was just me and the girls I had come to call family. 

    I took a deep breath and then started into it, telling them everything. I didn’t hold anything back. They were all equally shocked at the sum and Leo’s actions to destroy it, but they quickly quieted as we walked through the deal I’d made regarding Nikki. I tried to give extra attention to Mei as I talked about Nikki, making sure she understood my attentions on her didn’t change. 

    When I finished, Aurora was the first to speak. 

    “Well that’s easy enough, Master! Nikki joins your harem and then we don’t owe any money. Win win! What’s the problem? You can have as many women as you want.” Aurora smiled, her eyes already moving about the room and taking in the treasures on the bookshelf, considering the matter settled. 

    “Uh, I don’t know about all the women that he wants,” Thea interjected. Aurora’s attention shifted to Thea, a scowl on her face. Thea laughed, holding her hands up placatingly. “Maybe a few more potentials and future wives, but we call it good at that?” 

    Quinn nodded. “He has a strong bloodline. It would be good for the sect for him to sire many children.” 

    “Children…” Thea’s expression went distant, a mix of hope and pain crossing her face. After how she had cared for her clan, I had no doubt she’d make a wonderful mother, but I knew that it was bringing up hard memories. 

    “We don’t have to have children now,” I reminded everyone. 

    “But eventually?” Thea’s voice pitched. 

    “Yes. I would love to have children with all of you eventually,” I said, meaning it. Once things calmed down, I had no issue raising a child with these women. 

    Mei turned in my lap and held my face between her hands. “I want lots of little kits.” 

    I looked at Aurora and Quinn. Both seemed to have a bit of a baby crazed look about them as well. 

    “Sure. Kits, spawn, chicks, babies, any and all. I’m good for it.” 

    Mei nodded and settled back into my lap, taking the movement to grind against my hardness. 

    “Will you awaken Nikki’s bloodline?” Thea asked. 

    I hadn’t considered that. Nikki would have the same Qilin bloodline as Diana. With the mixture of bloodline activated from my Pixiu bloodline, I might actually be able to awaken hers. 

    “If we decide to get married and I can awaken it, then I guess I probably will. I have three of the beasts that make up the Qilin. I’m not sure if that will be enough though.” 

    “You’d have the last piece with Kat,” Michelle commented. 

    The rest of the room went quiet. 

    I waved away Michelle’s concern. “We’ll deal with Kat when it becomes an issue. For now, we are talking about Nikki. Since no one is objecting…” I looked around at my girls to see if anyone had a final comment. 

    “…then she’ll move in with us at the sect, and we’ll get her set up as an Inner Court disciple. We have three months to decide if she is a right fit or to figure out how to pay back the dowry.” 

    Thea spoke. “Mei, with your void mana, are you able to find the space that Leo kept the dowry in?” 

    “Hmmm… Never tried it before. Most people assume what is lost in a damaged spatial ring is gone for good. But not many spatial rings go missing with this much value in them. I can try, but no promises.” 

    “That would be nice, but I’m not being forced into this. We decide if Nikki fits, regardless of funds. I’ll figure out the rest as needed.” 

    Mei turned to look back at me. “What about me?” 

    “That’s already decided. You are already part of the family. I’m just trying to do it right.” I stroked her thigh. 

    Mei leaned back into me, and her tails battered my side happily. “I want a wedding ring.” 

    “Done,” I said not missing a beat. “Quinn will get one too.” 

    After all, Aurora got one along with Michelle and Thea. 

    I didn’t miss the slight stiffness from my dragoness at the mention of rings. I should have thought of it sooner, but I had been focused on giving her the physical contact she craved. Even now, she was looking at Mei with a pit of jealousy. 

    “Alright. Well, I’m glad that’s over. I wasn’t quite sure if you were all going to take this so well.” 

    “It is part of your charm,” Thea said, shaking her head. “I knew there would be more, but I just didn’t know who. Nikki didn’t seem so bad to me today. And we all know you could use the help managing the sect. She is a born businesswoman.” 

    Nods and murmurs of agreement came from the rest of the girls. 

    It quickly became clear as they all added to each other that they’d been upset about how much time managing the sect had been taking from me. And it wasn’t just because it had slowed down my cultivation. They’d missed time with me. 

    “Okay, okay. I get it. Even if Nikki doesn’t work, I’ll find a better way to manage the sect and spend more time with all of you,” I said. 

    That was met with dazzling smiles that warmed my heart. 

    “Now, if we can find our room, I can show you all just how much I love you.” I stood and exited the room, quickly followed by all the girls. 

    Michelle hooked her arm in mine. “I wasn’t done playing with fire,” she teased with a sparkle in her eyes. 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 6 

      

    I let my mana pour through my core and soothe my aching hips. The girls had been… vigorous. 

    It had been clear in all the touches that I had definitely not given them enough attention lately. I was thankful my life mana helped me have enough stamina to satisfy all of them. 

    Not to mention that restoring my body furthered my cultivation, if only slightly. 

    My women were dozing now after several hours of enjoying each other’s bodies. They’d clearly learned each other’s bodies, trading off between being with me and watching while they touched each other. Until now, I hadn’t realized just how active they were together. 

    It was yet more evidence that I had been too preoccupied lately. And it was hard to think of anything that should be of higher priority. 

    I rolled over, unable to fall asleep. I decided to get out and clear my head. I took one last look over my shoulder before exiting. The girls were all curled up together on the bed, with an open space next to Mei in the center of the pile. 

    Blowing them all a kiss, I stepped out of the room and pulled the belt holding my martial robes tight. 

    I looked around, trying to determine which way I should go in the Hua mansion. I had a good memory, but the number of hallways and turns in this manor had left me baffled by the time we were led to the guest wing. 

    Picking a direction and marking my turns with landmark paintings, I wandered around the guest wing, looking for a nice spot to watch the stars. Knowing the Hua family, there surely had to be… Ah, there was one. 

    I found a nice little corner with two seats and a broad window, looking out over the treetops into the night sky. I settled in, looking out at the thin sliver of a moon and the stars nestled in the sky. 

    After seeing the ascension, the question of what else was out there seemed quite obvious. Though, I had a feeling flying through the stars wasn’t how we’d reach those other worlds. 

    I sat for a while, letting my mind wander through all that had happened, working to process it. I had taken on so much more recently and put my body through so much. 

    I now led a sect through a war with corrupt mages, and I had no idea how to keep everybody safe. I worried for Kat’s sanity with the corrupt mages around. I worried about Diana and why she’d left. It was a lot. 

    I took a deep breath. I had been strong enough to take on all I had so far. I had to believe I could do it again. I’d been raised by a man who had led trained guards and protected his city after all. 

    What would my father say if he saw me now? He always seemed to juggle everything in stride. As the captain of the guard, he had so many subordinates and criminals to manage, but he hadn’t ever really shown that stress. 

    I looked out at the moon, wondering what had happened to my father. He had left chasing after my mother; only now I knew she wasn’t here. She was in the immortal worlds, or perhaps even beyond them. 

    Did he figure that out yet? Was he still searching in vain? 

    I sighed. Add that to the pile of things to figure out. 

    “You okay?” A soft voice startled me, and I spun out of the chair to come face to face with Nikki. “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to startle you. You just seemed so… weary.” 

    The blood was still pumping in my ears, my body primed for a fight. “It’s fine. Just lost in my thoughts. This is your home after all; I’m just a guest.” 

    I settled back down in the chair and Nikki came and joined me. 

    She looked radiant, wearing a silky, pink dress that looked expensive, yet casual. “You still didn’t answer my question.” She sat down across from me. 

    “I’m fine. Just so much to do and so little time.” 

    “Once you finish your third ring and become truly immortal, I think you won’t be as worried about time,” Nikki laughed. 

    “Maybe true, but I’m not there yet.” I sensed Nikki's cultivation and found her at the second ring, maybe a third of the way through. 

    “I have no doubt that, as the current head of the Ferrymen Sect, you’ll get there in no time. I assume you’ll rival Hendrick, if not be stronger than he was.” 

    I thought about the terrifyingly powerful fourth ring mages that had left. Mages that could change entire terrains at a whim. Yet when I compared them to Old Jin or my mother, they all seemed like helpless pups. 

    “Even that isn’t the end.” I gazed out at the night sky. Did cultivation ever end? 

    Nikki gave me a moment before she cleared her throat softly, shifting a bit in her chair as she failed to fully meet my eyes. “I’m glad I ran into you. My father said to pack and get ready to head back to the sect with you tomorrow.” 

    She looked up at me, a question in her bright, intelligent eyes. 

    “Yes, your father brought up some obligations that Hendrick and Leo had made on account of your engagement. I’ll fulfill them, even if they are not here to keep their promises.” 

    Her eyes searched mine, and I knew she could tell there was more. But she didn’t press. 

    “Thank you. I know my father, and he doesn’t have a conversation without some form of leverage. I apologize on his behalf for whatever trade deal he held over your head.” 

    I laughed. “Yes, I think your father prefers negotiation more than actually getting paid.” 

    “Sounds like him.” Nikki shook her head. “I listened to the agreements at the table though. They were all fair, though still lucrative for my father.” 

    “Good for us too. After all, we both operate in very different markets. We don’t have to be opposed.” 

    “Isaac.” Nikki locked gazes with me. “I want you to know I’ll make sure that any negotiation that he put over your head is removed if you don’t want…” She paused. “…to let me into the sect...” 

    I smiled, instantly more attracted to her. She knew her father was pushing me to marry her, and she wanted me to know there was no consequence. She wanted me to accept her without her father’s pressure. 

    I was happy to hear she didn’t want it to be transactional. That wouldn’t work in our family. 

    “Of course. And you have an opinion too. Do you want to come back to the sect with us?” 

    “Yes.” She practically jumped out of her seat. She remembered her manners at the last second and sat, smoothing out her dress. “I mean, yes. I very much want to join the Ferrymen. There are so many opportunities there for me.” 

    “What did you fill your two rings with?” I asked, finding an easier conversation. 

    Nikki’s eyes glowed. “Air and earth, opposites to harmonize my spells.” 

    “Not a bad thought process. But what of the third ring? One will have to become major and minor.” 

    Nikki bit her lip. “Honestly? I wasn’t sure I’d ever make it to my third ring. My family doesn’t have an excellent history of powerful mages.” 

    I thought about telling her I could try to awaken her bloodline, but I paused. I wasn’t sure I could promise that yet, and I didn’t want to get her hopes up or take on additional pressure. I’d see what I could do in the background. 

    “I’m sure back at the sect we can help you push past your family’s limitations.” 

    “My father tried to break through to the third ring three times before he stopped trying,” Nikki said, looking out at the night sky. “I was there when he failed the second time; he was nearly dead. And that was after using all the resources my family could bring to bear for him to break through.” 

    She paused, vulnerability shining in her eyes as she continued. “It isn’t that I doubt you, but I’m still terrified by the idea.” 

    Having gone through it recently myself, I could only imagine how much damage my body would be in if I hadn’t finished the breakthrough. It must have been terrifying to see her father that way. 

    I sighed. “It isn’t pretty. Having just experienced it myself, I’m amazed at how strong your father is to try it three times.” 

    “Really? I couldn’t sense your rings, and the fox… Mei wasn’t bound to you.” 

    I waved off her comment. “If I let her, Mei would give me her core. But I want to spend some time with her before I bind her.” 

    Nikki’s gaze softened, confusion on her face. “You really are a good guy, aren’t you?” 

    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I chuckled. 

    She struggled to find just the words she meant. “It’s not a bad thing. It’s just that so many people put on an act until they get what they want. Especially people in powerful positions. But you actually want to get to know your mana beast before they become your ring?” 

    “Of course. Her becoming my ring isn’t something either of us can take back. It is about as permanent as something can get.” 

    Nikki just shook her head in disbelief. “You are nothing like Leo and his brother, or most mages I’ve met.” 

    “I’m going to take that as a compliment.” I gave her a broad grin. “After all, one is long gone and the other dead.” 

    “I still can’t believe you killed Leo. The second and last time I met him, he had a little pack of disciples that practically worshiped him. I really thought he was invincible,” Nikki said. 

    “If he had done what he did while his brother was still here, I have no doubt I’d be the dead one.” I looked out again at the sky, wondering just where Hendrick was now. Would I run into him again? 

    “Worried about Hendrick?” 

    I chuckled. “Am I that transparent?” 

    “No. I think anyone would be just as worried. I was terrified when he came to our home. It felt like he could smash everything we ever had with a flick of his finger.” 

    “Well, I have a hundred years to worry about that. And a lot of other problems to solve before that one will rear its ugly head.” I turned back towards Nikki from staring out the window, letting my eyes wander over her. Her cheeks grew rosy at my brazen inspection. 

    “Isaac,” she scolded, but she didn’t hide herself from me. 

    “I’ll be seeing more of you in the sect, I hope. And Michelle has already offered one room in our courtyard.” I stood from the chair, feeling better about the arrangement. 

    Nikki blushed even deeper into her chest. “Yes. I thought—” 

    I held up my hand to stop her. “There’s no pressure your father could place on me that would make me make a personal decision I didn’t want to.” 

    We stayed like that, locking gazes as she processed that and dipped her head. 

    “I understand.” She looked relieved. 

    “See you tomorrow.” I waved as I walked away and didn’t bother to look back. 

    She’d been as uncertain as I had been, and it made me feel better. We could explore a genuine connection and not force it. After that chat, I was actually looking forward to her joining us in the sect. Maybe she could even help Natalie and Brie. 

    Making my way back through the manor, I found the landmarks I’d remembered for each of my turns and eventually got back to my room. 

    Mei was sitting outside our door, slumped against it. She must have been waiting for me to get back. 

    I knelt by her side and blew gently into her fox ear. It twitched, and her face scrunched. 

    I couldn’t help myself and did it again, only for her eyes to shoot open and a scowl to cross her face. 

    “Hello, sleeping beauty,” I said softly, moving closer to pick her up. 

    “Did you go sleep with Nikki?” Her sleepy voice held a bit of pain. 

    “I talked to Nikki, but no. I left to clear my head.” Pulling her up into my chest and pushing her to lean against me, I asked, “Are you that worried?” 

    “No.” Her tails twitched in agitation, betraying her. 

    I kissed the top of her head. “Is my little vixen jealous?” 

    Mei squirmed in my arms but didn’t put up that much of a real fight. “Stop it.” 

    “How about I promise to tell you before I do anything with Nikki? I’ll even sleep with you in bed every night until you become my ring.” 

    “And every night after,” she pouted. 

    I held her close. “Every night might be tough, but I promise you’ll always be with me. That’s the promise that comes with making you my third ring.” 

    Mei nuzzled into my chest and spoke in a muffled voice. “That’s what I want.” 

    “Okay. Let’s see if we can’t find a spot on the bed,” I said as I nudged opened the door to our room. 

      

    *** 

      

    I gasped for breath as my head was pressed against soft female flesh. 

    Mei. I didn’t even have to check to know it was my lovely vixen smothering me in her chest. This was becoming a pattern. Shifting, I was able to breath and wrapped my arms around the small of her back, pulling her even closer. 

    “Morning,” she said, staying wrapped around me. 

    “I think you need to let go of Stud,” Michelle said. 

    There was a silent exchange from the girls on the bed before I was released. 

    “Morning,” I greeted the lovely ladies and rolled out of bed, heading for the shower. 

    There was a chorus of groans as the five women fully woke up. Aurora growled at me before disappearing into her ring. 

    Mei just shook her head. “She really isn’t a morning person.” 

    We took turns quickly getting ready. Sunlight was already coming through the window, and we didn’t want to be poor guests. 

    “Not half bad.” Thea eyed me as she slipped on her robe that had found itself draped over a lamp. 

    There was a knock at the door. 

    “Hello, I’ll bring you all down to breakfast when you are ready,” Nikki’s voice came from the other side. 

    “Just a minute,” I called back, and the girls began doing double time to get ready. 

    Michelle pulled me back and started fussing with my hair. “Stud, you are the representative for the sect. Let me just… there.” 

    “Good enough, girls?” I did a quick spin with my arms out. 

    Each of them was giving me a hungry stare. I made a mental note that we should cultivate together later. 

    “Let’s go.” I walked out and almost ran over Nikki, who had been waiting just outside the door. “Sorry about that.” 

    “It’s fine.” She waved it away. “I wanted to get you all for breakfast.” 

    Mei sniffed Nikki. “You smell like sausage.” 

    Quinn gave Mei a scolding look. 

    “What? Like she’s been cooking.” 

    Nikki blushed. “Yes, I helped with breakfast today. I got up early and felt like I needed to do something.” 

    “Thank you for breakfast then. I didn’t think you’d be into cooking with all of this.” I waved at the fancy decorations on the wall. 

    Nikki shrugged and looked over her shoulder as she walked. “I can’t be completely helpless. You never know when you won’t have a servant on hand.” 

    She did a double take, and I could see her counting. “Aren’t we missing one?” 

    I tapped my chest. “Aurora likes to sleep in.” 

    “Ah,” was all Nikki said. 

    “Don’t worry. Aurora is pretty sweet most of the time, but she’s a lazy bum in the mornings,” Thea added. 

    “She’s a…” Nikki hesitated. 

    Mei pipped up, stepping to walk with Nikki. “Kunpeng, Gold Dragon and Nine-Tailed fox.” She pointed to Quinn, then herself. 

    Michelle grinned. “But you don’t have nine tails.” 

    Mei’s fluffy tails started playfully battering Michelle, who was walking behind her. “Not yet.” 

    It seemed like Mei was doing better than yesterday. She at least was putting in the effort to talk to Nikki. 

    The girls bantered, and it already felt like Nikki was fitting in with the group. 

    Nikki opened a pair of double doors back to the dining room, which looked different from dinner. It was now in much more modest decor, which only made the transformation that much more impressive. 

    A large, but simple, white tablecloth covered the table, and the frilly table settings were gone. Hank sat at the far end, smiling and talking with Brie and Natalie. He saw us first. 

    “Welcome. If you were any slower, you’d miss my daughter’s cooking. A very rare treat.” Hank had a broad, knowing grin. 

    “Dad.” Nikki shied away from us. 

    “My daughter hasn’t cooked for me in years. Years! Yet some handsome man enters my home and boom, he gets a meal made.” Hank acted the role of a grieving father. 

    His wife put a gentle but meaningful hand on his and he smiled, giving me a wink. He was clearly enjoying watching his daughter squirm. 

    Hank cleared his throat. “Bring in the food,” he called to a servant over his shoulder, who hurried off. “Please, make yourself at home.” 

    “Thank you. I’m sure Nikki will miss such dining at the sect. I’m afraid it is a much more casual affair.” I took my seat. 

    “Ah, good. Nothing has changed. I’m glad your talk with your family last night didn’t change anything. You’ll be very happy with Nikki.” 

    “Cut it out.” Nikki glared at her father before turning back to me. “I packed everything already, so when you are ready to leave, so am I.” 

    “So eager to leave her poor father,” Hank mock grieved, earning himself another look from his wife and daughter. 

    I hadn’t gotten to know Lady Hua, but while quiet, she did seem to play her part in the family. 

    “Did you happen to have someone draft up contracts for what we discussed last night?” I asked Hank. 

    He waved in another servant, who handed him a stack of scrolls. “Do you want to check them?” 

    I looked to Brie and Natalie who nodded, indicating they had already checked. “No need.” 

    Pushing them to the side, I started unrolling only the bottom sections to sign. 

    The meal came in with a train of servants, each holding a dish and making their way around the table to serve. Luckily, I was last in line and had a chance to get the scrolls signed and out of the way. 

    “What did you make this morning, Nikki? I hope you didn’t make all of this yourself,” I chuckled. 

    “The…” She looked at Mei, starting to laugh. “The sausage casserole.” 

    I made sure to have the servant with that dish give me an extra-large helping. The fluffy egg and sausage casserole was amazing. 

    “Very good,” I murmured, mouth full. 

    Nikki beamed with the praise. “Thanks. It means quite a bit coming from you.” 

    “Excuse me.” A servant walked in, and I could see an elder from the sect looking panicked behind him. “We have an unexpected guest that needs to speak with Isaac.” 

    I beckoned the elder to come forward. 

    “Sir, we need you back to the sect immediately. There’s been an emergency.” 

    I frowned. Could the rest of the Core Court not handle things for a day? 

    “I’m sure whatever it is can wait a few hours for me.” 

    The elder shook his head. “All of you. We need the whole Core Court.” 

    I sighed, taking one last bite of Nikki’s breakfast. “Thank you for your generous hospitality, Hua family. It seems I must cut the morning short. Any chance I could have some of that casserole boxed up?” 

    Nikki smiled larger, and I saw appreciation in her mother’s eyes. She knew I was trying to help her daughter be more comfortable; she was moving to an unknown place after all. 

    “No rest for the wicked.” Hank waved off my goodbye. “Make sure to bring Nikki back soon.” 

    I nodded to him. I’m sure we’d enjoy more dinners in the future, no doubt leading to some trade deal or another if her father had anything to say about it. But it had been a pretty pleasant visit all things considered. 

    The girls had risen from their seats as well, and we got ready to head back to the sect. 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 7 

      

    The chambers we found ourselves in were new to me, but they obviously held a purpose. It felt incredibly ceremonial, like an audience chamber. 

    The entire room just felt grand; it was in fact a symbol of the Core Court of the sect. 

    Nine raised stone chairs circled a speaking platform, along with rows of seats currently filled with elders. The elders were rapidly gossiping about what I expected I’d learn more about momentarily. The elder with me apparently had been spared the gossip before fetching me. 

    “They can’t be here.” An elder pointed to Nikki, along with Natalie and Brie. He frowned at Nikki’s presence in particular. 

    “Fine.” I wasn’t going to fight over this when it seemed there was something far more urgent. 

    “Brie, can you get Nikki set up as an Inner Court disciple?” 

    The elder guffawed at my statement. 

    “A promise made by Hendrick; I’m only following through.” It was partially true. Hendrick had promised her a spot in the sect as Leo’s wife. 

    But the half-truth seemed to satisfy him, even if he kept his frown. 

    I turned back to Brie. “Get her set up and keyed to my courtyard. Then I need you and Natalie going through everything we missed yesterday.” 

    Turning back to the audience room, I stepped up on the largest and center stone seat. Georgina was on my right, followed by Seth. Michelle and Thea sat down in their seats to my left and the remaining four filed in place. 

    “Alright,” I spoke, the acoustics in the room making my voice ring out loudly, silencing the elders. 

    Interesting. I tried again, a little softer this time. 

    “What happened?” 

    That only seemed to cause a number of elders to speak over each other. So instead, I turned to Georgina. 

    The rail thin woman must have already gotten the report if it was so important and I was absent. 

    “Bring in the disciple who saw it,” she called, and a young man was brought quickly to the center area before the nine chairs. 

    “Hello,” he said, looking at us in awe. 

    “Please, tell us what you saw,” I encouraged him to continue. 

    “Sure.” He cleared his throat and spun, like he wasn’t quite sure where to look. 

    I sighed, already tired of this and that seemed to snap him to a decision as he focused on me. 

    “We were out doing a mission to hunt for Ice Lotus herbs. They are important for—” 

    I waved my hand in a circle for him to skip his education on herbs. 

    “Of course. As you know, they are found near the Frozen Mountain because of all the ice mana it gives off. That’s when… it happened.” He paled at the memory of it. “The Frozen Sect’s mountain fell out of the sky and crashed into the city below.” 

    A wave of murmurs came from the elders, but I stayed focused on the disciple. 

    “What happened then? Did you see anything else? A great mana beast or something responsible for taking a sect’s mountain out of the sky?” 

    He shook his head. “No. It just fell.” 

    I frowned. “There was nothing. It just fell?” 

    “Well… I’m not sure if it counts, but the sky went dark for a moment before it fell.” He seemed hesitant to say it. “But I’m not sure if that was my imagination. The other disciples with me didn’t see anything.” 

    “There are others?” I looked at the crowd of elders. “Can they also come in and share what they witnessed?” 

    I leaned back in my chair, telling the boy he could go. 

    If a sect’s mountain really fell out of the sky, then this was a very large problem. A sect hadn’t fallen since the Sun and Moon Hall took down the Puppet Sect… 

    I paused. I actually wasn’t aware of any other floating mountain that had fallen besides that one. It seemed too similar to be a coincidence. 

    I was a bit surprised they didn’t come for us, but it did fit otherwise. They’d taken down a sect before, and they had recently retreated before this happened. 

    This must be the next phase of a war for them. 

    The other two disciples came in and confirmed the story. Though, they both hesitated on the dark flash that the first mage had mentioned. 

    Once they were gone, the whole audience chamber settled down. 

    “It seems that someone has the ability to destroy a sect’s floating mountain,” I said to break the silence, but a rush of people talked after that. 

    “We need to protect ourselves.” 

    “No! We must investigate further. Someone needs to go to the mountain.” 

    “You go!” 

    “No, I’m needed here.” 

    Elders argued, but I’d heard enough. “Quiet everyone.” My voice boomed through the chamber again. 

    “I have my suspicions. The only other time a mountain has fallen was the Puppet Sect, correct?” 

    “Yes,” an old elder of the Turtle Clan said. “According to our records, the Sun and Moon Hall is the only group to have brought down a floating mountain.” 

    The chamber filled with rushed whispers again. They were scared. 

    “You made us go to war with them!” one elder accused me. 

    “Yes, I did. And they attacked another sect, destroying their mountain. Could that have been us if we hadn’t driven them from the area around Styx?” 

    The room got so quiet that you could hear a pin drop. 

    “I’ll go investigate the fallen mountain,” I said, breaking the silence. 

    “You can’t! What if you are killed? You’re the hope of our sect.” 

    “Quiet!” I half-rose from my chair until everyone settled down. “I will bring Mei with me. As a fourth rank mana beast, she’s likely the strongest being in this world right now.” 

    There were murmurs of agreement, and I could have sworn a few ‘good riddance’ at the mention of Mei leaving. 

    “Georgina, I’d like you to lead a group and investigate around the Sun and Moon Hall. See if we can’t find any evidence of their coming or going that caused this. Take a few of our strongest elders as protection.” 

    She nodded with a thoughtful face. “I agree it needs to be done.” 

    “That leaves Michelle in charge.” I gestured to my left. 

    “What about protecting our mountain?” an elder asked. 

    “Station a presence in Styx and heighten our security. Make sure no one comes up to the mountain without an elder verifying their token.” 

    “What happens if they don’t have to be here to crash the mountain?” 

    I turned to the elder that spoke. “Then we are all fucked. Each and every sect. And you only have yourselves to blame for not taking them down sooner.” I waited for shame to cross his face. 

    “If they can bring down another sect’s mountain from afar, then they wouldn’t have had to fight the Puppet Sect before they took down their mountain. Let’s hope we find the same for the Frozen Sect’s mountain.” I made eye contact around the room. 

    “I think that’s it for now, ladies and gentlemen. All we can do is move forward and gather intelligence. Don’t let this shake the foundation of our sect.” I stood from the chair. 

    Georgina and the rest of the Core stood with me. 

    The Core disciples left first. Michelle, Thea and I headed back to our place for a private conversation. 

    “Let’s swing by my office first and bring Brie back with us. We are going to have to move quickly.” 

    “Quickly for what?” Mei stepped in stride with me. 

    “We are going on a trip.” 

    Mei almost fell over. “We are?!” 

    “Yes, you, me… and Nikki. I should take Nikki as well.” I realized that, if I didn’t, I might not get the chance to get to know her before her father put more pressure on me. 

    “Nikki,” Mei pouted. “Why do we have to take her?” 

    “Because I made a promise.” I wrapped my arms around Mei’s shoulders. “I made a promise to you too. I keep my promises.” 

    Her ears twitched. “Fine.” 

    “Good. We need to hurry.” I pulled her along as I popped my head into my office. 

    “Brie, Natalie, wrap up what you are doing and meet me at my place.” I stepped back out, not even giving them a chance to reply. 

    We needed to make this as fast as possible. 

    Nikki was poking around the kitchen when I stepped in, and she looked up like she’d been caught snooping. 

    I guess she had been, but it was the kitchen. 

    “Come on. Sit down. We are having a quick meeting.” With that, I released Quinn and Aurora from their rings to join us at the table that was quickly running out of seats. 

    “What is it?” Natalie and Brie came through the door and took the final seats, pulling out paper to work with. 

    I sighed and looked at the three that didn’t know yet. “You are going to hear soon anyway, I’m sure. A sect’s floating mountain collapsed. We unfortunately don’t know much.” 

    “What!” Natalie dropped her pen. 

    “What happened to the city below it?” Nikki asked, covering her mouth in horror. 

    I… I hadn’t thought of the city below it. There’s no way the city was anything less than half-destroyed. 

    “We don’t know. You, Mei and I are going to go check it out.” 

    “Me?” Nikki pointed to herself sounding dumbfounded. 

    “Yes, you. I—” I faltered not really having a great excuse, but the truth always worked. “I want your company and a chance to get to know you. So, will you do me the honor of joining Mei and I on this investigation?” 

    Nikki blushed. 

    Mei spoke before she could. “It could be dangerous. You don’t have to go.” 

    “I— I want to go.” Nikki paused but held firm. 

    I’d told Michelle in the past about my hesitation to get too close to Diana; she just wasn’t made out for our life. But, at the same time, I realized I didn’t want a family of just mages. Either of the sisters had valuable business acumen that our family would embrace. 

    “Great. I assume you haven’t even unpacked?” 

    “Nope. Are we going right now?” 

    “In just a minute.” I turned back to the rest of the group. “Natalie, Brie... work with Michelle and Thea while I’m out. We need to also focus on getting people into Styx more regularly. Send people to check on Georgina's group regularly as well.” 

    “It’s fine. We can handle this, Stud.” Michelle placed her hand on mine. 

    Thea agreed. “We can. Take care of yourselves on the trip.” She smiled and put her hand on top of Michelle’s. 

    “Thanks.” I held tight to their hands. “You two take care of everything here then.” 

    I gave both of them one final squeeze and pushed away from the table, looking at Mei and Nikki. 

    “Let’s head out.” 

      

    *** 

      

    Aurora was even bigger now that I had broken through the third ring. 

    We soared high above the clouds, Mei and Nikki riding on Aurora’s broad back. 

    Mei was sitting on my lap, pressing herself into my chest. Nikki sat ahead of us. 

    “I can’t believe I’m flying,” Nikki giggled, not for the first time. 

    “Wait until you can do it on your own,” Mei sighed. “Flying is really something.” 

    I stared out at the sea of clouds below us. Up here with the unbroken line of sight, I could see several mountains breaking the clean white surface of the clouds in the distance. 

    Far to the northeast lay the Sun and Moon Hall. Straight north was where the Frozen Mountain had been, and to the West of that was the Mountain Sea Gate. 

    I knew there were more out there beyond that somewhere. The Daoist Monastery, where my childhood friend Jonny had joined, was even further off. I couldn’t even see it from here. 

    “Isaac, thanks for taking me on this trip.” Nikki smiled over her shoulder. 

    “Not a problem.” 

    Her smile faltered for a second before returning. “Yeah, I just expected something like Leo. He… never would have brought me along.” 

    “Yeah, I’m not Leo. He was kind of an ass.” I forced a laugh. 

    Nikki held my gaze for a moment looking radiant. “You aren’t Leo. That’s for sure.” She said the words with a warmth that really hit me. 

    Mei shifted in my lap, and I felt the breeze as she moved off me. 

    “I think the two of us are going to talk for a bit.” Mei kissed my cheek before pressing her forehead to mine. “I’m glad it was you that found me in the cave.” 

    Mei then slipped away, scooting over to Nikki. 

    The two of them chattered in hushed whispers like little schoolgirls. 

    I didn’t love being left out, but I was happy the two of them were getting along. 

    Leaning back, I enjoyed the whips of wind that tugged at my hair. Flying really was invigorating. 

    My chest pulsed as Quinn gently knocked on her ring. 

    Letting her out right on my lap, Quinn sat where Mei had been. 

    “Is there a rotation I don’t know about?” I teased. 

    “Yes,” Quinn said stoically. 

    “Wait, really?” 

    Quinn’s stoic face cracked into a smile. “No, not really. But that might be a good idea. I’m sure Aurora will want time after she’s flown all this way.” 

    “She’s really the best of you to carry us all the way.” 

    “And she lost the rock paper scissors.” Quinn shrugged into my chest. 

    I sighed, breaching a topic I didn’t love but I needed to have. “And how do you feel about Mei and Nikki? We haven’t had a moment alone for me to check in on you about it.” 

    Quinn looked up at me through her lashes. “You talked to all of us about it.” 

    I leaned in to whisper into her ear. “Yes, but in a group, there might be some pressure. Here, it is just you and me. I want to know what’s going on in that pretty head of yours.” 

    She sighed and pressed the side of her face to mine so she could reach my ear. 

    Her breath tickled my ear when she spoke. “Actually, I find myself wanting to steal you away from everyone. Like the greedy little dragon that I am.” She nipped my ear playfully. 

    But I pulled back to see her face, seeing how she really felt. “Quinn, I—” 

    Quinn pulled my head back down so she could whisper again. “I love you and all of them. It is just my nature. I accept that they are part of your life.” 

    I kissed her cheek. “Maybe you should stop thinking of them as part of my life and think of them as part of our life. They can still be part of your little dragon horde.” 

    Quinn looked at me surprised, and I could almost see the wheels turning in her head. 

    “I—” 

    I cut her off with a tender kiss and leaned us both back. “Think about it for a bit.” 

    Quinn nodded. “I think you still need to be something special… my… Mate?” She asked more than declared it, scanning my face for my reaction. 

    “I love you, my lovely dragon. Mate.” I whispered into her ear and felt her shiver against me. 

    She bobbed her head, and I could feel her nails dig into my thigh. “I really want to tear your clothes off.” 

    “And I think Aurora might go into a roll if she realizes we are having sex on top of her.” I laughed and Quinn rumbled in my lap with her own laughter. 

    Aurora dipped sharply, causing Quinn to yelp as we were all weightless for a second. 

    She careened back up, pressing us to her back. 

    Quinn had her nails dug into my thighs and growled angrily at Aurora. 

    “Cut it out. I’ll at least wait until you can join,” I said through stifled laughter. 

    I could feel a pulse of approval through our bond. 

    As it should be, Master. You can have sex on top of me later when I’m back to my lovely self. 

    I laughed. 

    “What did she say?” Quinn asked. 

    I told her and Quinn punched Aurora’s back. “I’ll make sure of it later.” 

    Mei caught my attention with a tilt of her head. She was holding tight to Nikki. 

    I waved away her concern. “Just Aurora warning us not to forget we are on her back.” 

    Nikki frowned, but Mei smirked and bit her lip, looking over my body. I had a feeling it would take a lot to satisfy Mei. 

    We are almost there. Aurora told me as we started slipping below the clouds. 

    As soon as we cleared them, the image before us was devastating. 

    The frosty landscape was broken by a large city, only a mountain seemed to disrupt the surface. 

    The Frozen Mountain was poking out from an icy crater. It luckily looked like it had missed most of the city. There was only a small chunk taken out of the round city as part of the crater, like the moon a few nights before it was full. 

    Seeing a sect’s mountain crashed into the ground was a sight that filled me with worry. 

    I could almost imagine the Ferrymen’s mountain in the center of that crater. 

    The Frozen Sect’s mountain had collapsed, taking with it an untold number of lives of the sect and the city below. 

    “Heavens,” Quinn gasped, and I couldn’t help but mirror the sentiment. Because the fallen mountain didn’t appear to be the only problem. 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 8 

      

    “Are those… mana beasts?” Nikki asked as we all stared at the scene below. 

    Inside the crater left by the Frozen Mountain, a swarm of mana beasts rushed around the city, looking like tiny ants. 

    “Aurora, swing around to the east. We need to see what’s happening,” I called over the wind. 

    My mana beast tilted, and we got a good view of the mess below. 

    They were indeed mana beasts, thousands of them from the looks of it, coming out from the crashed mountain and rushing the city. This had clearly been going on for some time. 

    Rough barricades had been built up around the edge of the crater that cut into the city. Spells were flying into the horde of beasts, but they came like an endless tide. 

    I saw Nikki brace, clearly thinking about what this would mean if this happened to her own town. I reached over, trying to squeeze her arm in reassurance. 

    “We’ll circle back. Aurora, can you get us closer to the mountain? I want to see where they are coming from.” 

    Aurora’s huge body passed high over the city. As her shadow passed over, cries rose from below. They were under attack, so it made sense they’d think she was also a danger. 

    I prepared to try to shield Aurora, although she was massive, but the few spells that flew up fizzled before they could reach us. 

    It didn’t take long before we had soared far out of range as we neared the center of the fallen mountain. 

    “What do you think of their ranks?” I asked Mei. I wondered if she could sense them better at this distance. 

    “I’m not sensing anything above a few third ranks in those mana beasts. But…” Mei frowned as she looked at the wave of mana beasts. 

    “What is it?” I sent out a pulse of my own mana to see if I could feel whatever concerned her. 

    What I got back made my stomach churn. A sticky, noxious element permeated the air, making it feel like my mana was going through tar. 

    It was just like the corrupt mages but seemed to be coming from the mana beasts themselves. 

    “Are they… corrupt mana beasts?” It was the only explanation I could come up with, but I couldn’t figure out how they could exist. 

    “Yes,” Mei said slowly, “and I don’t know why, but I have a very, very strong urge to go down there and fight them. They just feel… wrong.” 

    “I know the feeling—it’s the same way with corrupt mages. But I need you to focus. Can you tell where they are coming from?” 

    Mei closed her eyes and stood on Aurora’s back as the Kunpeng did lazy circles around the fallen mountain. 

    “There.” She pointed to a side of the mountain. “They’re coming from deep inside the mountain, at the base. But I think we’d have to go in from the top to get there.” 

    “And fight those beasts the whole way through?” Quinn snorted. “Not likely.” 

    I looked around, trying to see if there was another route. The beaten-down city continued to defend its borders from the corrupt beasts. 

    “I don’t think that the city would still be standing if this wave of beasts never ended,” I said. “Let’s head back and see if we can get any details. If it’s possible, we’ll try to wait for the beasts to stop coming and then make our entrance.” 

    “Good a plan as any.” Mei shrugged. 

    Nikki held onto my hand, and I turned to see her scared eyes. 

    I remembered that she, like her sister, probably hadn’t seen any real combat before. She certainly would never have seen this many mana beasts trying to tear through a city. 

    Her eyes were filled with anxiety and tears. “Please!” She pointed down below. “Can we help them?” 

    A section of the crater lip had collapsed, and a mass of beasts had separated from the main horde to swing around the side of the city to a far less guarded wall. 

    I nodded. “Aurora, take us there to the breach on the side.” 

    She moved faster, but I knew we may be too late. The beasts would overwhelm that part of the city. 

    “Get ready to jump!” I felt Nikki bracing. “Aurora, fly right over and join us once you can shift.” 

    She flew us over the mass of corrupt beasts, and I could see them better now. 

    At first glance, they looked just like mana beasts, but with a closer look, differences stood out. They had black eyes with a small red pupil. What I’d originally mistaken for dirt was dark black blood. 

    The ooze of corruption was far thicker than any of the corrupt mages I’d fought as we got closer. My stomach turned over being around it, and I had the urge to make it stop. 

    It must have been what set Mei off, as she jumped off Aurora’s back early, right into the mass of beasts. 

    “Mei!” I yelled, taking a step to go after her, but Nikki held tighter to my hand. 

    Quinn grabbed my other hand just a moment later. “Don’t. She can handle herself. You need to get ready.” She turned to Nikki. “As do you.” 

    Mei was already cutting a swatch through the corrupt beasts. 

    I nodded to Quinn, my instinct telling me she was right. She smiled and disappeared into her ring. I scooped Nikki into a princess carry and jumped off just as we passed over the short city wall. 

    The wall seemed to be more decorative than anything. 

    Landing with a thump, making sure to avoid landing on anybody, I reinforced my legs with mana to absorb the impact. 

    Men drew weapons on me, but I ignored them. I hoped they’d get the gist of me not being an enemy when I didn’t attack them. Sensing with my mana, they all were second-ring mages. 

    “You good, Nikki?” I asked, setting her down. 

    “Yes.” Her eyes went to the spears pointed at us. “But are we?” 

    I just grinned. “I don’t see a problem.” 

    I grabbed Nikki’s hand and just strode forward, pushing aside the guards between me and the beasts that were spilling over the nearby wall. 

    Nikki hesitated, but I continued pulling her along. “Stay close.” 

    Confidence flooded me as I poured mana through my body. Channeling Quinn’s metal mana into my hands, my fingertips began to glow. 

    My hands became like claws, and I slashed the first mana beast that made it to me, ripping its head from its shoulders and spraying blood. 

    Mana was now an integral part of my body and I could take on aspects of the mana I used such as using metal mana to make my fingers sharp. 

    I used a quick pulse of mana to keep the blood off of Nikki and me. 

    Her face was set in determination, and she pulled a halberd from her spatial ring. She began spinning it around, and it became clear that she was relatively well trained with the weapon. One that was good for fighting an army. I gave her a wicked smile. 

    “Push in.” I drew my own sword. 

    While tearing them apart with my hands would hold some satisfaction, it would be easier with a weapon. And while she looked trained, Nikki wasn’t as powerful. I needed to do whatever would end this and keep her safe. 

    I moved quickly, the men around us shouting excitedly as I became a blur to them. I paused, reappearing and pulling my sword out of a beast’s head. 

    These beasts were low level. My enhanced body was enough to overpower them and kill them with a single stroke. 

    Nikki was a whirlwind of steel as she spun through a practiced form. It was one that had clearly been drilled into her. 

    I smiled. She was far more a warrior than her sister. 

    Cutting down another beast, we pushed towards the breach in the wall. But it got harder to push forward as we got closer, their sheer numbers streaming out, slowing us down. 

    “Nikki, I’m going to jump on the wall and let loose. Are you good to clean up whatever makes it through?” 

    She nodded as she cleanly cut off another beast head. “I got this,” she muttered, almost like she was convincing herself. 

    But she’d shown enough battle strength so far; I’d just have to not stray too far in case she needed me. 

    Pouring mana into my legs, I leapt over dozens of mana beasts to land on the edge of the broken wall. 

    I landed and roared in challenge as I sent down several Kunpeng claw spells, smashing the beasts just outside the wall. 

    The mass of beasts echoed my challenge and tried to fill the gap as quickly as they could. I moved faster though, moving into the now empty space. 

    “Die,” I yelled back at the beasts and poured mana through my sword. With a horizontal slash, I sent a wave of sharp metal mana into the crowd of beasts. 

    Black blood gushed into the air as over a dozen low-rank beasts died to that single attack. 

    I paused to look around. The hole in the wall seemed to be like a magnet for the mass of beasts, and my arrival seemed to have sent them into a frothing rage. Some of the stronger beasts began bowling through their lesser compatriots to get to me. 

    Sudden pain ignited in my shoulder. I’d missed one of the low-rank beasts and it had gotten to my shoulder. 

    I reached up quickly, crushing its head between my shoulder and my fist. 

    I took quick stock of the wound. It had just barely punctured my skin. Not too long ago, that attack would have mangled my shoulder. I smiled, making sure to not let it happen again by paying better attention to my surroundings. 

    I couldn’t let myself lose to my own hubris. 

    Reinforcing my body with life mana, I continued to clear an area around me with wide swipes of metal mana. 

    “Get back to your station. I’ll close the breach,” an unfamiliar female voice yelled at me. 

    I turned and frowned, seeing a mage gather ice mana—a variant of water—and spray the oncoming beasts with razor-like shards of ice. 

    She was expressionless as she glared at me. 

    I shrugged, ignoring her, and went back to sending waves of sharp mana through the crowd. 

    “I said get back to your post!” A spear of ice flew at me. 

    Acting on instinct, I wrapped my hands in mana and caught the spear, crushing it like glass. We did not have time for this. “Do not tell me what to do. I’m not one of yours.” 

    I released the full pressure of my cultivation, showing my third-ring mana and the power that I’d developed by joining with my mother’s sword. 

    Her brows knit together in confusion. “Wh—” 

    Aurora chose that moment to appear. Back in her human form, she slammed into me, diving into her ring. The ice mage’s confusion seemed to grow further. 

    But I couldn’t let her distract me more than she already had. “Help my companion behind me clear those that made it into the city.” 

    More waves of sharp mana flowed from my sword as I held the breach in the wall like a rock amid an ocean storm. 

    The waves ebbed and flowed, showing Mei’s clear impact in reducing the forces in certain areas, but there were still many mana beasts coming. I was starting to wonder if more had joined the group that had split off, when I started to see an end to the beasts. 

    “Isaac, I’m here.” Nikki’s voice came from behind me, and I stepped aside to make room for her wide halberd swings. 

    “I am as well,” the ice mage said with contempt. Ice shards flew over my head like a volley of archers into the mass. 

    Further towards the horizon, Mei came into view, moving towards me as the beasts were thinning out. Mei’s fighting was different than most. 

    She flickered through the mass of beasts killing them almost like it was a game. 

    I noticed that my swings were becoming more sluggish. Even with my strength, I’d cut through so many mana beasts already. 

    “Isaac!” Mei yelled in warning. 

    I reacted to her concern, pulling to the side and blocking with my sword. 

    I was surprised as I was met by metal on metal. This wasn’t a beast. 

    On the other side of my sword was a face I recognized. Or, at least, I knew where they were from immediately. 

    Pale, with their mouth sewn shut, this was a specter, a corrupt mage that practiced assassination and void mana. 

    His eyes opened wide and he tried to spin away, but ripples of void magic tore through where he had just been, catching his arm. 

    The specter didn’t even wince as his arm was ripped off from Mei’s attack. 

    A female yell tore the air behind me as ice mana poured out in a constant stream, freezing the surprised specter and a swath of land around him. 

    I had to jump back to shield myself and Nikki as the ice mage lost herself in trying to obliterate the enemy mage. 

    “Hey, calm down.” I sent a pulse of mana at her to get her attention. She was clearly in a frenzy. 

    She batted the weak spell aside but stopped her attack. Her face had remained an expressionless mask the whole time. 

    But her outburst had also cleared a large swath of the beasts, buying us a bit of time. 

    “Are you two okay?” Mei appeared before us, seeming to step across the field with a single stride. 

    “Yeah. Did she get him?” I wasn’t able to see any signs of the corrupt mage. 

    Mei smirked. “No, but I did.” 

    “Good. Let’s clean this up and have a talk with the ice queen.” I moved, starting to finish off the remaining beasts. 

    The beasts kept coming at us, which made it quicker than having to chase them down across a field of corpses. 

    As I killed the last beast in our range, I noticed the city seemed to be doing fine against the remaining slow flow of beasts reaching them. They could take it from here. 

    Turning to our new ‘friend’, I needed answers. “What are these?” 

    She frowned. “How do you not know that?” Her eyes opened just slightly as she realized something. “You were the one flying around at the start of this?” 

    “Yes, I’m from the Ferrymen. We received news of your floating mountain crashing, and I came to investigate.” 

    “Then maybe it is best if we talk in private.” She turned to leave. 

    “You’re not going to harvest any of the mana beasts?” I looked at the literal fortune on the field. 

    But she just sighed. “They don’t have cores, and their bodies will start dissolving here shortly. See?” She pointed to a particular beast whose corpse was already unidentifiable as it seemed to sink into the ground. 

    Kneeling closer, I could almost see the rate at which its solid body collapsed in on itself. 

    “This is insane. What are these?” 

    “Follow me.” The frosty woman turned back to the city and walked forward swiftly, without looking back. 

    “I guess there’s only one way we are getting answers,” Nikki said, shrugging and wiping herself down with a cloth she’d produced from her spatial ring. 

    She seemed less squeamish with blood than her sister, and I had to admit that watching her battle had been hot. 

    There was a fiery temper under her professional veneer. 

    “Well, if we want to take the civil method that is, which I suppose we should.” I gave her a smile before wiping myself off as well. “How do I look?” I figured I should try to be somewhat presentable before meeting another city and mountain. 

    “Yummy,” Nikki said, a gleam in her eye. 

    I went to try to reply, but Mei popped up next to me, startling me. “I like your scent.” She rubbed a bit against me, but somehow, she was totally clean. 

    She sniffed at my neck, and I reached over and patted her head. “You can be too quiet sometimes.” 

    “What do you think the ice queen wants?” 

    “I can hear you,” the ice queen replied over her shoulder. 

    “Don’t cause too much mischief, Mei. We aren’t in the sect.” 

    Mei huffed and crossed her arms. 

    “You wouldn’t want to cause Isaac any trouble now, would you?” Nikki interjected. 

    “No.” Mei’s ears went flat. “But I really want the ice queen to show some expression.” 

    “I can still hear you. And we are here.” 

    The woman turned to a doorway off the street, which led into what looked like an inn. The small part of the town we’d seen so far wasn’t that different from Styx. It did seem a bit more cramped together, but that made sense given that heat was rare here. 

    We followed her in and were met by a series of older mages bowing to us. 

    “Thank you, Hanna,” they said in unison. Their robes were stained from the battles they had fought. 

    “You are welcome. These mages behind me come from the Ferrymen having heard of our mountain’s fall. They are our guests and helped to slay the most recent wave.” 

    Many of them nodded. “If they are guests of Hanna, then they are welcome.” Several eyes lingered on Mei. 

    She nodded and continued through to the back of the inn, which appeared to have become a refuge for the sect. “We don’t quite have the amenities of before; I hope you’ll excuse the limited hospitality.” 

    We walked through the kitchen to a room on the back, which seemed like a small meeting room. 

    “I don’t care much about your accommodations. I came to understand what happened to the Frozen Mountain,” I said, pulling out a seat. 

    “Where to begin…” she trailed off. 

    “The beginning usually helps,” Mei added with a smirk. 

    “Right. I’m not quite sure where it begins, hence the trouble. Time itself has been harder to track between the fights and exhaustion, but I will provide information to the best of my ability.” She settled into her own chair. 

    “Around two weeks ago or so, the beasts were suddenly all over our sect. We don’t know where they came from—they just flooded the halls.” 

    I winced, imagining that happening to the Ferrymen. The sect might be full of powerful mages, but there were thousands of first-ring mages in the Outer Court. If they experienced what I did today, it would have been a slaughter. 

    “We fought back on the mountain, of course. We brought in elders, pulling them out of isolation as best we could. Those of us on the Frozen Thrones worked to block passages and let the weaker disciples escape. 

    “But, as we fought, the mountain tipped, and we lost any hold we’d had as we tilted. The mountain began sinking, the edge closest to the ground colliding with it, causing massive shudders through the mountain. Then the beasts started spilling out to Grand Haven. We had no choice but to abandon the sect and fight with the city to push back the beasts.” 

    She leaned forward, her head in her hands and a haunted look in her eyes. “What you saw is the third beast wave since they took down the mountain. The fourth in total. I have lost disciples with each. We cannot keep this up forever, but what happens if we just let them roam the land unchecked?” 

    “I’m so sorry. That sounds like a lot to go through. Were there any other threats beyond the corrupt beasts?” I tried to dig a bit deeper, wanting to understand what truly caused the mountain to fall. 

    “Corrupt beasts?” she asked, frowning at the term. 

    “Sorry, I made that up, but their mana felt like that of a corrupt mage.” 

    She pondered on that for a moment. “I had not considered it before, but I think you are right; that is probably the best way to describe them. Though you probably did not notice it given your level, our first-ring mages struggle to harm them with spells. The beasts seem to be able to weather low-level spells easily.” 

    “Huh. That’s not ideal.” I frowned. “But that doesn’t change anything. If they keep coming back, there must be a reason, something causing them to appear or form or something. Which means there should be a way to stop them.” 

    She nodded. “We had the same thought. We have tried to reenter the sect multiple times, but those mute bastards have held off our attempts.” 

    “Specters,” I spat. “Difficult to deal with.” 

    “Yes… except you brought what is likely the strongest mana beast in the world here. One that should not even exist right now.” She held a question in her eyes, but turned to Mei instead and asked, “Would you help us?” 

    Mei shrugged and pointed at me. “I do what he says, and I’m going to be his mana beast. Hopefully, that’s as soon as you stop talking and we get some alone time.” She looked at me hopefully. 

    “You can’t!” The woman barely stopped herself from shouting. “Your strength right now is too important.” 

    Mei looked at her with a frown. “Don’t try to guilt me—it won’t end well.” Her face softened as she looked at me. “I don’t want me being a fourth rank beast to be a reason to stop from joining sister Aurora.” 

    I chuckled. “What about Quinn?” 

    Mei just shrugged. “She’s fine, just a bit stiff. We’ll work on that.” 

    I ran my hands along her arms, trying to sooth her a bit. “You were amazing on the battlefield today; I was so proud to have you by my side. I don’t know if we could have done it without injury without you. It’s not just the town. For a little while longer, I could use you at full power by my side. But…” I kissed the back of her hand. “I promise you’ll become my ring.” 

    Mei looked like she was trying not to smile as I continued doing little kisses on her hand. “Fine. We kill all the pale freaks, figure out what’s happening in the sect, and then I get to be your beast.” 

    I stood to my full height, pulling her in and giving her a deep kiss. When we broke apart, I turned to the ice queen, who remained emotionless despite our tender moment. 

    She cleared her throat. “In my haste, I never introduced myself. I’m Hanna, the Third Throne of the Frozen Mountain.” She extended a hand to me, keeping her expression flat as ever. 

    “I’m Isaac. First in the Core of the Ferrymen.” I shook her hand. 

    A small twinge of her brow was all she showed, but it was the most emotion I’d seen out of her yet. 

    “I didn’t realize—” she started, but I held up my hand. 

    “No need. We are here to help. So, nobody has made it back inside the sect since it fell? 

    She shook her head. “The First and Second Throne went back, but that was after the last beast wave. I can’t imagine they are still alive after all these beasts continued emerging from the sect…” She trailed off, clearly morose over the loss of such powerful mages, leaving her to take the lead. 

    “Don’t give up hope.” Nikki stepped forward. “It’s not over yet. They could still be alive.” Hanna nodded slowly. 

    “So, what are you thinking? There won’t be an end until we stop whatever is allowing the beasts to emerge. Have you planned another mission?” I looked over to Mei. I had a feeling she’d now become a part of their plan. 

    “Yes, and it seemed a bit hopeless before. But I’m hoping that, now that you’re here, you could tip the tables in our favor,” Hanna stated. 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 9 

      

    I walked with Mei, Nikki, and Hanna as we left the inn and headed for the edge of the city. 

    “Who’s that man with Hanna? He looks like a prince charming,” a girl in the crowd gossiped. 

    Mei’s ears swiveled to the crowd. 

    “Shhh! That Mana beast with him can hear you.” Her friend pulled her back from her gawking. 

    I just chuckled, adding a bit of swagger to my step. 

    “You shouldn’t encourage them,” Mei griped. 

    “Yeah, why is that?” 

    “Mine.” Mei looped her arm in mine, causing another ripple of whispers to start up. 

    I bumped shoulders with Mei. “Of course you’re mine.” 

    Nikki gave us a nice throaty chuckle. “And you two need a room. I swear, the second you have a room, your clothes won’t last two minutes.” 

    “Yes, please!” Mei pipped up. 

    “Can you all be serious? People are dying.” Hanna whispered over her shoulder, unamused. 

    I shrugged. “My entire life lately has been intense. I find it helps to have a little levity before diving headfirst into trouble.” 

    “I expected more from the Core of the Ferrymen.” She turned her nose up at me. 

    I paused, letting a ripple of my power spread out. “I promise you that I am fully capable of leading the sect. Plus, we are about to go try to save your town. If I want to be relaxed with my mana beast and fiancée, you will respect that.” 

    Nikki did a double take, but I managed to hide a wince from my misstep. 

    We weren’t engaged, but I was feeling like it was a real possibility. The thought had been in my head and it slipped out. 

    But I’d also wanted to make things right with Diana before going down that path. I had a feeling being engaged to her sister wouldn’t be a great kickoff to mending our friendship given their competitiveness. I hoped Nikki wouldn’t make a huge deal out of it. 

    I looked at her in my peripheral vision. She was staring at me wide-eyed, so I just patted her hand, hoping to reassure her. But her face just lit up happily, and I realized that must have felt even more committed to her. I was just digging myself deeper. 

    We’d have to talk about being subtle when we met with her sister, but for now, Diana wasn’t anywhere nearby. 

    Lacing my fingers in her hand, I returned her smile. 

    “If you two lovebirds are done, it would be easier if we flew in,” Hanna said, bringing us out of our moment. 

    “Mei, can you fly us over? I don’t think we need Aurora for this, and I don’t want to risk her if there’s a surprise waiting for us.” 

    “Sure.” Mei’s brow furrowed as all of us were wrapped in the space around Mei. “I’m not great at this, so hold on.” 

    We lurched into the air outside the city. I’d say it was closer to being thrown than flying. We started hurtling towards the Frozen Mountain. 

    “Careful.” Hanna was drawing on her mana, bracing for impact. 

    But, as soon as we got close, we abruptly stopped a few feet above the ground and Mei’s hold on us stopped. 

    I landed on my feet from the small drop and held Nikki to steady her. 

    “Fine. Next time, you can fly us,” Mei grumbled at Hanna. 

    “Or you could practice more,” Hanna shot back, unhappy with the rough flight. 

    Mei just shrugged and turned back to me, her tails twitching in agitation. “Where to?” 

    I tried to sweep the mountain with my mana, but the sticky mana of the corrupted beasts infused the entire mountain, and I couldn’t pinpoint where it was coming from. 

    It only seemed to get thicker deeper into the mountain. 

    “I can’t get a specific sense. So we go in and explore, figuring it out from there. Hanna, you know it best, please lead the way.” 

    Regaining her emotionless mask, Hanna led us in. 

    The Frozen Mountain was true to its name. It was covered in snow, and when we entered the mountain in what I assumed was their version of the Inner Court, the interior of the mountain was completely made of ice. 

    Crystalline blue columns lined the hall, and the floor crunched with a light layer of snow. 

    “How do first-ring mages survive this cold?” I asked as I wrapped myself in mana to ward off the cold. 

    “We only accept those who’ve gained the ice attribute. By absorbing the ice mana around here constantly, the cold becomes not only comfortable but beneficial to our cultivation.” 

    “A rare deviation of the water element. Can’t be easy to keep disciples coming in,” I commented as we walked through the cold, quiet hall. 

    “Our recruitment is a bit lax for it. Those in Grand Haven often buy or pick ice mana beasts knowing they have a good chance of making it into the sect.” There was a tiredness to her tone. 

    I nodded along with her explanation. It must really hinder their ability to bring talent into a sect to require a specific mana type. 

    Unfortunately, it fit. The Frozen Mountain wasn’t known to be one of the stronger sects. 

    “Above, we sensed the corrupted mana was stronger in the center of the mountain above its base. Any idea what would be there?” I asked. 

    Hanna frowned and made a sudden turn down another hall and into a large, unlit chamber. “The very center of the mountain is sealed off, but our records say there is a large quantity of mana crystals and a large enchantment.” 

    “Can you get us close?” 

    Just as I finished, I felt my entire body tingle, pins and needles spreading across my skin. “Get back.” I grabbed Hanna and Nikki and jumped backwards, pulling them with me. 

    A massive, black head slammed into the ground where we’d just been standing. 

    Mei had jumped straight into the air, her dress fluttering wildly as she yelled. She cut down with a force of void mana, crushing the beast's head into pulp. 

    The snake-like body spasmed, flailing against the walls of the chamber. 

    “Mei, be careful,” Nikki shouted. 

    But she didn’t need to worry. The space between Mei and the tail seemed to stretch when it came close to hitting, and she stepped to my side in a single step as she exercised her void mana to affect the surrounding space. 

    “I thought they all rushed to the city,” Mei said, frowning at the corpse that was already dissolving. 

    The massive snake beast was collapsing in on itself, but from what I had seen from its brief appearance, I didn’t think it could fit through the doorway to the hall. 

    “It was stuck,” I said. “Which also means that it had a limited path it could have taken to get here.” 

    Hanna nodded. “Makes sense. This is the quickest way to the core of the mountain too.” 

    I watched as the body’s twitching slowed as more and more of its mass disappeared. “These things are really creepy. I hope we can stop this from spreading.” 

    “Don’t we all,” Hanna said, stepping past the corpse and moving into the room. 

    This time, she scanned the darkness and found a control to turn on an enchantment to light the room. When it didn’t work, she pulled out a torch and lit it with a strike of her hand. 

    A large hole in the wall made it quite obvious why the enchantment wasn’t working. It was where the serpent had come from. 

    “Guess it came from this direction,” I commented, stepping around the corrupt serpent with Nikki. 

    “Looks like it, and…” She held the torch out as she looked through the broken wall. “…it seems they have caused quite the damage. More light enchantments are out.” 

    I sent out a pulse of my mana to sense down the hallway, but it was so thick with the corrupt mana that I couldn’t have picked out a corrupt beast. “Mei, can you take point?” 

    “Of course.” Mei stepped through the broken wall, and we all cycled our mana so we were ready for another surprise attack. 

    Icy walls and pillars reflected the waving torch light along our path, shifting shadows moving along with us. We were all on edge as we walked through the hall. 

    “How much further?” I asked Hanna, stepping through another broken wall. I hoped the worm had helped get us a more direct route. 

    “I do not know; this isn’t exactly a standard route. However, we have been moving closer to the center. I think we will hit another big chamber here.” She held her torch up as we stepped through. 

    The room was the same crystalline ice as all the others, but this room reminded me of the audience chamber at the Ferrymen. On raised daises, I could make out seven thrones. They were foggy like frosted glass. Beyond them, there was a large section of amphitheater seating. 

    “Back up,” Mei hissed, her ears swiveled and fixed in front and above us. 

    I didn’t hesitate, pushing both the girls back through the hole in the wall. 

    The attack came as soon as we moved further away from what must have been a trap. 

    I blocked the ambush with one of my Kunpeng claw spells. The spell lit the area, giving me a full glance of my attacker: a mage with a stitched mouth. 

    And our new friend wasn’t alone. Several more swords came gleaming out of the darkness. 

    Mei threw waves of mana out, scattering the mages that had attacked and lighting up the room. Behind the thrones, there was a gaping hole like we’d entered through. Another mage stepped out of it. 

    “Quickly, it looks like they might have reinforcements. Mei, can you lock them down?” I drew on my bloodline, wanting every advantage we could get. 

    I could feel my forehead burn as I summoned the bone sword from my inner world. The pearlescent blade glimmered under the firelight as I moved into the battle. 

    Blocking an attack from a nearby mage, I pivoted quickly, using my speed to my advantage. I stepped into his guard, punching the second-ring mage in the chest hard enough to collapse his ribs. 

    He had a flash of shock before he rocketed away. The specter tried to use his power to bend space and protect himself, but Mei used her mana to counter it. 

    Unfortunately, the next mage had seen the fight and was prepared. He didn’t rely on his use of mana to fight me directly; instead, he reinforced his body to clash swords with me. 

    “Ha,” I shouted, surprising him with a Kunpeng claw to the face. I spun to catch the second specter’s attack on the guard of my sword. 

    He grunted, looking around. A sneer crossed his face as his gaze traveled to where I knew Nikki was fighting. 

    Shit. 

    I spun, quickly ending him and pivoting to see what had caught his attention. Nikki barely managed to defend a blow, and in that moment, she faltered. She’d left herself open, and one of the specters was already diving on her with his dagger drawn. 

    My blood pumped seeing her in mortal danger. 

    I acted without thinking, throwing my bone sword at the ambusher. 

    He turned at the noise and smacked the bone sword aside. But as the sword had moved, I’d felt the collision. It was the weapon I was using to form my immortal body; it was part of me. 

    Calling the weapon to my hand, I made up the distance between us. As I drew close, I felt the cool slap of the hilt into my hands, and I swung down on his exposed arm. 

    It was a clean cut through his elbow, and it was enough to make him forget all about Nikki. He clutched at his severed arm and glared at me with raw hatred before giving in to a suicidal charge. 

    I parried his hasty attack and spun, using a sword form to slash through his hamstring. 

    Nikki was there in a flash, her halberd finishing the mage with a clean cut through his throat. 

    I pivoted, trusting Nikki to have my back as I assessed the rest of the battlefield. Hanna was across the room. She shattered a frozen object that must have previously been another mage, and following the explosion, the room went into an eerie quiet. 

    Mei was surrounded by dead mages, once again somehow still clean.  

    “Let’s keep going.” I held tight to my sword and stepped behind the frozen thrones to see the hole. “Was this here before, Hanna?” 

    “No. I didn’t even know the center of the mountain would be behind the thrones.” 

    I frowned. The position of the throne room was similar to the Ferrymen’s sect. Did that mean our mountain would have a similar placement? 

    If it did, that would make guarding that room a priority when we got back. 

    We hopped in, and there was a square hallway that was made in the same fashion as the mountain. This wasn’t dug by a mana beast. The edges were too smooth. 

    “You can put the torch away,” I said, stepping forward. The end of the hall was producing enough light to see. 

    It was a short, straight hall; there was nowhere for a specter to hide. I ran down the hall to the center of the Frozen Mountain. 

    Magnificent. It was the only word that came to mind when I saw the large, circular chamber that now opened up in front of me. It was covered in the biggest mana crystals I’d ever seen, and every one of them was etched with hundreds of runes. 

    It should have been a beautiful sight, but something was wrong. In the center was what looked like a dungeon portal, but instead of pouring mana out into the world like every dungeon portal I’ve seen, this one was draining the mana from the air. 

    It felt...off. The enchantments in the room seemed to flow directly towards it. 

    “What is that?” I asked, looking back to Hanna to see if she had any idea. 

    But it was Mei that spoke. “A dungeon portal.” 

    I frowned. This was nothing like the dungeons I’d seen. 

    “But if those corrupt beasts were from the portal, wouldn’t it have been a dungeon break?” Things weren’t adding up. 

    “Maybe, but maybe not. We have no idea what all these enchantments do,” Nikki said, looking at the mana crystals closely. 

    “Careful,” I said as she started touching things. 

    “Something doesn’t look right here.” She pointed to a cluster of crystals. Embedded within them was a dark purple crystal that gave off the feeling of corrupt mana. 

    Hanna came and looked over Nikki’s shoulder. “But we have no idea if that is what is causing this.” 

    The complex and numerous crystals took me time to sort through, but when I found another purple crystal, it looked like it had been stabbed into the others, cracking the overall formation. 

    “I agree with Nikki; these were placed here. But the problem is we don’t know what will happen if we try to take them out.” I poked one of the crystals, waiting but nothing came. “You can touch them.” 

    It wasn’t pleasant though, as the crystals left a dirty feeling on my hand. 

    “Could we look at what another mountain’s core looks like and use that to try to repair this one?” Mei asked. 

    “Maybe, but are they all the same? And we have time constraints. Even if we can do that, will Grand Haven still be here?” I stared at the crystals, trying to figure them out. 

    I continued, “but we know that the other floating mountains are a mass of mana. Given what we see here, I’d expect the others to have something more like a dungeon portal in the center of them, instead of whatever this is.” 

    “It makes sense. So then the rest of this is to keep a dungeon portal stable?” Hanna asked, taking in the whole room. 

    “Potentially. This is far beyond anything we know. I wish we had one of the Turtle Clan elders here to weigh in,” I mumbled, feeling out of my element and not liking it. 

    Just where could a stable dungeon portal lead? 

    I felt a ripple, and there suddenly was motion at the corrupted dungeon portal. 

    Several mages in the dark robes of the specters filed out of the dungeon, their heads bowed in what almost looked like reverence. The ripple began to expand beyond what I’d felt from the mages. 

    I had a sudden foreboding feeling. Something massive felt like it was about to emerge. 

    “Pull the crystals,” I hissed to my group. 

    “Are you sure?” Hanna asked, not turning around. 

    Several of the mages by the portal turned at Hanna’s voice. 

    “Yes. Do it,” I called and yanked the closest crystal to me out of where it had been stabbed in the greater enchantment. 

    The corrupt dungeon portal rippled and its edge grew jagged. It might have done something, but it wasn’t enough. 

    At this point, the specters that had left the portal were split between drawing weapons and trying to hurry something out of the portal. 

    “Pull the damn crystals. Mei, with me.” I jumped into the crowd of specters, with Mei right behind me. 

    Everything flared to life at that moment. My bloodline, the savage aspect of my life mana—it all surged as I overwhelmed the first corrupt mage. 

    The second-ring mage’s sword shattered and his eyes went wide before I cleaved him from head to crotch with a single stroke. 

    “You shouldn’t pick on your lessers.” A fist stretched through the air before me. 

    I tried to dodge, but it was like I headbutted the fist. I went flying against the wall of the chamber. 

    Just from that exchange, I intuitively knew this mage was at the pinnacle of his third ring. His mana was so thick with the sense of corruption that it made me feel sluggish just being this close to him. 

    Blinking, I realized he’d spoken. 

    His mouth was scarred from stitches, but they were removed. The man before me was the only specter I’d ever seen that could speak. 

    He smirked at me. “What? Didn’t expect me to be able to talk?” 

    I picked myself back up. This mage seemed to be the strongest of the lot. They weren’t making it easy for Mei, but she’d tear through the rest. I just had to buy her more time. 

    “What are you doing here? What is this portal?” 

    His gaze flicked back over his shoulder to Mei. “You think she’s going to handle this, don’t you? You have no idea what is coming through that portal. If you did, you’d be long gone.” 

    “We won’t find out if we close it.” I saw another purple crystal in arms reach and ripped it from the enchantment. 

    He snarled. “Futile. I might not be able to kill your pet, but regardless of what I do, you are all going to die.” 

    Across the room, Nikki and Hanna were pulling the crystals as quickly as they could. With each removal, the portal rippled and wavered slightly. A grin of victory spread across my face. 

    “We got you this time,” I said, pulling myself to my feet. The portal was starting to collapse. 

    He laughed. “I wouldn’t keep believing that.” 

    From the corrupt portal, two massive hands the size of my body came out and grabbed the edges, veins bulging. Whatever it was, it was holding open the portal. 

    As I watched, my stomach sank. It wasn’t just holding it open; it was widening it. 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 10 

      

    The portal groaned, and the very fabric of space seemed to warp and crack around the portal as the creature tried to pull itself through. 

    The two dark hands were ripping the portal open even wider. 

    “Nothing good will come of whatever you are trying to release,” I said to the talkative specter. 

    He shrugged. “You all want to go to the immortal worlds, right? So go and be with all the immortal ones. You’ve seen one, haven’t you? They came and took away the powerful mages.” He smiled smugly. 

    I frowned. It wasn’t unreasonable that the Corrupt Sect knew about the ascension. But did they follow it? Did their most powerful also leave? They had to if Mei was truly one of the most powerful left. 

    I looked back at him, glancing at the portal as the creature emerged. 

    The mage spread his arms wide. “I personally have no interest in the immortal world. Why would I want to go and become someone’s slave labor for a hundred years to pay for my passage? Become the lowest power after being the highest? No thanks. I’ve chosen the devil worlds.” 

    He grinned widely, the scars from his stitches stretched into a creepy visage. 

    Something clicked. “That’s a devil?” 

    The hands stopped pushing it wider, instead bracing and looking like it was pulling itself forward. 

    I noticed Mei was finishing up with the remainder of the lower-ranking specters, and Nikki was plucking the dark crystals in an effort to close the portal. I should be helping her. 

    I began moving towards a few of the remaining crystals, the specter calling after me. 

    “Yes, a devil—the counterpart to the immortals… one of them at least. None of you can stop him, and he’s coming for you. Even if your pet kills me, he’ll come through and our sect will rise in this world.” 

    As I grasped a purple crystal, a head appeared in the portal. Dark grey skin was stretched across his gaunt face, and black horns curved around his skull. 

    “Hello, little morsels,” its creepy, deep voice boomed through the chamber. 

    Mei sent blades of void mana at the devil, but the attack just bounced off his face harmlessly. 

    The devil paused. “I thought those who had already stepped on the immortal path were gone from this world to one of the immortal worlds.” His gaze pinned the talking specter. 

    Mei stepped back and shot me a worried look. If she couldn’t even harm him… we were done. 

    “They were. She must be a remnant of those that left,” the talkative specter explained hurriedly, turning away from me. 

    I took that moment to attack. It was a sneak attack, but all was fair in love and war. 

    The devil released an acrid breath that slammed into me midair and threw me backward. I hit a wall, landing in a battle crouch. 

    “Be careful, little one,” the devil chuckled, his face straining as he continued to rip the portal open. 

    Mei was by my side in a flash. “Isaac, we need to go.” She shot a look at the other two girls. “We all need to get out of here.” 

    Both girls eyed the hallway we’d come from and started moving in that direction. 

    “What’s the plan though? Even if we escape here, that thing is going to be free.” I frowned. 

    The talkative specter had moved to the other side of the room with a carefree smile. He clearly was relishing this moment. He knelt to wait for the devil. 

    I hoped the thing ate him. 

    The girls were about to hurry down the passage, but I couldn’t bring myself to leave. Who knew how powerful it would be once it was free and easily able to move? In this cavern, it was at least contained, and judging by its hands, would have trouble moving too much. 

    Maybe… my mother’s sword? If it was something from a godbeast, I had to believe it could hurt this devil. 

    I pulled the bone sword out and slashed at the head.  

    The specter just smirked, expecting it to bounce off the devil, but he was proved wrong. My bone sword bit into the devil’s face, eliciting a surprised look. 

    I pushed, but I could only scratch the devil deep enough to draw a thin line of blood. 

    However, it seemed enough to piss the devil off. He roared so loudly that I had to protect my ears with mana to prevent myself from going deaf. 

    “Kill them, worm!” the devil roared, struggling with the portal. 

    The specter snapped out of his shock. “Forgive me, Lord.” 

    Mei stepped forward, her tails flicking back and forth. “Let me handle this asshole.” 

    The specter squared off against her but didn’t move forward, his eyes locked on her hands. 

    Between her hands, Mei started gathering mana. More and more void mana gathered until it was like a small galaxy swirling between her hands. 

    It crackled with enough energy to force me back a step. “Mei, what are you doing?” 

    “If I collapse this whole thing, we might stop that portal. We might even knock him back into the portal so that it closes. But I need to give this my everything.” She was already gritting her teeth.  

    The specter had paused in moving across the room, clearly wary of the amount of raw mana she was gathering. 

    “Go, Isaac,” Mei grunted, sadness filling her eyes as she focused on her task. She was going to sacrifice herself. 

    I went to move to her, but her tail flicked, and I was hit in the chest with a sphere. Catching it, I looked down into my hand to find a glowing, purple gem. Mei had given me her mana core. 

    Shocked, I looked up, taking in the situation more clearly. She was so brave and beautiful. 

    Vitality was already draining from Mei’s now coreless body, and jagged surges of void mana crackled out from her hands, but the look she gave me was enough to stop me in my tracks. It was her parting wish, and I couldn’t go against the plea in her eyes. 

    “Go!” she whispered fiercely, wilting. 

    I clenched her core tightly and turned. I hated this, but for Mei, I would do this. I’d swallow my pride, to live, to fight another day. 

    “Hanna, Nikki, we are going,” I shouted with more anger than I meant. 

    But both understood; Hanna had already been slowly backing into the hallway. 

    Nikki, however, had stood still, shocked. 

    I grabbed Nikki and threw her over my shoulder, pouring everything I had into my legs as I chased Hanna down the hall. 

    With my immortal body, I was far faster than Nikki. We didn’t have time to go at Nikki’s pace. 

    The jagged crackling of mana sounded behind me, and I heard the scream of the specter as he no doubt tried to chase us. 

    The devil was screaming at him now to stop Mei, loud enough to shake the very mountain. 

    We rushed past the chamber where the snake’s corpse had been. It had already dissolved. 

    As we turned a corner, a ripple of energy tore through the Frozen Mountain, shattering ancient pillars of ice and plunging the whole place into darkness. 

    Nikki’s scream was the only warning I got before one of the pillars crashed down towards me. 

    I dodged to the side, showered with fine shards of ice that cut into me. 

    “Hanna!” I called into the darkness. 

    “This way.” Her voice came from ahead, followed by a torch coming into view. 

    I was feeling the strain of everything as I chased the torch Hanna held to leave the mountain. 

    So far, we’d been up against waves of corrupt beasts, followed by a small army of specters, followed by a freaking devil. I might be a third-ring mage, but even I had my limits, and I was reaching them fast. 

    “Come on, just a bit further,” Nikki said. 

    She could feel me flagging, even with the draw of two fourth-ranked mana beasts I was using mana faster than I was able to pull it in. 

    I dug deep into the dregs of everything I had. A light that wasn’t the torch came into view up ahead, giving me new motivation. 

    As I got closer, another shock wave rippled out from the center of the mountain, and I stumbled from the force of it. The mountain was collapsing, and it was breaking apart quickly. 

    I pushed myself the last bit towards the light, surging past Hanna in my haste. 

    A third pulse ripped through both of us, blasting us out of the bowels of the mountain as it started to collapse. 

    “Get clear.” Nikki pulled both Hannah and I forward as the mountain sank. Debris was falling from the top of the mountain as everything came down. 

    Aurora and Quinn appeared from my chest. Both looked tired; I had tapped out their mana. 

    “Master,” Aurora said, grabbing Nikki and I, while Quinn grabbed Hanna. “We need to go. After all, we have to bind my newest sister!” 

    I knew she was being peppier than she had energy for. Did I look that bad? 

    I held tight to Mei’s core as Aurora and Quinn helped us get back up and moving. 

    “We need to keep going,” Aurora said, giving me one of her shoulders to lean on as we got away from the Frozen Mountain. 

    “Any chance you can transform and carry us away?” I asked, not understanding the urgency but trusting her instincts. 

    Then a pulse of sticky corrupt mana washed over me. It was so noxious I threw up in my mouth. 

    “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 

    “Master, we need to get out of here, and if I transform, I’m a huge target.” 

    The Frozen Mountain groaned and shifted as a pair of dark hands came out of the rubble. 

    The devil was still alive, and worse, it had made it through the portal. 

    It roared and ripped the frozen rubble off it, shaking it off like it was dust. The devil stood, clad in black armor that covered most of his grey skin. 

    He stood, towering over the wreckage; he was at least ten feet tall. “Ah, the little mouse didn’t get far. Too bad. I like a good chase,” he boomed. 

    “Lord, when you crush him, can I get that beast core he holds?” the specter’s voice came out of the rubble as well. 

    “I have no use for it,” the devil said, staying focused on me. “But I am curious: where did you get an immortal artifact, little mouse?” The devil traced the shallow cut on his cheek. 

    I shrugged, shifting into a battle stance, sword in hand. I really didn’t see any benefit in giving him information. 

    He sighed. “No matter. When I take it from your cold, dead corpse, I’ll get my answers from the soul fragment within it.” The devil pulled himself and the specter fully from the rubble. 

    “What a weak world. No wonder it was hidden from us. There’s barely any power here.” His face looked bored. “But so be it. This world will become another resource to harvest for our purposes. Another resource to deny the immortals.” 

    “But Lord you said—” 

    “Silence. We only found your world again when someone dumped a large quantity of mana into the spatial void.” 

    The specter bowed his head to the devil and didn’t speak again, but he sent me a sharp glare of hatred. 

    In that moment, spells began flying from the city over our heads towards the devil. The mountain collapse had no doubt drawn their attention, and they’d spotted what was clearly a danger. I followed the spells, hoping to find some new weakness to harness. 

    But the devil just waved his hand through the air, and dense, sticky corrupt mana swung through the air and destroyed all the spells. 

    “Ugh, gnats. I will get to you all in a moment.” The devil spat at the town and turned back to me.  

    They couldn’t even get close to harming him, nor had Mei’s powerful attack hindered him. The only thing that had been able to touch him was my mother's sword, and that had barely scratched him. However, it also seemed to be the only thing standing between him and destroying my world. 

    I clenched it tightly in my hands, trying to figure out a bigger game plan that wouldn’t get all my loved ones killed. 

    Mana began pouring into me from Aurora and Quinn. They could feel my tension and were doing what they could to prepare by trying to recover my reserves. 

    “Do you really think just because you hold an item that can harm me that you can win?” The devil smirked before he vanished in place. 

    I looked around unsteadily, trying to figure out where he had gone, when suddenly my world turned upside down and the ground flew out from under me. 

    Or rather, I flew. 

    Crashing into the hard-packed earth of the side of the crater made me cough up blood. I lost focus and couldn’t lift myself back up. 

    I hadn’t even seen him move before he hit me. 

    The devil appeared before me. “What? Not even going to get up? So be it.” 

    He reached down. I braced my sword hand over my navel, thinking that my sword was his target. I realized too late what he’d really been after as he grabbed Mei’s core. 

    I tried to wrestle it back desperately, but he just broke my arm with his other hand. My arm went limp, causing me to lose Mei’s core to him. 

    “Heh. Taking this is killing you. All the better to make you feel the despair before I make you a slave. Makes you more malleable,” the devil chuckled, looking at Mei’s beast core before tossing it behind him to the specter. 

    “Slave?” I wheezed. 

    “What? Do you think there’s anything else of value here in this weak world?” He smiled as he reached down to pick me up by my jaw. 

    I wanted to fight, but that single attack had left me utterly helpless. 

    “Now, let’s see what this sword is all about.” 

    He reached forward, but he was interrupted by more spells flying at us. 

    He paused, once again swatting them away like one would a swarm of gnats. Clearly more annoyed, he sent down a wave of corrupt mana, completely shattering a fifty-foot-wide hole in the line of defenders at the edge of the crater. 

    “Attack me again and I’ll erase all of you,” he boomed. 

    His threat seemed to work, as no more spells came our way. “See? Now why don’t you be a good little slave and give me that sword.” 

    I spat in his face. 

    His smirk disappeared, and suddenly, I was flying again, crashing into the ground. 

    “Ah, the fresh slaves always are so much fun to break in,” the devil’s voice boomed. “The feisty ones are the best.” 

    I coughed up more blood. Even reinforced with my fledgling immortal body, my organs were damaged from being tossed around by this monster, and I was bleeding internally. 

    He lifted me out of the hole I’d made in the ground and turned me towards his smiling face. Holding his other hand out, he placed it on either side of my skull, starting to apply pressure. 

    I started seeing stars as pain swarmed through my head at the pressure. It was so intense, I started wondering if I was still breathing. 

    A small light seemed to form. 

    Sigh. I had hoped to save this for later, but you aren’t going to survive this one, son. 

    Son? Was I losing my mind? But it did sound like my mother. 

    Pay attention, the voice chided me. It was definitely my mother. I had hoped to use this later on; however, it will have to be now. Prepare yourself. 

    My body was flooded with warmth, and I felt my strength return. But when I tried to move, I wasn’t in control of my body. 

    The devil’s smile had dimmed, his head turning slightly as he took me in. He must have sensed the growing power in me. 

    “What is such a whelp doing in a mortal world? The devil worlds were too tough for you?” my mother spoke through me. 

    He punched me with his other hand. 

    This time, my arm moved, and I caught it, stopping it dead. 

    I could feel my lips quirk. “Toodles,” my mother’s voice said. 

    I could feel the entire world in tune with me as I kicked and sent the devil flying back into the rubble of the fallen mountain. 

    Wet warmth spread on my face, and my hand came back covered in blood. 

    “It looks like your body is too fragile. Shame. Don’t forget this—it is going to come at a hefty price,” my mother said, using my voice. 

    The entire world suddenly stilled, as if everything was in perfect harmony. It wasn’t just life and metal mana calling to me. Every element of mana was there for me to use, even more than seven. I could control it all. 

    “Looks like he’s a sturdy one. But don’t worry, he’s just a low-ranking devil coming here as a slaver. It’s nothing we can’t handle.” 

    My mother pointed, and at the tip of my finger, there was a bright light, like a tiny star coming to rest on my fingertip. 

    “Die.” 

    The world flashed white before a sword-shaped beam shot out of my fingertip. In that single instant, it was like the world was cut in half by that beam. 

    A several-mile-wide slash appeared through the crater and beyond, with the devil at the center. 

    There was a profoundness, a depth of power in that moment that shook me to my core. 

    Just what kind of freak was my mother? 

    “The mortal worlds are more malleable,” she said, as if that answered my question. “It seems though you will not last much longer, my son. You need to strengthen your body.” 

    I could feel that she was about to turn away. 

    Mei’s core, please. I envisioned my love for Mei, making her feel it. 

    My mother sighed. “Fine. She did prove herself fairly well.” 

    The world rippled before me, almost like it spun to bring her to the specter rather than her actually moving. 

    The corrupt mage was now terrified. His face had paled, and his hands shook in my presence. 

    He didn’t even get a chance to move before he was just gone, ripped apart by the elemental mana around him. 

    “Take these lessons well, son. You have so much further to go.” 

    With that, all the strength and warmth in me vanished, like the plug on the bath had been pulled. 

    I collapsed to my knees and watched Mei’s core roll to a stop half-a-dozen-feet away. 

    It felt so far, but I reached out, willing my body to move. Instead, I fell on my stomach, my strength completely failing me. 

    “Isaac?” Nikki’s voice came from somewhere. 

    I ignored her as I dug into the ground with my outstretched hands, pulling myself closer to Mei’s core. 

    I’d get it back if it was the last thing I did. 

    “Isaac! What happened? What was that?” I could hear Nikki coming closer, but I just needed to reach Mei’s core. 

    Darkness began creeping in along the edges of my vision, but that only pushed me harder. I continued dragging my weakened body. 

    “Master!” Aurora’s voice came, and a weight settled on my back. 

    I grumbled, annoyed that she’d make this harder. I ignored her too. 

    “Master?” Aurora sounded confused. She finally came into my vision and picked up Mei’s core. 

    “I don’t want to lose it again,” I said to her. 

    “Master, you aren’t in any condition to bind her.” Aurora frowned, but I could see her thinking about it. 

    “Please. After everything, I don’t want to lose her again.” I gave Aurora my best smile. 

    Aurora paused, uncertainty crossing her face. She looked longingly at the core, but then frowned as her gaze shifted to me. Finally, she scrunched her face and nodded. “Alright, Master. I can see just how much this means to you.” 

    Aurora placed Mei’s core in front of me, and I swallowed it. 

    With my last goal accomplished, I could feel the darkness at the edge of my vision overpower my will. 

    Everything went dark. 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 11 

      

    As I started to come to, something felt different. I moved to try to brace my arms in front of me to push myself up. My body barely responded, exhausted. But my hand shifted along smooth stone that I recognized immediately. I was in my soul palace. 

    Taking a deep breath, I opened my eyes and pushed myself up. 

    And there, sitting on the throne in my soul palace, holding my mother’s sword was… my mother. Or a piece of her at least. 

    “Hi, sweetie.” She stepped forward, leaning down and wrapping me in her arms, stroking my hair. “Who’s my best boy?” 

    “Stop.” I pushed away from her, although a part of me wanted to stay in her embrace. “I’m not a kid anymore. Then again, you wouldn’t know that, would you?” I let the hurt of living without her all these years show in my eyes. 

    This fragment also wouldn’t know information from her main body or the other soul fragment. 

    She scooted back, like a wounded animal. It tugged at my heartstrings to see her hurt, but I wasn’t letting my mother off so easily. 

    She had chosen to leave my father and me, and I had yet to get a reason why. Swirling my mana, I stood up. She did the same, starting to take a step forward and pausing when I didn’t reciprocate. 

    “My son doesn’t love me?” Her face drooped, and she hung her head. 

    “Mother,” I growled. So much of me wanted to run up and hug her, but at this moment I couldn’t. Not after everything. 

    “It’s fine. I’ll love you enough for the both of us.” My mother took a deep breath and plastered a fragile smile on her face. 

    “What are you even doing here? How?” I asked. 

    She shrugged. “I can’t predict everything, so I put a piece of my soul in the sword. You were going to use it to form your third ring at some point, and then I would also have access to your body. Seemed simple enough.” 

    I tried to process how I felt about my mother deciding to link us so tightly, but she continued. 

    “I had planned to use it to bring you to me once you came to the immortal world. But… best laid plans and all. Anyway, it seemed like you needed me to fight that stupid beast, which really wasn’t as powerful as you might think by the way. A good example of why it would have been great if we could have saved this for when you enter the immortal worlds. But what’s done is done. And—” 

    I held up a hand, cutting off her rambling. “Mother, what was that… thing? It said it was a devil?” 

    “Yes, unfortunately, it was a devil, but not a powerful one. In the mortal worlds, however, it was certainly a very significant problem. You will need to stop them if there are to be others.” 

    “How am I supposed to do that?! Did you see what that thing did to me?” 

    My mother pouted. “I know. That right bastard. I killed him though, thoroughly.” 

    “What attack was that you did?” I asked, remembering the feeling of the attack my mother had created. 

    She tsked. “Ah, you were supposed to pay attention. Few people get firsthand experience in controlling the world around them.” 

    I frowned. “Like a domain?” It was the closest thing I could think of that was similar. 

    My mother only laughed. “A domain is so rudimentary. It is control of a single aspect, but yes, like a domain. Even immortals struggle to form their first single-element domain.” 

    My mind spun with what that meant of my mother’s strength. 

    “But you’re still here after helping me. What else do I need to know?” I wasn’t sure how long we had, and there was clearly something on her mind. I had a million questions, but they would have to wait for now. 

    “Can’t I just want to see my darling son?” she sighed, holding her arms open wide for a hug. 

    I didn’t step forward. Instead, I crossed my arms. 

    Her face turned into a scowl. “I sacrificed a lot to save you, you know. The very least you could do is give your mother a hug.” She stamped her foot, and my entire soul palace shook. 

    I cursed her in my head as I stepped forward to give her a hug. The last thing I needed was her to accidentally shatter my soul and scramble my brain. 

    “My son!” she squealed as she picked me up in a hug and spun me around. For a moment, I really did feel like a child again. 

    But I shoved that down and remembered that she had left me. 

    “I know you still hate me, son, but I did it for you. I’m just too happy to be able to hug you. When I return to my main body, I have no doubt that I’ll be happy for years!” 

    “Years?!” I said, feeling like I was growing as a mage at an astonishing rate. 

    “You are nothing more than a toddler to the immortal world. Did you know that everyone born in immortal world is already in what you’d call the third ring?” 

    “Really?” Just imagining a baby with my current strength was a reality that was hard to accept. 

    “Yep. Which is why you are still my baby boy.” My mother didn’t let me escape the hug and spun me around a few more times before setting me down and stepping back. 

    I blinked to clear the dizziness from my vision. 

    “Now, son. You are going to need to be careful. If devils are entering this world, it will mean nothing good for you and your budding family. And that’s not just me talking as their enemy.” 

    “You don’t need to coach me on that. That encounter isn’t one I want to repeat.” 

    She shook her head. “And I won’t be able to help again. You used up the last soul fragment I had in this world.” She frowned. “I had really hoped you wouldn’t have to use it until the immortal worlds. They will be incredibly dangerous for you, but you will continue to deny the strings that fate has woven for you.” 

    I took a deep breath and swelled my chest. I needed to grow stronger. What else was new? “Don’t worry.” 

    “A mother always worries.” She patted my cheek. “Now go have fun, and maybe make me some grandchildren before you come meet me again. I’d so love for some grandbabies to play with!” My mother excitedly clapped her hands as she began to disappear. 

    When she was gone, the sword clattered to the ground before the throne. 

    I sighed. This was the second time that I’d met a fragment of her soul. I didn’t remember her as so eccentric. I wondered what she’d be like when I finally met her in person. 

    If she was like this, she must have brought a lot of excitement to my dad’s life. 

    My mother gone, I sat alone in my soul palace. For some reason, I didn’t seem able to exit my inner world. I wasn’t sure what was happening to me outside, but my best bet for finding out was to cultivate. 

    I sat down and started to slowly collect mana through my connections to Aurora and Quinn. 

    It was painstakingly slow. I knew I was injured, but this was terrible. 

    Falling into a deep meditation, I drew particle by particle of mana through my meridians to nurture my immortal body. 

      

    *** 

      

    “Ugh,” I groaned, opening my eyes and seeing wooden rafters above me. 

    “Shh.” Nikki was at my side with a wet cloth, wiping my head. “You’ve been out of it for a few days, Isaac.” 

    I grumbled nonsense as my head swam with multiple questions. 

    “Uhh, I have no idea what you said.” She put a gentle hand on my shoulder to keep me down on the bed. “But you still need rest.” 

    “Don’t want rest,” I grumbled. This time, it was slightly more coherent. 

    Nikki’s face came into view with a teary smile. “You had us all worried, you know?” 

    “Nah, couldn’t have been me. Only a fool would let such a pretty lady worry.” The words just kind of slipped out. Maybe I was still sporting a head injury. 

    But Nikki gave me a warm smile. “Aurora said the meds would make you loopy. I’m glad you think I’m pretty though.” 

    “Very pretty,” I added and pressed a hand to my forehead, trying to focus on cycling my life mana. 

    Aurora came flying into the room and landed on me, wrapping her arms around my shoulders. 

    “Careful!” Nikki tried to stop Aurora. 

    “Don’t even bother. She won’t listen; she’s too excited after feeling him wake up,” Quinn said as she entered at a more reasonable pace. 

    Something clicked all of a sudden. “Mei?” I tried to push where my third ring should be. 

    I felt the tickle of mana escaping my chest as Mei came into being next to me. 

    My lovely mana beast stared back at me, her bright eyes shining as she held a wry smile. Mei held her chest out, showing off her open-chested purple and gold dress. 

    Her eyes watered as she stared at me. “Isaac.” 

    I grabbed her and pulled her into Aurora and I, squeezing them both. “I love you two. Get over here Quinn, you too Nikki.” 

    My mana beasts and Nikki came and made a soft, fleshy pile on me. 

    I kissed each of their heads, trying to savor this moment. Finally, a moment of peace and love. 

    When Mei’s core had been taken from me… I’d never felt anything like that. It was like losing a piece of myself. I’d taken her strength for granted, thinking we had all the time we wanted. I was quickly learning that, despite being powerful, I had a lot more to go.  

    I gave them all one last squeeze and pushed them away. There were things we needed to do. 

    “Stop trying to move; you need to rest,” Nikki scolded me, grabbing pillows to prop me up anyway. 

    “How long have I been out?” I asked. 

    “Two days, Master. It’s just after noon,” Aurora said, not leaving my lap. 

    “Any changes? Any more beasts?” I looked around the room. 

    “Many things have happened while you were out, Mate. Other sects started arriving shortly after we did. Some of them even saw your battle with the devil.” Quinn frowned as she finished. 

    “That’s a bad thing?” I asked. 

    Nikki was the one who answered. “They fear you, kind of.” 

    “As they should!” Aurora grinned. “Master is the best.” 

    “It wasn’t me though—it was my mother.” I sighed at the confused faces and started telling my girls about what had happened. 

    After I was done, Nikki just stared at me blankly. 

    “Just who IS your mother?” she asked, looking more than a little intimidated. 

    Aurora waved off her concern. “I mean, yeah, she’s scary, and maybe a little crazy, but she’s still his mother.” Aurora smiled. “And you should have seen Michelle! She almost peed herself when she met his mom.” She went into a fit of giggles. 

    That just seemed to make things worse. 

    “You have nothing to worry about from her,” I said, grabbing Nikki’s hand and kissing the back of it. 

    She blushed, and my mana beasts all grinned. 

    I cleared my throat. “What of the sects that came?” 

    “Hanna is hosting them. She told her side of the story, but all of them are waiting for you. They want to hear your side of things.” 

    I nodded, starting to move to get out of the bed when a bunch of hands held me down. 

    “You need to rest first!” 

    “All Master needs is some help circulating mana. Isn’t that right, Mei?” Aurora nudged my new mana beast. 

    “Huh?” Mei looked confused before she realized. “Yes! I’ll help!” 

    Quinn had a sly grin on her face as she pulled Nikki out. “Let’s let the two of them be.” 

    Aurora gave me a quick kiss before following them. “Have fun, you two.” 

    I looked over at my beautiful mana beast. She had suddenly become shy, standing beside me with her tails fidgeting. It was cute, and made me want to pleasure her even more, but I wasn’t sure my body would cooperate. 

    “Mei, I’m not in the best condition, so I’ll have to ask you to help.” I pulled back the covers and loosened my robe. 

    She smiled a small, sexy smile, overcoming whatever awkwardness had come over her. “Oh, you poor thing.” 

    Mei leaned over me and pressed my head into her chest. “My wounded little bird. Don’t worry, Nurse Mei will help you get better.” She purred. 

    Silk softness battered my groin, tickling and pulling my member to attention. 

    “Mmm, that feels good, Nurse. What’s your prognosis?” I asked, playing into the role. 

    Mei made a show of wetting her fingers while keeping eye contact with me. She sucked them slowly, her cheeks pressed in with the suction and a little moan escaping her. I felt myself harden just watching her. 

    She pulled her hand out of her mouth, reaching behind her and cupping the head of my rapidly enlarging erection, giving one soft stroke. “Oh no, this could be bad. It definitely needs some attention.” 

    She gasped as her fingers circled the sensitive rim of the head and she rubbed a small bead of my juice that had emerged. 

    Bringing her hand back to her lips, she closed her eyes and sucked on that small bead, and I could feel her get wetter where she sat on my stomach. Her eyes opened with a wicked smile, as she returned her hand back to my rod. 

    She stroked so slowly, letting a cute, puzzled look cross her face as she assessed the damage. She was going so damn slow, and clearly enjoying how much it was driving me crazy. 

    I lifted my hips into her hand, working to drive it a bit faster. “How bad?” I licked her chest, dragging her nipple into my mouth and tasting her soft flesh. 

    “Uhn,” Mei moaned and cupped my head, pressing it deeper into her chest. “More of that, we need lots more of that. Grab them.” 

    I grabbed a fistful of her creamy breasts, kneading them. I used the hand holds to pull Mei down on me. I kissed up her neck and found her lips. 

    She pressed herself harder into me, deepening the kiss as her tongue explored my mouth and her tails continued to swirl around, stroking my body. 

    I pulled back, feeling flush as she continued to stroke my steel rod. “What now, Nurse?” My voice was full of gravel. I was barely keeping it together. 

    Her fox ears twitched when I spoke, swiveling both to focus on me. She bit her lip. “I think I need to do a secondary inspection.” 

    I wasn’t sure I would survive much more of this teasing, but I played along. “Whatever you think is best, Nurse.” 

    But I had moves of my own. I slipped a hand between her thighs, lightly caressing her lower lips. I dipped down into her wetness once to grab some lubrication before returning to sliding between her lips. 

    Mei moaned loudly, pressing her hips into my hands just enough for me to penetrate those lower lips ever so slightly. 

    “What about the inspection?” I asked with a grin. 

    She looked torn. My beautiful fox wanted it all at once. I smiled, knowing I’d enjoy whatever decision she came to. 

    Her face lit up as she made her decision. She stood just to the side of the bed, giving me access to her folds while being able to bend over and hover her mouth above my rod. 

    I languidly stroked her soft folds, enjoying watching her squirm and slightly lose focus. 

    When she recovered, her face grew determined, and she leaned down, giving me a small lick. Her face grew more curious, and she licked again, and then again. She was lapping at me, focusing on the soft skin at the top. 

    The pressure in my member continued to grow, desire building in me. 

    Mei was going to kill me. 

    She kissed the tip, wrapping her lips around the head and slowly engulfing my shaft. 

    It was bliss and torture as she slowly worked and sucked me deeper into her mouth. 

    Her rough tongue coaxed me in deeper. 

    “Mei, you don’t have to try to swallow it on our first try.” 

    She glared up at me as if I’d just thrown a gauntlet in challenge and took a deep breath in through her nose. 

    My cock was swallowed, and she slurped at my base and buried the head past her tonsils. 

    “Mmmm,” Mei hummed while smiling around my shaft in victory. 

    I could feel my balls swell with the need to release as she stimulated me to a roiling boil. 

    She continued to rock her head gently while her hand rolled my balls, coaxing them to release their load. 

    I looked down to make eye contact with her as I felt myself start to tip over the edge. “I’m cumming.” 

    She hummed harder in response. I slammed my fingers into her soaking lower lips as Mei pulled my first orgasm from me. 

    Her eyes went wide with the sudden stimulation before I began pumping my seed down her throat. 

    The vixen happily swallowed my seed with large, wet gulps before she popped off, smacking her lips and wiping her mouth with the back of her hand like she’d just finished a meal. 

    She looked down at my member, still just inches from her face. “Oh no. It looks like that helped somewhat, but I think the patient needs some more attention. Maybe even resuscitation.” She drew circles on my flagging member. 

    A prickling of mana followed her finger, like I was fortifying my body with mana. It felt like a hundred soft tongues up and down my cock. 

    Mei gave me a mischievous grin. “I learned this trick while playing with Michelle.” 

    I went to speak, but a slur of incoherent words came out. 

    Trying again, I focused as my cock swelled. “Nurse, I think it’s time we try the next treatment.” I reached forward, pulling on her hips. 

    She swung her leg over the bed and straddled me. “Oh no, this just won’t do.” She dismissed all her clothing as it faded into shimmering mana. “Much better.” 

    I pushed her back, lining up our hips and… she lifted her hips before I could penetrate her. 

    “I see I have a patient trying to self-medicate.” She tsked, putting her hands on my hips and pressing them back down to the bed as she waltzed her hips slowly down onto me. 

    “There. Let Nurse Mei take good care of you.” Mei gave me a brilliant smile as my tip entered her, wiggling her way down onto me. 

    “Yes.” I leaned back into my pillows and tugged on her hips as her silken folds wrapped engulfed me. 

    “You make me so full.” Mei’s nails dug into my chest as she sunk down, taking me fully into her. “Hold still, I’ve been practicing with Michelle, but you’re so big.” 

    I quirked a brow. “Practicing with Michelle? Nurse Mei, you naughty girl.” 

    But the vixen just laughed as she started rocking her hips with a twist. I felt as her body began to relax just slightly, accepting me into her. 

    “Isaac,” she groaned, lifting her hips and slamming them back down. “Please dial in the right level of treatment.” She grabbed her chest and squeezed her breasts into my face. 

    Smiling, I accepted her bountiful chest and kneaded it with one hand, pinching one of her nipples and feeling her get wet as I did. My other snaked down where our pelvis met, and I made a knuckle rise right above where we were joined. 

    Each of her bounces rubbed my knuckle against her clit. 

    “Yes, that level of treatment works for me.” Mei ground her hips forward into my knuckle. 

    She rose and fell, the swell of her breasts trembling in my hand. 

    I started gathering my mana and passing it through her every time my knuckle brushed her clit. 

    “Isaac!” she exclaimed as I caught her by surprise the first time around. She trembled with a small release of her own before she went faster. 

    Passing the mana back through her ring, we cycled in cultivation of mana and our bodies. 

    With each cycle, Mei’s voice was ratcheting up higher and higher as she lost herself, throwing her head back and grinding against me. The moan she let out was almost like a song. 

    Just when it was almost too much, I grabbed her hips and slammed myself deep in her and ripped my release into her depths. 

    Mei spasmed and collapsed on me, twitching as she fell into her own orgasmic bliss. 

    The walls of her sex pulsed, milking me for all I had. 

    “Phew.” Mei looked up and met my eyes. “That was worth the wait.” 

    I grinned, pushing her back and letting all the gathered mana flood my body. Stretching my legs out, I shifted on the bed and pushed her back against the pillows. 

    “Oh, you think it’s over, Nurse Mei? I think I’ll need more than just a single round of treatment.” 

    Life mana flowing through my body, helping me recover. 

    My sexy fox mana beast just sprawled back into the bed. “Whatever the patient needs. It's my duty as a nurse that the patient recovers.” 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 12 

      

    “Glad you are finally up, Master.” Aurora gave me a wide grin and sniffed me, a small frown forming. “You smell too much like Mei. I’ll have to help you fix that later.” She nodded to herself, looking like she might just tackle me and rub all over me right there. 

    “That bad?” I had used a sponge and soap to clean up after I had finished with Mei, so I figured it couldn’t be too strong. Mei was currently groggy, waking up behind me. 

    “Sister, you did not prepare me for that,” Mei muttered to Aurora before giving me a sloppy, hungry kiss on the cheek. 

    Aurora shrugged. “Only so much you can do to prepare for dual cultivating with Master. Did you also harmonize your bloodline with him?” 

    “Yes, the third time.” Mei’s eyes went distant as a huge smile spread across her face. 

    I cleared my throat before they said much more. Getting up, I checked in on my body. 

    For the most part I had recovered, but my body was still stiff from being in bed for several days. 

    I started getting dressed as Aurora and Mei gossiped happily in the bed. They seemed so happy; I couldn’t help but grin watching them. I wished I could stay with them in this moment and not have to go do my duty as a leader, but I knew I could only hide out so long. 

    A mountain had fallen. Everybody would be anxious to know more. 

    As I expected, my exiting the house seemed to start a stir among some of the mages around us, although Aurora and Mei trailing behind me probably set them off too. Whispers and straight up loud mutterings began. 

    “Should I expect more of this?” I asked, spotting Quinn sitting outside a chair outside the front door. 

    She nodded, clearly tired, but her eyes did light up when they spotted me. “News of you waking up has spread. I think you should go find Hanna; the other sects will want to hear what you have to say.”  

    “Well then, lead on.” I waved forward to my lovely dragon. 

    She sashayed ahead, swinging her hips. 

    “Where’d Nikki go?” I asked. 

    “The market probably. She’s either been by your side or at the market, my Mate.” Quinn looked off to the right, indicating the direction of the market. The street opened up and the din of people hawking their wares floated up from that direction. 

    “Lively. What was she going to the market for?” 

    Quinn shrugged. “Didn’t tell me, and I didn’t ask.” 

    “Could just be looking for things of value for when we head back to Styx. After all, she is still a merchant at heart,” Mei offered. 

    I let it go. What she did with her time was her business. I wouldn’t meddle unless she asked me to or it became a problem. 

    I smiled. Nikki had grown on me in the short time we’d been together. She fit in naturally, despite the arrangement having been forced. She was far more complex than our initial meeting would have suggested. 

    After the stories from Diana, including her association with Leo and that first aggressive meeting, I had almost pegged her as an enemy. However, over the last few days, she’d been kind, caring, and had my back. 

    I shook my head at the difference between my two opinions of her. 

    Maybe, like Mei, I was putting off deciding because I had thought myself immortal to the ravages of time. Or maybe I wanted to see another pink-haired girl before I made that decision. 

    I could almost imagine the hurt on Diana’s face if I showed up with Nikki holding my hand. I really needed a chance to talk to Diana before I made anything official with Nikki. My slip up in calling her my fiancée may have already crushed that plan a bit though. 

    “Are you okay, Master?” 

    “Yeah. Just thinking through some things.” I noticed we’d paused in front of the inn that Hanna had brought us to before to see her sect's elders. “Guess this is the place.” 

    I wasn’t quite sure what the proper etiquette was. You didn’t normally knock at an inn, but the sect was using it now. 

    Deciding to go with caution, I rapped on the wooden door several times, making sure to hold my strength in check so I didn’t just blow it up, and waited. 

    A young man in Frozen Mountain robes opened the door and gave me an odd look. “Yes?” 

    I paused, surprised he didn’t know me, but it didn’t matter. “I’m here to see Hanna, or one of your elders if she isn’t here.” 

    “Okay.” He shrugged and stepped aside. “I can’t really help you with that, but Elder Bay can.” He pointed to an old woman sitting among the tavern tables. The tables were full with sect members. 

    The boy went and sat back down at a table by the door with other disciples around his age. 

    I guess he wasn’t really here to answer the door. 

    I looked back at Elder Bay, who was looking up at me, having noticed my attention. 

    Waving, I strode across the room not looking to waste time. 

    “Hi—” 

    “You’re the man from the Ferrymen, the one that killed that monstrosity.” It wasn’t a question. “How can I help?” 

    “I’m looking for Hanna,” I said. 

    “Ah. Another sect came to speak to her. They are in the back.” 

    Elder Bay started to get up, but I held my hand to stop her. “I know the way.” 

    Stepping around her, I went to the back room we had met in when I had first arrived. 

    I knocked on the door before opening it. 

    “Yes?” Hanna said, looking away from the other occupant before she realized who I was, her eyes going wide. “You’re awake.” 

    “Got time to talk?” I asked. 

    “Of course. This is Yessa from Thousand Blossom Valley.” She gestured to the other occupant as I opened the door fully. 

    “Been a while.” Yessa smirked with her predatory smile. 

    “You two know each other?” Hanna paused in her introductions. 

    I sensed Yessa’s body for mana and found her just about to break into her third ring. “Looks like you’ve been busy.” 

    She frowned. “You too. First it was Celina, now you. Passing me into the third ring. Pft.” 

    “Celina broke through to the third ring?” I couldn’t help the bit of excitement bleeding into my voice. 

    Yessa laughed. “Of course you’d be excited by that. If she wasn’t being held back to train in the sect, she might have been the one sent out here to investigate.” 

    I smiled. “Of course I’m excited to hear one of my women is doing well and has progressed in her cultivation. I miss her.” 

    Hanna was trying to catch up on our conversation, a wrinkle in her forehead. “Wait, I thought the pink-haired lady was your woman. Now you have a woman in Thousand Blossom Valley?” 

    Yessa gave a throaty chuckle. “Last time I saw him, he had a small group of women ready to hop into his bed. He really is the enemy of women.” 

    “You wound me, Yessa,” I teased, but it was hard to refute her too much as my three mana beasts filed into the room and made themselves at home. 

    Both the other girls watched them with smirks before looking back at me. 

    “I wonder where I got that idea,” Yessa said. 

    Hanna stood awkwardly, not sure what to say. “Well, I’m glad you two get along. If you are up to it, I’d like to get as many of the sects that are still here together to listen to your story.” 

    “Go ahead. I’ll be here.” I sat down as Hanna hurried from the room to collect everybody. 

    “So, how’s Celina been?” I turned back to Yessa. 

    The poisonous woman gave me a sly smile. “Her cultivation exploded after we got back from the dungeon. It completely blew me out of the water. For some reason, I think you might have had something to do with that.” 

    I tried to feign surprise, but I don’t think it worked. 

    With the Yin Harmony Bird’s bloodline now available to her, Celina was going to be the pride of the Thousand Blossom Valley. But it seemed Yessa didn’t know that yet. 

    “I knew it,” Yessa said. “What did you do? Can it be done to others as well?” 

    “No. That was a one-time thing.” Though… I guess I might be able to awaken Yessa’s bloodline further with the dual harmony technique. 

    “You’re lying.” Yessa’s eyes bore into me. 

    I held up my hands in defeat. “I’m being honest. What happened to Celina was unique. I was just thinking of other things. Maybe there’s something… but it couldn’t happen now.” 

    “Later?” Yessa smiled. “I could wait until later for something like the improvement Celina has undergone…” She leered at me and bit her lip. 

    I cringed. Something told me it would be best to avoid getting tangled up with a serpent like her. 

    “You should ask Celina about it. I’d need her help,” I lied, a little bit. Celina would certainly need to approve first. 

    Yessa pulled back with a frown. “Fine. I’ll talk to Celina; she likes me anyway.” 

    A knock on the door saved me from any further discussion on the topic. 

    “Come in,” I called, not bothering to get up. There would be a number of people coming, and I decided to set the stage for us all to be equals and relaxed. 

    Looking around, I realized there weren’t that many seats. There were only four couches and a handful of seats around the room, and my mana beasts and I were taking up a whole couch. 

    I could have them go back into the rings, but I decided that I liked the idea of keeping this couch to myself. I was going to be leading this conversation after all, and I’d like to have the girls out in case someone got aggressive. 

    Now that I was at the third ring, each of them was strong enough to hold their own, and I didn’t have to worry so much about them. Well, unless another devil got loose, that was. 

    The door opened and a man in blue robes stepped into the room first. Those were Mountain Sea Gate robes if I recalled correctly. 

    “Hello. Glad you are awake. I didn’t get to see the fight myself; though, there are quite the tales surrounding it.” 

    His gaze roved over my three mana beasts, who were lounging with me on the couch. 

    “Sadly, I won’t be able to do that again.” I laid the groundwork for what would come later. 

    He almost looked relieved. “Too bad. It would be helpful if another of those appeared.” 

    I realized he had been scared of me. Now, he realized that what had happened was likely some form of external help and relaxed. 

    Another knock on the door came and in stepped a woman with familiar robes. The Earthen Bull Sect, the one that Grant had been from. 

    “Might just be best to leave the door open,” Yessa suggested. 

    The mage flicked her hand, and a stone doorstop jutted out of the ground before the door could swing back. 

    “Good idea.” She settled into her own seat, giving me and my mana beasts a judgmental snort. 

    More and more mages, almost one from every sect, filed in until Hanna came last. No member of the Sun and Moon Hall arrived, nor any corrupt mage. That said volumes. 

    “Hello, everyone.” She went to close the door and frowned, looking down. 

    “Sorry about that.” The woman from the Earthen Bull Sect flicked her hands, and the doorstop must have disappeared, because Hanna swung the door close and encrusted the frame in ice. 

    “Can you make sure what we say doesn’t escape?” Hanna asked a woman in teal robes. 

    The woman simply nodded, and I could sense a bubble of air mana begin surrounding the room. 

    Scanning the crowd before me, I saw one robe that made me frown. Red robes with a burning mountain over his chest put him as Earthen Flame, whom I considered the Sun and Moon Hall’s lapdogs. 

    “What is it?” Hanna asked, seeing my expression. 

    I thought about how to maneuver it politically, but with the massive threat against us, I went for being blunt. “The Earthen Flame Sect has a history of working with the sect I believe to be the perpetrators.” I locked eyes with the mage. 

    “How dare you!” the mage yelled, releasing his peak second-ring aura as if he were a threat. We didn’t have time for a pissing contest, so I shut him down. 

    My bloodline burned on my forehead, as my third-ring cultivation flared to life and I focused all my pressure on him. 

    His aura was snuffed out in an instant as my pressure bore down on him. He wheezed as his face went pale, and he staggered back. 

    The room was deathly quiet as he panted, trying to regain his composure. 

    It was brutish, but the world of sects respected the strong, and I needed their respect for what came next. More than a few fearful glances shot my way and wandered over the three powerful beasts at my side. 

    “I think it is best if you leave regardless. If you are truly not a threat, you can prove that in time,” I growled. 

    He didn’t even retort, hurrying out. I was curious if he’d rush to report to the Sun and Moon Hall, as I suspected. 

    Hanna resealed the door after he was gone, and everyone waited for what I said next. 

    “Sorry for the rudeness, but as some of you may have already researched, the only sect to have ever brought down another’s mountain before was the Sun and Moon Hall.” 

    Several of them nodded. 

    “Tensions have been high with them lately because they have also been housing corrupt mages. Well…” I turned to get Hanna’s confirmation. “…when I and Hanna went to investigate her sect's fallen mountain, those same corrupt mages are exactly what we found.” 

    “That doesn’t mean it was the Sun and Moon Hall though; there are other groups of corrupt mages,” a man in yellow robes said. 

    I didn’t recognize the robes, but I’d remember them going forward. “At least you must agree it is very concerning evidence. That a mountain fell cannot be taken lightly, and we must proceed with caution. It also seems telling that they didn’t show up here like every other sect.” 

    I could see that last point bring a few more people to my side, so I kept the momentum going. “At this point, the Ferrymen are taking the stance that the Sun and Moon Hall is responsible for destroying the Frozen Mountain.” 

    Not everyone was convinced, but there were enough grim nods in the room that I felt I had gotten the point across. 

    “What about the monster? The devil?” another voice asked. 

    I went into detail about what we’d found inside the mountain and where. It appeared that most, if not all of the sects, were set up with a similar structure. 

    “It just came through?” 

    “We tried to stop it,” Hanna interjected. “But even the fourth rank beast with us was unable to harm it.” 

    “Then how did he kill it?” another blustered, giving me a look of skepticism. 

    I sighed. “How I killed it was a one-time thing. And it doesn’t matter if you believe me on that, because you’ll see it to be true if we must battle another. Many of you saw my fight with it in the crater, correct?” I scanned the room and several people nodded. 

    “You couldn’t do anything to it before the end. Even two barrages from the mages in the city were wiped out of the sky by that thing in a single stroke.” A bear of a man with ripped sleeves had spoken. “I’m unsure if our previous leaders could have defeated it, but it would certainly require a small army of us at the very least to take it down.” 

    His words seemed to make some of the others take the threat more seriously, but I still thought he was downplaying the devil’s power thinking a small army could take it on. 

    “I think it would be best if we all reinforce the central chambers of our mountains to prevent them from getting their hands on another mountain and the power to summon more beasts,” I said. 

    “Couldn’t they just use the Sun and Moon Hall’s?” 

    I nodded. I worried about that as well, but I hoped they’d try to avoid it. “If it brings down the mountain, that might only be a last resort.” 

    Most of them nodded, understanding that a sect’s mountain was not only a home for the sect but that the outpouring of mana was critical to developing powerful mages. It would be short-sighted for them to make that move. 

    “Is going back and protecting all of our mountains all we can do?” 

    I was happy for the question, giving the speaker an encouraging look. “We could destroy the Sun and Moon Hall. But if we focus all our energy there, we leave our mountains exposed. It will only take one successful summoning of a devil before we may not stand a chance.” 

    I sighed heavily. “I think, for now, we need to go on the defense, and wait for them to make a mistake.” 

    An idea started trickling in my head, but I’d need to explore that after. I wasn’t entirely sure I could trust Kat after last time. 

    “I vote for just smashing the Sun and Moon Hall,” a mage said and was followed by rough cheers. Mages really did find a solution for everything with violence. 

    Thinking about it, I offered up an alternative solution. “We can cordon off the Sun and Moon Hall. We can send any reinforcements that our sects can spare to defend those mountains closest to Sun and Moon Hall and prevent their mages from leaving.” 

    Some of those in the room that had cheered settled down, thinking and nodding. 

    “I think that would be best,” Yessa spoke up, backing me. “The Thousand Blossom Valley would be happy to send a hundred second-ring mages to help cut off the Sun and Moon Hall from the rest of the world.” 

    “Mountain Sea Gate will send a hundred as well,” the first mage to enter added. 

    “The Eastern—” 

    “Earthen Bull will match!” 

    “Frozen Mountain will send everyone,” Hanna cut in, the loudest over the voices. Many turned to look at her in shock. “The Frozen Mountain will send everyone, but we want their mountain after this is over.” 

    Murmurs of half-hearted agreement went through the mages. 

    “I think that’s fair. After all, you are committing the most and the Sun and Moon Hall did take down your own mountain,” I said, happy for the forces. 

    “The Ferrymen will also send a hundred second-ring mages and ten third-ring mages.” I upped the ante slightly. “We also need to purge corrupt mages where we can in the meantime.” 

    The mages in the room were the best and brightest of their sects. I could see many of them already calculating how to best improve themselves and their sects from this. 

    It wasn’t often that a mage got the opportunity to do this much fighting against other mages. 

    “If that’s all, I’ll be leaving to get on my way. I hope the best for all of you.” I stood and scanned the room. No one spoke up, so I left. 

    My mana beasts were hot on my heels on the way out. 

    “Is that really all we are going to do, Master?” Aurora asked, keeping her voice low. 

    I grinned. “Of course not. I think it’s about time we got in touch with Kat.” 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 13 

      

    “Hey, Nikki,” I said, opening the door back to my room. “How was shopping?” 

    “Hi, Isaac. It was good.” She stopped cleaning up in the room. I could tell she’d been regularly cleaning up this space while I’d been unconscious, keeping it spotless. 

    “I’m up now. I can help tidy things up.” 

    “No need. I like to keep busy,” Nikki replied, giving me a smile. “I heard the sects were gathering and came back to check on you. I should have known you were already at the center. How did it go?” 

    I sat down and my mana beasts made themselves at home, wandering away and giving the two of us some privacy. 

    “Not bad. They are all going to protect their mountains and send a hundred mages each for a consolidated army. The idea is to keep the Sun and Moon Hall to their own mountain and keep them from attacking anybody else.” 

    Nikki paused in what she was doing, studying me intently. It felt like she could see straight through me. “And while all that happens, you are going to….?” 

    I tried to play it off, giving her an innocent look, but she just rolled her eyes. “You’re not going to sit on your hands. What’s the plan?” 

    I laughed, holding my hands up in surrender. “I’m going to see if I can’t get in contact with a… friend and see if they might point me to where the corrupt mages might hit next.” 

    “A friend, huh? You seem unsure.” 

    I sighed. “Kat and I dated, what feels like forever ago. But then she joined the Sun and Moon Hall… and changed. She’s shattered and vulnerable and maybe a bit crazy.” 

    Nikki walked over, sympathy in her eyes. “Are you sure the girl you once had feelings for is still who she is today?” 

    “I think so. I hope so,” I hazarded. “I don’t know. I see bits of the old her still in there, but there are other times it seems like they’ve corrupted her beyond repair.” 

    I paused, knowing what I was about to say would not go over well. 

    “Last time I saw her, she did almost take control of my soul.” I almost started laughing, realizing how insane it sounded to go get back in contact with her after that. But things were still unfinished between us; I needed to find out how it ended, one way or another. 

    Based on Nikki’s face, she did not find it funny at all. A deep frown formed on her face. “And you’re sure you should try to meet with her again?” 

    I took a deep breath, knowing that I’d give the same guidance to somebody else, but I trusted my gut. There was something more to explore with Kat. I couldn’t give up on her without trying. I explained as much to Nikki. 

    “If that’s what you think is best.” She was clearly skeptical. 

    I nodded. “And even if we just find out where the next attack will be, that might save a sect from falling. This is the right move. I can feel it.” I felt myself settle into that course of action. 

    “You better come back, no matter what, okay?” Nikki said, grabbing my hand. 

    I nodded, feeling warmth from Nikki. I smiled, tucking a wayward strand of hair back behind her ear. She leaned into my touch. “I’ll be back,” I reassured her. 

    She looked up into my eyes, and I was struck by how beautiful she was. Pulling her hand up, I gave it a kiss. 

    Getting up and walking to the bedroom to meditate, I’d talk to Kat through the connection between our souls. 

    Nikki frowned expecting me to leave. 

    Aurora called over to her, “Nikki, come sit with us.” 

    Nikki gave me one last sharp nod and turned away. 

    I pushed down all my thoughts on the matter and focused myself into meditation. 

    Falling into my soul palace, everything there came into crystal clear focus as I woke up sitting on the throne, my sword stabbing into the ground. 

    Looking behind me, I looked at the three stained glass windows pouring light into the throne room. Green, gold and purple stained glass depictions of my lovely mana beasts watched over me. 

    I blew them a kiss before meditating even deeper. I took a deep breath, focusing on the mark Kat had left on my soul at the dungeon outside our hometown, Locksprings. I pulled myself into the moment, remembering the feel of the mark and her face as she’d placed it. 

    I kept focusing, and soon, my own soul palace made of white bone started to fade. 

    Instead, I found myself in a hallway of gray stone. It had worked. 

    There was a tinge of corrupt mana here, but nothing compared to what I’d experienced at the fallen mountain. 

    Looking at the walls, there were still lewd images of me, though some had my women in them instead of Kat now. Those of Kat had changed. In many of them, she was chained down with a smile on her face. 

    I appeared in so many of them, often with a halo behind my head or some other exaggeration. 

    But I tried to look at the bright side. At least I was still on Kat’s mind, even as broken as it seemed to be. The fact that she’d included my women was a good sign as it meant she’d accepted that there were other women in my life. 

    My footsteps echoed through the hall as I made my way to the double doors. 

    They swung open at my approach and revealed the main chamber of Kat’s soul palace. 

    It was dark and gloomy. Kat sat sideways along her throne, resting her head on a fist and kicking her leg back and forth idly. 

    I’d seen that expression before. She was lost in her own thoughts, and by the state of the room, gloomy ones. 

    My next step clicked against the stone, and Kat’s eyes darted in my direction. Her five-colored eyes practically glowed as she realized I was there. 

    “L-Love!” Kat suddenly came to life. The torches on the wall banished the gloom from the room and made it as bright as a midsummer afternoon. I shielded my eyes at the sudden onslaught. 

    Then suddenly, all of that excitement shattered, and Kat shot out of her throne and bowed before me, her long, red hair sweeping the floor. 

    “I’m so sorry, Isaac! I know I never should have even attempted what I did. After you left, I thought you’d never return. And then I couldn’t handle it because I can’t imagine a world without you and me together. Love, let me make it up to you. Take me as your slave, shackle me to you forevermore!” 

    She spoke so quickly. It was like she’d rehearsed this, and I could tell she’d been lost in all the thoughts and fears she’d had since I’d left. 

    I could barely make out all she was saying, but I didn’t miss her offering herself as a slave. The Kat I knew was far too proud to be somebody’s slave. 

    “Kat. Look at me, please.” I could hear my own voice waiver. It hurt to see her like this. 

    She looked up from her kneeling position before me, those kaleidoscope eyes wandering over my face like they wanted to remember everything, cement it in her mind. 

    “I’m broken,” she said, her shoulders sagging. “I know that. What they did to me… but it is no excuse for the last time. I…”  

    Tears fell from her eyes, but she continued, “I want to do anything I can to prove to you I’m yours, Love.” 

    “Kat that’s not—” 

    She shook her head. “No! I want to be yours forever.” 

    The soul well by Kat’s throne shifted until it was beside her. 

    I looked at the artifact warily. After last time, it was not my favorite treasure, and I still didn’t know the true extent of its capabilities. 

    Kat’s soul slowly stretched around the soul well. “Please, chain me down with love.” Kat’s voice came out honey sweet as she looked up at me. 

    “Kat. Stop it. I don’t want that kind of control over you.” I cringed, remembering my moments with Narissa. I had no intention of having that type of control over somebody again. 

    I wish I could have avoided it in the first place. 

    She sank in a way that reminded me of a sad puppy. “But… I’m scared of myself. I want you, Love. I want to be yours. You’ll protect me and keep me from doing anything I shouldn’t.” 

    “Kat, there’s got to be a better way,” I said, trying to pull her to her feet. 

    She tore her hands from mine and slammed them on the floor. “You don’t understand! I’m cracking.” She paused, looking up at me from her wilted position on the ground. “Isaac, I’m breaking and I can feel it. Please. I don’t want to fall apart. If I was bound to you, I think it would stop this.” 

    “Kat, I don’t have any technique that would…” I paused, realizing all I’d learned so far about the soul. A lot of it was in the intention. 

    If Kat believed that being bound to me would fix her, in large part, it would. It might be enough to give her the strength to fight whatever was trying to break her, even if we weren’t truly bound. 

    She could fix herself; I just needed to make her feel like I was in control. 

    She continued to watch me closely, and I looked back her, at my broken Kat. I wasn’t sure this would work, and it probably wouldn’t with anybody else, but there had always been something different between Kat and me. She trusted me entirely, putting her whole soul at my mercy. That belief may be enough. 

    I almost cringed, once again remembering Narissa. But this would be different; it would be mostly symbolic. 

    Drawing mana into myself and forming it in Kat’s soul, I formed a single gold link. Kat’s eyes lit up as she watched it form. Then I added another, snapping the links into place. 

    Kat watched with fascination. Her hand started to reach out, but then she pulled it back quickly. “Is that for me?” 

    I kept my focus on the chain, branching it out into three directions and eventually ending it in two small cuffs and one large one. A smile filled with hope had started to light up Kat’s face. 

    Tugging on the chain, I found it was strong, but the metal was cold. I softened the inside of each of the cuffs and collar with leather and began to add small gems to the collar. 

    By the time I was done, Kat was sitting back on her knees hungrily looking at the chains I had made. Her breath was heavy as she stared unblinkingly at them. 

    When I finished and shifted my focus to her, she swallowed and held her neck out for me. “Please. I… I want this. I want to be chained to you for the rest of my life. I need you to help hold me together. I’ll give everything to you.” 

    I held the collar out, and she put her own neck inside it. But before I closed it, I needed to make sure she understood my intentions. 

    Getting down on my own knees, holding the open collar around her throat, I looked into her eyes. “Kat, I’m not doing this because of what happened last time. And I’m not doing this to change you. I need you to understand that. This is me trying to be what you need in this moment and protect you. Do you understand?” 

    She nodded eagerly, and I hoped that this would be enough. That her belief in our connection could help her hold the broken pieces together. 

    Click. 

    The sticky feeling of her mana disappeared under the collar. 

    Kat gave me the brightest smile I’d seen on her face since we were in Locksprings, and she held her arms out. 

    I secured the cuffs, clicking them into place. I’d left plenty of slack between the cuffs and choker, wanting her to be able to move freely and unhindered. She moved around, then paused, looking back at me. 

    “Can you make it tight, just for a minute.” Kat’s eyes glittered. 

    I paused, looking at my childhood crush before me, lips slightly parted. Seeing my attention, she bit her lower lip, giving me a look that undid me. 

    I pictured a large metal ring, and it appeared where the chains split. 

    Carefully, I looped the chains behind her and slowly pulled the ring up tighter until it pulled her arms back behind her and her head sagged back as they all held tension. 

    I had to brace my hand to keep it there, but Kat leaned forward into me and nuzzled my pants. 

    “Love, I’m yours.” She kissed my crotch, rubbing her face along me. 

    A groan escaped me. It had been easier to resist her when she had smelled like corrupt mana. Now it was like my old Kat had returned. 

    I knew we couldn’t go too far. It felt wrong to take advantage of her while her mind may still be broken, but I couldn’t help taking one kiss. I grabbed her hair and pulled it back roughly, leaning down to claim her sweet lips. 

    She surrendered completely, her body limp, letting me have full control of her as I kissed her. 

    “Mine,” I growled as I released her and let some slack return to the chains. 

    “All yours, Love.” She practically melted into the ground as her dress splayed out on the floor. 

    After I released her, I took a step back, letting her know that was as far as it could go. 

    She pouted for a moment, but then smiled and nodded. “You didn’t come here to conquer me, did you?” 

    I gave her a soft smile. “No. I came because of something that happened.” 

    Kat grabbed my hand and led me to the throne. “Sit. Please, sit on my soul palace’s throne. We can talk.” 

    I expected her to sit on the arm of it or something, but instead she handed me her chains and sat at the foot of the throne, leaning up against my leg. It was a bit awkward, but it would work. 

    “I’m not sure if you’ve heard, Kat, but the Frozen Mountain has fallen…” I started. 

    She looked up at me with a frown, so I began to recap what I had found when we had gone to investigate, the portal, and the devil. 

    Kat’s frown deepened when I got to the fight with the specters and finally the devil. When I described my near death, it looked like she was about to explode, but she waited patiently until I stopped talking and looked to me for permission before she spoke. 

    “Please. I could use whatever information you may know, Kat. We can’t let another sect fall or another devil enter this world.” 

    She nodded. “Okay, let me start with how the sect is organized. Everyone who joins thinks we are only a dual cultivation sect, which we are to a certain degree. The majority practice dual cultivation, including almost all the Outer Court. But once you move into the Inner Court, it gets a bit more diverse. There’s some more… specialists, I guess you could call them, that form in the Inner Court. There are the specters, the poison mages, the puppeteers, and the blood mages. 

    “Almost all of them still practice dual cultivation… no matter how sickening it becomes. But dual cultivation becomes secondary to the corrupt arts that they begin to practice. And obviously it’s harder for poison mages or specters to blend into the sect, so they stay mostly separated, almost like a sub sect. In the past, it’s been imperative that they avoid the public eye, although as you’ve seen, that has been changing.” 

    Kat made sure she still had my attention. “I might have been the Saintess of the Outer Court and moved into the Inner Court with a strong footing, but the specters are a unified cult. And they weren’t about to let me usurp their power. Specters are on top, with blood mages after them. I’m number three.” 

    I let that sink in. “Do you know what they are planning?” 

    Kat’s nose wrinkled in a cute show of disgust. “I try not to involve myself with them too much. But I do know about the devils.” 

    “They are dangerous, Kat. Without the piece of my mother’s soul, that one I fought would have toppled or controlled every sect.” 

    “So are the specters, Love. All of it is because those mages practiced techniques meant for devils. That’s how they’ve become ‘corrupt’ mages. It would probably be more accurate to call them devil mages.” 

    “Where would they learn those techniques?” I frowned. 

    Kat just shrugged. “My soul well was… is a devil artifact. I can only assume it came from the same place.” 

    The eerie looking item sat by Kat’s throne. It was what her immortal body was based on now, and it would be a part of her forever. 

    She paused. “But what you said about the devil following them back through and the specter calling him ‘Lord’ is making me question a few things. The specters hide even in our sect, and they are very regimented about their hierarchy. If he called this devil ‘Lord’, there’s no way that they haven’t been in more regular communication before now.” 

    I sighed. I didn’t want it to be true, but it did make sense. 

    “They had to have somewhat trusted this ‘Lord’, and for that, they’d have needed to talk to it,” she said. 

    “So they have some way to contact the devil world,” I agreed. 

    “Worlds,” Kat corrected, catching my attention. “There are many worlds beyond our own. But I have no idea… unless it had to do with the fall of the Puppet Sect.” 

    “You think this isn’t the first time that they’ve played with the center of a mountain,” I realized. 

    “Exactly, Love. This... this could be very dangerous. Please, be careful.” 

    “I will, Kat. Do you know where they might be going?” I played with the chain in my hand. 

    Kat looked distant and distracted for a minute. 

    I waited. My guess was that she was doing something outside her soul that needed her attention. 

    “Sorry. I just got the reports I’d asked for. The sect takes good records of disciples coming and going.” 

    Kat hummed to herself while she read the report. “No one is going to outright say where they are going… but a number of specters and even two elders have left for the forest outside the Daoist Monastery. Adding them all together, that is far too large a force for hunting mana beasts.” 

    Daoist Monastery. That was the sect my childhood friend Jonny had joined. 

    “Are you sure?” I asked her, hoping that it was wrong. 

    But she just shook her head. “No. And they headed out two days after the group that hit the Frozen Mountain.” 

    “Okay. With travel, they still won’t arrive for a couple more days. With a larger group, they’ll have to move a bit more slowly,” I thought aloud. 

    Kat leaned her head against my knee. “Promise to be careful. I would be a broken-hearted little love if something happened to you.” 

    I ran my fingers through her hair, trying to calm her. “I will do my best, but they need to be stopped.”  

    I paused, another question pressing on my mind. “Kat, one last thing. Do you know what happened to the people of Locksprings after we left?” 

    She tilted her head in confusion. “I do not. But I can see if I can find out. I didn’t realize anything had happened to our town.” 

    “Thanks.” I slipped down to the floor next to her, taking her face in my hands. “You should think about leaving the Sun and Moon Hall.” 

    “Not just yet, Love. Being chained to you, I can withstand a bit longer here. But I will try to make arrangements to join you soon. Please come visit and let me know you’re okay.” Kat reached down, smoothed out her dress and made her full chest blossom among the fabric. 

    I smiled. Kat had always known how to entice me. But I stood up nonetheless. If they were going after Jonny’s sect, I needed to find a way to help him. I focused on my own soul palace, feeling my soul float back to it. 

    Looking around in my soul palace, I saw there was now a gold chain that hung off the throne’s arm and disappeared off the edge. Grasping it, I could feel that it was connected to her. 

    If I pulled hard on the chain, I had a feeling she’d come flying into my own soul. Interesting. 

    But focusing on my task at hand, I slipped back into meditation, coming back into my body. Opening my eyes, Nikki was nearby. 

    “Nikki, pack your belongings. We are going on a trip,” I called out. 

    Her pink hair flashed into the doorway. “Where to?” 

    “We’re going to visit a childhood friend of mine at the Daoist Monastery.” I grinned, thinking of Jonny’s face when I showed up. I couldn’t wait to show him my mana beasts. 

    “Sounds fun. By the way, Hanna came by while you were out,” Nikki reported. 

    I nodded. “We should meet with her before we leave, anyway.” 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 14 

      

    Nikki's hair whipped into my face as we rode quickly on Aurora’s back. Quinn and Mei had retired to their rings to rest in case we needed them. 

    We’d been traveling for two days, and it wouldn’t be much longer until we reached the Daoist Monastery. I wasn’t sure how quickly the corrupt mages had traveled, but I hoped that, with Aurora and a smaller group, we’d make it in time. 

    I’d caught up with Hanna before we had headed out. She had agreed to send the Ferrymen an update on all that had happened for me. I knew my warrior woman would not be pleased that I hadn’t reported in personally, but she’d also grown up with Jonny. She’d understand. 

    “You haven’t said how your time with Kat went,” Nikki said, rousing me from my thoughts. She said it casually, but I could tell she was eagerly waiting on an answer. 

    I pulled her closer to me. “She was pretty bad, Nikki. She threw herself at my mercy from the moment I entered.” 

    “And did you forgive her?” Nikki tensed in my lap with that question. 

    “There’s still a part of me that’s wary of this crazed side to her, but yes, I’ve forgiven Kat.” 

    I waited, expecting her to bristle, but to my surprise, she relaxed into me. 

    “I’m glad. Maybe there’s hope for me yet.” She turned and kissed the bottom of my jaw, taking in my confused expression. “I know I made a horrible first impression, and I’m sure Diana didn’t say great things. But I’m glad you are man enough to give someone a second chance, even if they don’t deserve it.” 

    “Nikki, I don’t know what to say. You… you are working your way into my life. Honestly, I’m already thinking about accepting your father’s request. But I guess you already knew that from what I let slip.” 

    She leaned back into my chest wrapping my arms around her. “I’m glad to hear that.” 

    “But…” I trailed off, but I needed to say it. “I want to talk to Diana before we go too far.” 

    “You like my sister too?” Nikki tilted her head to look at my face. 

    Aurora tilted in the sky, and whether purposeful or not, the move bought me a moment to think by forcing us to shift with her. 

    “I know she had feelings for me, and I had considered it, but I wasn’t sure,” I sighed. “Things between us just grew distant, and now that she’s disappeared. I don’t even know if we’ll get a chance to mend it.” 

    Nikki held onto my thighs as Aurora leveled back out. “There’s a difference between a merchant selling an item at a high price when he’s greedy and when he knows it is in high demand.” 

    I quirked a brow at the analogy. Which was I? 

    Nikki gave me a confident smirk at my unasked question and changed the topic. “What do you think they have that's unique in the Daoist Monastery? I’ve never been.” 

    “Neither have I.” Jonny’s mother’s famous cooking came to mind though, and I couldn’t help but smile. I wondered if he’d ever made them for the monks. “I hope they have kebabs.” 

    “Meat on a stick?” Nikki frowned. It was a relatively common, unnoteworthy food, but it held a special place for me. 

    “My friend’s mother ran a restaurant. If she’s still cooking, you’ll understand soon.” 

    Aurora’s shift had taken us into the clouds, and we both stopped our conversation as we flew through them. 

    As we emerged from the clouds, the Daoist Monastery became clear ahead of us. Unlike the Ferrymen, it didn’t rise as high, not even touching the clouds. Instead, it was more of a wide, squat mountain. 

    I could make out old stone buildings built like a spiral and wrapping around the sect from the top to the bottom. The buildings were simpler shapes with smoothed stone. There was something beautiful to the simplicity. 

    The city below was built into a cliff face that extended all the way up to the base of the mountain. 

    Aurora dipped, and I held onto Nikki as the ground outside the city raced up to meet us. It felt like Aurora was playing a game of chicken with the ground. 

    I tapped her, laughing, letting her know she’d made her point. But she continued to barrel towards the ground. 

    Nikki’s nails dug into my thighs. “What’s happening?” 

    I was wondering the same thing, but as I saw small specs of people pointing up, it clicked. “I think Aurora is putting on a show for the city.” 

    Less than a few dozen feet from the ground, Aurora slowed her progress with one giant beat of her wings, pulling them back and around Nikki and I as she landed to hold us to her. The trees in the nearby vicinity were toast, lost in the impact of her landing.  

    A huge dust cloud covered us as the broken trees continued to crackle. Well, that was definitely one way to make an entrance. 

    I grabbed Nikki and hopped off Aurora, who was already starting to transform back to her human form. 

    “Master,” Aurora said with a smile that split into a yawn wide enough for me to see her tonsils. “I’m going to bed.” 

    She disappeared into a stream of mana into my chest. 

    Nikki’s deep husky laughter was all I heard as the dust settled. 

    “She was in a rush to go to sleep,” Nikki stated, dusting herself off. 

    I knew I was dirty too, but I was more focused on the city before us. Guards were running back and forth, and a small line of men were already ready with their spears lowered towards us. 

    I sighed. That must have spooked the guards. 

    If it were Styx, I’d expect about the same if a third rank beast crash landed outside the city walls. 

    “Come on, Nikki, we need to calm these guards down.” 

    She paused in her dusting to look up, her face registering the guards for the first time with surprise. 

    “Oh. They don’t look too happy to see us.” 

    I held her hand and walked out of the thinning dust cloud into clear view of the guards. “Hello, we are from the Ferrymen looking to talk to the leaders in the city and in the sect above.” 

    We’d decided before we left that landing directly on the sect might give the wrong impression. I’d work my way up from the city. 

    Their heads swiveled as they looked for Aurora, expecting her to pop up. I waited, hoping they’d lose interest, but that didn’t seem to be the case. Her landing had definitely not helped things. 

    One guard stepped forward. “Where is the mana beast?” 

    “You mean my mana beast?” I moved my robe to show my three-colored rings to the guard. 

    His eyes were wide, and I could feel his strength at the first ring shrink back into itself. “S-sorry, sir. We were just concerned by your entrance.” 

    “That’s fine, may we enter?” I stepped forward, and the men braced again with their spears. 

    “What’s going on?” a voice shouted, and the guard visibly relaxed. 

    “Captain, these two arrived at our city hoping to speak to the sect, and their mana beast startled the guards.” The first man snapped a salute. 

    “At ease,” he said before turning to me. “Why don’t you two take a walk with me? It would help prevent any other misunderstandings that way.” 

    I gave the captain a respectful bow. The man was at the peak of his second ring, though I doubted he’d break through to the third. But he’d clearly earned his spot as guard of the city. 

    “We’d appreciate it. We were hoping to speak to someone in charge of the town and also go up to the sect and discuss a similar item with them.” 

    The captain huffed. “The monks and ascetics don’t do much talking. Not much happening in the outside world concerns them.” 

    “Yes, but has news of another sect's flying mountain falling reached here?” I asked. 

    The captain stiffened mid-step before continuing. “Rumors…” He looked around before continuing. “Rumors have trickled here and there this last week.” 

    I nodded. “They are true. There was an investigation by the Ferrymen along with several other sects. However, the Daoist Monastery was absent. We wanted to speak with them on the issue, as it concerns us all.” 

    “I don’t like the sound of that. We might be a town under a sect, but we in Cliffside live a simple life.” 

    Looking around, I could tell that what he said was true. Their clothing was relatively simple. Elegant and well-built, but not layered with fancy embellishments. 

    We passed through a pair of stone gates and started down a steep pitched road that wound back and forth into the cliff side. The houses that were made from stone quarried from the cliff face were bland yet solid. 

    People moved about, but there wasn’t the bustle of Styx or Grand Haven. There was a calm, peaceful movement in everyone’s strides. 

    “And we’d love for you to continue your peaceful life. However, the mountain didn’t just fall. It was knocked out of the sky. It is important we all keep that from happening to another.” 

    The captain stopped and turned back to me. “You’re here because you think we are in danger.” He looked to the mountain and then to his city built into the cliff. 

    “Yes.” If this mountain fell, the city would be obliterated. 

    He nodded. “I think it is best we go visit the mayor.” He shifted up to another steeper path that drew us into the center of the city faster than the other. 

    The simple city flew past us as the captain moved with haste. Soon, we found ourselves at a building that largely looked like the rest, although it was slightly bigger. 

    “Greg, you need to make time for this,” the captain said, opening the door and walking right past an aide. 

    The aide looked up at the captain and rolled her eyes before seeing Nikki and me. Once she did, she quickly smothered her disdain. 

    The captain opened the double doors behind her and walked into the mayor’s meeting. 

    “Excuse me.” A rail thin man glared, but I was more concerned with the man sitting across from him in tan robes that looked like they might have once been orange. 

    “Hello, brother.” I cupped my hands and gave the elder from the Daoist Monastery a respectful nod. 

    “Greetings, Ferrymen,” he said, eyeing my robes and returning the greeting. 

    Our exchange caught the mayor and captain off guard, and they both went quiet. 

    It took a moment for the mayor to find his voice. “I’m sorry, but this is a private meeting.” 

    “It is fine. For the Ferrymen to come out here for a meeting, I have no doubt it is of greater importance. Please.” The monk gestured for me to take a seat. 

    “Close the door please, Nikki.” I didn’t need to look back, knowing she’d do as I asked. 

    “Have you heard that the Frozen Mountain fell?” I asked the monk. 

    He didn’t even blink. “We do not concern ourselves with others’ issues in the world.” 

    I sighed inwardly. I wasn’t sure how they could turn a blind eye to what was happening. But he had to care about something or he wouldn’t be here talking to the city’s mayor. 

    “What if I told you that an external force brought down the mountain and might be on its way here now?” I measured the monk. 

    He blinked. That was the only sign he gave that it phased him. “That would be a problem, but I doubt that he’d succeed.” 

    The captain and mayor didn’t have as strong of a poker face. They both grew tense and a bit pale. “What are we talking? How big is their force? What’s their weakness?” 

    I turned away from them back to the monk. “Are you just going to ignore their pleas?” 

    “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to hear you out and let those above us hear as well. Please, enlighten us.” 

    I didn’t care for his attitude. If the mountain came down, it would be a disaster, and it didn’t seem like he was taking this seriously. He’d need to work to defend his mountain. 

    “The Sun and Moon Hall got to the core of the mountain and embedded enchanted crystals in the formation. Those crystals disrupted the power that holds the mountain in the air.” 

    I paused, letting that sink in before I continued. “But the real concern is that they used the fallen mountain’s chamber to open a portal to another world. They called it the devil worlds, which appears to be the opposite of the immortal worlds.” 

    The monk spoke up, nodding. “There must always be a balance. Immortals come here, why not their counterpart?” 

    “I don’t think you want one of these running free in our world. Even if you believe there needs to be a balance, the devil I saw would obliterate us all.” 

    The mayor’s eyes were wide. “One of them is already here?!” 

    “No. I killed it,” I said. 

    “Ah, good. Then there is a way to kill them, and we will always find a balance.” The monk thumbed a chain of prayer beads he’d pulled out of his pocket. 

    “It was a one-time move and I can’t do it again. In this case, we need a good defense, because I’m not sure any of us can take another one on,” I said. 

    The monk just shrugged. “There will always be someone to take up the mantle of the hero if you are unable to. But I do see wisdom in sharing your experiences with the Monastery.” 

    His uncaring attitude was starting to grate on me, but I must have shown it too much as I felt Nikki’s hand squeeze my shoulder. 

    “I would appreciate that. When can we go?” 

    The monk looked wistfully out the window to gauge the time of day. “At dusk would be a good time.” 

    I frowned. That would be several hours still. “Fine. We’ll meet at the elevators?” 

    “Just so.” The monk nodded. 

    I grabbed Nikki and stood. Talking to this monk wouldn’t yield any results, no matter how much I wished it would. 

    “Wait,” the guard captain said as I hurried out of the building. 

    I turned with a scowl on my face, and he froze in his steps. 

    “Umm... would you at least tell us what to watch out for? It’s my duty to protect this city.” He hesitated. 

    Nikki pressed herself to my side, and I relaxed, pulling her closer. This I could work with. 

    “Corrupt mages. The group that hit the Frozen Mountain were specters.” I paused. I wasn’t sure what advice to give. They were masters of stealth and assassination. I wasn’t sure if his guards would be able to do much against them. 

    He nodded. “The stitch mouth fuckers. Got it. I won’t be able to stop them much, I know that. But I’ll keep an eye out for people going missing. Sometimes those symptoms are easier to spot.” 

    I nodded; that was a good idea. I was glad the city was in his hands. “Best of luck.” 

    With that, I pulled Nikki along with me to walk the city. 

    Nikki spoke once we were out of earshot. “I can’t believe that the monk didn’t even care.” 

    “He cared in his own way. He seems to think pretty highly of himself and their sect given they’re supposed to be humble.” I turned down another street hoping that like most cities, the center would have markets. 

    Nikki had spent her time in them at Grand Haven, and I assumed she’d enjoy wandering a new city’s market since we had some time to kill. 

    I watched where her eyes wandered, interested in what caught her attention. 

    “They are the strongest sect, so they do have some reason,” Nikki commented. 

    “They were the strongest sect. That was in large part due to their leader supposedly being the strongest mage. He would have ascended with the others unfortunately. We could have used his help.” I wondered where that left Jonny, who had become that leader’s only disciple. 

    “Hmm. That means they are weakened, but still confident. That might make the perfect target. They’ll make mistakes, like a rich man trying to hide that he’s fallen into a poor business trap and lost everything. They’ll do everything they can to show the world they are still on top of their game, despite being destitute. And, by the time they ask for help, it may be too late.” 

    I raised a brow at her analogy. “Come across that type often?” 

    “Often enough to recognize it.” She shrugged, squeezing my hand as we walked. “But enough about business; it is rare that I have you alone without your mana beasts.” 

    Said beasts suddenly pulsed in my chest, reminding me I was never alone. Three voyeurs lived in my body. If we weren’t all so close, it would be uncomfortable. 

    “I thought we’d head to the market. I heard from Quinn that you enjoyed shopping in the one in Grand Haven.” 

    Nikki blushed. “Yeah, I was just looking for some interesting things that might have a market back home. Goods from here rarely make it to our area, so what’s common here could be rare in Styx.” 

    I squeezed her hand. “That makes perfect sense. It’s a smart thing to do with your time.” 

    “Wait. Maybe it would be easier if we rode instead of walked?” Nikki suggested. 

    I could see she had something in mind. None of my mana beasts were suitable for narrow city streets, and I was pretty sure we wouldn’t make any friends if Aurora knocked over buildings with her wings. I was curious what Nikki was thinking. 

    “Sure. Take one of your mana beasts?” I hadn’t seen them yet. 

    “They aren’t as impressive as yours but…” A brown beam shot out of her chest, and a rough looking lion the size of a horse appeared. 

    It shook out its heavy mane, scattering sand all over the street. 

    “A sand lion?” I was impressed. I’d never heard of one around the sect, so it must have been imported from somewhere. But they were powerful mana beasts of the earth element. One of the peak mana beasts in the second rank. 

    Nikki held out a hand with a few low-rank beast cores in it. 

    The lion gently plucked them from her hand and crunched on them, licking her hand when he was done. 

    “You give it a try,” she said, handing me a few. 

    I watched the lion, wary that he’d be more interested in my hand. But he tilted his head to reduce that risk and finished the cores by licking my hand with its tongue. It felt like wet sandpaper. 

    “Good boy,” I said, tasseling his mane and getting blasted by sand for it. “Do you hope to raise him to third rank with those?” 

    She was putting a stiff blanket over his back to get him ready for our ride. “I know it is extravagant to try and feed cores to rank up a beast from second rank to third, but I’m going to try.” 

    “You know, I could get you a third rank beast for your next ring,” I said, sliding onto the lion’s back behind her. 

    She sighed so hard I could practically hear her eyes roll. “You know we can’t all be blessed with three badass mana beasts. But yeah, one third rank beast will make a huge difference in how quickly I can absorb mana. Otherwise, it doesn’t matter much.” 

    I kissed the back of her neck as I pulled her in close. “You know, I’m a big bad sect leader. I’m sure we could feed your lion enough cores to get him to the third rank.” 

    “Thanks, but I’ve already given him tens of thousands, and I feel like he’s close. It’s something I want to do myself.” Nikki nudged her sand lion with her knees, and it started to trot forward with the winding gait of a cat. 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 15 

      

    “What about this one?” I pulled Nikki over to a stand with ornate hand-carved stones I didn’t recognize. 

    Nikki scrutinized the piece, holding it up with the vision of an appraiser. 

    I took the moment to watch her. She’d come alive in the market. 

    The first thing she did on entering was let her hair down and ruffle her clothes, so she looked less prim. Then she’d cinched her dress tight around her hips and loosened the chest, showing off her mature curves. I had nearly walked into a pole; I’d become so distracted. 

    I found I liked a slightly messy looking Nikki. 

    “You know, if you want to buy me, you just have to ask the price,” Nikki said, smirking as she looked at me out of the corner of her eye. 

    I coughed and looked away at being caught. “I’m afraid I couldn’t afford you. Not to mention, you shouldn’t lower yourself to being sold.” 

    Nikki scoffed. 

    “I’d only sell myself to a respectable buyer, obviously. I’d need one that I know would take care of my assets properly.” She grinned and gave me a suggestive raise of her brow with the last few words. 

    I slid my hand in hers, and she set the trinket down, having lost interest in it. 

    “If you found such a respectable merchant, what would you suggest the buying price be?” I asked, strolling through the market absently. 

    She gave a thoughtful tap of her chin with her free hand. “He’d have to start with a nice, romantic dinner, for sure.” 

    “Oh, that seems like a cheap price. Just dinner?” I nudged her forward. 

    “He’s already paid some of the price. And, after this dinner, I’ve heard he has quite the prowess in bed. I’m sure we could work something else.” Nikki’s nail dragged along the soft skin on the inside of my arm. 

    I met her eyes, and they were full of hunger. 

    Pulling her to the side, I didn’t bother with who was watching. I kissed her deeply, and she melted against me, wrapping one of her legs around the back of mine. 

    She leaned back, letting my hand against her back hold her. 

    I leaned against her even more as her legs rubbed against mine, and I had to stop myself from pulling her into the alley for a release right then and there. 

    Growling, I pulled her close again and kissed her smirking face. 

    “God. You are a bit of a firecracker, aren’t you?” I said, taking a breath and pulling us both to our feet. As my brain function started to return, I took a glance around, but nobody minded a pair of young lovers. 

    Her brows bounced as she spoke. “It is a shame we haven’t had that dinner yet, and it may get spoiled by our visit to the monastery. I guess you’ll just have to wait.” 

    I kissed her again, but right as our lips met; I heard my name. 

    “Isaac!—” the voice gasped, and I heard a sob dart away. 

    I snapped up, turning to see a shock of pink hair fluttering in the air as Diana disappeared into the crowd. 

    Nikki bolted out of my arms before I could do much more than close my mouth. 

    Holy shit. Talk about terrible timing. 

    But it wasn’t just the timing, it was Nikki’s face. She was completely panic-stricken that Diana had seen that. 

    I’d expected a number of faces, but not that one. 

    I stepped to follow both sisters when a silver-gloved hand pressed against my chest. 

    Vess stood there with a scowl, and her other hand on the verge of slapping me. “What good do you think you can do right now?” 

    “I…” I didn’t know. 

    Vess’ expression smoothed some. “You broke Diana’s heart. She held it out to you for so long, and any bit that was intact just shattered.” 

    “I know.” I knew Diana had wanted to join our family, and I hesitated. I made up reasons why she couldn’t. Reasons that seemed so thin right about now as all I wanted to do was chase after her. 

    I’d cared for Diana and ran from my own feelings. But that was about to change. 

    “Are you going to go make some platonic excuse and bring her back into your orbit, only to make her wait again?” Vess asked, showing an uncharacteristic amount of affection for someone who wasn’t her Saintess. 

    I considered Vess for a moment. She was still in her silver dress, which looked like it belonged more at a ball than on a street, and she still wore the matching gloves and veil. But she seemed more sane somehow. 

    “You’re getting along with Diana quite well.” 

    Vess frowned. “We get along well. But you didn’t answer the question. I won’t let you go over there and keep stringing her along. So either you sever it and let her heal, or you accept her.” 

    I froze at Vess’ ultimatum. I cared for Diana, but was I in love with her? 

    Feelings had bubbled up in our time venturing through the dungeon break, but I’d cut them off before they could take root. 

    “Let me pass, Vess.” I put a hand on her shoulder and made way for myself. 

    There was a crash up ahead and shouting. Shit, that sounded like the sisters. 

    I ignored Vess’ complaints and rushed towards the two fighting sisters. 

    “—you bitch!” came a scream from Diana as I ran through the escaping crowd and saw her treasured stamp slamming down on Nikki. 

    “Cut it out,” Nikki yelled, knocking the stamp off course as it crashed into the street, scattering cobblestones into the buildings. 

    Diana looked like a hellbent mana beast. “You always try to take things from me.” 

    “Little sister, that’s not fair. You weren’t there. Father—” Her words were cut off as she used her halberd to block a crescent-shaped blade that flew from Diana. 

    I frowned; that could have killed her sister. 

    The blade hovered to a stop behind Nikki, and the older sister had no idea. When it spun and started to come back, I couldn’t watch any longer. 

    I darted in behind Nikki and coated my hand with mana, catching the blade a few inches from decapitating the older sister. 

    Nikki whipped around and saw the blade in my hand. Her face lost all its color. 

    “Let me handle this,” I said. 

    “You—you defended her!” Diana stomped her feet. She was lost in her anger and emotions. And it was my fault. 

    I moved forward and grabbed Diana before she could run, pulling her into a hug. “I’m so sorry, Diana.” 

    “Let me go.” She thrashed into my chest with half-hearted punches. 

    Nikki looked like she was about to bolt, and not just to avoid the conflict. She may leave me for good for the sake of her sister. I could see the conflict in her eyes. 

    “Mei, stop Nikki,” I said, summoning Mei behind Diana. 

    My mana beast darted before Nikki could take her second step and grabbed her by the waist, throwing her over her shoulder. 

    Mei’s tails played behind her as she walked back to me. 

    I scooped Diana into a princess carry, and we both started walking away like two kidnappers. 

    “Halt!” The clink of armed guards came up on our group. 

    I looked back and froze them all with a glare. “Vess, pay for the road. I’m taking these two sisters for a chat.” 

    “Sir.” The guard tried to stop me again, but I just sent a pulse of my third-ring mana at him. 

    He could try, but he wouldn’t do much. I didn’t love using my power that way, but I couldn’t risk the two sisters managing to get away before we talked. 

    Vess’ voice came next as she tried to smooth things over. Thankfully, the sisters kept quiet as we walked. 

    “If we put you down, will you fight or run?” I asked both. 

    “No,” they answered in unison before they shared a glare at each other. 

    Both sisters were more alike than they’d ever admit, but I wasn’t willing to risk my own skin saying it aloud. 

    “Good,” I replied, looking at the buildings and finally spotting an inn. We’d gotten funny looks while carrying the two women, but I ignored it, pushing open the door and stepping inside. 

    The entire lobby had watched us as I paid for the room and carried Diana, while Mei carried Nikki. We went to the room where we could have a quiet chat. 

    Setting both the girls down, I felt both my remaining mana beasts begging to be released. 

    Aurora and Quinn came out to join Mei. 

    “Both of you should be ashamed.” Aurora looked more stern than I’d ever seen her. The sisters started to speak, but she’d already moved on, looking at Mei and Quinn. “You two go make sure no one comes and causes trouble.” 

    Mei and Quinn stepped out of the room as Aurora glared back at all three of us. 

    “You too, Master. Bad Master.” 

    “What did I do?” I groaned. 

    Aurora looked at me in shock. “You caused all of this!” 

    “Yeah!” Both sisters agreed with Aurora. 

    How did I become the bad guy? Outnumbered by too many women. That’s how. 

    I held up a hand before they all turned on me. “Nikki, you were about to run away, why?” 

    Nikki looked at her sister for a moment before speaking quietly. “If I wasn’t here, I’m sure you’d end up with my sister.” 

    “I saw the two of you. You were cozier than we’ve ever been,” Diana countered, no bite in her words, just sadness. 

    “Well he still cares for you. The first time he saw me, before our father pushed me on him, the first thing he did was ask where you were, little sister. And I had done work to look distracting. Clearly, it had little impact over his feelings for you.” 

    Diana turned back to look at me to confirm that. 

    “It’s true. I wanted to see you. When you didn’t return my letter, I was scared what I’d find.” 

    Diana’s eyes went wide, shining with unshed tears. 

    Nikki continued, “Then our father pulled some leverage over him—that Isaac here refuses to acknowledge—to make us engaged.” 

    “What is it?” Diana asked. 

    I waved away both of their concerns. No good would come from telling them their father held a fortune over my head for Nikki’s engagement. “Nothing significant.” 

    “Liar,” they both said in unison, before looking at each other and laughing. 

    “There’s no way dad didn’t hang a sword over his head. Remember that time we found out about our tutor?” Nikki laughed. 

    Diana gasped. “He buried the poor woman in debt just because he wanted her to teach us cultivation. She might as well have been a slave. Remember the guy who asked you to the ball?” 

    Nikki buried her face in her hands before peeking out of them and looking at me. “My father apparently threatened the boy’s family if he didn’t return me as I left.” 

    I didn’t know what to say. Hank was apparently a tyrant to both of them. They knew he wouldn’t have let me take his daughter away without some leverage. 

    “Okay, so it isn’t absolutely nothing, but I’m the leader of a sect. It isn’t something I can’t handle.” 

    “Sounds like code for something too big for Isaac to own up to,” Nikki said before turning to Aurora. “I’m sure you know, want to spill the beans?” 

    Aurora glanced at me from the corner of her eye. She really wanted to tell them. 

    “Don’t worry about it. He could have gotten out of it if he’d truly wanted to.” 

    That seemed to make both girls relax. 

    “Okay, so the only question is who stays with Isaac.” Nikki turned, grabbing her sister's hand. “I know you pursued Isaac first and have had feelings for him for a long time. I’ll sort things out with father when we get home.” 

    She paused, a tear starting to form along the edges of her eyes. “Diana, I know you think I’ve spent my life trying to outshine you, but I promise, little sister, I do love you. I could never break your heart like this.” 

    Diana looked taken aback by the statement. “But you two have hit it off. He accepted you, not me.” 

    “Diana.” I kneeled before her. “I was more than interested in pursuing something, but I held off for…” 

    Even saying what I’d thought before seemed stupid in this moment. “…stupid reasons. I was being putting-rocks-up-my-nose stupid if you ask Aurora.” 

    She nodded emphatically at my assessment. “Master liked you, had the potential to love you. But he was being stupid.” 

    We all looked to Diana to make the decision. 

    Would it be her or her sister? 

    But Diana was fretting with her dress, clearly distressed. 

    “This is silly. You know my Master is a lascivious man. He already has three mana beast wives, three promised mage wives, and likely another one soon. So, what’s the difference between eight wives and nine?” Aurora asked, clapping her hands happily, like it was all settled. 

    “Wait.” Diana looked at Aurora, then me, then her sister. “Are you asking us both to marry him?” 

    Both pink-haired sisters spun back to focus on me, and I wasn’t quite sure what to say. We’d probably have a few things to work out, but I figured it was possible. “I’d be more than honored if you both wanted it. I wasn’t sure if you’d be okay with that.” 

    They shared a look and nodded. 

    “I think we can figure this out,” Nikki said. 

    “I think so too.” Diana nodded firmly before reaching out to grab my hand. 

    I held hers and grabbed Nikki’s as well. “I’ll take care of both of you,” I said, kissing the back of each of their hands. 

    “You better be ready for our father’s anger,” Nikki grinned. 

    I tilted my head. “Why is that?” 

    Diana answered, “’Cause you beat him on this deal.” 

    We all grinned. 

    “Kiss!” Aurora bounced at my side. 

    I pulled the Hua sisters in one at a time and gave them each a tender kiss. 

    Dipping Diana, I swept her off her feet and dipped her for a toe-curling kiss, one that I hoped set the tone for us going forward. 

    Diana was beaming as I pulled her back up, and she grabbed the back of my head to pull me in for more. 

    “Cut it out, you two love birds, or we are going to miss our chance to head up to the monastery,” Nikki chided with a grin. 

    I pulled Diana off me, “Right. Let’s head out.” 

    But before I could get to the door, Nikki was wrapped around me, taking her own passionate kiss from my lips. 

    “What happened to needing to get going?” Diana asked from the side. 

    Nikki came up for air and smirked at her sister. “Maybe I’m still a bit competitive.” 

    There was a sharp gleam in both of their eyes as they realized they had a new competition. 

    “Enough of that.” I clapped my hands, and they both startled. “We do actually need to get going.” 

    This time I made it to the door without interruption and opened it to Quinn, Mei and Vess hanging around outside. 

    “The guards are taken care of?” I asked Vess. 

    She nodded, paying more attention to Diana. Vess must have seen her smile because she looked back at me with her own. “Good job.” 

    “Speaking of, why are you here?” 

    “The Saintess sent me, my lord.” Vess half curtsied. “She wanted to make sure you had the help she could provide.” 

    I should have guessed it had something to do with Kat. 

    “Alright, to get the two of you up to speed, we are going up to the monastery.” I motioned for them to follow. Most of this conversation wasn’t suitable for the hallway of a busy inn. 

    There was a nervous guard who watched us all leave amicably. His shoulders slumped in relief as I waved at him with a smile. 

    Once it felt like we were alone, I continued, “The Frozen Mountain fell, and the Sun and Moon Hall brought it down.” 

    Diana gasped and covered her mouth. When she finished processing, she spoke softly. 

    “That can’t be... To take down a sect’s mountain?!” She tried to keep her voice down. 

    “It’s true, sister; we went and investigated. And it gets worse,” Nikki chimed in. “The corrupt mages from the Sun and Moon Hall were using the fallen mountain to summon something from another world.” 

    “They summoned a devil from one of the devil worlds. It is from them that corrupt mages first learned corrupt cultivation techniques,” Vess added. 

    Diana nodded along. “So, what are we doing about it?” 

    I looked around and scanned for anyone potentially eavesdropping in the shadows. “Kat, Vess’ Saintess, gave me information that suggests the Daoist Monastery might be the next target.” 

    “Then we have to hurry! Why have you been walking around town all day?” Diana grabbed my hand and pulled us all faster down the street. 

    I didn’t stop her, but I did try to slow down to draw less attention. “We met a monk and set a meeting. If I’m honest, they aren’t showing any concern for the situation.” 

    “Then we just have to stop it on our own,” Diana huffed. 

    Vess grabbed her shoulder to slow down her friend. “The Saintess has shown me the information. We’ll need help if we are to take on the group that she believes we will face here.” 

    “Damnit,” Diana cursed. “So we have to convince a bunch of ascetics that life is worth defending.” 

    “Yep. Luckily, I have two brilliant negotiators with me.” I squeezed Diana’s hand and pulled her back to move with the group. Slipping my other hand in Nikki’s, I walked with one on each arm. 

    Nikki looked around me to Diana. “Maybe if the head monk is a woman, Isaac can just charm her into helping.” 

    “That would be easiest.” Diana bobbed her head in agreement. 

    I pulled back in mock indignation. “You both sound like all I do is woo women.” 

    Both of them gave me flat stares. “Nine. Women,” Nikki said flatly. “You might even make it ten if we don’t keep a close eye on you.” 

    “Maybe it is time to close the doors on letting women into my life,” I agreed. Nine was going to stretch me thin, and I cared about all of them. 

    The idea of being spread so thin that I couldn’t spend quality time with each and every one of them was disappointing. 

    “I think that’s best,” Diana agreed. “At least until we can get home and get Michelle and Thea’s opinion.” 

    Diana leaned forward to get Nikki’s attention. “Though, both of us need to hold off on handing the big boy here until we have a chance to talk to them as well.” 

    “Agreed. The last thing I want to do is piss Michelle off.” 

    “Make that three of us,” I agreed. The family needed to be involved in this decision. 

    I knew that Michelle and Thea would agree, but it was best to involve them and let them have a say before I went too far. 

    We arrived at the top of the city and found the monk sitting in meditation by the elevators. 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 16 

      

    His eyes slowly opened as we approached. “I was beginning to wonder, but I trusted the word of one dedicated person such as you.” He looked over our group. “I see more than we originally discussed.” 

    I looked over my shoulder, and my mana beasts all turned into a flash of light and entered my chest. 

    “Ah, that would account for some of them. Though, in the end, it doesn’t matter how many you bring up.” 

    “Why is that?” I asked.  

    The monk only shrugged and got up. “If you mean us harm, you’ll all die. If you don’t… well, then a few extra feet treading our grass won’t make much of a difference.” 

    An elevator was already waiting for us with a few stacks of burlap sacks. I did a double take, hoping they weren’t clothing. 

     I was always a bit antsy on the sect elevators after being in one that had been sabotaged and crashed, but the monastery had no reason to harm us. 

    The monk was peacefully quiet and gave off an air that he wasn’t even there, neither taking in the scenery, nor being a part of it. 

    I respected his belief, but I didn’t understand it. Life had so much to offer. What was the benefit of separating from it? 

    The Daoist Monastery’s mountain was simple. Long fields of waving grain covered the lower levels, and monks were walking back and forth in the field like simple farmers. 

    Everything was in good repair, clearly tended to, but it was all so simple. Small thatched roof dwellings that couldn’t hold much more than a bed dotted the mountain. 

    But as the peak grew out of the mountain, so too did a massive winding stone structure that went all the way to the peak. It reigned over the small huts like a magnanimous king. 

    “That is the temple and the home of our elders. It is also where the disciples that have mastered the basics train and reside.” 

    “Where are those still working on the basics?” I asked. 

    The monk waved what remained of his sleeve at the monks working in the field. “Tempering one’s mind and body to labor is the first step towards serving oneself from the bonds of mortality.” 

    We followed along as the monk stepped off the elevator. Two young monks worked the gear similar to that of the Ferrymen, but they didn’t joke, or even talk. 

    Instead, they went about the task with a stoic silence. 

    Vess and the Hua sisters followed along as we walked through the field, the girls getting the attention of some men. 

    The ascetic tsked. “It seems your girls are a good test for my disciples. I will note those who failed.” 

    In the silence of the field, his voice carried, and all the young monks hurriedly redoubled their work. 

    “What’s that?” I asked as we approached the winding temple. There was a large crowd of monks, old and young. 

    The center of the crowd was obscured, but steam rose into the air. 

    The monk leading us scowled. “Frivolity.” 

    “Smells good,” Vess said. 

    “Why don’t you stop it?” I asked the monk. 

    He looked upset, which was not pretty on his weathered face. “Because she is the Mother.” 

    I got a whiff of what was cooking, and it triggered memories of times back in Locksprings. 

    It couldn’t be. 

    Steering away from the monk, I pushed my way through the crowd. 

    “Mrs. H!” I shouted, seeing Jonny’s mother on an open range grill making kebabs. 

    “You’ll have to wait your turn like everyone else,” Mrs. H admonished, still cooking. But then she paused in her rotating, quickly looking up at me. “Isaac!” 

    I beamed and stepped around to the side of the stand. 

    She wiped her hands off on her apron and wrapped me in a motherly hug. “Oh Isaac, it’s been too long.” 

    “It has been, Mrs. H. How have you been?” 

    “Good, Good. Jonny’s Master set us up really well, and now Jonny is the big Buddha around here, and I get to keep cooking.” 

    Her stand had a few young monks working behind Mrs. H; they were now moving forward to keep the whole operation running while she talked with me. 

    “Hello, Grand Mother.” The monk who’d lead us up to this point dipped his head to Mrs. H. 

    Watching how this monk acted and hearing what she said, I realized Jonny must actually be the Buddha of the sect now. I was relieved to finally work with somebody familiar. 

    “Think you could take me to Jonny?” I asked Mrs. H. 

    “Sure, sure. Let me just settle these boys up with what needs to be done, and I’ll be right out,” Mrs. H said with a crafty smile, looking over my shoulder at the three girls. 

    I rolled my eyes but separated from the crowd to wait with the girls. 

    “Who’s that?” Nikki asked. 

    “A friend from back home’s mom. He also apparently is the Buddha of the sect now. I knew he was the previous Buddha’s disciple, but I didn’t know if he’d directly replace him,” I said. 

    “Is she the one cooking that heavenly smell?” Diana asked, licking her lips. 

    “I think you might find out shortly. Mrs. H has always tried to preserve old world recipes, particularly kebabs.” 

    Mrs. H popped back out of the crowd carrying several bundles that looked like they were made of a large waxy leaf. “If you are coming to the monastery, I better give you girls the proper greeting. Please, try my kebabs.” 

    I accepted my own bundle, which was larger than the rest. 

    Aurora started beating on the inside of her ring. 

    “In a bit,” I whispered. Another beat followed, clearly promising that there’d be payback for missing out on the food. 

    “Well, it looks like you’ve been busy. You can introduce me to your friends as we walk to Jonny’s place. I bet my baby boy is so hungry.” Mrs. H held the largest of the bundles like a treasure. 

    We started moving, and it felt so nice being around Mrs. H again. I had to admit, taking everything on and leading a sect, there was something amazing about getting a moment of peace with a mom. 

    “This is Diana and Nikki Hua.” I gestured to the two pink-haired beauties. I then motioned to the veiled woman with chestnut curls. “This is Vess, a friend of Kat.” 

    Mei and Quinn joined Aurora in beating on the rings on my chest. 

    “How is Kat doing, by the way?” Mrs. H asked. 

    I looked at Vess out of the corner of my eye. Bad-mouthing her Saintess probably wouldn’t go over well. “She’s holding on, but her sect has been causing her some trouble.” 

    Mrs. H frowned, her eyes searching mine. She could tell that I wasn’t telling the full truth. I’d almost forgotten what it was like to have a motherly figure around. 

    We passed through the doors to the temple, and Mrs. H kept us on track. The monk had left us to her care after lurking for a minute. 

    My mana beasts were banging on their seals even harder now, and with the monk gone, I decided to let them out. 

    Mei practically buried her nose in the leaf-wrapped package before looking up at me with doe eyes. “Do I get some?” Her tails flailed excitedly behind her. 

    “And who might you be?” Mrs. H asked amusedly. 

    “Mei!” The fox mana beast bounced up, making her chest jiggle as she saluted Mrs. H. 

    “And you?” Mrs. H turned to Quinn. 

    “A pleasure to meet you, Mrs. H. We’ve heard so much from my Mate.” Quinn smiled and gave a small bow. 

    Mrs. H gave Quinn a wry smile before focusing on Aurora. “And I remember you, though you were hiding under one of Isaac’s coats, I believe. I would remember the wings otherwise.” 

    “Hi.” Aurora waved. Her hand sneaked towards the package in my hands. 

    “They are my mana beasts,” I explained to Mrs. H, keeping us moving. 

    “You’ve gathered quite a few women around you, Isaac. And I assume that Michelle is still stuck to your hip?” 

    I coughed. “Yes, her and another are back at the sect.” 

    Mrs. H grinned like a proud mother. “I knew you’d be surrounded by beauties. Now if only my son would find someone nice.” 

    I wondered what that meant. 

    But Mrs. H continued to lead us through the hall, chatting away with the girls until we came to an extensive set of double doors. She walked up, pushing them open like she owned the place. 

    They opened to a threadbare room, and Jonny sat alone in the spacious room on a prayer mat. 

    His eyes cracked open calmly as he took each of us in. “Isaac, welcome.” 

    Mrs. H just shook her head and went over to open a window. “You really shouldn’t live in such a dusty place. It will be bad for your lungs.” 

    “Thank you, mother, for caring for me.” Jonny clasped his hands together and bowed respectfully to his mother. 

    She just sighed and handed him his package of food. “You’ve been losing weight. Please make sure to keep eating enough.” 

    Jonny gave her a peaceful smile. “The love of a mother will sustain me, I’m sure.” 

    “Yeah, yeah. I’ll leave you two alone.” Mrs. H rolled her eyes and turned away from Jonny, giving me an urgent look. 

    As soon as the doors closed, Jonny laid back like he was exhausted and snapped his fingers. 

    Two women dressed in only coins and sheer cloth came out from the back. One barred the door, and the other started opening the package for him. 

    I barked a laugh. “Does your mother not know about these two?” 

    The atmosphere in the room did a complete one-eighty, and we all relaxed as more belly dancers came out of the woodworks to service Jonny. 

    “Are you kidding me? She’d probably try to kill all of them.” One of the dancers came with a large cushion, and Jonny leaned back into it as another woman opened the package. 

    Two new women came carrying a pile of cushions for the girls and me. 

    “Some monk you are,” I teased Jonny as I sat on a cushion myself. 

    Jonny shrugged and swallowed some of his kebabs. “My master gave up on me being an ascetic. Luckily, he decided I have other talents and that I was still worth nurturing.” 

    Mei removed the package from my hands. I paused, wondering if she wanted to feed me like Jonny’s girls, but she immediately turned away, protecting it and starting to eat the kebabs. 

    She moaned as she ate the first one. I tried to hold back a laugh; I should have known better. 

    “I know, my mother’s cooking is divine. If there was a cooking cultivation method, she’d have reached the peak.” Jonny watched my girls enjoy the meat. 

    One of the dancers explained, “You should dip the meat in the tahini sauce, and then dip it in the fried rice.” 

    The girls eagerly pulled another piece off the skewer and did as she suggested. I even managed to get my own piece as they were distracted. 

    “Damn, Jonny. I think this might even be better than when she did it back in Locksprings.” 

    “It should be. Those mages that work behind her cut apart the mana beast meat,” Jonny explained, and then a dark beam of light came from his chest. 

    A fourth rank beast dressed like his dancers appeared. The only difference was that her lower half was a long snake tail. She curled herself possessively around Jonny’s cushion. 

    “Since you brought your mana beasts, I thought it only fair to let out Svetta.” Jonny leaned back into his mana beast’s coils. “Though, I’m impressed that you have three fourth rank mana beasts. What position do you hold in the Ferrymen?” 

    I was happy for the chance to brag. “Oh, you know, just the top spot. I’m number one in the Core.” 

    Jonny slapped his thighs. “I freaking knew it! Nice work. Who woulda thought this is what would become of us.” He smiled, but the smile began fading. “But I’m guessing that as much fun as it is to catch up, it wasn’t enough to bring you here.” 

    “Unfortunately, I do have news to bring you. For now, let’s just enjoy a moment of being old friends,” I said. 

    Even if our circumstances had changed and we’d moved far apart, the bond we’d made as children was a hard one to break. 

    Jonny smiled, running his hand along his snake. “You would have loved seeing my master. I frustrated him to no end, but the guy was the real deal and saw potential in me.” 

    I laughed, imagining a dedicated monk trying to teach Jonny to forsake things like women. 

    “When he finally gave up, he offered me a reward in the form of allowing me to bring up one of these dancers from the city.” 

    “Then what happened?” I asked. 

    “I broke through the second ring in two days. He had to practically pick his jaw up off the floor when he saw how motivated I’d become.” 

    The girls around the room all politely laughed, and the dancers moved around the room, gracefully interacting with us as they moved. 

    However, when they got to Jonny, each and every one of them made sure to touch him and dance their sheer cloth across his skin. 

    “So, you continued to cultivate even though you didn’t align to his practices?” I asked. 

    Jonny snorted. “Our cultivation is about harmony. But I practiced it with the sense of balance in a way that achieved the same result.” There was a grin on his face that made me try and sense his cultivation level. 

    He was already well on his way through the third ring. 

    I had to admit, it was annoying that he’d overtaken me in the time we’d been apart. 

    “Do you know why my master was considered the strongest mage?” 

    I shook my head and looked to Quinn to see if she knew. “The Buddha had a two-element domain. Everyone else who had reached the fourth ring and formed a domain had only ever managed to form a domain of a single element.” 

    “It made that much of a difference?” I was shocked. 

    Jonny shrugged. “I don’t know exactly how much stronger he was than say the lead expert in the Ferrymen but having a second element in his domain ensured that no one even wanted to try.” 

    “It was about harmony, but you’ve stepped on that path using balance,” I said, putting the pieces together. 

    “Yep! I managed to make a domain at the third ring for just a few seconds before he left, and he declared me his successor.” 

    “At the third ring?” I was surprised he’d managed to achieve it before even most fourth-ring mages. 

    But Jonny shook his head. “I nearly died activating the domain. While I might have formed the understanding to create one, my body is still too weak to take the pressure of a domain.” 

    Quinn stepped in. “Still, you managed something very impressive. It would do my Mate well to hear your experiences.” 

    The mana beast coiled around Jonny hissed at Quinn. 

    “Stop it. They are guests.” 

    “Master, I don’t like that one,” Svetta said. 

    “Quinn has the blood of a gold dragon. It’s not surprising that Svetta feels the pressure,” I explained before focusing on Svetta. 

    “We mean you nor Jonny any harm. In fact, I’m quite glad that Jonny has someone like you in his rings.” 

    The snake mana beast puffed herself up at that. She seemed less mature than Quinn or Aurora. Likely, she had either been sheltered for much of her life or was newly fourth rank when Jonny bound her. 

    Though, living in this sect in full isolation could also be a part of it. 

    “What about you? I’m sure you have some good stories,” Jonny said. 

    I told him about my adventure so far, all the way up to the Frozen Mountain falling. He especially was interested as I talked about the girls back at the sect and how I was falling for the two Hua sisters. 

    They had been reluctant to enter the conversation, but at that point, they joined in on the parts they’d experienced themselves, blushing when they talked of me. Jonny glanced between them before giving me an impressed look. 

    “Wow,” Jonny said. “You could, like, write books on the shit you’ve experienced.” 

    I laughed. “Maybe one day. But the next part is even more intense, and it brings us to why I came here.” 

    Jonny sat up a little. “I was wondering when you’d get to that part.” 

    The jovial atmosphere grew heavy, as we both became leaders of a sect rather than old friends. 

    “The Frozen Mountain has fallen,” I started. 

    Jonny nodded. “I’ve gotten my own reports, but you didn’t just come just to tell me that.” 

    “No, we believe the Sun and Moon Hall is responsible. I went and investigated it myself. I don’t see any other explanation,” I said with a grimace before continuing. “Kat gave me information that suggests another large group of theirs is coming here. We believe you’re the next target.” 

    “So, you think they are going to try and drop our mountain?” His snake began moving again in agitation. 

    “Yes and use it to try and summon a devil.” I went into the details of what happened inside the mountain and the fight outside. I even tried to describe what I felt when my mother took over my body. 

    Jonny paused me. “Hold up. You saw your mother? You okay?” 

    And, just like that, my best friend was back in charge. He knew the pain growing up without a mother had caused me. Even knowing his sect might be under attack, he wanted to make sure I was okay. This was why we’d forever be friends. 

    “Yes. And I tried to watch what she did, but beyond explaining what it felt like, I can’t figure it out.” I wanted to see if he could fill any of the gaps. 

    Jonny sat in thought for a moment. “It sounds sort of like what it feels to control a domain, but maybe even greater. Unfortunately, creating a domain needs to be sought after and can’t be taught.” 

    “Regardless, I wanted to come warn you, and possibly scout out the area myself.” 

    “I’ll tell you a secret that must be kept between us, but I think it will help you feel more comfortable. And, regardless of sect politics, you and I will always be allies.” Jonny caressed a passing dancer. “A number of our elders and third-ring mages have the ability to form a domain. Though temporary, I am confident we can defeat the mages even if they bring a young fourth-ring mage.” 

    “So, it isn’t just you. There are others able to form domains at the third ring?” I asked. It made sense. It was unlikely Jonny’s master would have continued trying if it hadn’t happened before. 

    “Yes, it’s the secret of the Monastery. We believe that domains are a show of mastery over your elemental mana rather than the progression of the fourth ring. Though it isn’t until mages hit the bottleneck at the fourth ring that they seek that mastery to continue to grow in strength.” 

    “So you think you’ll be able to repel an attack?” I wanted to confirm. 

    “Yes, but your information was helpful. Now I know they’re coming and what they’re after. I’ll make sure to start positioning guards around where the core of our mountain can be accessed. Just watch them try and breach our sect.” Jonny punched his hand. 

    As if to challenge Jonny’s statement, there was pounding on the door. 

    “Buddha! There’s an attack on the sect!” 

    Jonny scowled, and the dancers all shifted, some of them drawing daggers and looking around the room for a threat. 

    It was then that I realized they were all at least second-ring mages; they were worth more than their pretty faces.

  


   
    Chapter 17 

      

    “I guess you’ll get to see for yourself just how strong the monastery is,” Jonny said it with a calm expression, but I could tell he was boiling on the inside. 

    “Girls, head to my room. Lock the door.” Jonny waved away the dancers, turning back to me. “You can have your girls stay with them as well.” 

    “As if,” Diana spoke up. 

    I grinned, happy to have them with me as partners. “They’ll be fine.” 

    Jonny shrugged and removed the bar on the door, stepping out. “Have the elder’s been notified?” 

    “Yes. They are already moving to attack the group coming from the east,” the disciple reported. 

    “Good. You may go.” Jonny looked at me. “We can watch the fighting from the balcony.” 

    Our small group moved through the temple, which was suddenly a flurry of monks eager for battle. 

    “The monastery trains for this moment. I’m glad to see so many of them are eager for the chance to fight,” Jonny said as we walked through a large public space and out onto a wide balcony that faced down the mountain, and based on the sun, to the east. 

    From the edge of the floating mountain, what looked like black mist was spreading into the sect. 

    “Do you know what that is?” Jonny pointed. 

    “My guess is poison mist. There’s a large collection of poison mages in Sun and Moon Hall, though our information didn’t have a large number of them coming here,” I said, becoming wearier. 

    “No matter. Smoke screens, even if made of poison, won’t work here.” Jonny said, still looking confident. 

    The girls and I leaned against the railing, waiting for the fight to start. I wasn’t used to being removed from a fight, but this would be a good chance to understand and study their tactics. 

    The fight started suddenly. Specters darted out of the mist and cut down a dozen disciples, before disappearing back into the mist. 

    “Cowards,” Aurora spat. 

    I disagreed. “That was to hurt the monastery’s morale. I don’t like it, but it’s an effective opening move.” 

    “What do you mean?” Nikki asked. 

    “War is always glamorized. Going into battle, it’s all a lot of posturing. For those that haven’t fought before, seeing mortality end so quickly can be hard to process. The fear of being next will make them hesitate.” 

    Jonny grit his teeth, listening. “You’re right.” 

    “Svetta, get down there and tell them to back up. Have some of our elders take the front line. We need to deal a blow to them before we lose more disciples.” Jonny’s mana beast slithered down the wall and raced towards a gathering that had formed at the base of the temple. 

    When she reached the group, the change was immediate. A few elders stepped forward with wind mana and started stripping the mist from their sect’s mountain. 

    A ripple of disciples joined in and together created a gale that blew back most of the poisonous mist, revealing only a few dozen mages. 

    “There should be more than that,” Vess said, staring out at the exposed mages. 

    “You’re right,” I said. “Which means this is a diversion.” I turned to my friend. “Jonny, we need to get to the core of your mountain.” 

    “You said it was typically an audience chamber in the center?” He confirmed. A beam of dark light from his mana beast returning to him made his face look gloomy. 

    “Yes.” 

    “Then I think I might know where it is.” Jonny took off at a speed that made us all have to reinforce our bodies with mana to keep up. 

    We blew past several elders, who quickly joined us without asking questions. They could no doubt feel the urgency in our movements and wanted to help. 

    When Jonny skidded to a halt in front of a chamber with blood on the floor, I knew we were in the right place. 

    The room looked like it was for some sort of ceremony. The blood of headless monks pooled on the floor next to large incense braziers. 

    Dominating the whole room was a massive statue of Buddha. Behind it, I could hear what sounded like people breaking bricks. 

    “Hurry.” I moved past a stunned Jonny and dashed into the room. 

    But when I crossed the threshold, I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. 

    I fell into a roll as swords grazed past my head. I took a quick sweep of the room, trying to figure out my next move. 

    Several specters now surrounded our group at the entrance. 

    My mana beasts weren’t about to be cowed by that, though. Mei, Quinn, and Aurora lashed out and broke the formation, coming to my side in an instant. 

    “Master.” Aurora helped me back up while Mei and Quinn guarded me. 

    Metal clashed behind her as the monks that had come with us recovered and started fighting. 

    “I’m fine,” I said, picking at my bloody robes. “None of it is mine. I love you three, but maybe it is best for you to return to your rings for now.” This was going to get messy, and the risk of them being injured and weakening my abilities was too big of a risk for all of us. 

    Mei looked unwilling but grudgingly accepted. Each of them turned into a beam of light and entered my chest. 

    The fight at the entrance had progressed as the monks made a tight circle around Jonny and the girls. 

    But the specters were vicious, using void mana to shift their attacks into an unpredictable pattern. I watched their movements. Joining with Mei had given me void mana, and despite the odd pattern, their attacks were playing out before me like a sheet of music. 

    I waited for the right moment and then stepped forward, striking out with a Kunpeng claw. 

    As the specter released void mana to shift space, I fed void mana into the spell and made it shift around the spatial anomaly, catching the specter off guard. The talons punched through the specter’s chest. 

    He turned to give me his full attention, but he bled out quickly, dropping to the floor. 

    His death caused a ripple through the specters, and one broke off from the ambush to deal with me. 

    I didn’t hesitate, drawing my sword and infusing void mana into my legs. I took a step that went further than it should have to attack the specter directly. 

    His short sword stabbed directly at me, but I focused the use of void mana on my body, shifting myself out of the way. At the same time, I sent metal mana into my sword and leveled a sweeping blow to his chest. 

    When he tried to divert that attack with void mana, I let him. Instead, I brought my fist into his side with a crunch that spoke of broken ribs. 

    The corrupt mage slammed into the wall, knocking over an incense brazier, sending sparks into the air between us. 

    I surrounded myself with life mana and jumped through the shower of sparks, ready to finish the specter. 

    He slipped to the side. And, with his void mana, I couldn’t immediately find a way to follow him. 

    I growled and sent waves of steel mana rippling off my sword, trying to cut him down from afar. 

    He spun space around him and sent them off course from landing a lethal strike. But he was still covered by cuts once the strikes ceased. 

    The specter’s eyes caught on something just over my shoulder. 

    I spun and blocked an attack from behind. Another specter had joined our fight. 

    “Ha!” I yelled, pooling life and metal mana into the Golden Needle spell and blasting an attack into his midsection. 

    It was too close and too fast for him to use void to shift it. The spell blasted through his midsection, spraying blood behind him. 

    I used void mana to shift to the side as a sword grazed my ribs, and then I spun my strength into life mana, sending a hammer fist at the specter that had recovered. 

    He was caught off guard, and his arm snapped as he hastily guarded his face. Landing against the wall with a sickening crunch, he was down for good this time. 

    Three down. I looked for more. 

    The fight at the entrance was slowing down. Jonny was fighting a specter of his own. At that moment, he stepped forward and struck with a palm infused with life mana. At the same time, void mana surrounded it like a suction and the specter's head gravitated into Jonny’s hand as he crushed it. 

    Our eyes met, and we both pushed towards the back of the chamber together, where we knew the real battle would begin. 

    “There are far too many third-ring mages among them,” I said, shaking my head. 

    Jonny nodded. “Can’t agree more. They’ve had this planned for a long time.” 

    The rest of the monks were quickly finishing off the remaining specters, but over half that attacked had been at the third ring. 

    Behind the Buddha statue, the floor was already caved in, and there were noises beyond. 

    “Let’s go,” I said, jumping in first while flooding my body with mana to prepare for the next fight. 

    But like the Frozen Mountain, there was a hallway. Only this time, it was lined with specters. I pulsed out my mana and smiled. Apparently, they’d sent the weaker ones to guard this part as most of them were second-rings. 

    Not wanting to waste time with them, I gathered my mana in the form of the Pixiu and sent the spell from down the hall. 

    The corrupt mages had nowhere to hide and were crushed or pushed back by my spell. 

    It didn’t reach the end of the hall, but right behind, it came a black and purple snake spell, which finished clearing out the hall. I took a moment to shoot Jonny a smile. I wished we weren’t having to try to keep his mountain from falling, but hell, it was fun to fight alongside him like this. 

    The monks were already dropping down into the hall, along with the girls. 

    We rushed to the end and the chamber beyond. Only a handful of corrupt mages were in the space, but they were all third-ring. They held the same dark purple crystals we’d seen stabbed into the Frozen Mountain. 

    What really caught my attention though was the portal in the center. A clean white portal, no larger than my hand, hovered. From it came... mana? It was like mana at least, but felt different, maybe greater. It was so pure that I struggled to say it was the same mana mages cultivated. 

    The mages froze as we entered, but a loud voice boomed, “Keep going fools. I’ll handle this.” 

    Another specter with his stitches removed stepped forward, identifying himself as their leader. 

    Jonny blasted out another spell form of his mana beast, but the specter just countered by cutting the spell in half with a flick of his sword. 

    “Really? Void mana against me? You must think highly of yourself.” He gave us all a grotesquely scarred grin. 

    “Monk Rasputin,” Jonny said, without looking back. “Please show them that the Monastery is not to be trifled with.” 

    An old, rail-thin monk stepped forward. I could feel that he was at the peak of his third ring. 

    He steepled his fingers in prayer and the world turned into a fiery inferno. It felt like the room had descended into another world. 

    “Domain,” Vess said. 

    The monk's domain shifted, and twisters of fire consumed the corrupt mages. 

    “This…” I was speechless as I watched the sheer power of the domain. 

    The monk collapsed, blood welling out of his eyes, and ears, and the fire started to recede. 

    Jonny shook his head. “Take him back. Make sure he gets the best care we can give.” 

    “That’s from using a domain?” I asked. 

    “I told you it is more than we can handle before the fourth ring. Even then, the mages that can use it freely have had decades fortifying their body with mana.” 

    The tornadoes of fire dimmed. Most of the specters in the cavern were reduced to ashes, but the one who’d spoken before was standing there as if nothing had happened. 

    “Looks like you are going to have to do better than that.” He grinned, drawing his sword and stepping closer to our group. 

    A monk shot out from our group and punched the corrupt mage. Only, his fist went right through him, like he was a ghost. 

    The corrupt mage smirked as the monk lost his balance and stepped around him, slashing with his sword. 

    Unlike the monk, the specter was able to hit him, and the sword severed the monk's arm. 

    “Ha! This is fun, but I don’t have time for this. My master is impatient and waiting on me. You may as well stand back; none of you can stop me. This is the power given to me by a devil.” The specter mocked all of us as the monk tried to punch him again, only to face the same result of striking right through him. 

    “This is impossible,” Jonny whispered, but I knew better. 

    “No. We are just too narrow minded. There is so much more out there in the devil worlds, in the immortal worlds. We only understand a small fraction of what it means to be mages, to cultivate energy greater than our own.” 

    Another lazy cut from the specter opened the monk’s chest. 

    The monk wheezed and clutched at the wound, and I felt Jonny brace in anger. 

    Other monks grew enraged and were flying at the specter, who just stood still and let their attacks pass through him. I watched, trying to sense some sort of vulnerability. 

    “You are wasting your time,” he mocked as he cut one of the monks down. 

    “Isaac, you might want to leave,” Jonny said. 

    The specter looked over our way, but his focus was behind me. “Oh. I wondered how you reacted so quickly. Do we have a little traitor in our midst?” 

    Vess’ mana surged behind me as she glared at the specter. “What I do isn’t any of your business.” 

    “No, but I’m sure many in the sect would love to know what the Saintess’ right hand is doing here, standing with the enemy as they try to stop us.” 

    All the monks were spread out now around the specter, unsure of what to do after all their attacks had become useless. 

    The way he moved, though, made me think he was fully physical when he attacked. Whenever he attacked, he did so when positioning himself to avoid any other attack. 

    “Jonny, how about I give it a try,” I said, stepping up to the specter. 

    My bloodline burned into my forehead as I squared off against the corrupt mage. 

    “Oh, a bloodline. I’m sure that will make all the difference,” he mocked, spinning his sword in lazy circles, waiting for me to attack. 

    I summoned my sword and attacked him with measured probes. Each of them slid through his body, as expected. A part of me had still hoped the bone sword might make the difference. 

    That left the other option I had. 

    I slashed through him in a show of frustration. 

    “Why even bother? You can’t hit me,” he mocked yet again. 

    Another thing that was bothering me. He didn’t need to reinforce his ability with talk if it was truly as powerful as he said. 

    “Then show me what you’ve got. Finish me, if you can.” I stopped and stood waiting. 

    “Just going to give up?” He tilted his head. “I’ve heard the reports. You apparently fought and killed a devil. Is this all you have?” 

    I shrugged. “If you aren’t going to take the chance, maybe I should just run.” 

    The space between us was perfect; he'd have to lunge to hit me, and even then, a stroke might fall short. 

    He did as I’d hoped, lunging forward with a stab of his sword. Shifting to the right, I took the sword into my shoulder. 

    The specter was surprised, but that only lasted an instant before he tried to tear the sword from my shoulder. 

    I infused life and steel mana around where the blade penetrated, holding it still as I grabbed his wrists. 

    His very solid wrists were in my grip. I pushed all the savage life mana I could into crushing them. 

    “No!” he screamed and tried to pull back. But I was stronger and jerked him close. 

    His eyes were wide before I head-butted him, and he reeled back, letting go of his sword. 

    I focused on not letting the momentum cause me to let go of his wrists, instead using it to swing him around and slam him into the wall.  

    “Jonny. Now!” 

    But my friend was frozen with indecision. It was Vess who rushed forward with a bladed fan and cut deep gashes in the specter’s body. 

    “Whelp. I hope your master is comfortable when she ends up in a cell.” He coughed up blood on Vess’s silver dress. 

    “Good thing you won’t be around to tell anyone.” Vess doubled up and cut his head free from his neck. 

    The bloodstained Vess stood before me. “You alright?” 

    “Yeah,” I winced, pulling the blade out of my shoulder slowly and working to circle life mana while I did. 

    A commotion echoed down the hall as several new monks appeared one by one. They fell into a battle stance as they took me in.  

    “Halt. Isaac, here from the Ferrymen, helped defend our sect. Please bring him a healer,” Jonny demanded. 

    The fire left the monks’ eyes as they then worked to help those who had been injured. 

    “Jonny, I think it is best to remove the crystals they placed,” I said through the pain. 

    “Shh.” Diana was hovering over me in an instant, rubbing a salve on my shoulder. 

    “We’ll get them removed,” he agreed, stepping up to one and pulling it free. 

    Then something remarkable happened, untainted crystals grew back, filling the gap caused by the dark purple crystals. 

    “That didn’t happen in the Frozen Mountain. I think that means your mountain will be just fine,” I told my friend, feeling relieved. 

    “That’s good news. Now let’s get you patched up, and maybe next time, you don’t bring a war to my doorstep and just come by to say hello.” Jonny grinned. 

    “Hey now, I didn’t bring the war. Just the warning.” I smiled. “But sounds like a plan.” 

    My eyes kept flicking back to the small portal that was releasing pure mana into this chamber. I wondered if I could cultivate that mana, but it seemed rude to try it with their mountain. And I needed to get back to the Ferrymen and train further. 

    There were more threats coming, and I needed to be as strong as I could be. 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 18 

      

    “Well, it’s been fun,” Jonny said as we watched the monks repair their shacks. “I’ll send a hundred second-ring mages and a dozen third-ring to block the Sun and Moon Hall. I’ll even send someone who can use a domain, although you saw what it does. He’ll be wiped after, and I’d ask you only use it if required. It is a secret after all.” 

    “I appreciate it, Jonny. We can’t let them do as they please.” 

    “Good luck.” Jonny turned back to the members of his sect. He had his own role to play. 

    I released Aurora from her ring, and she directly transformed into a massive Kunpeng. 

    “Wow, she’s big,” Diana said from the side. 

    Both sisters and Vess were returning with me. 

    “And fast. Hopefully, we are back home soon,” I said, hopping onto Aurora’s back. 

    Nikki grabbed Vess and pulled her aside, giving Diana a meaningful look. 

    “Guess I’m with you,” Diana said, settling into my lap. 

    Her soft butt wiggled into my lap, and I held her still to keep myself from poking her too hard. 

    “So, are you going to head home when we are back?” I tried to focus on something else. 

    Diana sighed. “Yeah. Can you drop us on the way? I think the conversation with my father will only take a few minutes. We can head to the sect with you after.” 

    “Hear that, Aurora? Let’s stop off at the Hua Family.” 

    You got it, Master. Maybe afterwards, we can officially add these two as my sisters. 

    I snorted, and Diana raised a brow. 

    “Aurora said she can do that.” 

    “I’m sure your little, peppy Aurora said more than that.” Diana smirked and wiggled her butt into my lap. This time, she did it on purpose.  

    I held her close and enjoyed the softness of her body against mine as I whispered into her ear. “You know, we’re so close together, we could fool around a little without the others even knowing.” 

    Diana blushed and bit her lip, considering it. 

    My rod poked into her thigh with renewed vigor. Her hand stroked the outside of my robe, causing me to grunt. 

    “Poor, Isaac.” Her fingers danced along the tip. “I bet you really need a release, don’t you?” 

    “It has been a bit,” I said, hardening further. 

    “But I’m not even engaged, not to mention married.” Her hand wrapped around my cock. “And after I was made to wait so long, what’s a little longer?” 

    Diana patted my now raging erection as a dismissal. 

    “Wait, what?” I said, coming out of the mood. 

    Aurora’s entire body shook with what I could have sworn was laughter. 

    “I think it is only fair you wait until we are married.” Diana looked up at me with sly eyes. My body twitched in protest. 

    “You certainly know how to negotiate, don’t you?” My voice was filled with gravel as I worked to settle myself back down. She’d made her point, and I deserved it. 

    I’d kept her waiting, and she wasn’t going to let me forget it. At least not so soon. 

      

    *** 

      

    Aurora descended in the front yard of the Hua family mansion, causing several servants to run away and their guards to surround us. 

    “State your purpose,” one of the guards shouted, seeing me standing on Aurora’s head. He had relaxed slightly, knowing it wasn’t some random mana beast. 

    “Isaac Hughes. Here to see Hank if he’s around. Oh, and his two daughters are with me.” 

    Diana and Nikki came up to my side. “Rick, tell our father we are here.” 

    “Yes, miss.” Rick saluted and hurried into the house. 

    “It seems we weren’t entirely forgotten yet.” Nikki chuckled. 

    Diana rolled her eyes. “Do you want to deal with father or mother?” 

    “I’ll talk to father. You can have mom,” Nikki said, jumping off Aurora and sending her dress fluttering. 

    The rest of us followed, and Aurora turned back into her human form. 

    “Not going to rest?” I asked her. 

    “Nope! This is going to be a good show.” Aurora smiled, and her eyes tracked something behind me. 

    Hank was moving his portly body quickly as he hurried out of the house. “My girls! Welcome back.” 

    He came with open arms and hugged the sisters. “What brings you back? And you brought your wayward sister.” 

    “Isaac and I stumbled upon her on a trip for sect business,” Nikki said, giving her father a warm hug back. 

    “Come here, Diana. Why did you run off?” Hank switched to his younger daughter with a hug. 

    Diana’s eyes darted to me over his shoulder when he asked. I knew why she’d left, and I knew what I needed to do next. 

    Out of the corner of my eye, I could see several family members and servants coming to see what was happening. This was a good chance to do it semi-publicly. 

    “Hank, while we were out, I’ve had plenty of time to spend with your daughters and grown to know them very well,” I started. 

    Hank grinned back and straightened his coat. He thought he knew what I was going to say, but I held back my laughter. 

    “Hank, I would like to ask for your daughters’ hands in marriage.” 

    His wife joined him as I finished. 

    He nodded along. “Of course. Nikki is a fine woman. You are lucky to have caught her eye.” 

    The Lady Hua cleared her throat to get Hank’s attention. “If I heard correctly, you said hands, as in plural?” 

    Hank froze, and I could practically see the gears turn in his head as he replayed what I’d said. 

    “What! Nikki, Diana, what is the meaning of this?” Hank wasn’t angry, just shocked to his core. 

    “Father.” They both clung to his side. 

    Diana was first. “I have liked Isaac for some time, father. When he hadn’t come to visit me after we returned, I left. I needed to clear my head.” 

    “But—!” Hank protested weakly. 

    Nikki came next. “It is true, father. And with Diana gone, I started to form a bond with Isaac and found him to be an incredible match, one I’m willing to go as far as to share with my sister.” 

    Hank, however, was mad at me. “You take BOTH of my daughters? Is one not enough for you?!” 

    “Husband.” Their mother came to my aid. “I think we know our daughters well enough that they are capable of making their own sound decisions. And they have both decided, it sounds like.” She looked to each for confirmation. 

    I did my best to smile and look like the man they’d want to have as a son-in-law. I could only imagine what I’d be like one day to the man that took away my daughter. 

    “Fine,” Hank said, deflated. “Both of you? I just can’t believe it. We’ll have to have a celebration.” 

    “I’ll handle it, husband. Why don’t you congratulate your daughters, who have been standing there silently?” his wife said. 

    “Of course. I’m sorry, Nikki, Diana, I was caught up in the shock of it all. Congratulations, both of you.” He turned to me and mouthed ‘lucky bastard’. 

    I couldn’t help the silly grin plastered on my face as I watched the two lovely women be congratulated by all the family and staff that had come out to see the spectacle that we’d created on their front lawn. 

    I felt a tap on my shoulder, and I turned to find Lucy, the girls’ mother. “I do hope you understand what a handful you’ve taken on. They can be quite competitive. I’m not sure you realize what you’re in for.” 

    “I’ll take good care of them,” I promised. 

    “I know you will, or you can’t imagine what I’d do to you. Not to mention, what my husband would do.” 

    Not knowing what to say to that, I just nodded. 

    That must have been the correct response because Lucy smothered me in a hug. “I expect to see them periodically, and any children you might have. Do not keep them locked up in that sect.” 

    “I promise.” 

    Lucy patted me on the cheek. “Good. Now I’m sure you have other things to be getting to. You have our blessing.” She winked with that last bit. 

    I felt heat dust my cheeks at her suggestion. 

    Aurora snickered from the side. 

    “I hope mother wasn’t too hard on you.” Diana came back to my side. 

    “Not at all. She’s just as intense as your father though, isn’t she?” 

    “More so sometimes,” Nikki chimed in, coming back to our group. “They’ll have a dinner here in a few days to celebrate. We’ll need to attend.” 

    Diana’s face had become red. “It all suddenly feels so real. We’re going to be married!” 

    “What’s the general ceremony for it?” Back in Locksprings, it was mostly just mutual agreement and maybe a dinner with both families. 

    Nikki cleared her throat. “Technically, the dinner is a celebration of the consummation of marriage.” 

    I looked at Diana, now understanding her rosy cheeks. “Oh, really?” 

    “Didn’t you want to get back to the sect, Master?” Aurora reminded us all before shifting back into the form of a Kunpeng. 

    The Hua family backed off as she grew, and we all hopped on Aurora as she took off for the Ferrymen Sect above. 

    Luckily the sect was as we had left it. I had half-feared I’d come back to signs of corrupt mages, but that worry was for nothing. 

    Unlike the Hua family, the sect recognized Aurora, and people made way for me as I landed in the Inner Court. 

    If I spotted correctly, a few disciples from the Tiger Clan went running, likely to inform Thea of my arrival. 

    Aurora gave me a kiss on the cheek before disappearing into her ring. 

    I looked at the familiar sect and started straight for my office, only to remember I had these new guests with me. 

    “Hey, you’ll need to stick with me until we can get you sect tokens.” 

    “You can just hand them out?” Vess asked. 

    I shrugged. “Pretty much. It isn’t like giving them to you costs the sect anything but potentially prestige.” 

    “Then I’ll take two. If they are free after all,” Diana said jokingly. 

    Bobbing through the crowd, disciples and elders alike greeted me warmly, and a few shot the girls behind me questioning looks. 

    I’d need to get them robes too. 

    “Isaac.” Natalie swooped to my side and pulled out her notes. “First—” 

    “Hold up. We need to get these two sect tokens, and we need to get them all Ferrymen robes,” I said, watching Vess tilt her head and pull at her silver dress. 

    If she wants to wear a dress, I was sure she could find a navy blue one to match the sect colors here or in Styx. 

    “Got it.” Natalie scribbled notes for herself as we walked. “Georgina came back last night. She’ll report to the elders today if you want to join.” 

    “Let’s try to make that. I also have news to report.” 

    Natalie nodded along. 

    “How about the sect? Did Michelle and Thea have any issues?” I asked, but Natalie looked away when I mentioned the girls. 

    “Nope, no issues. But you should talk with them as soon as possible.” 

    Something must have happened. “Then do you know where they are now?” 

    “Thea is probably back in your courtyard,” Natalie said, shifting directions. 

    It didn’t take long for us to reach my home, and I heard someone throwing up inside. 

    Rushing through the door, Thea was wiping her mouth delicately and looking like she had been caught red-handed. 

    I wrapped my radiant woman in a hug, kissing her forehead. “I am sorry you aren’t feeling well. It is rare for a mage to get sick.” 

    Thea coughed and pushed against my hug. “I love you, but my breasts are sensitive. Please give me a little space.” 

    “Huh?” In my past experiences with Thea, she liked them to be played with roughly. Why would they suddenly be so tender? I paused, pushing her back and taking her in. 

    It was barely noticeable, but her stomach had started to swell. Looking back up at her face, she had a radiant smile filled with hope and no small amount of worry. 

    “Thea are you…” 

    “Yes, as Michelle would say, you knocked me up, Stud.” 

    I squeezed her tightly. 

    “Careful,” She tsked. 

    But I couldn’t help myself. I picked her up off the ground and spun her around. I was confident that I could hold her, and I was too happy. 

    When I put her down, Thea whispered in my ear. “You put a baby in me.” 

    “What’s all the excitement?” Diana asked, coming in. 

    It was then that I realized that Natalie had held up the other girls, giving me a moment with Thea. 

    “Diana!” Thea abandoned me and embraced her friend, quickly switching to Nikki and then politely welcoming Vess. 

    My mana beasts apparently wanted to join the excitement, and I let the three of them out. 

    “Apparently, I’m going to be a father.” I told the girls. 

    Each of them had a slight twinkle in their eyes at the news. It made me wonder if I was going to have more on the way soon. 

    They all crowded around Thea, squealing excitedly and talking quickly. 

    “Natalie, do I have any other surprises waiting for me?” I asked. 

    “That was the big one, sir. I was on penalty of death if I told you before you got home.” Natalie grinned. “And I wanted to see your reaction myself.” 

    “Did I pass?” 

    “Flying colors. You were surprised and excited both for yourself and her.” Natalie gave me a thumbs up. Bold praise, indeed. 

    I was going to be a father! 

    As the excitement of the moment died down, it really sank in. Thinking of all the reckless adventures I’d been on recently, I suddenly felt like I needed to pull the breaks. 

    I should be home with her, focusing on cultivation and leading the sect instead of running off to fight the latest issue. 

    “Okay. Has someone gone to get Michelle, and how long do I have before the debriefing?” 

    “Yes, and a few hours. I'll spread the news that you are back with your own information, so people are ready for you to speak as well.” 

    I nodded. “Please, come get me. I’d like to spend some time with my wives until then.” 

    Natalie bowed and hurried off, only to have the door catch and Michelle walked in with a wide smile. 

    “Stud!” She launched herself into my arms. 

    I caught her as she wrapped her legs around me. 

    The other girls all noticed Michelle’s entry and were starting to break up from their excited chatter. 

    “You better put a baby in me next, Stud. Can’t have my Stud’s studliness called into question.” 

    I kissed her on the cheek. “Sure.” 

    She pulled back in surprise and examined my face. “You really mean it?” 

    “Why not? Thea’s kid would be lonely if it was just them.” 

    Michelle resumed a bone crushing hug; I swore she was trying to meld her body with mine via sheer pressure. 

    “I’m going to put a baby in you, Michelle. I’ll pump you full of my seed and make you pregnant,” I whispered into her ear. Definitely a different kind of dirty talk than usual, but based on the way she wiggled deeper into me, she was all about it. 

    There was heat in her eyes as she stepped back. 

    I cleared my throat to get everyone’s attention. 

    My gaze wandered over each and every one of the eight beautiful ladies in my home. “Thank you, Thea, for giving me a wonderful homecoming gift. I couldn’t have asked for better.” 

    Her face blushed, and the girls to her side congratulated her again. 

    “As you can see, I left with Mei unbound but came home with a newly bound mana beast. I also come home with two fiancées, if you accept them.” I gestured to the sisters. 

    Thea congratulated them right back. Michelle just shrugged with a smile. 

    “Finally... I have been talking with Kat.” 

    Michelle’s smile faded some. 

    “She’s…” I wasn’t quite sure how to describe it. “Kat has started working against the other corrupt mages, but she’s having to fight a lot of corruption. It’s not easy on her. I chained her to my soul palace to try to give her some strength.” 

    “The old ball and chain type?” Michelle asked. 

    I couldn’t worry about offending Vess; Kat’s situation was a reality. “Kat asked for my help. She was broken and sobbing before me and asked me to chain her soul.” 

    Michelle’s brows jumped to her hairline. “You what?” 

    “It is different from Narissa,” I said quickly. “But Kat is bound to me now, willingly. I think if you meet her again, you’ll realize she’s changed a great deal, Michelle.” 

    The rest of the women seemed to be waiting for Michelle to lead the way in how to react. 

    My first wife looked thoughtful. “I never had an issue with Kat. And I understand things have been difficult for her. I will at least give her a chance.” 

    Vess spoke. “From my mistress, she thanks you from the bottom of her heart. If you so desire, she’d welcome bindings from you as well. My mistress knows she doesn’t deserve her Love, but she will do anything to redeem herself.” 

    The rest of the girls looked surprised at Vess’ statement. 

    “Does she speak for Kat?” Thea asked. 

    I gave the overly dressed woman a look, wondering just how tied up their psyches were. “Yes, Vess is Kat’s right hand.” 

    “Good enough for me. I expect some groveling when the time comes, though,” Michelle said, and the rest of the girls agreed with her. 

    “But enough of that.” I stepped forward and kissed Michelle first, then Aurora, going down the line until I got to the sisters, who both eagerly claimed my lips. 

    “Still need that ring,” Diana whispered as her fingers played with my pants. 

    “Me too,” Nikki purred from her side. 

    Michelle laughed. “I see you’ve got him on the ropes. Stud, I think I can get Rob to make a few more to match ours if you’d like.” 

    She wiggled her ring finger for the rest of the girls to see. 

    Diana and Nikki started talking about the details of the ring like two connoisseurs of jewelry. 

    But it was Quinn that surprised me. She had taken Thea to the side, and I could see her protectiveness of Thea in her stance. My Mate was starting to see this as our family, not just mine. 

    Mei bounced around with the sisters, looking at Michelle’s ring excitedly and looking back to me with a gaze full of expectations. 

    During all of this, Vess and Aurora were the only two by my side. 

    “I guess maybe it is time to stop spreading your seed, Master.” 

    “I agree, my Lord. The Saintess should be your last.” 

    Looking at all the wonderful women and Thea’s pregnant belly, I couldn’t help but agree. I had all I needed in this moment.

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 19 

      

    Georgina looked up when I entered the chamber. She nodded politely and went back to brooding. The thin woman with long, black hair idled in her second seat. 

    “Glad you made it back okay,” I said, taking the center and largest seat. 

    Taking a quick look behind it, the floor was unblemished. I’d have to see about examining our own chamber after the meeting. 

    Michelle and Thea sat down as well, signaling the start of the meeting as the main doors closed. The elders settled down in their own seats. 

    “It looks like my timing was great. I have my own news to share, but Georgina set this up, so I’ll let her go first,” I said, my voice carrying through the chamber. 

    The second seat stood up and scanned the crowd, locking eyes with each of us present. “Upon scouting the Sun and Moon Hall, it is clear they are sending groups containing third-ring mages out into the world.” 

    There was a collective grumble. Any sect doing that was clearly out to cause issues. 

    “But they aren’t being sent as a single group. They trickle out and regroup outside of their own sect. It is suspicious behavior,” she addressed the prime concern without anyone raising a voice. 

    “What was most concerning was the amount of people that were going into their sect, and the sect neither outwardly growing nor them leaving. It was like they disappeared. 

    “We know they are corrupt mages and likely prey upon these people. However, the concern grows from the fact that a second-ring mage was witnessed summoning over a dozen puppets that appeared to be made from people.” 

    The elders on the other side gasped. 

    I, however, wasn’t surprised. From my experiences with the Sun and Moon Hall in Locksprings, this sort of behavior was just par for the course. 

    The elders, on the other hand, needed to be quiet for her to finish. 

    I raised my hand and the room slowly quieted; I gestured for Georgina to continue. She gave a nod of thanks. 

    “It was then that we began trying to scout out just how many people were disappearing into the Sun and Moon Hall.” 

    Quiet filled the room as we all waited for the report. 

    “Five from this village, ten from the next and the next village after that. Each slowly stacked up to tens of thousands of people a year. All of them are being drawn into the Sun and Moon Hall, disappearing every year.” 

    The room was dead silent, and I asked the question on everyone’s minds. “How long? How long have they been doing this?” 

    Georgina shook her head. “There’s no way to know. But I feel certain that it’s been at least several dozen years. My suspicion is this has been going on for at least the last one hundred years.” 

    Deep breaths were all that could be heard in the chamber. 

    “So, even if only half were used for puppets… then we are talking on the order of half a million puppets. Many of which could possess the strength of a second-ring mage,” Michelle said, putting it all together and putting voice to all of our fears. 

    The Ferrymen numbered in the thousands, but not the tens of thousands, and maybe only a little over a thousand of the sect's members were over the second ring. Even if the Sun and Moon Hall didn’t have any third-ring puppets, they could drown not only a single sect but perhaps all of them with that number. 

    “What’s your recommendation, Georgina?” I asked after I’d let the gravity of the situation sink in. 

    “We can’t fight them in the open.” 

    “We can’t let them cut off our city!” an elder cried out.  

    Georgina cleared her throat and shot the elder a glare that silenced him. “They have the advantage in a siege or in a planned frontal assault. We need to start… picking them off. Perhaps getting to them before they have the ability to bring these puppets out into the open.” 

    I leaned back. It made sense. We’d take away their advantage. Their greatest disadvantage was the limited number of people who could control them. In a battlefield, we might be able to cut down their mages and neutralize a large number of the puppets. 

    Of course, that also relied on being able to have the advantage of power. Now it made sense for why they wanted the devil. It would protect the mages from any other strong mages and allow them to use the puppets to take full control.  

    Or, the devil could add extra power to control all the puppets. I had no idea how many puppets a single mage could control, but with the numbers we were talking, it wouldn’t be crazy to think it was another reason for bringing in the big guns. 

    I rubbed my temples. It was all just a bunch of theories. There was still so much I didn’t understand. But, either way, bringing through a devil was a death sentence for our world. 

    A heavy sigh slipped from me, and the chamber grew quiet as I came into focus. 

    “Was that all, Georgina?” I asked, feeling older already. 

    She nodded. “That was the most important part. There were other matters, but they’d be details for someone organizing any attacks.” 

    “Have one of your aids write it down and make copies. I think it would be best to distribute that information among the Core.” 

    She nodded, and the entire room realized that I intended to fight. 

    “As for myself, the trip did not go quite as planned…” 

      

    *** 

      

    Another recounting of the events left me tired. I did hope this would be the last time. 

    The elders left, but the Core of the Ferrymen remained seated as I asked them all to remain behind. I had omitted one detail, which was the entrance to the crystal cavern. 

    “Who here practices earth mana?” I asked the nine. 

    “I can manage it,” Georgina said. 

    I raised my brow. “You don’t even know what it is.” 

    She shrugged, full of confidence. 

    “Fine. Over here, open the floor.” I got up out of my seat and pointed to a square of floor roughly where I’d seen it destroyed in the other two mountains. 

    She looked confused, but with another nod from me, she raised her hands and earth mana focused on the floor, pulling back the stonework until it showed a hallway below. 

    No one gasped, taking in the sight and quickly turning their feelings to grim determination. 

    “That leads to the crystal chambers I mentioned.” 

    “And the portal,” Seth said. 

    I agreed, “And the portal.” 

    “We need guards in here every shift, and Georgina, can you shift the hallway and have it come up under…” I paused, trying to figure out the right answer. Putting it directly under the center throne seemed too obvious. “Have it come up under the fifth seat, and reinforce this area as much as you can.” 

    “If we were ever invaded, it would buy us a lot of time if they dug in the wrong spot,” she agreed and pulled Seth to her side as they started molding the stone floor beneath them. 

    We all waited patiently as they did their work. 

    All done, Thea’s throne slid on a frame that would keep it snug otherwise. When opened, it revealed a narrow staircase. 

    “Should we ever have to hold it, I narrowed the hall until it joins the original to only fit one person,” Georgina commented. 

    “Good thinking. I hope we never need it,” I said, stepping down the stairs. 

    Seth held out a hand to stop me. “Why do we even need to go down there?” 

    “I at least want to check it to verify it hasn’t been tampered with. Besides, it would be good for you all to see it at least once, so you know what to expect.” 

    The rest of the Core nodded and followed me as we wound through a narrow pathway that opened up into the same hallway I’d seen twice before now. 

    This time, I wasn’t in a rush. The hall was square, cut smooth like it had been meticulously shaped by a mage. But, for all that detail, there were no designs. 

    The crystal chamber was just the same as the others as well. Large crystals of pure mana almost looked like they grew on the walls. Embedded inside of them were enchanted scripts more complicated than anything I’d ever seen. 

    At the focal point of the chamber, a small white portal no larger than my palm floated at shoulder level, pouring in rich pure mana unlike I’d felt even in dungeons. 

    “What is that?” Seth stepped forward. 

    Georgina grabbed him before he could touch the portal and threw him back against the crystals. 

    “What the!” Seth growled and gathered his mana. 

    “Do not fight,” I warned him. “Not here. Go challenge her to a duel in the amphitheater if you dare.” 

    Michelle stood with her arms crossed. “She probably also just saved your ass. I don’t want to find out what happens when you touch a portal too small for your body. Is it like putting yourself through a noodle press?” 

    Several of the people in the room winced at the thought. 

    The fourth seat in our sect glared at everyone, but it was Georgina that moved first, hoisting him up by his throat and proceeding to carry him away. 

    “I’ll go teach him some manners,” she said over her shoulder, winking. 

    I got the sudden imagery of Seth with a gag and Georgina in leather. I shook my head, trying to wipe the image from my mind. 

    “Can we study the enchantments?” the girl from the seventh seat asked… Trixy, I was pretty sure. 

    “You can take drawings here and practice outside. We can’t risk the mountain by tampering with or practicing enchantments here.” 

    She nodded and pulled out a scroll and a feather pen to get started. 

    The others drifted away, and Michelle gave me a questioning look. “I feel like you are waiting for something,” she said. 

    I breathed in the energy from the portal, and I didn’t know how to say it, but the pure mana coming from it made me hungry. “I want to try to cultivate the mana from the portal.” 

    “Is that even mana?” Thea asked. “It feels like something greater.” 

    I shrugged. “It isn’t like there’s anyone to tell us what it really is. We can call it immortal mana since it is likely coming from the immortal world.” 

    Neither woman had anything else to say about it, so they left me to look at the crystals. 

    I settled down in a lotus position by the small portal. I had started on my immortal body and ambient mana had strengthened my organs some, but after seeing everything on my trip, I was hoping to speed up my cultivation. I was curious if this would be what I needed. 

    Taking a deep breath, I drew in the barest immortal mana before it could break up into the elemental mana of my world. 

    It went into my body, and I immediately realized just how much of a mistake this was. 

    My body burned, like I’d just thrown a fire spell into it. 

    I didn’t take any more, but I tried to do something with this burning sensation. I cycled that single spec of immortal mana through my meridians and to my core behind my navel, hoping I could somehow filter it into something usable. 

    My bones shook with the sheer power of this single drop of immortal mana. That single drop trickled through my system and merged with my organs, nearly rupturing them. 

    I came out of meditation coughing but refusing to spit out blood. I swallowed it back down. 

    “You okay?” Michelle looked at me, her face full of concern. That wasn’t a good sign; it meant I probably looked as bad as I felt from just that single drop of immortal mana. 

    “Yeah, maybe it was a bad idea,” I acquiesced. Looking over at Trixy, I asked, “Are you going to be here long?” 

    She looked up and blinked, like she’d forgotten the world even existed. “Uh, yeah. This’ll take some time.” She went straight back into her notes, clearly fascinated. 

    “Leave her. She’ll end up bringing those back to the Turtle Clan. I’m sure they will all go mad for them,” Thea said. 

    “And then wonder where they came from,” I said, turning back. “Trixy, please remember to keep this place a secret.” 

    “Got it,” she said, not looking up. 

    I gave Thea a questioning look, to see what she thought. 

    “Let’s just go,” Thea said, “I haven’t had enough time with my husband yet. Not to mention that he’s fallen behind us both in cultivation.” 

    Michelle and Thea had progressed at least in part through their third ring. Even if they hadn’t moved past strengthening their organs, they had at least made progress. 

    “Well then, let’s go help me catch up.” I smiled, following my two wives as they cast coy smiles over their shoulders. 

    Catching up to them, they looped their arms in mine as we left the audience chamber, earning me my fair share of jealous looks. 

    I was truly lucky to have these two with me. 

    Opening the door back to our home, I was met with the rest of our family, but Thea grabbed my hand and dragged me to the bedroom. “I could get off on a doorknob right now because I am so horny. No time to chat.” 

    There were plenty of snickers behind me as the door closed, and Thea was already working off my clothes. 

    “You are in a rush,” I teased as I slowed her down and kissed her tender neck. 

    “Isaac,” she moaned as her nails dug into my back. “I think it is the hormones, but I need you in me. Now.” 

    I chuckled against her and didn’t speed up at all. If anything, I slowed the pace to a crawl as I picked at her robe and moved it aside an inch at a time. 

    Thea bucked against me, rubbing her crotch against my leg. “No fair.” 

    Her nails calmed down, and she wrapped her arms around my neck, pulling me into her cleavage. 

    “They seem swollen.” I kissed her nipples, causing them to tighten. 

    “Don’t be too rough with them—they are sensitive,” she said, pressing my head deep in her enlarged cleavage as she continued to grind against my thigh. 

    I pinned her hips to the wall to stop her as I continued to explore her body with soft kisses. 

    She let loose a frustrated moan. She was done playing, but I was having fun pushing her over the edge. 

    Letting go of her, she ripped off our clothes and pushed me back until my knees hit the bed and I fell onto the oversized mattress. 

    “Going to make you pay for that.” She narrowed her eyes and stroked my shaft. When she was satisfied that it was ready, she lifted her hips and impaled herself on me in one swift movement. 

    It was my turn to groan as her slick, soft sex wrapped around my cock, and she buried me deep in her warm depth. 

    “Yes!” Thea threw her head back as she started rocking. 

    Her sex squeezed me tight as she worked her inner muscles. 

    I grabbed her hips and worked her up and down my cock as she ground herself in circles. 

    Thea grabbed her breasts, making red lines with her nails as she lost herself in heady lust. 

    With her midnight black hair splayed down her back, my lovely wife was a vision of beauty. She raked her nails over her swollen breasts, breathing heavily as she worked me in her sex. 

    Warmth suffused my balls as I watched my woman seeking her own pleasure on my body. 

    Her sex twitched, and she flooded my balls with her orgasm as she fell forward onto me, having sought her own relief first. 

    I pulled back her hair to see her face, one of bliss. 

    “I really needed that. You don’t even know. Sorry I didn’t give you more attention,” she said with a cheeky grin. 

    Kissing her forehead and pulling her chin up to look her in the eyes, I smiled. “I thought that was lovely. I didn’t realize you’d be so…” 

    “Horny? Yes, Isaac, you putting a baby in me is just the beginning.” She was already recovering and starting to grind against me again, this time even wetter from her first climax. 

    It was all I needed to stop being so passive. 

    Rolling, I put Thea on her back and got my knees under me. “My turn.” I grinned. 

    “Please, I need your seed.” Thea smiled with hooded eyes as I stroked into her, finding my rhythm. Her silken sex squeezed my cock as I found a rhythm. 

    But then the door opened, and Michelle stepped in, my mana beasts quietly slipping in to the side. 

    Beyond, I could see the sisters and Vess watching from the courtyard. Nikki in particular was biting her lips hard enough that I was sure they were going to bleed. 

    The door swung close and Michelle stepped forward. “Sorry, Stud. I heard her have her turn first. I can’t wait—I missed you.” 

    I looked to Aurora, who shrugged with a grin. “Breed her, Master. I can smell her need.” 

    Mei nodded vigorously, causing her chest to shake. “Just smelling her is putting me into heat.” 

    Thea groaned. “Fine. Aurora, get your ass over here. I’m not done.” 

    But Quinn put her hand out to stop my first mana beast. “No. You are mine, Thea.” She swung her hips as she stalked over to the bed. 

    I was a bit surprised; Quinn had not embraced the others as much before. The baby seemed to change things. 

    Michelle pulled my head away from the two of them and down to hers, kissing me passionately. 

    I nibbled on her soft lips and pulled myself out of Thea. 

    Pulling back, Michelle started taking off her clothes, not losing eye contact as she sank to her knees. 

    “Stud, will you put a baby in me?” Michelle asked before snaking out her tongue to lick Thea’s juices off me. 

    I grabbed her head and sank her down on my cock, pushing her further. 

    Her soft throat was heaven as I started swaying my hips, fucking her mouth. 

    She pushed me back and gave a light cough to the side. “Not yet. I need you to hold back until you are in my pussy, Stud.” 

    That worked for me, but I was built up and ready for my release. So I pulled her up and bent her over the bed, exposing her wet pussy lips to me as I lined up. “I need this, Michelle. Are you ready?” 

    “Yes,” Michelle screamed into the sheets as I sank myself into her soft, warm sex. She thrust back against me. “Yes, please, Stud.” 

    I grabbed her ass and pounded her into the bed, making it squeak with each thrust. 

    After Thea and then Michelle, I was aching for release, and it built as I watched her ass bounce and listened to our flesh smack. 

    It didn’t take long for me to bury myself as deep as I could and release my pent-up desire. 

    I groaned as I sprayed my seed deep into her, fulfilling that primal desire. 

    Michelle’s sex squeezed me hard enough to get my attention. “You aren’t done yet, Stud. We need to make sure I get good and pregnant. I want my stomach to swell with how much you pump into me.” 

    Nails ran through my hair as soft kisses went down the other side of my neck. 

    Mei was at my side, pressing her soft chest against me. “You need to follow your nurse’s orders for a full recovery. I think you need to put at least two more loads into this woman. Nurse’s orders and all.” 

    I chuckled at her antics, but damn if I didn’t feel myself already stiffening again as life mana pumped through me. 

    “Yes, Master. At least two more, if not three.” Aurora sandwiched me on the other side, enveloping me in their soft bodies as I recovered. 

    Michelle had tipped her head up and I followed her line of sight to see Quinn pinning Thea down and bringing her to another climax with her hands as she kissed her belly. 

    “Is it something about her being pregnant?” I asked Aurora. 

    “Yes. We can smell it, and it is setting off our own urges,” she whispered between nibbles on my ear. 

    I started sawing my cock back into Michelle as I felt my seed dribble out. 

    “Round two, Michelle. Try and keep up,” I teased, thrusting myself deep into her sex. 

    Aurora disappeared from my side and came up between my legs, sucking the cum as it came out of Michelle. 

    My women were incredible, and it was damn good to be home. “I love you all.” 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 20 

      

    I woke up with my face buried in Mei’s soft flesh once again. 

    Instead of freeing myself, I just shifted and used her breasts like a pillow. A very nice, buoyant pillow. 

    Mei’s tails flailed in what I read as happiness as she woke, trying to remain still. 

    “Morning,” I said without opening my eyes, nestling myself deeper. 

    Mei stayed silent, still pretending to be asleep, though her twirling tails were a dead giveaway. 

    There was a groan behind her, and Mei’s body jerked. 

    “Stop with the tails in the morning,” Aurora said with a yawn, her face coming over Mei’s shoulder to see me. “But I see why you are so happy. Morning, Master.” She gave me a sleepy smile. 

    Aurora’s face disappeared back behind Mei, and the bed shifted as she rolled out of bed. 

    We lasted another minute before Mei got too excited and pressed me deep enough that I was struggling to breathe. 

    Pushing out of her bosom, I kissed her pout. “I can’t stay like that if you smother me.” 

    Mei sighed and rolled over onto her tails. 

    The rest of the bed was empty now, except for Michelle, who was sprawled where we’d finished last night. Her sheets still looked wet from our fun. 

    “I can’t believe how thoroughly you defeated Michelle,” Mei said. 

    “Couldn’t have done it without Nurse Mei keeping me going.” 

    Mei blushed and pulled her tails close before they could whip about. “I have something else planned for next time. Being a nurse every time gets old.” 

    “What’s next time?” 

    She looked at me slyly, clearly intending to keep the secret, but I could tell it was boiling up inside of her. I waited, and sure enough, she burst. 

    “Teacher Mei!” she exclaimed, eliciting a groan from Michelle. 

    I smirked and kissed her nose before rolling out of bed and throwing on my robes. I padded out to the courtyard where the others were all sitting around. 

    One thing had bugged me from last night. While I had enjoyed the time with the girls, dual cultivation just wasn’t as complete as it had felt in the past. It felt like I was suddenly a bottomless well, and I just couldn’t be filled. 

    Mei came sprinting out behind me, garbed in a purple and gold dress that somehow had armor around the bits it covered. Michelle slowly strolled out behind her, clearly not fully awake yet. 

    “Morning,” a chorus of women said as I sat down. The two secretaries had joined all of us as well. 

    I pushed down the question of my cultivation for another time. 

    “What is new this morning?” I asked Brie. 

    She flipped through her notes several times before setting them down. “We have our first reports from the mages blockading the Sun and Moon Hall.” 

    I nodded, happy that we had a strong force there. 

    “Early reports indicate that the sect has successfully been pushed back, but there was an attack” 

    Brie pulled out a rolled-up map that had the surrounding sects, Sun and Moon Hall included. 

    “There was a large fight supposedly, and the Sun and Moon Hall swept past several teams here, leaving a number of bodies. They were able to make it to this town.” 

    I ate a piece of bacon as she pointed to an unmarked spot on the map. 

    She looked at me with a frown as I ate, pausing until I was done. “The whole town is gone.” 

    “Dead?” I asked, the bacon hitting a bit rougher with the news. 

    “No, just gone.” 

    I frowned. Nothing I knew of could do such a thing. I looked at Vess. “Any idea how they do this? Something similar happened to my hometown.” 

    The veiled woman had put on Ferrymen colors today. “I’m not sure, but I will commune with the Saintess today and inquire.” 

    “That would be helpful. Tell her I am thinking of her.” 

    Vess nodded, pleased. “I’m sure the Saintess will be happy to hear that.” 

    I turned back to the map and chewed on another piece of bacon in thought. “Do they have any other cities nearby that they could target like this one? Something not far out of the barricade?” 

    Brie and Natalie looked over the map and their notes before turning the map back to me. “Here and here.” They made faint marks on the map. 

    One was close enough that I could send forces to help secure it. The other was too far up north. 

    “Can we send a fast team on a scouting mission to this one? I want them to watch it. If the Sun and Moon Hall approaches, I just want them to monitor and report back.” I pointed to the northern town that was out of reach. 

    “You don’t want to do anything else about it?” Thea asked with a frown. 

    I sighed. It was a hard decision to make, but it was too far. “We couldn’t get a large enough force up there in time to do anything unfortunately. We’ll support this other town and hope we get a chance to fight back.” 

    There were a few downcast expressions at the idea of leaving the one village unprotected, but I knew it was the right call. There’d be more hard decisions ahead. 

    “Send two hundred mages to the nearby town. Have them help build emergency fortifications; make sure we bring enough earth mages to get the work done.” 

    Brie was scribbling down notes as I talked, and we quickly got through their morning agenda. 

    “What will you be doing today?” Natalie asked, and the whole table swiveled to focus on me. 

    I sat staring at the map, running through various scenarios and battles. Right now, we had strong forces across the board, and battles were still few and far between. I needed to prepare for the next one and enjoy the time with my family while I could. Those would be my priorities for today, and I hoped I got a bit more time before the battles began to rage. 

    “I’m going to go look at the reliefs in the Elders' Hall and see if any of them resonate with me. Nikki, Diana, do you want to join me?” 

    Quinn stood and came to my side. “I’d like to join you as well.” 

    “Of course, anyone else?” 

    Mei started to jump up, but Aurora held her down and shook her head. Apparently, they were regulating each other. I smiled. My two most bubbly loves were taming each other. 

    The Hua sisters were already getting out of their seats to go get ready. 

    “What do you hope to gain from reliefs?” Michelle asked, walking up and wrapping her arms around me. I held her close; we’d been apart for quite a while before last night, and the intimacy would help. 

    “Back at the Daoist Monastery, Jonny showed me that third-ring mages can form domains. I recognized the feeling as what I had felt from the reliefs when we first came here. I wanted to see if I could understand any of them.” 

    Quinn walked over nodding, confirming my theory. “The elders who had formed domains would try to express them through those reliefs, leaving them for later generations to put together.” 

    “Seems silly compared to just teaching them,” Thea threw in. 

    “Domains can’t be taught. They are different for each person but are part of common understanding and feelings,” Quinn sighed. 

    I knew she had never stepped into that level of her cultivation, and part of me hoped she’d be able to understand her own domain in the future. 

    My mana beasts still had their own path of cultivation, even if they were tied to my body. I wished my third ring didn’t slow them down a bit. 

    “I’ll have to take a look later,” Michelle said, giving me a squeeze and a kiss on the cheek before unwinding herself from me. “For now, I need to go with Natalie and prepare the scouting party.” 

    Her eyes held a bit of darkness, and I knew she was thinking about her family that had disappeared with Locksprings. This was very personal for her. 

    I put my hand over hers and gave it a comforting squeeze. “We’ll find them. Between the war efforts and Kat, I’m sure we can figure out what they’ve been doing with the towns.” 

    Michelle nodded quietly, and I just knew she feared the worst. 

    “We’re ready.” Both pink-haired women came back dressed in form-fitting navy dresses with differing sheer patterns cut out of them. 

    Nikki’s sheer was of course placed just shy of being too revealing to go out in public. Diana’s was just showing some strategic glances of skin. 

    I gave Michelle one last look, but she waved me off. “I’ll be fine. Go have fun.” 

    Rolling my eyes, I got up and made my way around the table, giving each of my women a chaste kiss goodbye. 

    I didn’t have a kiss for Natalie, but she slipped two matching rings and a third with a yellow stone into my hand with a wink as I passed. I gave her a smile of thanks. Having her help was a life saver. 

    Quinn was the first out the door, and the sisters followed me close behind, making our way out to the platform for the Inner Court. 

    The sect was busy, but peaceful. I had more to compare it to now that I’d seen other sects. 

    “Morning, sir.” A disciple on guard duty saluted me, then his face turned sheepish. “I still have to ask to see your token and that of your guests.” 

    “Of course.” I smiled and showed him mine, followed by the girls. 

    Quinn, however, strode past him and began her change. 

    Her form had changed after accepting the blood essence of Old Jin. She held that same serpentine form, but now it was gold, just like her horns. 

    She grew, and a sharp spine jutted out of her back along with four clawed feet. Her face still held that diamond shape of a snake, but the nose had squared, taking on the more familiar form of a dragon. 

    If I hadn’t seen Old Jin’s body to compare her to, I’d have called her a gold dragon. The guard stepped back a bit, clearly losing a bit of his nerve against my mana beast. 

    Her head sank to the ground for us to hop on. She wasted no time jerking up and blasting into the air. 

    “Hold on to her horns,” I said, grabbing one myself. 

    Quinn didn’t have wings. Instead, she propelled herself into the air far more like a snake coiling forward. 

    Her head was at least marginally steady even as it bobbed, leading the motion. 

    “Quinn, we aren’t in a rush,” I said, but she didn’t slow down. I wasn’t even sure if she could. 

    It wasn’t like Aurora, who could glide. Quinn needed to stay in motion. 

    The Elders’ Hall came up quickly as we ascended the mountain, which brought the next problem. Landing. 

    Quinn’s body shook as she slammed the part of her body just below her head into the ground outside the Elders’ Hall. 

    The rest of her body followed, as she diverted her momentum into the mountain and lifted her head to arrest herself from flight. Her body slid a bit against the ground, but she finally came to a halt and lowered her head for us to get off. 

    I stepped off, feeling much better now that I was on solid ground. I held my hand up for the girls. 

    “I love you, Quinn, but maybe we find another way next time.” Diana jumped off in a hurry and looked down at the ground in satisfaction. 

    Nikki was a bit more graceful, but she still looked a little green from the ride. 

    Quinn glowed and began to shrink back to her lithe human form, dressed in a gold robe that cinched tightly under her bosom. 

    “No, I need practice since I couldn’t fly before. And this is an awkward type of flying, sort of like swimming but with no resistance,” Quinn said, wrapping her hair through her horns to keep it out of her face. 

    “I thought that was much improved,” I said, remembering the first time with a shudder. 

    Quinn blushed. “I have been practicing.” 

    She slid up to my side, and I looped an arm around her waist, pulling her close. I knew she liked the physical intimacy. 

    The sisters fell into step with us as we went through the large stone double doors. I took in the sight. The Elders' Hall was larger than I remembered. 

    “Woah.” Diana stepped back outside and stared at the surrounding mountain. We were only a few hundred feet from the top of the mountain. 

    “Bigger on the inside, I know. I had the same reaction the first time I saw it,” I said. 

    “Spatial enchantment,” Quinn clarified for the group. 

    Nikki pulled her sister back into the hall. 

    It was empty, which felt weird, but it made sense. Everyone I’d seen last time were fourth-ring mages. They’d been here working to put the mortal world out of their mind and look beyond it to form a domain before entering the immortal world. Now they’d all ascended. 

    I walked up to the first relief, trying to see if I could feel anything more. The relief was complex. At an angle, I could see a man in the center of a storm gale. But it was carved so delicately that, when I shifted my perspective, I could see a gently swaying branch in the breeze. 

    Just from looking at it as a piece of art, I thought it to be a masterpiece. Yet, as a mage, I could sense so much more to it. There was a depth that pulled out of me. 

    I fell out of staring at the relief when I realized it wasn’t applicable for me. Both the sisters, however, were still engrossed in it. 

    Quinn moved with me and spoke softly. “That mural depicts an aspect of wind element. They may not be able to learn a domain at their level, but it will help them expand their ability to use wind.” 

    “That makes sense. Diana is wind and fire, while Nikki is earth and wind. So, I need to look for life, metal, and void,” I said, half to myself. 

    “If I may, there was a relief I had studied in the past.” Quinn guided me to another part of the Elders’ Hall. 

    “Here.” Quinn stopped before a relief that depicted a single bar of metal, but as I moved around it, the bar bent and warped from a bar of metal to a sword. 

    “Were all the previous elders fantastic artists?” I asked, awed by the design skill required to capture this effect. 

    “No, in fact, many of them had no talent for fine arts. But they said their ability to make these relied on their understanding of the aspect of the element.” 

    “Aspect,” I tested the word. It was the same one Aurora had taught me long ago when explaining how she used life mana. 

    I turned to ask another question, but Quinn had already started staring at the relief and had gone quiet. I could see just how absorbed in it she’d become. 

    I didn’t feel particularly drawn to that relief, but it felt better than the first. 

    Stepping away and deeper into the hall, I continued to scan the reliefs for something that called to me. 

    Eventually, the reliefs began to thin. Walls that were still smooth—placeholders for future reliefs—became more common. 

    It left me to my thoughts after I wandered down the hall for a while. I pondered aspects a bit more. What would be the balancing force for Aurora’s savage aspect of life? 

    Calm, I guessed. Calm of the void. It had a nice ring to it. 

    I pictured Aurora’s savage aspect of life, something I hadn’t done for some time. I channeled it not just with the mana in my meridians but also with the very core of my being. I became the savageness of life, walking with full intention. 

    Feeling it build inside of me, I made sure nobody was around before I released it. “Ha!” I punched out with a force that rippled through the hallway. 

    It was powerful, but it wasn’t a domain. If forming one was so easy, they wouldn’t be so precious. 

    Still, I was happy with the progress that the third ring had gotten me in the strength of that aspect.  

    Walking back, I could see two heads of pink hair bobbing between the center aisle. 

    My watching them must have pricked their senses because they turned my direction and hurried over. 

    “You were gone so long,” Diana said, looking over my shoulder and down what appeared to be an endless hallway. 

    I frowned. “It wasn’t that long.” I’d just been maybe half an hour. 

    “It has been hours,” Nikki confirmed. 

    I looked down the hallway again. The hall already had a very powerful spatial enchantment on it, could it have more? 

    “I must have lost track of time.” I shrugged. There was nothing I could do about it, but it was certainly odd though. 

    “It’s fine. We completely lost ourselves in that relief,” Nikki added. 

    “Did you gain any insight from it?” I asked, starting to walk back down the hall. 

    “Sorta, it felt… tangential? Nothing so direct though,” Diana said, pulling up to my other side and slipping her arm around mine with a cute blush. 

    She was trying to be forward, I realized. 

    I turned to her and tilted her chin up claiming her soft lips. “I love you, Diana.” 

    Nikki stood to the side with a mock pout. “What about me?” 

    “You too.” I pulled her to my other side, and she grabbed my head for a heated kiss. 

    With one of the Hua sisters in each arm, I found myself trading my lips back and forth between them until I was breathless. 

    “Both of you,” I panted. 

    They both laughed, and I enjoyed it as they pushed their softness against me. Nikki started on my right, kissing down my throat and to my collar bone. Diana nibbled at my chin and worked her way up to my ear on the other side. 

    But they both paused in sync, and I looked around for why they had stopped. 

    Diana cleared her throat in my ear. “It’s too bad we don’t have rings and we have to stop here.” 

    “What do you mean, sister? I have a ring, so I’ll be enjoying my husband first.” Nikki sported a gold band with a dark pink gemstone set into it. 

    Diana’s jaw practically dropped. “No.” 

    Before this went any further, I fished out her ring. Luckily, Nikki hadn’t taken both, but I made a mental note at her pickpocketing skills. 

    Getting down on one knee, I grabbed Diana’s hand. “Would you marry me?” I asked. 

    She squealed in delight, nodding as I put the ring on her finger. It was similar to Nikki’s, but the gemstone was a much brighter pink, almost neon. 

    Nikki helped me to my feet while Diana did a dance while looking at her ring. 

    “She’s just too excited.” Nikki gave me a sultry chuckle. 

    I pulled her into another deep passionate kiss. 

    “I see you all have given up trying to understand the reliefs.” Quinn stepped up. 

    The last ring was in my hand as I stepped forward to Quinn, staying standing as an equal, as a mate. 

    “Would you be mine, my Mate?” I asked, showing her the ring with a dark yellow citrine for the stone. 

    Quinn gave me a soft kiss in response while I slid the ring on her finger. “You will forever be my Mate,” She rumbled as she pulled away. 

    All three of them were giving me starry-eyed looks. 

    It was tempting to take them right here, but I didn’t want to dishonor the Elders’ Hall more than we already had. 

    “Why don’t we head back home?” I asked. 

    As I said it, the doors to the Hall opened before us, and an elder stood there panting. 

    “There you are. There has been a development and the others of the Core are looking for you.” 

    I sighed. I had enjoyed the moment of peace, but duty called. 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 21 

      

    Walking back into the audience chamber, most of the Core Court was present, and there were two additional figures that I recognized. 

    Celina and Yessa’s green and purple robes were unmistakable, and I couldn’t help but smile at having Celina at the sect. 

    “Hello, you two.” I walked straight up to Celina and squeezing her in a hug, planting a public kiss on her cheek that made her face burn red. 

    “No, please, carry on. The rest of us would love to watch you two go at it,” Yessa muttered. 

    I turned, arm still wrapped around Celina, and gave her a respectful nod in welcome. She returned it, but her lips were still pursed as she looked at Celina and me. 

    Luckily, Michelle broke the tension. “Stud, we were waiting for one more, but I think it is about time we get started.” 

    There were a few coughs at Michelle’s name for me. 

    “Good, at least I’m not last this time,” I joked, letting go of Celina and making my way to my chair. 

    “Trixy was in Styx…” Georgina said dryly. 

    The door swung open again, and Trixy hurried in. “Sorry I’m late.” 

    “It's okay. Isaac only beat you by a minute,” Seth barked. 

    Her eyes went wide. “Isaac beat me here?” 

    I paused. Maybe I needed to work on my hustle if I was building a reputation.  

    Clearing my throat, I pushed us forward. “What is so urgent to call us all together?” 

    Yessa stood, gathering our attention. “We received news yesterday that another mountain has fallen: Mountain Sea Gate.” 

    The back of my head hit the throne; I suddenly felt a decade older. “When?” 

    “The day before yesterday,” Celina answered. 

    My thoughts began to swirl and spiral. This was what I had dreaded. If they had managed to take down another sect, they might have a working portal to the devil world at this point. 

    And the Mountain Sea Gate wasn’t far from either of our sects. It should have been protected. 

    “What happened? Did they see or sense anything amiss?” I asked, but it didn’t matter much. It was done, and now we had to try to figure out how to survive. 

    “The disciple that returned to our sect said there was a terrifying aura that emitted from the sect as it fell. It had a powerful, sticky presence, like an extremely powerful mana beast.” Yessa closed her eyes. “After what you said in Grand Haven… I was hoping you’d be able to help the Thousand Blossom Valley go defend against whatever is coming.” 

    “I would help you if I could, but what I did was truly a one-time use thing. I won’t be able to access that power again, and the last devil already proved that I could barely hurt it.” I squeezed my eyes closed. I hated that I was too weak for this moment, unable to protect those I cared about. 

    I needed to try to progress my cultivation faster and get to my full immortal body. The relics hadn’t seemed to do much, and the immortal mana from the core of the mountain had fried me from the inside out. But I would need to figure something out. 

    “I don’t fully understand, but I trust your word,” Yessa intoned. “We will continue to monitor the situation for now and continue researching and preparing weapons. We need all we can get if we are going to survive this.” She turned to leave. 

    “Wait,” I said, causing the room to jump. “Even if I cannot fight the devil, this has made one thing clear.” 

    The room grew quiet enough to hear the rustling of robes. 

    “We need to go on the offensive. We need to destroy the Sun and Moon Hall.” 

    “What?” Georgina spun to me. “After everything we learned, and the fact that they potentially have a devil among their forces, you want to go on the attack?” 

    I shook my head. “I have no desire to go up against a devil again. However, despite having all the information needed to protect our mountains, one still fell. That means they managed to make it out of our barricade and through the defenses that were looking for them.” I let that sink in before continuing. 

    “We can look at where we had gaps in our plan, but we cannot risk waiting and having another mountain fall, increasing their power further. We must take them down before the odds are even heavier against us.” 

    Seth backed me up. “He’s right. If we stay on the defensive, what is to stop that devil from waltzing from sect to sect and tearing us all apart. At least from the strength Isaac has described, it’s entirely possible.” He added the last bit with a tone of skepticism. 

    There was a moment of quiet contemplation among the mages present. It wasn’t an easy request by any means, but I was firm in my belief that it was necessary. 

    “Before we get too far down that path, we need to know how they attacked the Mountain Sea Gate. Was there any report on that?” Thea asked Yessa. 

    She shook her head. “All we’ve heard was that an army appeared in the middle of the city. But even with everything we can do, I don’t believe that’s possible.” 

    “It could be if they are puppets,” I muttered. “We have reports that they may have what numbers in the hundreds of thousands of puppets stored up throughout the years.” 

    Both girls from the Thousand Blossom Valley frowned deeply at that news. 

    They specialized in poison, and since puppets weren’t living beings, they were decently resistant to poison attacks. 

    “I see,” Yessa grumbled. 

    I knew they were worried, so I offered more. “We should stay in constant communications, as neighbors. We can work together should there be any attack. You can count on us.” 

    “Yes, I think that would be best,” Celina said with a smile. “I can stay here, if the Ferrymen will have me, to help keep us connected.” 

    Yessa gave her a knowing look. “Fine. But I should take someone back with me to help build up the communication.” 

    “I’ll go!” Rick, the eighth chair, jumped to his feet with an excited grin. 

    He looked like a pretty boy; he likely was used to women swooning over him. I knew he’d spent time with lots of the women in the sect. I wondered if he knew having sex with the girls in that sect would rot his dick off. I smirked, wishing I could see his face when he found out. 

    Yessa looked less than enthused. “Sure. But please be aware that our girls do not engage in relationships.” 

    “Yep, of course,” he said with a dismissive air, and I almost paused at sending him. The last thing I needed was him antagonizing Yessa and causing a rift between our sects.  

    “Right.” Yessa drew out the word and looked to me for help. 

    I cleared my throat. “Rick, do be careful. As you know, they are poison mages and their bodies can be quite toxic. It would also be catastrophic if our two sects’ relationship were to become strained.” 

    He looked offended, but he’d take it more seriously now. 

    “Okay, so that’s decided. How do we proceed with attacking when they can ambush us with an army?” Georgina put the question out there, not as a rebuke but an honest question. 

    We were already in a war, whether we wanted to be or not. Now we needed to act like it. 

    “Time for offensive measures. We need to start forming squads and grouping them under command groups. And we need to take stock of our weapons and resources. Once we have groups in place and ready, we push towards the Sun and Moon Hall. But we do it together. We will bring our mountain.” 

    The entire room gasped at my suggestion. 

    “But the city.” 

    I shook my head. “The Sun and Moon Hall doesn’t care about the cities. None of these attacks have wrecked the city. In fact, both times, they were left mostly alone. They want the mountains. It may be that they have enough puppets and so cities are less important.” 

    “And we should just bring the mountain to them? The thing they’re trying to take?” Seth scoffed. 

    “Our other option is to split our forces. We can’t leave it undefended while we go fight, and I don’t want to split our strongest mages. But I’m open to other ideas.” 

    I looked to Yessa and Celina for their opinion. 

    “I believe the Valley would be willing to move, but I’m unsure about the rest.” 

    There needed to be motion of more than just one sect for everyone to join in. “I can guarantee that the Daoist Monastery will move with us.” 

    I could convince Jonny; he was already eager to fight after they had attacked his sect. 

    “And the Frozen Mountain is already mobilizing all their disciples. They don’t have a mountain, but they will add to our numbers.” I added. 

    The room began to nod, feeling better at the allies we may have to help us defend the mountain. Georgina spoke up. “Seth and I will handle sending messengers to all the sects.” 

    I nodded. This was going to take some time to get in motion. “Great. We will set a time for one week from now. In one week, the sects will move in on the Sun and Moon Hall.” I looked around the room, making eye contact with each and every one of them. 

    “We were put in a position to lead and protect this sect. I will not allow us to cower. We are the Ferrymen. Let’s show them what we’ve got.” The tension in the room was thick, but everyone nodded. This had to be done. 

    “We all have things to do then. Each of you will work with your associated clans to prepare. We do this for and with our sect. Build your teams; build our army. Prepare them as best you can for what’s to come.” 

    With that, they moved with an urgency. This wasn’t about individuals progressing forward, as it often had been in the sect. This was about uniting us together as a true team. It was going to take some work to get everybody there, but I was confident we would. 

    “I’m going to go work with the Tiger Clan. But I’m sure Celina can help you with whatever you need.” Thea patted my arm with a grin and headed out of the chamber. 

    I wanted to grab her and have her go back to our courtyard. She was carrying my child, and the idea of her training and preparing for battle didn’t sit well. But she considered many in the Tiger Clan like younger siblings; she wasn’t going to walk away from protecting them. She was also a good leader to them; it would leave me to the larger tactics. 

    Michelle walked by, giving me a kiss on the cheek before turning towards the door to go prepare. 

    I grabbed her hand as she passed. “Can you check with the Turtle Clan, or have Brie do it? I want to know all the history we have on wars.” 

    “I’ll see what I can find,” she replied, her brow pressed tight. 

    “There hasn’t been an outright conflict between sects in many, many ascensions,” Celina said, overhearing us. 

    Michelle grinned and slipped away. 

    I realized that, with Michelle’s departure, I was alone in the chamber with Celina, who strode up to my throne with a predatory sway of her hips. 

    She bit her lip as she kept strolling up to my throne, placing herself directly into my lap. “You know, I have started forming my immortal body. My control has improved significantly.” 

    My hands slid to her hips and pulled her soft, warm body close. Celina had always been cute, innocent looking. But, right now, she looked sexy. A wicked smile crossed her lips, and a hungry glint filled her eyes. 

    I pulled her down and kissed her pink lips, bracing for the sting of toxin or the numbing of poison. But it didn’t come. Instead, I tasted a faint bitterness that went straight to my core and made my blood heat up. 

    I pulled back and looked at her in confusion. “What was that?” 

    “Many poisons in small doses can become medicines.” Her hips swayed on my hips. 

    My erection was feeling even more energetic than normal. 

    “You wouldn’t have happened to have given me some aphrodisiac, did you?” 

    Celina pouted, grinding in my lap. “Just a bit. I wanted to make sure you have enough energy for this.” 

    I raised a brow. “What makes you think I would have any issue keeping up?” 

    “You have, what, at least six women to satisfy? I wouldn’t blame you if you were suffering some fatigue.” 

    “I’ll show you fatigue,” I growled, feeling heat in my pants as her poison started to take effect. 

    The door to the hall banged open, and Michelle walked in with a scowl, followed by Vess. 

    I couldn’t help it when I glared at the interruption. 

    “I know, I know, Stud. I really wanted to watch you completely and utterly ravage Celina too. But this is important.” 

    My voice was rougher than I expected. “Tell me.” 

    Cycling my life mana, I cleansed my body, trying to clear away the aphrodisiac so I could focus. Because, right now, my eyes were focused on Michelle’s chest and not her words. A bit of it cleared away. 

    Vess bowed. “The Saintess says she found out what happened to your town.” 

    My eyes snapped back to my blonde warrior, who was worrying her lips and focusing on the floor. Of course, this was important to her. 

    “You mean Kat found Michelle’s parents?” I clarified. 

    “Yes, but she wants to talk to you about it.” Vess looked up at me through her eyelashes. 

    Celina pat my hand. “It’s okay. I have waited this long. I can wait a bit longer. Now appears not to be the time for us.” 

    She leaned in to whisper for my ears alone. “But when we do, I’m going to pump you so full of aphrodisiac that you turn into nothing but a wild animal, rutting me into the hard ground.” 

    I paused, working to reconcile that with the cute and innocent looking woman in my lap. She was full of surprises. 

    “Sounds perfect,” I said and pinched her rear. 

    Celina squeaked and jumped out of my lap. “So, where do we go to talk to Kat? Wasn’t she the girl who joined the Sun and Moon Hall?” Her face looked skeptical. 

    I shook my head. “She’s still there, but she’s helping us. Our souls are linked, so I just need a place to meditate.” 

    “This is important. You should just meditate here. We’ll keep watch.” Celina said, walking over to comfort Michelle. 

    I heard my first wife mutter a soft thanks before she looked up and gave me a firm nod. 

    I didn’t waste time. 

    Settling into the throne comfortably, I entered my inner world and found myself sitting in my soul palace. 

    The gold chain was still draped across one of my arm rests. 

    I coiled the chain in my hand and gave it a slight tug, feeling a bit of resistance, but then it relaxed immediately. 

    Taking that as agreement from Kat, I yanked the chain more with intent than actual physical force, and Kat flew into my soul palace. 

    The red-haired beauty shifted in the air and glided gracefully down to my feet. 

    Kat, with her kaleidoscope eyes, knelt at my feet gazing up at me with pure adoration. “Hi, Love. I’m here to serve you.” 

    She nuzzled at the inside of my thigh and let out a satisfied sigh. “You keep me together. Being chained up as your Love is perfect.” 

    If I was honest, she seemed better than she’d been in the past. Still obsessed with me, but less fragile, less jagged. “You seem better.” 

    “Mmmhmm,” she purred. “Every time I feel lost, I just look at my Love’s chains. I remind myself of my purpose and that you are there. It makes everything better. I’m not quite my old self, and I’m not sure I’ll ever be. But I think… for now I’m in control.” 

    Ah, I really was what was keeping her together. I ran my fingers through her hair, trying to give her some comfort. 

    “Kat, Vess said you have information on Locksprings?” 

    She nodded. “Yes. I was able to track back from where puppets are coming from, and remembering enough of the people in Locksprings, to figure out where they went.” She jumped at the chance to help and started chattering. 

    “Where are they Kat?” 

    “They were relocated to…” She paused, and with a force of will she shifted a table with a jagged top. As it unfolded, I realized it was a topographical map of the area around the Sun and Moon Hall. 

    I stood up and rounded the table, bringing Kat with me. 

    “Here.” She pointed to a spot on the map. 

    Based on the position of the Sun and Moon Hall’s mountain, it was to the east, and far enough away from the sect that I’d be willing to mount a rescue, assuming there were still survivors to rescue. I pushed that thought aside. 

    The city’s location was also near the Earthen Bull Sect. I could swing by and try to rally them to join us as well. Plan formed, I smiled down at Kat. 

    “Thank you.” I kissed Kat’s forehead. “Do you know if Michelle’s parents are there?” 

    “Not entirely. I looked through the records of puppets, and there’s no record of them, but there have been a number of Locksprings mages that have come from there.” She paused. “Remember Mayor Hall?” 

    I looked at her, surprised. “Aiden’s father?”  

    “Yep. The elders were not happy with how Locksprings turned out. They turned him into a puppet as punishment and gave him to Aiden as an example. That really messed Aiden up.” She said it like casual gossip, and that turned my stomach. She’d been exposed to such atrocities; it was no surprise she’d broken in the process. 

    “Your father isn’t among those who’ve become puppets either,” she added excitedly. 

    I never did share what I’d learned about my family with Kat, nor many of the updates as to what happened after that. 

    “My father left Locksprings before the dungeon.” 

    “Oh. Well, I didn’t see him anywhere in the reports. But I doubt he escaped too far. The Sun and Moon Hall has had a vice grip on our area since long ago.” 

    I nodded. I’d considered my father too powerful from attack, but that was back when I knew so little about how far power could grow. I was glad to know he wasn’t a puppet. I wondered if we’d run into each other again, or if he’d succeed in chasing our mother into the immortal world. 

    I hoped my father wasn’t out there searching aimlessly, putting himself in danger. 

    “So what’s at this location now? Is it still Locksprings?” I asked. 

    “It’s a labor camp and village. The reports made it seem moderately well off, if a bit oppressive.” Kat relaxed into my hand, reminding me to keep petting her. 

    “What do they need people to do labor for?” I asked Kat the question on my mind. 

    “Food, mostly. No mage wants to wait around and do menial labor like that,” Kat said with a sigh. “But someone has to do it.” 

    That made sense. And it made all of them valuable enough that they might not be converted into puppets or used for other corrupt practices. 

    That reminded me of another question I had for Kat. “How many puppets does your sect have?” 

    Kat tensed under my hand. “A lot. We probably have more puppets than every mage of every sect combined. I don’t know the exact number, but we can’t use even a fraction of them at the moment.” 

    That was some level of relief. “How many can you use?” 

    “Maybe fifty thousand.” Her tone wavered, not quite sure. It still felt like a punch to the gut. 

    “What if you had a devil? How many could he control?” 

    Kat breathed in deep. “All of them. If what I’ve been reading on devils is correct, they can control hundreds of thousands of lower intelligent beings.” 

    Exactly what I was afraid of. “Then a devil freed from the Mountain Sea Gate will make this all so much harder.” 

    Kat whipped around, sending her chain clanking against the throne. “There’s a devil free?” 

    “Potentially. The Mountain Sea Gate fell, and mages reported feeling a frightening amount of power. I’m assuming they are summoning a devil just like last time.”  

    “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” Kat looked panicked and clung to my leg. 

    I realized that she was worried that I’d think she had lied to me. Given all of this and the truth of her words I felt through the chains, I believed her. 

    “Kat, I believe you. But we are going to have to go on the offensive. All of the sects.” 

    Kat nodded slowly. “How can I help?” 

    “I wouldn’t turn down a distraction if you could pull it off in the next few days. We’ll likely head out to that labor camp tomorrow,” I said. 

    Kat pondered for a moment and leaned herself in between my legs. “I could destroy a large number of puppets.” 

    “Can you do so safely?” I wasn’t about to ask her to commit suicide. 

    Kat shook her head. “I think it is time for me to leave the Sun and Moon Hall.” She stared up into my eyes. “If you’ll take me back.” 

    My heart fell with the lost look of hope she had. 

    “We’ll have to figure out what that truly means, but of course I’d accept you. I do trust you and care for you, Kat, but I also won’t take advantage of you.” 

    Her face split into a grin. “Then I’ll find a way to destroy as many puppets as I can and flee to the labor camp. It would probably be one of the last places they will look for me anyway.” 

    I kissed her forehead. “Thank you. Now, can you go over some of the other details about the camp?” 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 22 

      

    Coming back to my body, I blinked away the dryness of meditation. 

    My neck cracked as I stretched. 

    “What did she have to say?” Michelle was wringing the handle of her mace and warping the poor weapon in the process. 

    “There is a good chance, but no guarantee, that your parents are safe and within where we can get to them.” I paused, knowing she wanted more certainty, but I didn’t want to promise more than I could give. 

    Michelle nodded her head, her face shifting into sheer determination. “Hope is enough. Where?” 

    I stood and went to a map plastered to the side of the chamber; she quickly moved to my side. “Here. About two days' travel if we take Aurora. Kat says it is a labor camp for farming…” 

    After I finished explaining everything Kat had told me, Michelle could hardly hold still. “We should hit them with a small elite team. Get in, kill them all, get out. Goal is minimal fuss and maximum death.” She smacked her mace against her hand repeatedly. The warrior in my beautiful blonde was out in full force. 

    “I agree,” Celina said, joining us by the map and studying the route. “If we send an army, they might try to fortify or manage to make the town disappear again. We’d be back to square one, and they’ll know they have a mole.” 

    I nodded, thinking about whom we’d send in. I looked over to Michelle, wanting her opinion. “This isn’t sect business. This is personal. I don’t feel right using full sect resources.” Michelle’s eyes were full of turmoil, but she let me continue. “We go as a family. Tomorrow morning, we set off.” 

    Michelle smiled, looking at Celina. They both nodded in agreement, turning to me for further instructions. 

    I looked over my shoulder at Vess, who had hung back. “You should come too. Kat said she would meet us at the camp. She’s going to try to get out, and she might need your help.” 

    Vess’ eyes grew big, and she nodded. I knew she would give her all to protect her Saintess. 

    Michelle planted a big kiss on my lips when I turned back. “I love you, Stud. Thank you for this. I know we have a lot going on in the sect, but they’re my family. I can’t risk them.” She gave me another kiss, before breaking away and returning to battle mode. “I’m going to go get everybody ready. You should continue cultivating so you have the power you need.” She winked at Celina. 

    Michelle hurried and grabbed Vess, dragging the veiled woman away. 

    “I guess we can pick up where we left off? After all, it sounds like we are going to be on the road after this.” Celina’s arms snaked around my neck as her sweet breath tickled at my nose. 

    My body wanted to melt into hers. The aphrodisiac must not have completely left my system because I was suddenly on fire with urgency. 

    Not wanting to be interrupted again, I swept Celina up in a princess carry and opened the passage under Thea’s chair for some privacy. 

    “What’s this? Taking me to some dark dungeon where you’ll ravage me?” Celina said in mock terror while her eyes sparkled. 

    I kissed her sticky lips and tasted more of her aphrodisiac. 

    “You don’t have to do that,” I said, carrying her and feeling my body burn up. 

    She gave me a coy smile. “I know. But it’s fun. I want to.” Celina’s eyes shone with a challenge. 

    I realized this was a way for her to be in control. She needed that control, and I let her have it as I kissed her sweet lips again, feeling myself burn with lust as our tongues explored each other. 

    My erection was trying to tear itself out of my pants. It was so uncomfortable that I shucked them without another thought. 

    “Mmmm,” Celina purred in my ear. “Rip off my clothes.” 

    I was already feeling a heady blur, but her breath on my ear was like a thousand soft touches. It brought me back to myself, and more importantly, the woman in my arms. 

    Pushing Celina up against a large crystal column, I grabbed the lapel of her dress and ripped it, exposing her soft creamy chest. 

    Celina groaned and pressed her chest into my face as I held her pinned, tearing the rest of her dress off as she smothered me in her softness. 

    In a moment of clarity, I looked at her again. “Are you positive this is how you want it? Rough?” 

    She kissed me again, drowning that thought in the sweet taste of her lips. 

    “I practice poison for a living. I choose that. I can handle a bit of pain.” She nibbled on my ear. 

    It felt like a pink haze was crowding the edges of my vision, and I just didn’t care anymore. I had my answer. 

    Lining myself up, I could feel her sex. Her wetness was dripping down her thighs. I could smell her musky scent, and that was what ultimately undid me. 

    I impaled her on my cock and pushed her against the wall. 

    It was breathtaking, like finally satisfying a hunger I’d known my entire life. Her sex wrapped tightly around my cock. 

    “Fuck,” I groaned, digging my fingers into her hips and jerking my own, crashing both of us into the crystal column again and again. 

    “Yes. Harder. Harder!” Celina begged as she thrust her hips down to meet me each and every time. 

    Our wet flesh smacking together was deafening to me; the only thing that existed as I chased that hunger that had built inside of me. 

    I stroked myself inside of Celina as I lost myself to primal need to rut. 

    “Yes.” I buried my face in the crook of her neck as I kept pumping for dear life. 

    So close. I was just on the edge. 

    Right there. The tension continued building, my body bracing. 

    Finally, the release came. I erupted, feeling like a dormant volcano after thousands of years of pent up pressure. I emptied myself into Celina’s sex. 

    “Phew. That was… amazing,” Celina panted as we came down. 

    I blinked, seeing her hair wet and clumped with sweat. 

    Both our bodies were covered in a fine sheen. 

    “I…” 

    Celina put a finger over my lips and gave me a satisfied smile. “You were amazing. But I don’t think we are done yet.” 

    She leaned in and I kissed her, tasting that same addictive sweetness before she turned around and bent over another crystal. 

    “I’m your little drug.” Celina winked over her shoulder. “And I’m not done yet.” 

    I came up behind her. We were both filthy from sex, but it made her all the more gorgeous to see my seed dripping between her legs as she spread herself for me. 

    The tickle of the aphrodisiac came back into focus as I caressed the curve of her lower back down to the swell of her hips. “I’m going to cultivate this time.” 

    “Good. Be a dear and pull my hair back as you do.” Celina blew me one last kiss before grinding back against me. 

    I sank my cock back into her dripping sex and grabbed a fist full of her hair, pulling her back until I could make eye contact with her. 

    Using just her hair, I pulled her hips onto me and bounced them off. I wrapped my other hand around one of her nipples, giving it small pinches and swirls as I thrust into her. 

    Celina’s eyes rolled back into her head as she panted and arched her back in a flexibility that didn’t seem human. 

    She arched all the way back until I could bend forward and kiss the depraved mage, twisting herself up on my cock. 

    The arch of her back caused my thrusts to scrape against her walls as she became even tighter than before. 

    I started cultivating, drawing mana in as I lost myself to the effects of the aphrodisiac again. 

    Searing pain roared through me, causing me to pause for a second, trying to figure out what was happening. Through the murky fog, I realized where we were. I was pulling mana from the portal. The rich, pure mana was flooding into my immortal body. 

    I thrust it into Celina out of instinct, and her scream echoed mine as she cycled it right back, only this time, it was larger than the first time. 

    Cycling using the Yin Yang technique, I flooded us both with pleasure to try to combat the pain, but it was still too much. 

    My sex and drug addled brain couldn’t put two and two together. Between the pain and the pleasure, it was all blurring together as we continued cycling. 

    The mana ripped through my organs, tempering my immortal body far faster than I’d ever experienced. We were stuck in this rhythm that twisted the pain into pleasure as we drove into each, seeking more and more pleasure to drown out the pain. 

    I pulled Celina’s hair further back to see my woman delirious in pleasure, drooling as she panted in need. 

    My balls surged, and I felt myself come to a climax and paint her insides with my seed again. 

    Accepting the massive ball of what I now realized was immortal mana into my body, I slumped to the floor, trying to collect myself and control the powerful force inside of me. 

    “Isaac?” I could hear Celina gather herself, concern lacing her voice. 

    But I couldn’t respond; my body felt like it was about to burst. I had been stupid by not realizing where I was while we cultivated. 

    My organs, however, weren’t actually burnt up. It was more like the surface had been burned away, while more and more immortal mana gathered beneath the surface.  

    I was shedding a layer of viscera, and beneath the shed layer was my immortal mana made flesh. It looked like a jade sculpture rather than flesh and blood. 

    Slowly, it dimmed, and the luster faded as my organs settled back into functioning order. I could feel my body recovering, but my internals were still changed. 

    I wasn’t sure how this change was supposed to feel, but I felt great. I enjoyed the power I now felt with this progression of my immortal body. 

    Opening my eyes, I saw a radiant Celina staring back at me, naked and wide-eyed. “You were glowing.” 

    I realized she was too. A faint glow came from her skin. “So are you. Do you feel anything different?” 

    “Yeah. It felt like I refined my immortal body again. But that’s not something you want to try to do in a single session.” She shuddered. “If it hadn’t been for the sex, that pain might have broken our minds, Isaac.” 

    “Right,” I said absently, looking towards the small portal. “I think we just tempered our immortal bodies with pure mana.” 

    Celina followed my gaze. “Wait. We used that mana!?” 

    I had no doubt she could sense just how potent it was. “We called it immortal mana to put a name to it. We think it comes from the immortal world.” 

    She nodded. “We opened our chamber as well after Yessa came back. An elder tried to cultivate the mana, but she shattered her soul. Please tell me we weren’t that close.” 

    I smiled but cringed a bit at the possibility that that could have happened. “I don’t think so. We’re still here, after all.” 

    Celina laughed and leaned back against a crystal. “Fuck. No wonder Michelle calls you Stud. I need a nap.” 

    We both broke into laughs until tears tickled at the corner of my eyes. “We should clean up and head back. The others are going to start to wonder where we are.” 

    “Hah, not likely. They know exactly what is happening.” She rolled her eyes. 

    “How long have we been down here, though?” I said, pulling out a towel and drying myself off before getting dressed. 

    Celina sighed wistfully. “Hours at least...” 

    She looked sheepish, but clearly regretted nothing. She reluctantly got up and started attempting to get dressed. She figured out how to wrap it all around her, but I’d torn a few places in my haste to remove the clothes. She watched me dress, a frown on her face as she moved forward. 

    “Behave,” I scolded, looking at the state of the chamber. I’d have to send someone I trusted down here to clean up. I wouldn’t have time with our rescue in the morning. 

    “Ready.” Celina smiled, combing her hair back flat and returning to her normal, cute appearance. She gave me an innocent look that just made me laugh.  

      

    *** 

      

    “Took you long enough,” Aurora greeted me as I entered our home, but based on her smile, she wasn’t surprised. 

    She and Mei were rolling dice, playing some sort of game at the kitchen table. I also spotted Thea and Michelle deeper in the home, moving about in what looked like preparation. 

    Aurora threw Celina a saucy wink that had the girls giggling. 

    Celina grabbed Aurora and wrapped her in a hug. “It’s good to be here.” Then she turned to Mei. “And you must be the lovely Mei.” 

    “That’s me.” My fox mana beast nodded her head. “I’ve heard all about the wonderful Celina.” 

    “Celina!” Thea came out front and wrapped the poisonous woman in a hug. 

    When they separated, Celina gave Thea an appraising look up and down. “You look fantastic.” 

    Thea blushed and rubbed her stomach, smiling back at Celina. 

    “Oh my god. You aren’t.” Celina spun and gave me a questioning look. 

    “Yes. Thea is pregnant. We hope Michelle will be soon too,” I said. 

    But there was a deep, hungry glint in Celina’s eyes when I confirmed it. She rubbed her own stomach, no doubt thinking about the time we’d just had. 

    “I’m so happy for you,” she snapped out of it and praised Thea. “But you should stay here with all the fighting that is about to happen.” 

    “Not. A. Chance,” Thea cut her off and glared at me. 

    I held up my hands. “I wasn’t the one to suggest it. There is no doubt in my mind that you are still fit to fight. But dear,” I paused, “when you start showing, it may affect your ability to participate.” 

    “He’s right.” Celina came to my aid, as Thea was about to interject. 

    Thea’s glare sharpened for a moment before she relented. “Maybe, but that’s a conversation for another time. Mages are far more durable than you are giving me credit for.” 

    The sisters came out of their room, and Nikki wrinkled her nose when she gave me a hug. “You smell like sex.” 

    Celina’s face went bright red. “Hello, I’m Celina from the Thousand Blossom Valley.” 

    “Pleasure. I’m Nikki, and this is my sister Diana.”  

    “Another?” Diana blurted out. 

    I scratched the back of my head. “Yes, but not a new relationship. I’ve known Celina since before I left Locksprings. She went back to her sect to work on her own cultivation.” 

    That didn’t seem to help anything, as I was now surrounded by lovely women, all of whom seemed to be doing the math. I was up to nine girls if you counted Kat, and that meant there was more than one for every day in the week. 

    Thea cleared her throat as Michelle walked up. “I think maybe it is time you stop plucking every lovely flower in your path, husband.” 

    Michelle wrapped her arms over my shoulder and kissed the side of my head. “I think it would be poor form of you to keep bringing home women until you at least give us all our first baby. What will my mothers think?” 

    I could feel the tinge of hope in the last few words. 

    “Sure. I think my nights are busy enough as it is, and we wouldn’t want to disappoint your mothers.” I kissed her hand. “Speaking of, how are we preparing for the mission?” 

    “Dinner first—we can talk while we eat. We head out first thing in the morning,” Michelle said. 

    I caught Aurora’s attention. “Is there a reason we can’t head out after dinner?” 

    We might as well move up the timetable. 

    “Nope. I’m good to fly, but my sisters want to make sure we get the sect in order before we leave.”  

    I looked around the room at each of the beautiful women. “I think we can talk with Natalie and Brie after dinner and get things rolling to the point that they won’t miss us for a few days. I’d like to get us back before we start moving the sects.” 

    Michelle nodded, clearly not hearing what I’d said as she started running a hand over me. “Stud, what did you do?” 

    “We’re moving the mountains so we don’t split our forces. You were there when we discussed it.” I tried to dodge her question, not quite wanting to go into the details of my and Celina’s time. 

    “No. You cultivated with the immortal mana.” She turned to Celina, poking her and no doubt checking her cultivation as well. “Both of you?” 

    Then a look of understanding became a big grin on Michelle’s face. “I see. Maybe that would be worth a try at some point.” 

    I rolled my eyes. “I don’t know. It seriously hurt like a bitch.” 

    Celina backed me up. “I thought I was going to die.” 

    “I’ll bet he brought you plenty of pleasure to overcome that. Lots of peaks,” Mei snickered, causing Celina to blush. 

    The other girls had an array of hidden or openly warm smiles on their face as they started shifting about and getting ready for a family dinner. 

    I went to fetch Natalie and Brie, and secretly also find somebody discrete who could go clean up the chamber.

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 23 

      

    Aurora was already in her Kunpeng form by the time we had finished prepping to leave the sect. She looked about ready to plop down for a quick nap with how long we were taking. 

    “This isn’t a debate. We are going.” Diana stood with her arms crossed under her chest. 

    I had worried about the sisters wanting to come; they were second-ring mages that were still and relatively untrained, after all. There was no guarantee as to the strength of what we’d find at the labor camp. 

    “Thea is going, and she’s pregnant,” Diana pointed out, looking to Thea for help. 

    Nikki stepped forward and placed a hand on my arm. “We understand the risks, and we are choosing to come with you to save our own family. We are a part of this now.” 

    I frowned. I didn’t want to risk either of them, which is exactly what I’d be doing if I brought them along. 

    Master, let them come, Aurora voiced her opinion. 

    I figured they’d tag after us anyway; they knew where we were going. It would be safer with us. 

    “Fine. But the moment it gets too intense, you two take care of yourselves. Diana, I haven’t forgotten what happened last time I took you into battle before you were ready. I regretted it then. Don’t put yourself into a similar position again.” 

    “Of course.” Diana’s face had softened, and she looked bashful. “That won’t happen again. We will stick to what we can handle, and when we get back, we’ll work to grow stronger.” 

    Nikki bounced over, kissing my cheek. “We’ve fought together before, Isaac; we will be fine. I’ll protect Diana.” She smiled over her shoulder at her sister, who was glaring back. 

    Diana opened her mouth to no doubt start a sisterly squabble, but I held up my hand to pause it. “We need to get moving.” 

    Diana’s mouth snapped shut. Giving her sister another glare, she turned to me and nodded. 

    “Yay!” Mei clapped from atop Aurora. “Now hurry up before he changes his mind again.” 

    Both sisters leapt up on Aurora’s back as my mana beast stood up without me. 

    “What are you doing, Aurora?” I narrowed my eyes. 

    By your own logic, you are the biggest risk. If you die, so do three of us, not to mention the others might die of heartache. So really, we should leave you behind. 

    “Not funny.” I moved to jump on Aurora’s back, but she was expecting that and buffeted me back with a flap of her wings. 

    “Fine. I get it. It isn’t a good feeling to be left behind,” I yelled at her, not loving that I was making a scene at the landing platform for the Inner Court. 

    Glad you understand. 

    Aurora dipped her wing, and I didn’t let her have a chance to do anything again, sprinting up her wing and onto her back. 

    “Oh, there you are,” Quinn said. A few of the girls looked away, pretending they hadn’t just seen what had happened. 

    “Fine. I got the message from Aurora. Leave no one behind and let them make their own choices.” I settled into a spot on Aurora's back as we all got ready for the several day's flight, wondering how I’d ended up with so many stubborn, strong-willed women. 

    Michelle sat down next to me. “Are you ready, Stud?” 

    “Of course. Let’s go get your family back.” I pulled her close, feeling nervousness radiate out from her. 

    We both knew there was a chance we’d get there and her family was gone, or might have never been there in the first place. 

    “We’ll do all we can. No matter what happens, we’ll give it our all, and that’s all we can do.” I squeezed Michelle, and my warrior woman finally broke. She sobbed into my shoulder, letting out her fear and anxiousness. I rubbed her shoulder, trying to console her as best I could. 

    Thea came over first, wrapping her arms tightly around Michelle, then Mei, then Quinn and the sisters. 

    Hug her double for me. 

    We all piled on Michelle with the warmth of our family. 

    “I love you all,” Michelle sniffled, trapped in the pile 

    “We love you too. I love all of you so dearly.” I looked each of them in the eye as I lifted myself off Michelle. “I would do this for any and all of you. We are a family.” 

    Thea broke down crying, and it caused a chain reaction, as all the human women wrapped themselves around me. 

    Quinn and Mei joined in the chorus of ‘I love you too’ going around to each and every person. 

    We were a family, and we were going to tackle this together. 

      

    *** 

      

    Aurora glided through the night, and we’d passed the last landmark before the labor camp. 

    “We made it in a day and a half; you really booked it here.” I stood on the very crest of Aurora’s head, looking down below for signs of the camp. 

    Yep! I’m the best! Aurora chuckled in my mind. 

    She’d been out of some of the family embracing that we’d been doing during the trip, but she seemed extra cheery from all the camaraderie. She had always wanted a big family for us. 

    I scanned the forest below us; the massive trees were not helping in our search. 

    I had assumed there would be more obvious signs of the labor camp. It wasn’t like the Sun and Moon Hall had to hide it in the middle of their own territory. 

    There, Master, do you see the fire? 

    I scanned the forest floor, and there was a patch of warm light, but I couldn’t directly see the fire. “I think. But wouldn’t there be more? I thought this was a massive labor camp.” 

    I can circle around this area again, but I have better vision than you do, and that’s the only firelight I’m seeing. 

    Patting the top of her head, I made a decision. “No, that’s fine. Circle back and land a ways away from the fire. I’ll make sure everyone’s ready.” 

    Aurora banked right, and I headed back to the rest of our family. 

    They saw me coming and got to their feet, fierce determination set on their faces. 

    “We found it?” Michelle asked. 

    I shook my head. “We can only find a single fire in the area. Hopefully, this leads us there. We are going to land near that fire and investigate.” 

    Everyone nodded. 

    “There might be a concealing formation set up,” Thea suggested. “After all, this might have been in place for a while. And if it is a sect's primary food source, it would make sense to protect it, especially knowing they’re entering a war.” 

    I nodded, hoping that was the case; however, this could also turn into a wild goose chase. 

    Aurora thumped to the ground, and I bent my knees to steady myself. 

    This was it. I landed in a battle stance, reaching out to assess the area. Each of the girls was just as ready as I was for this to turn bloody. 

    Aurora didn’t even make a joke or yawn. Instead, she appeared with a face of grim determination. 

    “Girls, back in your rings. Let’s see what we are facing before you are put at risk. I don’t want to chance an ambush,” I said. 

    Mei crossed her arms under her chest as she glared. “Promise to let us out when the real fighting begins?” 

    “Promise. I hope to use you three to surprise someone even.” 

    She nodded, and my mana beasts each disappeared into a ring. 

    “Tsk,” Celina clicked her tongue to get my attention before she whispered. “Three rank four mana beasts. The rate in which you draw mana from the world has to be crazy.” 

    I shrugged, stepping forward and towards the firelight. It was a couple hundred yards north of where we had landed. “It has helped, and it’s one of the reasons I cultivated so quickly.” 

    “Shh,” Thea reminded us. 

    As the fire came into view, there were only three mages sitting around it. They looked like a group of adventurers out on a journey. 

    “Shit,” I cursed. This wasn’t part of a labor camp. 

    I reached out, trying to sense their cultivation levels, and what returned had the sticky sense of corrupt mana on them. 

    I scowled, drawing my sword from the core of mana behind my navel. 

    Flooding my body with mana to prepare, I suddenly felt a huge influx. The immortal mana that I’d used to temper my body was present in the core I’d formed. 

    It radiated through my body with a sense of warmth and euphoria. I felt far stronger than before. 

    My women must have felt it too because they stared at me in wide-eyed awe. But we needed to focus. “Capture them for questioning. Go in 3…2…1.” 

    I burst out of the forest with my women on my heels. 

    The mage I’d been aiming for reacted and swung his spear in my direction. 

    But I jumped, tucking my legs and feeling the spear pass harmlessly below me before I stamped on the ground and slammed his chest with two open palms. 

    He rocketed into a tree hard enough to spit blood before he crumpled to the ground. 

    Nikki was there in an instant, halberd resting under his neck, but he looked like he might have passed out from my attack. 

    Celina was pulling a needle out and wiping it off as another of the mages toppled over, frothing at the mouth. 

    “I said subdue.” 

    She shrugged. “He’s not going to die from that. He’s just going to get very, very sleepy.” The grin on her face made me be glad she was on our side. 

    The last of the mages was on the ground, being choked out by Michelle, and was probably the best option to interrogate. 

    “Michelle, let up on him. We need at least one of them to be able to talk.” 

    She looked up surprised, as she took in the other two mages. She frowned, throwing the mage to the ground with a huff. 

    He sputtered and tried to move, but his movements were met with several sharp blades drawn. Vess and Diana stood over him. 

    “Where’s the camp?” I asked. 

    His mouth gaped for a second before he grinned. “What camp?” 

    Celina was there in a flash, stabbing him with a needle in the neck. 

    “What was that?” he said, his eyes dilating wildly as he tried to focus. 

    “Ask him whatever you want. You should find him more receptive to answering.” Celina smirked, slapping his face and making him blink off the disorientation. 

    “Where is the labor camp?” I asked again. 

    He snorted. “You idiots will never find it. What labor camp?” he asked the last with a purposeful confusion on his face. 

    I looked to Celina, wondering if whatever she gave him took some time to take effect, but she just watched the man smiling. He kept babbling on. 

    “Ha, these idiots. They’ll never get me to talk. They’ll never find the labor camp. It’s so well hidden; they’ll wander until they’re found and cut down. And they only would have to walk a mile east! Hah, I may die, but they are so screwed.” 

    I blinked. Did he not realize he was talking? 

    Celina giggled. “The poison sort of destroys the resistance between the brain and the mouth.” 

    The captured mage turned to Celina, his eyes taking her in. “That’s not true. I’ve given nothing away.” 

    I laughed. “That is an amazing poison.” 

    Pulling out my sword, I tapped his cheek. “How do we get into the camp?” 

    “They’re not even torturing me yet. Why do they think I’d give up that kind of information? They’ll have to kill me. I’ll never give them the answers they want. And all they’d have to do is walk through the illusions. It’s poetic really. All this work, what they want so close, but I’ll die here and in the end they will too.” 

    He continued to glare daggers at me, clearly waiting for me to make the next move to try to pull the information out of him. 

    “Thanks for the help.” Celina smirked and stabbed him with another needle. This one made him sag to the ground with glassy eyes staring into the void. 

    I sighed. “You didn’t have to be in such a rush.” 

    “But we are,” Michelle grunted and snapped one of the remaining mage’s necks. 

    Thea slit the last one’s throat. “We have no time to waste. And we don’t know what these three were doing. They may regularly report in. We’re on the clock now.” 

    Nodding, I understood. Still, it felt like a slaughter. Then again, they would have killed us if they had the option. 

    “Okay, so our target is less than a mile east.” We set off in that direction, weapons drawn and ready for the worst. 

    What surprised me was, a few minutes later, when it was like we had walked into another world. 

    The trees disappeared into hardpacked earth, and I ducked into the last of the bushes at the edge of the clearing. 

    “Wow,” Thea breathed beside me. 

    In front of us was a fort. Ten-foot-tall stone walls rose ahead of us, with guard stations every few hundred feet. Past the walls, we could see the smoke and hear the hubbub of a small town. 

    To the right of the walled city were acres of crop fields. I could imagine people toiling away under those, being watched from the wall during the day. It would be back-breaking labor, and I hoped they were being nourished properly. 

    “I didn’t think it would be so big,” Vess breathed. 

    None of us did. There had to be thousands of people for a town this size; it was practically a city. 

    Bigger than Locksprings even. 

    The guards watched the city in groups of two. Most of the time they were looking inwards, not outwards. That was good news. They hadn’t been alerted to us yet. 

    “Camp, my ass,” I grumbled and turned back to the girls. “Thea, do you think you are up to a little stealth mission?” 

    “You bet.” She grinned, sheathing her sword. “What’s the plan?” 

    “The rest of you wait here,” I said, slinking out of the bush and darting to the base of the wall. Thea followed behind me. 

    The dozen yards would not take much more than a few seconds for two third-ring cultivators to cross. Then again, this wasn’t built to keep a third-ring cultivator out, but to keep lower-ranked mages in. 

    Getting Thea’s attention, I pointed up. 

    She nodded, and together, we jumped up and swung ourselves over the lip of the wall effortlessly. 

    The two guards were playing cards on a small table. A lone card floated down from one of their loose hands before they threw their cards at me. 

    My fist darted through the cards and grabbed the guard on the left’s jaw. 

    The poor second-ring mage tried to scream, but I flooded life mana into myself as I jerked his head back. All that came out with a soft grunt. 

    Pulling him close, I grabbed his shoulder and wrenched his neck with a lethal snap. 

    The other guard was already silent; Thea had cleaved half his skull away. 

    I took in my now blood-covered beauty. “Put his helmet on. We need to blend in.” Lifting the metal skull cap from the floor, I handed it to her while I snapped a spear and skewered my guard to his chair, tilting his head back. 

    “Gruesome,” Thea snorted, doing a similar job to her own guard. At a glance, they looked like they were still playing cards. 

    I peaked in towards the labor camp and around the wall; no one had taken notice of the short scuffle. “Looks like we are in the clear. Wave the rest of the girls in.” 

    It only took half a minute or so before all seven of us were crouching in the guard station. 

    “Do we go take out more guards?” Diana asked, seeming eager to be of help. 

    Celina shook her head though. “No, the basic strategy for a situation like this is to get in and quickly do as much damage as possible. As soon as they are alerted of our presence, we lose a lot of our advantage.” 

    I gave her a curious look. 

    She shrugged. “We train for situations more like this than fighting on a battlefield.” My cute poison mage was clearly in her element. I could see her eyes calculating as she took in the situation. 

    “Assassin training aside, she’s right. We need to get into the camp and find where the largest concentration of corrupt mages is stationed. Then we attack when they are unprepared and try to weaken their forces enough that we can get our people out.” 

    Nods were given all around as we slipped into the moonlit town. Unlike a normal town, there was almost no one walking about at night. Nobody was drunk, stumbling home after a night at the tavern. There was no boisterous whore house cat-calling passersby that normally punctuated the night. 

    It made the town feel stifled and dead. 

    Instead, there were a number of large square buildings that looked more like barracks than housing. My gut said those were filled with simple apartments for those who worked in this place. 

    The question was, where were the guards and members of the Sun and Moon Hall living then? 

    “There.” Celina pointed to another one of the square buildings. 

    “Why that one?” I asked, but then I saw what she saw and started moving forward with determination. 

    Diana asked. “I still don’t see why that one.” 

    “There are no bars on the windows, and the windows are further apart.” 

    We crept along, staying in the shadows of the buildings. We moved in under the watch area of the dead guards, but soon, we were going to start crossing over, where we’d be exposed. 

    “Ah. Makes sense. Bigger rooms.” She put two and two together. 

    Thea shushed her and darted between buildings, pausing and letting us each move one at a time. 

    “Guards on the door,” Celina said, peering around the final corner. “Lots of open space between here and the entrance.” 

    “Just because they are our enemy doesn’t mean they are stupid,” I said, “Maybe we’ll have to get creative here.” 

    The girls turned back to me, looking confused. 

    I was already taking things out of my spatial ring. I swapped my sect robes for some old clothes from Locksprings. They were tight on me from having awakening my bloodline, but that only made what I was about to do more believable. 

    “I’ve got this, girls. But be ready to back me up.” I pulled a dagger out of my spatial ring and laid it against my side, taking deep breaths. 

    “Stud, what—” 

    I stabbed myself with a straggled hiss. I felt the blade punch into the side of my chest and score my ribs. 

    My life mana could heal this in a minute if I let it. But, instead, I pushed my life mana around the wound, not letting it heal. Instead, I let the blood pool around the wound and drip down my robes. 

    “Isaac,” the sisters whispered, startled by my actions. 

    I held a hand up to stop them. “Celina was right. We can’t clear that distance before they sound the alarm. So it’s time to use our heads and some trickery.” 

    Standing up, I put my hand on the wound and let the blood seep between my fingers. I relaxed my face and put on my best anguished expression, hunching over in pain. 

    I didn’t have to fake it too much. Stabbing myself had hurt like a bitch. 

    But what really hurt was all the mournful looks from my women as they reacted to me in such a sorry state. I’d been hurt before and laid up in bed, but I’d been unconscious for so many of those moments. The sight of my women worried was something I had always missed, and seeing their faces was heartbreaking. 

    “Girls, I’m fine and… I think, after all of this is over, we need to spend some time as a family. Maybe it is time we slowed down.” 

    “Damn right, Stud, but now isn’t the time to talk about it. We still have so much more to do. Now, you stabbed yourself for a reason. Stop talking and do what you planned.” Michelle fixed me with her jaw set. 

    “You got it.” I kissed her and turned, stumbling out into the open. 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 24 

      

    “What are you doing out after curfew?” the guard yelled.  

    I cringed. He’d been loud enough that others were for sure alerted to something being out of the ordinary. 

    “Hurt,” I said in a strangled voice, taking a few more staggering steps into the moonlit area to let him see my wet blood glistening in the moonlight. 

    “Shit,” the other guard spat. “Get over here.” He beckoned me over, but that wouldn’t work. I needed them to come to me, where the girls could ambush them from the shadows. 

    “Can’t,” I gasped, stumbling to a knee. 

    The second guard started coming towards me, but the other one slapped him in the chest and forced him to stop. “If he could walk all the way here, he can manage another dozen steps.” 

    He looked back at me. “Come on. You can make it here; we’ll get someone to look at your wound.” 

    I grumbled internally before drawing my mana and slamming it into my lungs hard enough to make me cough up blood right there on the street. It was gory enough, but I hoped the girls would be able to keep themselves to the shadows. 

    “I don’t know, man. Dude looks like he might die right there,” the sympathetic guard said. 

    “If he’s that bad, he might not make it anyway. It’s our job to stay at our post. You know what happens if we are found away from it.” 

    There was a conflict on the first guard’s face before he shrugged. “If we let him die there, one of us is going to have to move the corpse, anyway. How about I grab him, and you watch my back?” 

    “Fine. It’s your funeral if he tries to stab you.” 

    “I can’t even feel any mana from him,” the sympathetic guard said, walking to me. “I can handle him.” 

    I sighed internally. Of course I wasn’t letting them feel my power. That would have disrupted the plan. But this also was a change; I’d planned on them coming together. And I didn’t love that the one easiest to attack was the kinder of the two. 

    Could I take them both out quietly? I was more than confident that I could kill them both in a fight, but the one guard was remaining more vigilant than I’d expected. Since they weren’t guarding outside the walls very heavily, I had assumed they’d be rather lax in their duties. He might cry out before I could take him down. 

    “Upsie daisy.” Before I could make up my mind, the guard was there, lifting me onto one of his shoulders. 

    His mana was sticky with corruption, but he wasn’t a complete ass. I had to remind myself that not all of them were evil. But I knew I would still need to make hard choices to save Michelle’s family. 

    No matter how kind this man was, we were in a war. And he was on the wrong side. 

    “Get him a healer. He doesn’t look like he has long, and we are already shorthanded as it is. Stupid sect took another batch yesterday,” the guard that remained at his post grumbled. 

    “The bosses say we are getting ready to fight. Rumbles of something big happening came with the last batch that grabbed people. I guess we got too big and made some enemies.” 

    I wondered how much they really knew. Did they know their sect was unleashing a monster that was as likely to enslave them in the end as us? I had a feeling they had no idea what they were a part of, but they were still a part of it. And they’d still chosen to keep these people hostage to do menial work for them. 

    Gathering my life mana, I poured it into the wound on my side, helping myself recover for what was to come. 

    “So, what did they stab you with? There shouldn’t be any weapons among the workers.” He jostled me to get my attention. 

    I winced; I didn’t have to fake it. The wound was still healing. “Broken tool handle,” I lied. 

    He clicked his tongue. “That’s going to leave a nasty scar. Let’s see if the healer is still in their room.” 

    We entered a long hall with doors evenly spread apart. 

    It was still too public for me to kill him; I had no idea if one of the doors would suddenly open. 

    “In here.” He guided me through a door and let me rest on a chair while he stepped into a back room. 

    I had a decision to make. This was probably going to be the best opportunity, whether the healer was actually in or not. 

    My wound was already healing; seeing the doctor was already pointless. 

    Luckily, it didn’t come to that as the guard shook his head coming out of the back. “Must have gone to his room already. I’ll go get him.” 

    As the guard stepped past me, I drew upon the metal mana in my body, making my hand into more of a knife as I slit his throat. 

    He wheezed, but I slapped my hand across his mouth, cutting off his final breaths before he slumped to the ground. 

    There was no time to do anything with his corpse. We were already on the clock after we’d staged the two guards. 

    Going back the way he’d brought me, I walked with steady but quick footsteps. 

    “Didn’t take you long. Was the healer still in the office? That old kook.” The other guard didn’t turn away from his post to verify I was the other guard. 

    I held my sword high and cleaved his neck. He turned in the final moment, realizing I wasn’t the other guard. 

    A flurry of motion made me hold my weapon high, but it was the girls as they rushed out of hiding into the building with me. 

    “Room by room, as quietly as we can,” Celina said with a grim face. 

    Hesitation was written on some of their faces. “I know this is going to be hard; slitting the throats of sleeping people feels dirty. And it is. But they will also keep us from saving this town if given the chance. This is war after all. Today, we do what is needed to save our family. Tomorrow, we grieve that it has come to this.” 

    I led them down the hall and started going room by room. 

    After the first few, we broke into pairs of two to watch each other’s back and execute the corrupt mages that had been holding thousands of people in the labor camp hostage. 

    I had to remind myself that this was necessary as the toll of killing unsuspecting mages weighed on me deeply. 

    I was almost relieved until yelling started up, kicking off what would be a more equal battle. 

    “Intruders! Guards are dead!” 

    His shout was echoed by several others in the distance and another voice somewhere in the building. 

    They all boomed with the strength of a mage using mana to project their voice. 

    The room in front of me stirred as a mage started to sit up. 

    Nikki rushed forward and stabbed him through with her halberd. His eyes instantly lost their drowsiness, only to focus on the weapon through his chest. 

    Nikki spun her weapon as she pulled it out, ensuring it was a lethal wound. “What now?” 

    “Now we fight those who remain,” I said, feeling my blood heat at the prospect of a fight. 

    My bloodline sang with strength as all three of my mana beasts gathered mana and poured it into my meridians. 

    Sounds of metal came from the hall, and I rushed out, cutting down a corrupt mage coming out of his room. 

    “It’s them!” came a shout down the hall, and a mass of corrupt mages were drawing weapons and charging me. 

    I met them head on in the crowded hallway. I played them against each other. They were uncoordinated, and it wasn’t hard to get them to slow each other down. 

    I blasted the mass with a wave of sharp metal mana before bending space and dodging an attack of their own. 

    The mages in the back started to get their heads around the situation and began casting. Those in front bore down on me with their weapons. 

    Stepping back with void mana, I stretched the hallway between us, and their attacks fell short. 

    Then I summoned a Kunpeng claw spell, sending them tumbling back onto themselves. 

    Nikki was there in a heartbeat with wide swinging cleaves of her halberd, dispatching the remaining mages. 

    “We need to group up with the others,” I said, grabbing Nikki’s hand and pulling her the other way down the hall. 

    There was a blast of mana that made my bones ache; a powerful third-ring mage had joined the fight. His mana was sticky with corruption. I needed to get to him before he got to one of the other pairs. 

    “Shit.” I didn’t bother finding the stairs, slashing at the floor instead, cutting through the joists and jumping down to the floor below with Nikki. 

    She was already pushing down the hall, shielding herself with a mass of earth and shoving the corrupt mages aside like she was part of a spear charge. 

    “Aurora, Quinn, Mei.” My three mana beasts appeared. “Push through, killing everyone she left behind.” 

    They didn’t hesitate, moving with brutal efficiency. I had to remind myself that they were mana beasts; they were more naturally oriented towards what it took for survival of the fittest. 

    The trio cut, punched and clawed through the low-ranking mages that Nikki had charged through. I ran behind, shooting out Golden Needle spells to help give them additional cover. 

    We broke out of a hall to a main room on the second floor. 

    A tall, thin man was facing off against Michelle and Vess. 

    He had them both pinned behind Michelle’s shield as he continuously blasted them with fire. Michelle looked fine, but I wasn’t sure how long she’d been holding up against the torrent of flames. 

    “Oh, look. More rodents that seem to have come for my crops.” His eyes slid over me and my mana beasts. “Three fourth rank mana beasts…” He intoned with narrowed eyes. “… Which sect are you from?” 

    I spat at him and brought my mana beasts back into their rings. Drawing on their strength, I gathered mana from the world restoring my reserves. 

    “Cocky boy. Come, let your elder teach you not to stick your nose where it doesn’t belong.” 

    “Careful, Stud,” Michelle shouted, her shield coming down. 

    I could see now her arm was blackened and blistered; Vess’s side was the same. 

    Anger boiled in me and my blood thudded in my ears, my bloodline awakening. 

    I roared and threw my mana into a Kunpeng’s claw at the mage. As it flew towards him, I drew my sword and stepped forward to attack. 

    He caught my spell with a giant, burning claw of his own and parried my attack with a spinning flourish. 

    I dodged back in time to feel a breeze as his sword brushed past my shoulder. 

    “Ha. Is that all you have? I’m sure you are a heaven-born genius in your sect, but I’m afraid I have a dozen of your lifetimes of experience. How long do you think I’ve watched over this site?” he chuckled. 

    He was right. I was still new, and he did have experience over me. But in our world, innate skill mattered too. “Huh. So why haven’t you broken through to the fourth ring yet?” 

    His eye twitched like I’d hit a nerve. “Three hundred years. I’ve perfected my immortal body and fire mana for three hundred years!” There was a burning mania in his eyes. “You don’t stand a chance against me, little one.” 

    The corrupt mage threw his hand out, but what came wasn’t a spell. Instead, a woman emerged. Her skin was a burnt, scaly red, clothed in flame. 

    She smirked and transformed into a massive red serpent and began diving at me. 

    Quinn erupted from my chest, turning into a gold dragon. 

    The two slammed together, coiling around each other as they grew to their massive mana beast forms. 

    The building groaned, and the walls collapsed, as the two mana beasts tore down the house. 

    “Ha!” The mage jumped at me, propelled by flames. 

    I blocked, or at least tried to block his blade. His sword flickered like a flame, and suddenly, his sword slipped past my own. 

    Filling myself with life mana and tempering my skin with steel, I took the slash on my chest and let him knock me back to reduce the impact. 

    “Not bad. Not good enough either, but not bad,” he sighed, twirling his sword as he approached me. 

    The timber in the building crackled and snapped as the ceiling above me dipped. Rolling out of the way of the falling roof, I clutched my bleeding chest and ran from the building. 

    His attack had slipped past my sword, and I lifted my hand to see a fiercely bleeding wound. Luckily, it wasn’t deep enough to impair my muscles. 

    The elder from the Sun and Moon Hall strolled out of the collapsing building as the two giant mana beasts tangled behind him burst through and collapsed the last of the building. 

    “Isaac.” Celina came out of the debris. 

    But she didn’t have time to help, as guards came running from every corner of the labor camp. 

    “Make sure the others got out,” I called to her, circling the corrupt mage. 

    “Why worry about anyone? You are all going to die.” The mage flickered forward with another of those unpredictable strikes. 

    I had to twist and block low to the pommel, where I had no leverage, hurling me backwards. 

    He struck again, and I didn’t even have time to strengthen my body with mana before he sent me flying. 

    At that moment, Vess came from out of nowhere, swinging an oversized ax. She bought me the time I needed to get back on my feet before he could get another blow in. 

    We exchanged a glance and attacked from opposite sides. 

    The elder wasn’t going to let himself be flanked, instead disappearing into an explosion. 

    Vess went flying off to the side, and I felt a blade sink into my thigh as his sword pierced through the wall of fire. 

    Jumping back before he could sever my leg, he just tilted his head in curiosity. 

    “I know you. You are the little Saintess’ whelp. Don’t think that she’ll escape after you’re done,” the elder chided Vess. “But that means this is an attack from my own sect?” 

    His brow creased as he looked at me. “But you clearly aren’t from the Sun and Moon Hall.” 

    While the elder was trying to figure out the situation, I was cycling my life mana trying to repair the bruises and cuts he’d inflicted. All around us, cries were going up into the night, and there was an increasing number of people in rags running about. 

    “You know, even if you win here, you are only one person. I don’t think you’ll be able to round up even a fraction of your laborers,” I taunted the elder. 

    “Ah, you can speak. I was beginning to wonder if you were mute.” He grinned like this was all just amusing to him. 

    “Stud, we’ve taken care of most of the guards, and the prisoners have armed themselves.” Michelle came up beside him, twirling her mace. 

    “Going to gang up on me?” The elder spun in place to see Michelle, Vess, Celina, and I now surrounding him. 

    I could sense the massive amount of mana he was drawing from the atmosphere. 

    Even if I could match him, the rest would tire out eventually, and it would be back to a one-on-one fight. And, so far, that wasn’t going well. 

    Michelle’s blackened arm held her shield, and I felt mana rush through her right before she charged. 

    The elder’s flickering sword was of little use against Michelle because of her wide shield, but it also meant she couldn’t score a strike on the elder. 

    Celina got closer as she struck forward, but he flickered just as much as his sword, sending waves of heat and fire at Celina every time she missed. 

    He was the most skilled fighter I’d ever gone against. I studied his movements, using the time the others had given me to look for a weakness I could exploit. 

    Quinn and his mana beast knocked over another building, catching my attention. I quickly made sure Quinn was okay, before realizing his mana beast was also exposed. That was my opportunity. 

    My leg was still bleeding, but the muscle was done knitting itself back together. I gave Michelle a nod and darted towards the mage. 

    I moved for a heavy, overhead strike, knowing he would block it. 

    As expected, he blocked and shoved me hard. He needed to keep giving himself space. 

    I let his shove send me flying towards his mana beast. Instead of turning to pursue me, he was forced to turn to block another attack from Vess. 

    I pivoted midair and landed into a sprint, moving towards the two beasts that were tangled up. They didn’t notice me at all. 

    I ran up Quinn’s spine and leapt onto the head of the elder’s mana beast. 

    “I’m sorry—I am sure you don’t deserve this,” I said. 

    The large flame serpent looked at me cross-eyed on its forehead before I plunged my sword into the beast's head and ripped out a large chunk of its skull in one strike. 

    Its eyes lost focus, and the two beasts collapsed.  

    The mana beast fell apart into its base mana, punctuated by the irate scream behind me. 

    Quinn reappeared in her human form. She was covered in cuts and bruises, but she gave me a satisfied smile before she disappeared into her own ring. 

    “I’ll fucking kill you.” The elder’s eyes were burning red as he threw himself past Michelle to get to me. 

    His mana was draining quickly as he flew into a rage. With his mana beast dead, he wasn’t recovering quickly enough to make up for what he was using. 

    Jumping back, I covered myself by casting out two blades of metal mana. 

    The elder was in a frothing rage as he pursued me, but now I had an advantage if I drew this out. I needed to keep depleting him. 

    “Come back here, you pathetic whelp.” The elder burned with anger, but there began to be an edge of fear in his voice.  

    “You seem tired, old man. It may be time for you to take an extended nap,” I taunted him, hoping that getting him angrier would make him use bigger spells that depleted him faster. 

    He panted in anger, but clarity returned to his eyes before he smirked. “Let’s see how you like this.” The elder turned and dashed towards the nearest group of prisoners, his sword turning into a flaming scythe as he reaped their lives. 

    “Fuck,” I cursed and chased after him. 

    Our swords clashed again before he could harm another group of prisoners. 

    “Still too young, too naive. Too caring.” His blade flickered past my guard and slashed my forearm deep enough for me to lose my grip on my sword. 

    Like breathing, I took the sword back into my immortal body while my other hand slammed forward with a Kunpeng claw to give myself room to breathe. 

    He was so hard to pin down. The elder was the embodiment of the flickering flame, even as his mana was rapidly draining with his mana beast dead. But his sword work was becoming more predictable. 

    “I think you are about out of time,” I goaded him as I drew mana to my fists, ready to keep fighting. Michelle and the others had moved around to better protect the prisoners. 

    “You think you stand a chance without your sword?” he chuckled, darting in to cleave one of my arms off at the shoulder. 

    I let him sink his blade into my shoulder, knowing he wasn’t going to be able to shift at that point. 

    Wrapping my arms around his forearm and hugging it tight, I pulled him forward and cut off the force of his swing before he could do any more damage. 

    “What,” was all he got out before I flooded my skull with steel mana and slammed it into his face. 

    My move was met with a sickening crunch as his nose sank into his face. I could feel his warm wet blood on my head. 

    I pulled my head back, his face surprised and pained. Behind him, Michelle came into focus, leaping into the air behind him. Her mace was fully wound up, and she swung with the momentum of her entire body. 

    Her mace crunched into the side of his skull. She’d put her full force behind it, and from my position, I had a front row seat to his head exploding like a melon dropped from a cart. The gore hit me in the face, and I had to work to not gag. 

    Pushing the elder off me, I hissed in pain as his blade slid free. Using my unwounded arm, I wiped the gore off my face. 

    “Stud, you okay?” Michelle looked at me worriedly before stepping in and putting as much pressure as she could on the wound. 

    “Thanks. Let me focus,” I said through gritted teeth, closing my eyes and beginning to cycle my mana and trusting the others would keep me safe if any other attacks came. 

    Mana poured out from my core, not only healing my injury but replacing my own flesh with a stronger, more durable cultivation of my immortal body. 

    I could feel a trickle of the immortal mana that I had absorbed with Celina entering the area around the wound, causing my lost muscle to restore at incredible speeds. 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 25 

      

    I grimaced as I looked around. The girls were trying to organize the captives, who were largely in a state of shock after the battle had ended. Dead bodies were being pulled off to the side; the elder’s final moment of fury and vengeance had cost hundreds of lives. 

    I could see Michelle looking at those lost as she moved about, hoping that she wouldn’t find her family among them. It was a solemn experience. 

    “My baby!” a woman’s voice broke over the chaos. 

    Bodies were jostled as a woman emerged from the crowd, wrapping Michelle up in a tight hug. Her mother looked relatively unharmed. Even dressed in rags, the older version of Michelle shined as she squeezed the life out of Michelle. 

    Michelle started pushing away, only for her mother to hold her tight. She caught my look and gave me an exaggerated eye roll, but I knew she was deeply relieved. 

    I moved towards them to give Michelle a break. 

    “Isaac!” Michelle’s biological mother pulled me into a hug, ignoring the fact that we were surrounded by gore and still within the labor camp.  

    “You seem to be surrounded by more beautiful women than when we last saw you, Isaac. I hope Michelle has been able to keep up in the group festivities.” 

    Michelle’s mouth went slack, and the other women who had approached to say hi started turning to head away, but her mother wasn’t having any of it. 

    Michelle’s mom somehow herded them all back together, meeting each one. When she got to Thea, she paused, staring at Thea’s hand resting protectively on her belly. “Wait, don’t tell me! Do I have a new grandbaby coming?” She looked at me excitedly. 

    “Yes, Thea is the first to be pregnant,” I replied. 

    Michelle’s mom clapped happily, giving Thea a deep hug, and then rubbing Thea’s belly happily. I wasn’t sure Thea would let another stranger touch her in that way, but the woman’s excitement was completely and utterly infectious. 

    Michelle’s other two mothers and father had appeared by that point, both hugging Michelle and meeting the other girls. 

    Michelle’s mom turned back to her. “Michelle, doesn’t the pregnancy make Thea look radiant?” 

    Michelle rolled her eyes. “We’re working on it, mom. Settle down.” 

    Michelle’s father walked over, giving her a shoulder squeeze of support. She leaned into him, taking the moment of support. I couldn’t help but smile watching them all together.  

    But a piece of me couldn’t stop myself from glancing around in the crowd, hoping to see my own family. 

    As the family reunion calmed down, we began setting into a rhythm. Captives were grabbing what little they had. 

    We would need to get them geared up and headed off to the closest sect. That would be the Earthen Bull Sect. Hopefully, they’d find shelter within the borders of their lands to prevent being recaptured by the Sun and Moon Hall. 

    “Sir, will you be coming with us?” a haggard woman asked. 

    I could see the desperation in her eyes, but we couldn’t spend that time. “I’m sorry but I can’t. However, you have a number of second-ring mages, and we’ll make sure they have weapons to defend you. The Sun and Moon Hall will have more to worry about than coming after you. That’s what we’ll be doing.” 

    She didn’t like the answer, but we also couldn’t spend a month guarding them as they made way over land to the Earthen Bull Sect’s lands. 

    As I was directing one family that had a relative in a nearby town, I felt a firm hand clap down on my shoulder. I sensed a stronger mana level coming from this mage than most of the captives. 

    Spinning, I grabbed the hand, ready to pin them. 

    The man moved in step, making me lose my leverage, and gaining the advantage just long enough that I got a better look at him. My old man stood there grinning at me. 

    “You’ve gotten better. And stronger.” He sensed my cultivation. “A third ring already? You really are her son.” 

    “Dad.” My voice broke as I grabbed him in a fierce hug. In that moment, I felt like a little boy again. I soaked up the moment before pulling back. “I’ve seen mom. Well... sort of. But I know where she is.” 

    “You do? Where is she?” Hope filled his eyes. 

    I paused, unsure how to tell him that she wasn’t within this world. While he was a strong mage, he’d been in Locksprings his whole life. He hadn’t gotten the same education as I had in the sect, and I still had a lot to learn. 

    He was probably expecting her to be somewhere he could get to right now. I wanted to ease him into it. 

    “There’s a lot I’ve learned that we should talk about, dad. We can’t get to her right now, but as far as I can tell, she’s safe. I’m just glad you are okay.” 

    My father’s stoic face cracked into a warm smile. “You can bet I’m cashing in on that chat. But it looks like you have somebody else who wants your attention right now. She looks… different now.” 

    I turned to see who he was referring to. Kat stood awkwardly to the side, her burning red hair swaying in the breeze. 

    Smiling, I held out my hand to her. 

    Kat jumped into my arms with a radiant smile. 

    Her movement caught a few eyes as my women turned, some seeing Kat for the first time. I could feel her braced in anxiety, and I shared some of that. This wasn’t like all my other relationships; this one was more fragile. 

    Michelle moved first, giving Kat a hug as I set her down. The others followed suit, fawning over Kat, trying to make her feel welcome. 

    Diana splayed Kat’s hair. “Your hair is so red; I’ve never seen anything like it.” 

    Kat giggled. “Says the girl with pink hair.” 

    They continued to chatter between them, getting to know each other. 

    “Thank you all for being so understanding.” Kat bowed. 

    I’d been watching her with them, and she seemed far more in control of herself than the previous time I’d seen her. It gave me hope that removing her from the sect may help bring back the Kat I once knew and cared for. 

    I wrapped an arm around her, squeezing her tight to me. 

    Clap. 

    Clap. 

    Clap. 

    “What a wonderful show you’ve given, Saintess.” The voice dripped with sarcasm. 

    I looked up to see a sickly pale man with blood-red eyes standing in a clearing nearby. But he didn’t cause me much concern. What made me pause was the hulking form next to him. 

    The form was a puppet, seemingly made up of a number of people, soulless eyes staring out. And riding on its shoulders was a small, frail, old woman. 

    The color drained from Kat’s face as she saw the woman. “Master.” 

    “Child, you have disappointed me. After everything we gave you, you betray us like this,” the old woman scowled. 

    “Forgive me, Master, but my heart is not with the sect or the actions it is taking.” 

    The old woman just shook her head. “Truly a shame. You had such potential, and now it must be snuffed out. I cannot allow you to leave with the soul well you’ve bound to your immortal body. It is not yours or the sect’s to control.” 

    I frowned. If it didn’t belong to them, then who did it belong to? 

    She looked down her nose at Kat, as Kat wilted. “That artifact and our army is part of the deal we made with the devil for support. We’re going to need it back now. We thought the devil may be taken enough with you to let you keep it, but clearly that’s no longer an option.” 

    My heart sank. We couldn’t negotiate out of this. If they owed it to the devil, nothing else would suffice. 

    “But there’s no reason for more to die here. If Kat follows us back willingly, we will leave here in peace and you can have your victory of freeing these captives.” Kat’s master gave us all a grandmotherly smile. “I believe I am being more than generous with that offer. I hope you’re no fool. I hate having to take more lives than necessary.” 

    Her words left no doubt as she looked beyond us to the thousands of captives that we had just freed. 

    The pale man at her side licked his lips, like he was looking at his favorite meal. I could tell from this that he was a blood mage, and though my experience with them was limited, I’d heard stories of the atrocities they had committed. He’d enjoy a slaughter, the blood exciting him. 

    “You were always watched closely,” the blood mage said, his red eyes giving off a gloomy light of their own in the dark. “But you were always going into your inner world, where we didn’t have access to you. I’m so happy you finally slipped up.” 

    Kat snorted, ignoring him and turning to her master. “I want you to swear on your rings: if I come with you, you hurt nobody here.” 

    Celina and Thea grabbed Kat, looking to me for help. 

    I looked into Kat’s eyes and felt that connection between our souls for just a moment. I knew that the stubborn woman whom I’d loved in the past was present, and she’d stop at nothing to prevent the deaths she could. 

    She glanced over at my father and then back at me, meaning shining in her eyes. 

    My heart broke in that moment, forced between an impossible choice. “Let her go,” I said, my voice coming out as a croak. 

    “I swear upon my rings that neither I, nor anyone of the Sun and Moon Hall, will prevent the people here from leaving unharmed,” Kat’s master said with a smirk. 

    The blood mage at her side bristled and glared in anger. 

    “Come now, child, do you really have so little honor you hoped for a play of words to allow you to kill here tonight?” the old woman scolded. 

    He wilted, and it was then I got a sense of just how powerful this puppet master was for him to fear her so clearly. 

    “Kat.” I grabbed her hand and pulled her close, giving her a kiss. Clarity shone in her eyes. This was the woman I’d grown up with, and now I was sending her back into the lion’s den. I whispered into her ear, “We’ll get you back.” 

    “Un.” She nodded, turning away as tears spilled out. 

    I hated that I had to watch her walk away again, after I’d just started getting her back. Vess wailed at that moment, charging forward in attack, but Kat held up a hand to stop her, shaking her head.  

    Vess’ shoulders slumped as she crumpled on the ground, watching Kat walk away. 

    I stood in shock, trying to process what had just happened, when a deep voice spoke from next to me. 

    “It’s okay, son. You made the right call. But I know from personal experience that doesn’t make this any easier.” 

    I looked at him and saw my own pain echoed in his eyes. He gave me a single nod and waited for me to return it before we broke apart. 

    “We’ll get her back. The Sun and Moon Hall will pay for this,” I said with full conviction, although I still had no idea how we’d take them down if they had control of a devil. But there wasn’t another choice. 

    We’d build our strength as best we could, and we’d move against them, hoping that, in our numbers, we could conquer. 

      

    *** 

      

    After getting the rescued villagers close enough to the Earthen Bull Sect to feel confident they would stay safe, we took Aurora and our family members back to the Ferrymen Sect. 

    The girls had been lovely during our journey, trying to pull my mood out of the brooding mess I’d been the last few days. 

    And it had worked to an extent, but I’d also come to a decision that made my head feel clearer. I was going to cultivate the immortal mana more, no matter the pain. It felt like my best shot at upping my body’s strength. I hadn’t told any of the others yet, knowing they’d be concerned about the risk. 

    “Oh, is this where you all live now? So beautiful.” Michelle’s mom grinned. Her sister wives were similarly cooing with awe as we dipped below the clouds and the sect appeared before us in the morning sun. 

    “Yes. We live on the upper half; you can see the wide stone landing space.” I pointed to the spot that Aurora was already angling herself towards. 

    Our guests gave polite murmurs of awe while we set down. 

    “Sir,” one of the guards politely addressed me and helped down our parents. 

    I gave him a friendly smile as I led our families back to our courtyard. 

    Nikki slipped up next to me. “I do hope you haven’t forgotten the dinner with my father.” 

    There had been quite a lot on my mind, but I hadn’t forgotten it. “No, in fact, why don’t we have him over tonight?” Things were bound to get more chaotic. Might as well get it done when there was a moment of peace. 

    “So quickly? That doesn’t leave much time to properly plan and prepare.” Nikki blushed, and I remembered the importance of the dinner. It was a celebration of us having consummated our marriage. 

    I grinned and kissed her cheek. I could use the distraction if nothing else. “Let’s invite them up.” 

    “Yes,” Nikki said her eyes flashing with promised heat. “I think they should come tonight to celebrate. You don’t mind if I ask Brie to send them an escort up?” 

    “I think that would be wise given all the preparations going on right now,” I agreed, looking towards the door to our house as my mother-in-laws eyed it carefully, seeming to assess every nook and cranny to determine if it was up to par for their daughter. 

    Nikki slipped from my side to go prepare for her parents and the evening ahead. 

    “What a lovely home,” Raven said, taking in the neatly trimmed courtyard and the stately dining area. 

    “Mom.” Michelle stopped her other mother before she could start opening drawers at random. 

    “What? I just want to see if you have a proper kitchen toy. One of the secrets we learned early on is keep a few toys in each room, so you’re ready for whenever the mood strikes you.” Her mother’s eyes glittered with mischief. 

    “Mother!” Michelle blushed furiously. 

    “Oh no, please keep on. This is fascinating advice from a woman full of experiences,” Celina goaded on Michelle’s mothers, receiving a glare from Michelle. 

    “You see.” Raven looked at all the women present. “The trick is…” 

    Michelle’s father grabbed me around the shoulder and pulled me aside. “I see you’ve gotten yourself into quite a bit of trouble, son.” 

    “Trouble?” I asked, looking back and seeing Michelle’s mothers growing more animated in their explanations and gestures to my wives. 

    “I have three wives. And I know just how hard it can be to juggle a harem of that size. Not to mention…” He looked over his shoulder at the gaggle of women. “So many. I do hope you keep hydrated.” 

    “Any advice?” I asked, knowing that my own ability to spend time with each was thinning. 

    “Let them have fun with each other as much as yourself. It has to be a relationship of equals in all directions, or it leads to hurt feelings.” 

    I nodded with that advice. We’d already started down that direction, but I would make sure to encourage it. “I think they already started on that when I was off on missions.” Mei talking about her time with Michelle flashed into my mind. 

    “Good. Now, I’m going to go distract my wives. It was hard to get a lot of alone time in the camp, and I can see the two sisters have been eyeing you like a piece of meat since we came in. Best of luck, son.” 

    He patted me on the shoulder, before going to scoop up Raven and throw her over his shoulder. I had paused at his last word. He’d called me son. I knew it had probably been casually used, but it still meant something to me. 

    “T-that room.” Michelle blushed, pointing to the room that would be her parents’ while they stayed with us. Her mother winked as she pranced after her father and Raven. 

    “Stud.” Michelle escaped to my side, pulling me back to all the girls. “I think we should spend some of our own time alone.” 

    “I agree; we need to live life to the fullest while we can. We are about to be embroiled in a war,” I reminded everyone. “But we are a family first and foremost.” My serious face turned into a grin. 

    Smiles spread infectiously around the girls. 

    I let out my mana beasts and whispered to them. “You are my mana beasts, and I need your help.” My eyes wandered over them and my human wives. “I need you to keep them all distracted so I can give the sisters the attention they need.” 

    Mei bounced up and down, her chest swaying and drawing a moment of jealousy from Quinn. “Okay!” 

    “Calm yourself,” Quinn scolded her playful sister. 

    Mei stopped abruptly and snapped to a salute. “Aye aye. Orders received cap-i-tahn.” 

    I couldn’t help but chuckle at her antics. 

    Aurora pulled me back to her and gave me a soft purring kiss, one that filled me with heat. “We will keep them entertained, Master. But don’t forget about us later.” 

    My mana beasts took away the other three girls, leaving me with the hardest task of all. Finding a way to manage being with both sisters. 

    Given how competitive they tended to be… picking one or the other seemed disastrous. 

    Nikki giggled. “It’s cute watching you squirm. But how about the three of us go to the bedroom to talk.” She grabbed her sister’s hand and fled ahead of me. 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 26 

      

    “You two…” I was without words as I stepped into the bedroom. They had changed in a flash and were wearing sheer robes that failed to hide their bodies underneath. 

    Right now, they looked more like twins than sisters, their age differences hidden by the effects of mana in their bodies. The main difference was that Diana was blushing like a pure bride, while Nikki had a sultry smile that promised experienced delights. 

    Nikki grabbed Diana’s hand and pulled her close enough for their chests to press together as they both met my eyes. “Do you like what you see?” Her lips quirked. 

    “Yes,” I managed to say, my mouth suddenly feeling dry as heat filled my pants. “You two are breathtaking.” 

    Diana looked up at me through her eyelashes, her blush deepening even further as she took in my heated desire. 

    “I’ve never been with a man before,” she cautioned me. 

    Nikki pushed her shy sister into my arms. 

    I held her and kissed her, feeling her shudder in my arms before she bravely snaked her arms around my neck, holding my lips to hers. 

    Soft breasts pushed up against my back as hard nipples dragged across my skin. Nikki kissed along my shoulder, sending shivers straight to my libido. 

    But I didn’t let my desires take control. This was Diana’s first time, and I needed to be gentle. 

    Slapping Nikki’s pert ass, I lifted Diana up and carried her like a princess to the bed, encouraging her with soft butterfly kisses that made her stretch her neck out further. 

    Her eyes were lidded with blissful pleasure as she stared back at me. I ducked low and parted her sheer dress, exposing her soft, pink sex. 

    “You don’t have to.” Diana tried to push my head away, but I lifted her hips and kissed along her thighs. 

    “You are right, I don’t have to. But I want to.” I clarified with a flick of my tongue against the soft skin of her inner thigh. 

    She groaned and thrust her sex up into my face as I teased around her sex, touching everything but those sweet lips just beginning to glisten with her need. 

    I could smell her lust and dipped my tongue gently into her folds, tasting her before I drew back. 

    It seemed to put her over the edge. She squeezed my head between her thighs and thrust her sex into my face. 

    I chuckled into her flesh, giving her a stronger thrashing with my tongue that left her gasping. 

    I felt a tug at my waist, as Nikki joined us. My pants were loosened and slipped down to my ankles, and I felt a warm hand cup my balls and wrap around my half-mast erection. 

    Slow steady strokes only encouraged more blood to flow south, until I felt myself harden completely. 

    It was then that I felt her hair tickle my thighs, and my cock sank into her warm, wet mouth. 

    I looked down in shock to see her contorted between my legs. She was just barely able to catch my cock in her mouth and suckle it as it hung just off the edge of the bed. 

    I went back to focusing on Diana, trying to get as many moans out of her as I could. 

    Pulling my hips back and freeing my cock from a pouting Nikki, I crawled on the bed over Diana. I saw her brace slightly. “I’ll be gentle.” 

    Diana nodded. “I lost my hymen during training long ago, but still, go slow.” 

    When I lifted my hips up, her eyes flashed with fear. 

    “Tha-that’s not going to fit.” 

    Nikki chuckled and came to her sister’s side, giving her a chaste kiss on the cheek. “Yes it will. Just breathe.” 

    I put myself at the entrance to her sex and rocked myself in slowly. 

    She was tight, and I could feel just how tensed she was. Her walls clamped tightly around me. 

    “You need to relax. I’ll be gentle,” I reassured her, massaging her chest and flicking her nipples to shift her focus. 

    Sinking deeper as she relaxed, I sawed into her silken vice as it squeezed me, making it hard to pull out each time. After a number of slow thrusts, I bottomed out into her. I bent down, claiming a passionate kiss that ended with me building up tempo and speed. 

    “Oh!” Diana gasped, her hips bucked involuntarily. 

    Nikki slid up to me and kissed me passionately as I started really fucking her sister beneath us. 

    Her soft, warm hand slid down my chest until it met where my cock was ramming into the woman below me and she sought her sister’s clit. 

    I could barely feel her hand then, but Diana’s chest jumped off the bed like she’d been shocked. “We’re sisters.” 

    “And we are sharing a man we both love. We’ll be sister wives as well, and I know you are shy. I don’t think you’ll let another one of the girls touch you if I leave you to your own devices,” Nikki teased, her hands working Diana with the softness and the sureness of another woman. 

    It was so sexy watching Diana writhe under our joined ministrations that I felt myself swell, ready to burst. 

    But I wasn’t quite ready to blow just yet. Activating the Dual Harmony technique, I took us both to a completely different level. 

    Sex become a blur of pleasure as I tried to sync her bloodline. But it roiled and slipped free of my attempts, like our bloodlines were oil and water. 

    I’d never experienced anything like it, and with all the beasts I’d merged into my Pixiu bloodline, there should at least have been some similarity. 

    But there wasn’t. None at all. 

    Yet I could still feel my technique bring something to life but not in harmony, in challenge. 

    “Yes! Yes yes!!!” Diana screamed and bucked, the technique still producing pleasure beyond just the physical. 

    It almost felt like she was feeding off the pleasure as it slipped between me to her. 

    Nikki’s hand circled the base of my cock and squeezed, the pain and pressure keeping me from finishing in her sister, who seemed to be having a transcendent experience. 

    “Whatever you are doing, don’t stop.” Nikki’s breath caressed my neck as she shifted behind me, writhing, her soft touches like the electricity of pleasure. 

    I was caught between the two sisters in a storm of ecstasy. They warped it from a bloodline technique to one of exquisite delight. 

    Diana lay below me, her eyes shining as she cultivated with me in this moment. Her chest swaying with each thrust mesmerizing me as if nothing else mattered in the world but to seek pleasure in our union. 

    Completely smitten as I was, I didn’t realize that Nikki had let go, and full sensation came back to my cock only for it to feel like I’d set off a whole battery of fireworks. 

    I pumped my seed into Diana in a moment frozen in time that felt like it was without end as whatever cultivation technique we’d just shared would smother me in this moment. 

    “What,” I panted, “was that.” 

    Diana positively glowed and I could feel her cultivation making large leaps forward. “That wasn’t what normal sex was like?” 

    Nikki gave a throaty laugh. “No, that was something else. Please tell me I get a round of that, husband.” 

    “Give me a minute.” I gave her a chaste kiss as I felt completely spent for a moment. 

    Nikki pushed me onto my back with a sultry smile. “Sister, this man has half a dozen lovers and you wore him out in a single round. Bravo.” 

    Diana blushed but pulled herself up looking even more energized than before. “Well then, maybe I owe it to him to recover.” 

    She pursed her lips as she crawled over and kissed my flagging cock. 

    “Like this?” she asked her sister as she licked our combined juices off, her hot breath bathing the tip in warmth. 

    “Perfect,” Nikki said, dragging her nails through my hair as her lips suckled on my neck. 

    I let the two girls shower me in affection as life mana coursed through me, recovering my exhaustion. My cock came back to life as I recovered. 

    Until it left Diana’s warm mouth. “I think he’s ready, sister.” 

    Nikki lifted her hips and I gave her sex one last parting lick that made her smirk as she sank down onto my cock. 

    “Oh, that’s nice. People like to say it is how you use it not the size. But size never hurts.” She swayed her hips working me deeper into her silken folds. 

    Diana looked awkward at the side, unsure what to do. But Nikki grabbed her sister and kissed her hard. 

    Shock was written on Diana’s face as she pulled back. 

    “He liked that. His cock twitched hard.” Nikki swayed softly on my hips in long, languid strokes. 

    Diana blushed furiously and looked at me out of the corner of her eyes. “Really?” 

    “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. I get how it is weird since she’s your sister.” 

    “I don’t necessarily enjoy it. But I don’t hate it.” She shifted and kissed Nikki from behind catching her pert globes and played with them. 

    I stared into Diana’s eyes, watching her with a smile and that only seemed to encourage the shy sister as she moaned alongside her sister. 

    The sisters were a chorus that went straight to my cock. I could feel it twitch with eagerness. 

    “He really likes seeing us both,” Nikki giggled and gave her sister a chaste kiss. 

    I focused again on the Dual Harmony technique, trying to sync with Nikki’s bloodline, but once again, it was like Diana’s. 

    So different from a godbeast who shared heritage with so many mana beasts that I couldn’t help but wonder just what their bloodline was. Because there was something reacting just like Diana’s only this time not quite as strongly. 

    “Holy shit.” Nikki braced herself on me as she dragged her hips up and down on me. “This is incredible.” 

    I smirked as she stopped trying to recover, but I wasn’t done with her. Not after all she had teased me. 

    Grabbing her hips and holding them still I thrust up into her with the strength and speed of a third-ring mage, pumping into her endlessly as I continued to cycle the dual cultivation technique. 

    Diana steadied her sister from behind as Nikki arched back and screamed my name. 

    “Isaac!” Her sex squeezing me for all I was worth as I drove in and out, the sound of our flesh smacking to the rhythm of our heart beats as I continued to cultivate into her. 

    Like Diana, Nikki seemed to latch onto the pleasure between us and set it ablaze with her own dual cultivation, pumping and draining my cock with her pussy. 

    Feeling it hit a peak, I switched to the Yin Yang technique. Focusing on it, and having already spent my load once, I had the stamina to keep going. 

    Mana cycled into both of us as it began to rotate through us, but the pleasure amplified time and time again going through Nikki. Far stronger, in fact, as it ripped through my body like being struck by lightning. 

    I couldn’t control it as Nikki took over and sped the technique up several fold. 

    The mana in the air became a cyclone draining into both of us where we were joined. 

    “Yes.” Nikki slammed her hips down and stopped my thrusting as her nails dug into my chest and she renewed the movement of her hips. 

    Twisting and swaying to the cycle, we were both completely overcome by the cultivation. It was driving us both insane, slaves to the pleasure in this moment, until her sex trembled and it all came out in a rush as she screamed in orgasm. 

    The ripple of her sex was too much, and I pulled her down for a torrid kiss as I felt my balls drain themselves into her. 

    Even Diana’s eyes looked glazed as Nikki slid off me and laid on her back. “What was that?” 

    “I have a technique to awaken someone’s bloodline. But… it didn’t work like it normally does.” 

    Diana nodded. “I can already feel what happened receding. But in the moment, I felt so powerful, so in control.” 

    “If either of you really had the Qilin bloodline, I should have at least been able to awaken it in part. But it was different, something that my Pixiu bloodline had no relationship with.” 

    The two sisters looked at each other and shrugged. 

    “For that moment, I felt like I could cultivate all the way to the fourth ring.” Nikki said, still breathing heavily. 

    “Me as well. I felt like there was no boundary between me and the heavens,” Diana said. 

    I shook my head. “I have no idea what is in your ancestry and I don’t care. If you feel like dual cultivation is that beneficial to you, I have no issue helping.” 

    “I’m sure it is so hard being you.” Nikki slapped me but sat up and pushed her chest into my face. “Now we need to see if that was a one-time thing or if we can do it again.” 

    I felt a pair of hands pumping my sticky cock. 

    “Which of the techniques did you think was best?” I grinned, sitting up and pushing Diana back into the sheets. 

    She bit her lip and twisted it, no longer the shy girl that had entered the bedroom. 

    “I think we are going to need to give each several attempts.” 

    I kissed her tenderly. “Of course, and we have our whole lives, together.” I looked both in the eyes, and they returned warm smiles as we set ourselves up for another round. 

    “I’m so happy that we became your wives,” Nikki said, wrapping her soft warm body around me. “Isn’t that right, sister?” 

    “I love you Isaac, and I can’t believe that this is the first night of thousands to come.” Tears welled up in Diana’s eyes. 

    I kissed them before they could spill down her face. “I love you both, and if this makes you feel like you’ll grow fast as mages, then what are we waiting for.” 

    Diana’s body accepted me without pause this time, as a second-ring mage her stamina was good enough to handle another round. 

      

    *** 

      

    “Whoo.” Nikki pulled herself off me in the hot spray of the shower. “We need to stop and get ready for my parents.” 

    “Yes we do,” I chuckled, stealing one last kiss before I stepped out and started to get ready. 

    Her sister had tapped out long ago, but Nikki was a voracious lover. I was disappointed that the Dual Harmony technique hadn’t worked with the two of them. 

    But the unnatural way they had taken to the Yin Yang technique, the way that Nikki had twisted it and fed on the pleasure, made me think there was something else in their bloodline that wasn’t a mana beast. Or, at least, some beast I’d never heard of. 

    It left me eager to understand just what other wonders existed in the immortal world. But first I’d have to be alive to reach it. 

    With the devil loose, my chances weren’t looking too great. The fact that they hadn’t attacked yet meant they must be waiting for something, and I wished I knew what that was. 

    Smack. 

    “Quit brooding, Sexy.” Nikki nipped at my ear. “My parents are going to be here soon, and you need to be in a mood to chat up my father.” 

    I grabbed her hand and pulled her along with me out into the courtyard. 

    In the kitchen, the girls were all working together, each of them diligently cooking their piece of the meal. 

    Nikki’s eyes lit up before looking back at me to make sure it was okay. 

    “Go. I know you love to cook.” 

    She flounced off into the kitchen, pulling her hair back and slinging an apron over her dress. 

    I caught Celina’s eyes as she stood far away from the kitchen. “Not going to help cook?” 

    She rolled her eyes. “Not unless you want dead in-laws.” 

    “Fair. I would prefer to not kill them. How was your time?” I asked. 

    Her pale cheeks blushed deep. “Entertaining. Mei is quite the bundle of energy.” 

    “Yes, she is.” I watched the fox mana beast move between the chefs, taking samples of each dish instead of actually helping to cook. 

    I refocused back on Celina. “But how are you? I’m sure this wasn’t quite what you thought you were getting yourself into once upon a time.” 

    “You know, despite what I would have thought, I like how busy your family has become. There’s a positive energy in the air that makes me want to grab life with both hands.” 

    I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her back into my chest. “I love you too, and if you want to make this permanent...” I held out a ring with a green stone inset in it. 

    “Yes!” Celina yelled, startling herself at the volume. But then she snatched up the ring, putting it on her finger and spinning around to give me a heavy heated kiss. 

    Whistles and cheering came from the kitchen; it seemed that we’d garnered a crowd. 

    That seemed to only encourage Celina, as she slipped her tongue between my lips, and I could feel the tingle of potency entering my body. 

    I slapped her ass in warning, and she pulled away looking rightly sheepish. 

    “I got a bit excited there.” 

    Cycling my life mana, I did my best to suppress the growing urge to rip off her pretty dress and throw her in the bedroom. 

    “Isaac, the Hua family will be here soon,” Brie interrupted me with a bow. 

    I nodded. “Great. Celina, why don’t you come meet your in-laws.” 

    She blinked as I said that. 

    “It isn’t just you and me that are married; you are married to all of them as well.” I kissed her temple and pulled her along. 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 27 

      

    “Hello, son,” Hank greeted me as he and his wife got off the mana beast at the entrance to the Inner Court. “I must say, it has been a while since I’ve been up here.” 

    I doubted much had really changed in the sect. The mountain and the structures within gave off an ancient sense. “Does it look any different?” 

    “No… no it doesn’t. But my vision of the world certainly is.” The man took on a nostalgic expression. “Both the daughters out of the house really changes things. It’s too quiet.” 

    His wife chuckled. “Couldn’t stand the ruckus they made while they were there and can’t live with the quiet house.” 

    “Change is tough,” I agreed, knowing there was going to be plenty of change in the near future for many people. War did that. 

    “You seem like you have a few things on your mind. Would this happen to be about the uptick in orders? It seems like you are stocking up,” Hank asked it casually, but I knew he wanted more information. 

    But here in the open wasn’t the right place to talk about it. “We can talk about that over dinner if you’d like. I do apologize for any trouble with the shifting orders.” 

    “No merchant minds it when orders increase. The concern is when the orders will stop after that.” His sharp gaze bore into me. The man was smart. 

    “I think we can agree that the world is in for some shifts in the near future. Nobody can tell where we will all be when the dust settles.” 

    “That’s fine. I don’t expect you to make promises you can’t keep.” Hank put the conversation down for now. 

    I’d have to confirm what he likely suspected. That we were gearing up to leave Styx, and I’d be taking his daughters to war. Maybe I could sneak a few drinks in before that. He’d no doubt be upset, as any father would be. 

    As we neared, his two beautiful daughters met us at the door. Nothing would indicate our earlier tryst. They were poised, not a hair out of place. 

    I noticed their father raise a brow of surprise. I looked them over again, trying to figure out what I had missed. They looked beautiful, but that was nothing surprising. 

    Pushing further, I sensed both of them using my mana, and realized what had caused his shock. They were both at the cusp of their third ring. I’d been too distracted to notice earlier. 

    Nikki gave me a knowing smile as she hugged her father. 

    “My daughters seem to be flourishing in your house,” Nikki’s mother gave me her approval before embracing her youngest daughter and being led into the house. 

    “Thank you both for coming. I know our home isn’t quite as spacious as yours, but please take a seat. I think the girls are almost done.” 

    I gave Michelle a questioning look, wondering if I should stall with some drinks. They were still bustling about the kitchen. 

    “We’ll be done in a few minutes. Mei, can you bring them some drinks?” Michelle waved my mana beast towards a tray of decanters that I didn’t even know we had. She’d read my mind. 

    “Hello, which would you like?” Mei balanced the tray on her fingertips and brought it down for our guests to peruse. Her upbeat smile was infectious. 

    She wore a tight-fitting purple dress made of her mana, but she’d molded accents like a pauldron, which made it like a fierce set of armor. 

    “I’ll take a whiskey,” Hank said. 

    Mei looked at the decanters with a face pinched in focus, and I almost laughed. She didn’t know what was actually in any of the decanters, did she? 

    “I’ll take one too.” I tapped one of the decanters of familiar warm brown liquid. 

    Mei gave me a chagrin smile and swiftly filled everyone’s orders as she went around the room. 

    “You have a lovely home,” Hank said in small talk, sticking near me as my wives busied themselves with final preparation of the long dining table. 

    The dining table also appeared to be new, which was lucky since the old one was running out of seats for just our family. I’d have to thank the girls for going to so much effort in such little time. 

    “I had nothing to do with it. It’s all the girls, including your daughters, that have made our home so lovely.” I sipped my drink. 

    “Isn’t that the truth,” Hank said, sending a warm smile towards his wife. 

    “Is this where the men get to stay out of the way?” Michelle’s father and mine came over to our little corner, their own glasses in hand. 

    “I guess it is,” Hank chuckled. “Judging between you two, I’d say you must be my new son-in-law’s father?” 

    “That I am. And this is Michelle’s father, Dirk.” 

    “Glad to meet you both.” Hank smiled. 

    I watched the girls finishing up, but what caught my eyes was Michelle’s moms having an animated conversation with Hank’s own wife. 

    “Might want to go save your wife before we sit down.” I pointed to the conversation. 

    Hank waved it off. “She’ll be fine.” 

    Dirk and I exchanged a worried look before he spoke. “Just don’t be surprised if my wives convince her that she needs sister wives.” 

    Hank coughed into his drink, splashing it on his face before dabbing it away with a cloth. “That…” He sighed. “Maybe I should go rescue her.” 

    “Dinner is ready! Please be seated,” Michelle called, tapping on a metal pot to get everyone’s attention. 

    “There’s our cue.” I shrugged, heading to sit at the head of the table. 

    Everyone filed in. My women took up the entire right side of the table. Nikki filled in the imbalance by sitting directly to my left and next to her parents. 

    The spread looked fantastic. There were large cuts of mana beast resting on a bed of greens. The rich aroma of cooked meat and earthy root vegetables sparked memories of good times spent celebrating with family. 

    Everyone was quiet, and a few heads started to turn my way. 

    I cleared my throat. “I’m so happy to have all of you here tonight. This is a night to celebrate our family. To celebrate being together.” I paused, looking around the table. 

    “I love each and every one of these women with all my heart, and I am a better man for each of their presences in my life.” 

    The girls were blushing with grins as they listened, their fathers nodded along. 

    “To building our new family and opening our hearts to each other.” I lifted my glass, and the sound of clinking echoed down the table before I took a sip. 

    Hank stood after me. “I met this rascal not that long ago. I wasn’t sure what to make of him at first. But, after I got a sense of him, I decided he was deserving of one of my daughters. Little did I know this guy would decide he was deserving of both!”  

    The table chuckled. 

    “But I have never seen my daughters so happy. They are the savviest of investors in our family, and if they both went all in with Isaac, then I can only imagine the quality of the man before me. Cheers.” 

    Nikki and Diana looked back at me with wet eyes, which seemed to be met by other glistening eyes around the table. 

    I realized even my own eyes had grown misty with happiness. 

    Michelle’s mom cleared her throat as she stood, and I braced. It seemed we were in for a night of toasts. 

    “My lovely daughter left me. She left me for the apparently ravenous youth that had so claimed her heart all those years ago back home. She had pined after poor Isaac for years! Despite all our coaching, she refused to seduce him. So imagine my surprise when she finally rode his cock and was accepted into his life! Now she just needs to ride a bit harder and get more of his seed into her. But we’ll work on that.” 

    There was a thud as Michelle smacked the table, her face already growing beet red. 

    Her mother didn’t even look her way before continuing on, as her father took a rather large sip of his drink. “Through Isaac, Michelle found a family so full of love, and growing so large, that we can only hope it will soon be bursting at the seams with grandchildren! And she’s explored the sexual arts with so many women that she’s even surpassed us! We are so proud. May Isaac’s cock always be hard and pleasure abound in your household.” 

    Michelle buried herself in her hands, and there was plenty of blushing as we celebrated Michelle’s mother’s toast. 

    “Well, I guess I’m up.” My father stood and paused a moment, making eye contact with every person. 

    I was reminded of the times I’d seen my father speak to all the guards. He commanded attention. 

    “My son, all of our children. When they are children, we hope that one day they will surpass us, and here today we bear witness to each of them becoming their own family. Hopefully soon, they experience the trials and joys of parenthood firsthand. And they will learn just how tiring it is to be a parent, while we get to enjoy the fun of being a grandparent.” 

    The table chuckled with him. 

    “But we can do so with our backs straight, as we watch each of our children excel beyond our dreams. Even for those parents that aren’t here today, I can say with the pride of a father that they most certainly would be proud of each and every one of you.” He lifted his glass in a solemn toast for those who weren’t here. 

    Celina and Thea were misty-eyed. Thea couldn’t hold it back, and she let out a soft sob as tears went down her cheek. As the rest of the table clinked glasses, she ran around the table to give my father a big hug. He took the hug a bit stiffly but rubbed her back. 

    “Thanks,” she said, wiping her eyes and going back to her spot, picking up a cup and leading her own toast. 

    “I know I speak for all of us in our family when I say that we thank you all for the love and support. We thank you especially, Tom, because without you, there wouldn’t be Isaac. There wouldn’t be this man we all have, by some strange twist of fate, fallen for. You raised a heroic son, whom we love dearly. Cheers!” 

    Now the whole table was struggling to hold back their own tears. I relaxed, assuming we were done, as Aurora stood up with a glass in her hand. 

    “We are Isaac’s wives, yet we are different from the rest of you.” Her wings gently flapped behind her. “Many mages wouldn’t have us at this table, call us wives in truth, or accept us as much as we are here.” 

    Quinn’s gold horns bobbed as she nodded slightly, the sense of her pain radiated out of her in that moment. 

    “But we are among people who raised their children to be accepting of each of us as part of their lives. We also have a lovely, big-cocked master who treats us better than we could ever hope.” 

    “Yeah!” Mei broke through the awkwardness, raising her glass. 

    And with that, the teary-eyed start to the dinner was shattered. And we all chuckled, some of us in more horror than others. 

    Aurora sat back down, and we dug into the delicious spread. My wives had really out done themselves. 

    I let out a low groan as the mana beast meat melted in my mouth. It was so tender it was almost like butter. 

    And I wasn’t alone; other happy grunts echoed down the table as they all took their first bites. 

    “This is absolutely fantastic,” Hank said. “I’m amazed that, with these chefs, you aren’t a round blob, Isaac.” 

    “We don’t often get the chance to cook like this,” Michelle said, turning to me. “I do hope that we get more chances in the future to relax.” 

    A heaviness settled in the room with her statement. We were all brought back to the fact that this moment was going to be fleeting. We were diving into a war that would reshape the world, and we would be on the front line of the violence. 

    “I hope so too, Michelle. I’ll do everything in my power to ensure it.” 

    Hank cleared his throat. “So, it is true? The Ferrymen are starting a war with the Sun and Moon Hall?” 

    “Yes. But it’s not just the Ferrymen. Every sect is going to war with the Sun and Moon Hall.” 

    Hank blinked, stunned by my words. “Every sect? What have they done for that kind of annihilation?” 

    I shared a look with Nikki, and she nodded. “They have been harvesting people for centuries, making an army of puppets. And now they’ve connected to another world and brought to our world a monster that could rival immortals. I am hopeful we will win this war, but even with all the sects, we’ll struggle against the force they have amassed.” 

    Hank was well informed, and I had no doubt he knew about the immortal worlds and the ascension. I was curious how much he knew about the devil worlds, but his confusion as he processed seemed like it wasn’t much. His face paled as he clearly worked through the level of threat we must be up against. 

    “Okay, so there’s a monster about to be let loose. My daughters, are they in danger?” 

    “I won’t lie to you, Hank. Everyone is in danger. If this devil can really bring all these puppets against the world at once, all the sects are in danger. They have already destroyed two sects and the cities below them.” 

    The table had slowed their eating, listening to our conversation. 

    “Father, I think even Isaac’s words understate the risk. I’ve seen one of these monsters. If we don’t do something…” Nikki let the ending hang. We all could imagine just how bleak it would be. 

    Hank turned to face me, no longer pale. Anger raged across his face, directed towards me. I tried to figure out what had just happened. 

    When he spoke, intensity filled his voice. “Then why have you not asked for my help? Or the help of the city. This is more than just the sect’s fight. It’s our fight, too. And you’d leave us out of it?” 

    I was taken aback by his statement. “But it isn’t their responsibility. The sect is supposed to protect the city.” 

    “I’d expect others to discount us, but not you, Isaac. There are ten times the mages in the city than there are on this giant hunk of rock. They might not compare to a sect mage, but they are still mages. Boy, you sound like you are ready to walk through the River Styx on your own.” 

    I processed what he’d said, then looked him in the eye and nodded. “You’re right. I’ll have my aids have messages sent to all the remaining sects. We will invite their cities to join us as well.” 

    “And I’ll buy the damn army from Styx if I have to. Nobody comes for my family,” Hank harrumphed, taking another bite of food. 

    “Thank you, father.” Diana gave him a slight bow. 

    We all knew his decision had some relation to his daughters. Though, he was honorable enough that he’d have helped in some form either way. 

    “Thank you. I can only hope that the world comes together with men like you to deal with this.” I gave my father-in-law a seated bow. 

    We finished up dinner without any more major excitement. When the dinner was done, we all went to work. There was a lot to get done. We moved the mountain in the morning. 

      

      

    *** 

      

    “The city has sent four thousand troops, though many lack adequate armor.” an elder reported, standing with us in the audience chamber as we prepped for the mountain’s movement. 

    “Have our Outer Court disciples work to arm and armor them. They are helping us; there’s no excuse for us to not at least give them the tools they need.” I absently stared at the new fixture in the room. 

    The center of the room now held a table with a crystal. Within the crystal was a top-down view of the world below us. It was the artifact that controlled the mountain. One of the older Turtle Clan elders had helped us identify its location, buried within this audience chamber. 

    The mountain was essentially one of the largest flying treasures there was. To think such a thing was at one point made was mind boggling. 

    If I hadn’t seen power such as Old Jin, I wouldn’t be able to believe such power existed. But now I knew that we were just the lowest rung on a hierarchy that spanned multiple worlds. It was definitely humbling. 

    The group began wrapping up their discussion, bringing me back to the moment. We were nearly there. I’d meant for us to move sooner, but as the troops had begun to arrive from Styx, we had delayed. Diana and Nikki’s father had worked quickly. 

    I stepped forward, walking over to where the crystal sat on the table. I paused, looking up at the rest of the Core Court and a sect group of elders. This was a huge moment. 

    The mountain hadn’t been moved in any of the elders' lifetimes. 

    Taking a deep breath, I placed my hand on the crystal, focusing through my soul to command the mountain to move. 

    The ground beneath our feet lurched, but we remained standing, rooted to the mountain. Small vibrations resonated through us as the mountain began to move. 

    I looked through the crystal, watching as Styx slowly vanished under the lip of the mountain. I paused before removing my hand. Supposedly, the mountain would continue moving based on the intention I had passed it. Sure enough, the mountain continued on course. 

    “And so it begins,” an elder sighed. 

    We were moving towards our destiny. One way or another, this war would come to an end. 

    “It will take a few weeks to get there. Be prepared, train those you can, cultivate and strengthen your bodies. I highly doubt they will let us get all the way to their mountain before attacking. We don’t know quite how long we will have.” 

    A runner burst into the chamber. “The Thousand Blossom Valley has started moving!” He paused, realizing where he was. He then bowed, and then began again. “I mean, Core Court, I bring news…” 

    I raised my hand, stopping him from repeating the entire thing again. “Thank you for your report. Please go back to your post, and let us know as other updates come in.” 

    He nodded, hustling out. 

    “There you have it. The war’s final chapter has started. I never thought we’d see the day that so many sects march together.” Georgina stood up. “I am going to tend to my cultivation. I want to be at my peak for what is to come.” 

    The room emptied steadily, leaving only Michelle, Thea, and I. They both walked to me, and I wrapped them in my arms, kissing both of their foreheads. 

    “Whatever happens, I could not be happier to have both of you by my side.” 

    A soft sob caught my attention. Pulling back, I saw tears streamed down Thea’s face as she wiped them away aggressively. I’d never seen her cry so openly. 

    “Stupid hormones. I swear I’m fine. You just said that, and it was sweet, and these stupid hormones decided to turn me into a blubbering idiot,” Thea continued to wipe her wetting cheeks. 

    Michelle and I paused before cracking up, pulling her back into a hug. But thinking of our child, I sobered up. I knew the type of world I wanted for it. And now I needed to go carve that world out of what it was now. 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 28 

      

    I had stayed with the crystal a while longer, making sure we continued on the path I’d set. A knock on the door drew my attention, and my father entered. 

    I walked over giving him a hug, then led him back towards the table. I paused, not knowing where to sit. I was pretty sure my father would cuff me on the back of the head if I sat on my throne as we talked. 

    Instead, I just stood near the table, facing him. 

    “I’m glad you came. I wanted to show you something. I promised to share more on where mom is, and this feels like the right time.” I moved over to Thea’s throne, revealing the secret entrance. 

    My father frowned. “If your mother is in some secret dungeon in your mountain, I’m going to clobber you.” 

    “No, she isn’t here at all dad. Come on, you have to see this before I think you’ll believe what I have to tell you.” 

    After seeing the ascension and the being from the immortal worlds, I couldn’t deny the existence of the other worlds. But I knew it would be harder for my father without seeing something that could support it. 

    His face, normally a schooled calm, showed a trace of nerves as he followed me down to the chamber in the center of the sect. 

    Michelle followed along but hung back ready to support me. 

    When he felt the mana coming from the portal, he gasped, starting to reach toward it. I moved to stop him. 

    “What is it?” It looked like my father recognized the immortal mana. But that didn’t make sense; he’d never been to a sect’s mountain before. “It feels like your mother. When I first found her injured, she had this type of mana. I’ve never felt it again until now.” 

    I realized he might believe what I had to say without too much trouble if that was the case. “Dad, have you ever wondered where all the powerful mages from sects go?” 

    He frowned, looking me up and down. “I hadn’t given it much thought. Although I did honestly wonder how you ended up one of the top leaders in this sect. There have to be thousands of more powerful mages stored away here. Not to say you’re not something, but you’re still so young.” 

    I shook my head. “There’s not. They left.” 

    “Left?” he said turning back and looking at the small portal. “Through here?” 

    “No. An immortal came to our world and helped them travel to the immortal world. It happens once every one hundred years. But we believe these portals go there as well. They are at the center of every sect’s mountain.” 

    “Why would the immortals even bother to come here to bring people back.” 

    “That we don’t know. And we don’t know exactly where this portal connects. I feel pretty confident it’s somewhere in the immortal world, but it’s likely far less controlled than the ascension process.” 

    I thought of the devil’s talk of slave labor, but pushed it away. 

    My father never turned away from the portal. “How do you know your mother is there? I agree it feels like her, but she hasn’t felt like this in a long time.” 

    I wasn’t sure how to describe my encounters with my mother’s soul, but I tried. I had to give my father credit; he nodded and listened through the whole thing, despite how crazy it all seemed. 

    “So, your mother is in the immortal world. And you think that if I go through here, I’d end up at least in the same world as her, but likely not nearby.” 

    “You’d be a whole world closer,” I joked. 

    He nodded, then frowned. “But you could use me here. With what you are about to do, you need all the help you can get. Your mother can’t help you anymore, but I sure can.” My father turned back with a firm expression. 

    “We have many mages; I’m not sure one will make the difference.” 

    He bristled, but I continued. “I know you’re a hell of a fighter, dad, but they have some high-ranking mages. And if they do topple our mountain, you won’t get this chance until the next ascension, if it still happens after this war. You should take this chance.” 

    He walked towards the portal, pausing. 

    “Go,” I encouraged him. The portal was just large enough that he could dive through. 

    “If I can, I’ll report back what’s on the other side,” my father said, making his decision. He walked quickly back to me, giving me a hard hug. We stayed like that for a moment, just taking in the moment.  

    Putting his hands on my shoulders, he separated us. With one final nod, he turned and ran towards the portal. 

    He dove through the small portal, which in return poured more immortal mana into our world, fueling the floating mountain. 

    I watched and waited. 

    Michelle stepped up and squeezed my hand in comfort, but I had a sinking feeling that he wasn’t going to pop back, now or ever. 

    “It’s fine. He’s chasing mom. We have our own things to worry about,” I said as much to her as myself. 

    I sat down by the portal and breathed deep, starting to center myself. 

    “You better not be about to do what I think you are.” Michelle stood with her arms crossed, concern filling her face. 

    “That’s exactly what I’m about to do. I survived it when I was here with Celina.” 

    Michelle smirked a moment. “Yes, I’m sure the distraction helped.” 

    I stuck my tongue out at her. “It worked, Michelle. And that little bit I was able to get was powerful. We can use all the strength we can get. No matter the pain.” My tone grew serious. 

    Michelle studied me, before finally relenting. “Fine, but I’m bringing the others. You aren’t doing this alone.” 

    I’d heard what she’d said, but I’d already entered my inner world, slipping into the meditation. 

    Time was running short, and I instinctively knew this was the right step to take. I trusted my body to withstand what I was about to put it through. 

    Feeling the flow of immortal mana, I drew it in with each breath, working to continue the flow as the pain spread through my body. 

    Instead of using my mana beasts, I directly pulled using the core I’d formed in my immortal body. The core was capable of pulling its own mana from the atmosphere. However, it was like swallowing the sun as the blindingly bright mana filled me. 

    My body began to shake, barely able to contain the mana now swirling within it. I needed it to join with my body like it had before and hopefully create something even stronger. 

    I could feel my organs swell as they took the brunt of the immortal mana. I grunted through it, visualizing my body holding against the force. I tried to use the immortal mana to heal the areas that were breaking, but the pressure was more than my healing abilities. 

    The mana was overpowering my body, and soon, I’d have trouble controlling it. I doubled down, spending less time ignoring the pain and instead embracing it, as I focused all my energy on trying to hold my body together. 

    I imagined this was what internal combustion felt like. My organs were beginning to rip and tear; I’d exhausted my options. The faces of those I loved flickered in my mind. The reasons I was fighting. And now I’d let them down. 

    As I made my last stand in my inner world, an herbal scent began to drift into my awareness. I felt a round pill press against my lips, and I accepted it. If it was poison, I was about dead anyway. 

    I wasn’t sure how long it had been. It felt like a lifetime, but I assumed it had only been minutes. 

    Focusing back, I realized my distraction had cost me. My body had swelled several times over, my inner world threatening to burst and destroy my cultivation, along with my mortal shell from the inside out. 

    Desperately, I slid the pill through my lips, releasing and nurturing the healing energy that spread through my body from my stomach. I cycled it quickly, trying to do whatever I could to avoid death. 

    It was a pill used to help a mage recover while cultivating their immortal body, breaking down and rebuilding themselves. But, despite being powerful, it ran out quickly. I’d bought a bit of time, but my body was still broken. 

    I realized though that I’d managed to cultivate a small bit of the immortal mana. It was progress. Less than I wanted, but better than nothing. 

    Clamping down on all my senses, I focused on cultivating once again, hoping that whoever had saved me the first time was ready with more. 

    I drew in the immortal mana and cycled it through my system, once again breaking my body in the process.  

    Another pill was pressed to my lips, and a new cycle began. It was beyond the pain of when my father had broken my meridians in the waterfall to heal me. But I had been strong enough to withstand that then, so I could withstand this now. 

    I hadn’t come this far to stop. 

    I lost track of time as I drifted. I started to wonder if I’d keep my sanity through this process. I was becoming delirious, questioning what reality was. 

      

    *** 

      

    When I finally cracked open my eyes, I found myself covered in another layer of caked blood. My body had excreted so much of the damaged cells from my pores. 

    “Glad to see you finally back with us.” Aurora’s face looked pale. 

    “Are you alright?” I asked, noting that Mei was there as well. 

    They shared a look before Mei spoke. “Others tried to cultivate down here beside you, but your screams of pain were too much. It was too much for them.” 

    “No one wanted to disturb you. It looked like you were on the brink of death, torturing yourself. Master, please tell me it was worth it.” Aurora’s eyes were swollen with tears. 

    “I…” Drawing my consciousness into myself, I examined my body. It reverberated with power. Immortal mana flowed through my organs and my bones, strengthening both. 

    It was different than any of the elemental manas; in it, I felt the barest trace of the power my mother had shown me when she had destroyed the devil. 

    Clenching my fist and punching the air, a boom resonated through the room as the air was displaced. I felt far stronger than I had before. 

    “It was worth it,” I said solemnly before scooping up my weary Aurora, who I knew was the one feeding me the pills while I tormented her with my screams of pain. 

    “Good. Because we also spent a freaking fortune in pills,” Mei said, crossing her arms. 

    “Oh, Isaac,” Quinn said, coming into the chamber with a bag that bulged with small spheres. 

    “Quinn, how many pills are in there?” I asked hesitantly. I was a bit scared at what I might hear. 

    Her eyes glared at me before softening after a moment. “A hundred. I’m afraid that, even with the alchemists we could get producing pills around the clock, you were close to running out. You’ve used thousands during your cultivation.” 

    The benefit of being top of the Core Court. I’d drawn this many resources yet there wasn’t a single angry elder in sight. 

    “How long have I been out?” I stood up, my body groaning from the change in position. 

    “A week. We’ve crossed over into Sun and Moon Hall territory,” Quinn answered. 

    “Shit.” I cracked the dried blood off me and shook off what stuck to my clothes. “I need to get a status update.” 

    As we came out of the tunnel, there were already several of the Core there. 

    “Done failing to commit suicide?” Seth asked with a glare. “Don’t worry. Not like a leader would have been helpful for the last week as we prepare an entire army for war.” 

    I ignored him and turned to Michelle, who didn’t seem entirely pleased with me either. “What is the latest?” 

    “We’ve had two confrontations with the Sun and Moon Hall so far. Both were relatively small, maybe several hundred combatants,” she answered. 

    I noticed she didn’t say mages. “Puppets?” 

    “All of them were puppets; we haven’t seen a mage yet,” she scowled. “But we’ve already lost many mages in fighting them. Several of the puppets were rigged with alchemical explosives.” 

    “They were Earthen Flame Sect specialty explosives,” Georgina added. 

    That caught my attention. I’d known there was a high likelihood they’d join on the other side of this war. Hopefully, our numbers by now were enough. “Have all the other sects joined us?” 

    Both of them nodded. “Almost everyone has moved, though some of the sects have started to become… catty as we narrow in on the Sun and Moon Hall.” Georgina stated. 

    Michelle stepped in to add more. “We’ve received a few offers from the Sun and Moon Hall to stand down. They’re giving promises of a leadership position in this ‘new world order’.” 

    I nodded, happy to hear that. We must have them at least a little scared, which meant we had a shot at winning this. 

    “I hope no one here even considered it?” 

    “Not a chance, Stud. But it isn’t us you have to worry about.” 

    She was right, it wasn’t the core of the sect that would be vulnerable to those kinds of offers. It was elders who had stopped growing in their cultivation, or those greedy young mages looking for a fast, painless track to the top that would take up an opportunity to jump ship to a powerful force. 

    The doors burst open. “News from the scouts. There’s another force heading this way.” 

    “Details?” Georgina asked, holding her hand out for the scroll in his hand. 

    He handed it over quickly and turned back to run out. 

    Georgina read the scroll. “Another group of several hundred puppets is on its way. We’re likely going to keep seeing this. They have a lot of puppets; they’re practically disposable. They want to demoralize and soften us up before they step in. Cowards.” 

    The tactic made sense, but it would make more sense if they sent larger waves to deplete us. With the soul well and a devil, couldn’t they control a swarm and drain us faster? 

    Michelle must have misinterpreted my frown. “It’s alright. We’ll handle it.” 

    “No, I want to go. I need to get out and stretch anyway. I’ve been away too long. Plus, I want to see if we can’t catch those controlling the puppets. There have to be mages out there somewhere. 

    The waves, the timing, it all pointed to small groups controlling these puppets and throwing them at us to slow us down.” 

    I paused, things clicking into place. “They aren’t ready for us. Whatever is going on with the devil they summoned, they need more time.” It was the most likely conclusion I could draw from the facts I knew. 

    “Sure. If you want to go, we’ll send a group off the mountain here in thirty minutes to get to the ground and deal with the puppets. We can’t let them get past the net and get to the towns behind us.” 

    I noticed that, on the wall, the map of the sect had been replaced with a much larger map that depicted the area surrounding the Sun and Moon Hall. 

    Like a net, the other sect mountains were orderly spaced apart, with areas designated for their watch and a second layer of mountains behind them, filling in at the gaps to catch anything they missed. 

    The lines of movement and coverage crisscrossed like a net, with the Sun and Moon Hall at the center. It was beautifully executed, and I said so. 

    Georgina simply nodded, but I could tell she was proud. 

    I paused. Thirty minutes until hopefully getting more intel on these smaller puppet groups. I kissed Michelle and headed out of the audience chamber, needing to work my muscles and see just how much more powerful I’d become after my closed-door cultivation session. 

    My mana beasts hurried after me, disappearing into their rings as I headed out of the Inner Court to find the meeting spot. 

    At the edge of the mountain past the Outer Court, it looked like a camping ground. Mages from the city were living out of tents and chatting around burned out fire pits.  

    I continued walking, nodding to those I passed by. As I reached the escalators, I was pleased to see that they were running. 

    People were unloading what looked like an escalator full of various wild game. The other seemed to be gathering people to go down. I headed to join them. 

    “Name please,” the disciple said, not looking up from his ledger. 

    “Isaac Hughes.” I tried to hide my smile, not wanting to embarrass him. 

    “What?” His head snapped up, recognizing my name. His face turned bright red as he realized I was indeed the leader of his sect. “I’m sorry; you don’t have to sign this. You’re welcome to just head down with the next group.” 

    I waved him off. “You are just doing your job. Please, I’m just like anyone else.” 

    He nodded, frantically scribbling down in the tome he had open before him. 

    “You have an important job. Tracking people and supplies is vital to this effort. You’re doing a good job; make sure you stay alert.” I gave him a few medicinal pills I didn’t have a use for at my current cultivation. 

    “Those are—” He cut himself off and bowed sharply. “Thank you, sir. Happy to be of service.” 

    I turned away, not wanting to add more stress to his job. Sometimes it was better for a leader to be in the background and let the gears run smoothly. 

    Looking more closely at whom I’d be traveling down the elevator with, I realized just how much the city mages had intermingled with the sect mages while I was secluded. 

    Already after just a week, the combined efforts had started to mold them into a single purpose. 

    An elder was standing at the head of the group. “All aboard. The scouts say that there are a few hundred puppets coming from the north.” He continued to talk about some of the same information I’d already heard. 

    I tuned him out, realizing the same thing was happening down the edge of the sect at various other platforms. All in, we were sending down close to a thousand mages. 

    We certainly weren’t taking things lightly. 

    “Sir,” the Elder said as we started filing into the elevator. “You can come down with me.” 

    I paused, frowning. What did he mean? There wasn’t another elevator? 

    He must have sensed my hesitation, but he seemed confused. “You must have seen other third-ring mages come down from the sect before?” 

    My mind flashed back to seeing mages literally jump off the edge of the mountain. 

    “Wait, we are going to jump?” I asked, feeling suddenly excited. 

    He laughed. “Oh, I remember the feeling of my first jump. Remember to reinforce your body with your mana, or it won’t be as exciting as you think it is.” 

    I had three types; I wondered if one would be better. I figured he might know. “Life, metal or void?” 

    He blinked. “I didn’t know you walked such a complicated path. Life would be the worst; you’d survive but likely need to heal your broken legs. Metal or void would be better.” 

    I winced. I was most comfortable with life mana, but I appreciated his advice. 

    The elevator door closed, and the large box started swinging off the side of the mountain. 

    “Let’s get down there and make sure there aren’t any surprises.” I grinned, bracing myself and then jumping off the side of the mountain. 

    We were several hundred feet off the ground. The free fall was the biggest rush in the world. I felt my mana beasts pulse inside of me, no doubt picking up on my adrenaline spike. 

    The wild field below spread for miles, periodically broken up by large swaths of conifers. 

    As the ground began racing up, I instinctually began to brace. I flooded my body with metal mana, feeling myself drop even faster. 

    I thudded into the ground, sinking my legs up to my knees into the loamy soil. 

    My immortal body had weathered the impact quite nicely. Only a small infusion of life mana was required to fix some minor strains in my legs. I beamed. That felt great! I was half-tempted to take the elevator back up just to do it again. 

    Looking around, I noted that a few lower-ranked mana beasts were fleeing from where I stood, startled after having sensed my cultivation. 

    The elder chuckled as he floated down like a feather on the wind. “Maybe we could throw you off like a weapon.” 

    I paused, considering if we could throw other objects off the mountain to take down the puppet mages that kept approaching. 

    “Don’t get too many ideas. Mages are the strongest and most flexible weapon we are going to have. Petty tricks like pots of oil only go so far before the enemy finds a way around it with mana.” 

    “Thank you for your wisdom, Elder.” I was thankful for knowledgeable leaders. Without them, we didn’t stand a chance of making it through this war. 

    “I appreciate it. By the way, I’m Elder Ren of Dragon Clan. Please know I do not respect what the brothers did. I’m glad my clan is once again able to make decisions without them.” 

    A second rank mana beast reared its serpentine head up from the grass at the two of us. 

    “It looks like we disturbed the local master,” I chuckled, stepping forward and around the snake’s strike, using void mana to shift it so that I could snatch it behind its head. 

    “Careful, that’s a Mud Snake,” Elder Ren cautioned. 

    The snake tried to sling mud with its tail, but I shifted, replacing myself with its head, letting it splash itself. 

    Hissing, it no longer looked quite so aggressive, slowly becoming meeker. 

    “Quinn.” I summoned my mana beast. 

    Quinn stood and glared at the snake. It tried to coil back in fear, but my hand held it still. She hissed at the beast in my grasps. 

    The mana beast trembled in my hands before Quinn spoke. “Let it go. It knows not to be here anymore.” 

    I dropped the mana beast back onto the ground. It didn’t hesitate before diving into the soil like water, disappearing from view. 

    As it did, the elevator landed behind us with a soft thud. I looked across; the other elevators were landing and mages were pouring out of them. Everybody started amassing. I headed toward them, ready to go into battle. 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 29 

      

    We had continued moving north together. I stayed in front, leading the way. As we neared a small patch of forest, puppets started spilling out of the trees. 

    I grimaced. They were twisted visions of what they once were. Many had their hands grafted with some sort of mana beast, and most of them had at least one extra limb. 

    I watched the corrupt puppets rush forward, the Sun and Moon Hall’s mountain hanging in the sky behind them. 

    Steel mana flashed out of my sword as I cut down the puppets in the lead. 

    Shouts of recognition and cheers came from the mages behind me. But I ignored them, feeling one with my body as mana flowed through me. Shifting between life and steel, I used these puppets like training dummies, rampaging through them. 

    “Ha!” I blasted the nearest puppet, spinning back in the old, familiar dance my father had once taught me to practice the sword. Each and every movement I made was filled with mana, allowing me to cleave puppet after puppet in two. 

    A large puppet with four arms and skin that looked like it had been plated in bronze roared in challenge, charging me. There was no intelligence in its eyes, but it was more than a coincidence that the strongest puppet was seeking me. 

    It confirmed what I had thought. Somebody was nearby controlling these, and they were trying to distract me with this puppet. 

    I blocked one of its powerful arms. Despite my strength, the beast had muscles larger than a lemon that strained against me. 

    Its other arms swept in from the side, too many to block. 

    Jumping back for just a moment, I jumped as soon as my feet touched the ground. I soared over the puppet’s head. 

    He wasn’t the real target, just proof of the larger target. 

    I rushed in the direction behind the line of puppets, but only the large one followed me. I wanted to test a theory. If I started heading in the direction of the controllers, would they panic and try to throw more at me? 

    Sending out a pulse of mana, I wasn’t able to get a good sense. There was too much chaos in the battle for me to get a read on where they were. 

    I smirked, deciding it may be time to play a game of hot and cold, letting their fear be the indicator. Cutting off to the right, not only was the large, bronze-skinned puppet coming after me, but several other small ones got in my way as well. 

    Getting hotter, then. I ducked another set of swings from the big bronze and shot through the crowd of puppets and mages like a spear through water. 

    More puppets got in my way as I moved. Some even abandoned fights they were engaged in with other mages, turning their backs and being exposed. But they didn’t hinder me. I burst out of the crowd, looking into the copse of trees while I blasted the bronze puppet back. 

    I took the moment of reprieve to concentrate and slam down a spell-formed Pixiu into the middle of the trees. 

    The spell was followed by a scream of pain as several people darted out of the trees, flushed like wild game. 

    I smiled. The fight had finally begun. My eyes gleamed as I caught the first. 

    He was a first-ring mage who was so sticky with the sense of corruption that I felt nothing but contempt as I stabbed through his chest, sending a surge of sharp metal mana through his body. 

    A thud sounded behind me as dozens of puppets fell to the ground, like their strings had been cut from their puppet master. 

    “Stop him!” one of the fleeing mages yelled towards a hooded figure flying away on a treasured sword. 

    Seeing the treasure, I assumed he was a higher valued target and took off after him. 

    An arc of blood came at me from the side, forcing me back as I blocked the razor thin stream of blood. 

    “Finally, I’ve been itching for a fight.” A woman with bright red pupils shaped like small crimson moons grinned at me. She sent out waves of mana, marking her as a third-ring mage. 

    Blood flowed across the ground from the battle and ran under her robes, causing them to swell underneath. 

    “This isn’t a fight you’re going to win,” I said, squaring off against her. With her dead, many more puppets would die. 

    “What a grand way to go, fighting the leader of the Ferrymen.” Her eyes shone with mania before her robes burst, revealing that the blood had formed a wicked spiked armor. It was so dark red it was nearly black, like dried blood. 

    We charged each other at the same time, striking hard enough that we sent shockwaves a hundred yards out, blowing back puppets and mages alike. 

    “Not bad. You could have made a decent mage. You know, if you weren’t a shit person and all,” I spat, feeling respect for her strength regardless of our positions in this fight. 

    We exploded in a flurry of attacks in close range, her blood armor just as deadly of a weapon as it was protection. 

    Shooting back from the final, heavy strike of our exchange, I wiped at my cheek, feeling warm blood flow from a cut. 

    The woman held up her forearm, smiling. One of the spikes on her armor glistened with red. Her tongue darted out, tracing the sharp spike and lapping at it with a face full of ecstasy. “You taste delicious. I cannot wait to feast on you.” 

    There wasn’t a trace of humanity left in her as she licked the blood. The sticky mana feeling only grew with her action. And she meant every word she said. She really ate people. 

    I felt sick to my stomach. The Sun and Moon Halls corruption had turned this woman into an abomination. 

    Fighting face on wasn’t moving fast enough, so I decided to try another tactic. 

    Letting the immortal mana stored in my body free, I felt it flood my limbs. The result was a combination of feeling on top of the world and on the precipice of bursting into flame. 

    Her eyes went wide in shock. I assumed I was putting off some physical manifestation of this power, and it probably felt as off to her as the corrupted mana did to me. 

    I moved, attacking before she could get her guard up, moving several times faster than before. My blade sank into her shoulder. She just barely avoided a follow up slash across her chest, twisting out of the way and sacrificing her arm to my sword. 

    “How,” she gasped, not showing an ounce of pain at the loss of an arm. 

    “Doesn’t matter,” I spat, rushing her with a fist of blindingly bright mana that caved in her chest and sent her flying. 

    “No no no!” Even with the damage I’d just done, she was still alive and more crazed than ever. 

    Blood burst out of her as she screamed like an enraged banshee, the stickiness of corruption growing even stronger as her own blood transformed her into something that resembled the devil I’d once seen. 

    Red horns and chitin armor wrapped around her body as it swelled and grew, her smooth face becoming sharp and hollow as she used the technique to mold herself in the image of a devil. 

    As soon as the transformation was complete, she threw her whole body into a punch. 

    I should have dodged and ended it here, but I wanted to test myself, test my new cultivation. 

    Meeting her fist with my own, the ground ripped open, sending even greater shockwaves than before. This time, they were strong enough to destroy the trees around us, ripping their limbs free and exposing their roots. 

    I worked to look past her appearance. While she might look like a devil, she was a pale imitation. 

    Her armor, along her arm, shattered and her skin split with the impact, spraying blood before she was blasted away a second time. 

    “Is that all you have?” I swung my sword in lazy loops, keeping myself moving and alert for another trick. 

    She pushed herself up using a tree to brace her body, cradling her shattered arm. “How. HOW!” she screamed, lost to a mania of denial. 

    Sensing the end to this battle was near and she’d exhausted her tricks, I exploded with speed. I landed softly before her widening eyes, cutting her in half with an upward stroke that carried through her with ease, slicing the tree behind her in two as well. 

    I jumped back in surprise of my own strength. A tree this deep in the wilderness was so enriched with mana, it should have been impossible for me to destroy by accident. 

    But it was done, and I flicked the blood from my blade before scanning the surroundings. 

    The battle appeared to be winding down, puppets being slayed by the mages. Sensing no other high-level enemy mages, I drew back my immortal mana, cringing as a cold darkness grasped me. 

    I shivered, going from blazingly bright mana to my normal life mana felt like I’d just become small and weak. 

    Only a few puppets still stood at this point. The mages massively outnumbered them, and they were being torn apart quickly. Across the field, I could see several mages returning with satisfied grins. But the elder I had jumped down with carried a limp form in his arms. 

    “Elder Ren!” I called, striding towards him. 

    But his eyes didn’t register me, instead locking on the dead blood mage and the tree. 

    “Elder Ren,” I called again. 

    “Yes?” He shook off his distraction looking at me with a new level of respect. “I felt her strength. I had expected to come back and work to kill her with several elders. Blood mages are notorious for explosive strength in their final moments.” 

    “I have a few tricks of my own.” I grinned, feeling a bit better after coming down from the high of the immortal mana. “Is he still alive?” 

    Elder Ren only then seemed to remember his prisoner. “Yes. He’s a second-ring puppet master. He seemed to be the strongest in the group, besides the blood mage.” 

    He slung the mage off his shoulder and tossed him onto the ground with a thud. 

    The corrupt mage groaned and coughed, still looking dazed. 

    “What did you do to him?” I cocked a brow. 

    Elder Ren gave me a vicious smile. “A few infused head blows. He’ll come around in a few minutes. But I make no promises to him ever having much intellect.” 

    The corrupt mage rolled over and puked, no doubt concussed. 

    I pulled out a jar of water from my spatial ring and poured it over the mage. 

    “Stop,” he sputtered, seeming a bit more coherent from the cold shower. 

    “Answer me: what were your plans?” I started. 

    He managed to focus on me with wide eyes, his head turning to the dead blood mage. “No, that’s not possible. Elder…” He turned back to me in shock and more than just a little fear. “We were sent to harass the sects coming to destroy us.” 

    I felt his mana pulse normally; he wasn’t lying. “Why are you delaying the sects? I thought the devil would come forward to fight.” 

    “You know about the devil?” He looked genuinely surprised. “It’s in charge now, but they were preparing a ritual or something. It needs something still, but it will have it. You have no idea just how terrifyingly powerful it is. If you let me go, I’ll put in a good word. But you should probably leave here before it’s ready to come for all of you.” 

    I snorted, like this mage had any sway in the sect, let alone the devil now leading them. “Tell me more about this ritual.” I pressed my blade to his chest. 

    “I don’t know much, I swear. My friend was helping collect some different stuff they needed. He mentioned something about the Saintess, but I don’t know what. This was supposed to be a routine attack. They said it was safe. Please don’t kill me.” He started to blubber, breaking down. 

    “If you don’t mind, I’ll have someone pull some more information from him,” Elder Ren offered. 

    “Great.” I stepped back, not wanting the displeasure of having to extract everything. He may not be highly useful, but he likely could help with information, such as the size of their forces. 

    Elder Ren quickly snapped large, clunky cuffs on the mage, and they disappeared into the bustle of the mages cleaning up after the battle. 

    From the mage’s words, I could only guess that getting the soul well out of Kat wasn’t an easy task. Either she was putting up a resistance, or the process was complex. I cringed, imagining the pain Kat must be going through as they tried to remove the artifact from her immortal body. 

    I put a hand on my own navel, feeling the fear of what would happen if someone ripped out the core containing my bone sword. 

    My gut clenched at the thought; it was connected not just to my physical body but to the center of my inner world, tightly connected to my soul. Removing it would no doubt be agonizing, not to mention the damage that would be wrought on my body and cultivation. 

    “Hold strong, Kat,” I whispered into the wind, looking up at the Sun and Moon Hall floating closer than ever. 

    We were still a week out, but I knew the fighting was going to grow more and more intense from this point forward. 

    All around their mountain, I could see the shadows of other mountains closing in. I just had to hope that we’d be enough to take down the devil. 

    “Aurora.” I called her out of her ring. 

    She frowned at the blood-spattered ground. “Eew.” 

    “Come on. I don’t want to wait for the elevator to go take a shower.” I nudged her. 

    “Yes, Master!” She snapped a smiling salute as she began to transform into her Kunpeng form. 

    There were shouts and pointing as Aurora shifted, and her massive form stood out on the battlefield. 

    I hopped on and she shot into the air. “How about you do a few circles and show off for the mages below? Then maybe let’s circle around to see if we spot anything else.” 

    Roger. 

    I could feel Aurora preening as she put on a show, gliding and sharply banking for the mages below, no doubt enjoying them pointing and shouting excitedly. 

    At one point, she dipped low, sending off a wave of air over them as she beat her wings. She curved as she passed, giving me a chance to wave to all of them as they cheered. 

    All the mages on the mountain knew that I had a Kunpeng bound to one of my rings. She was a sign and a beacon of hope. And we needed every advantage as we took on a devil. 

    I kept my eyes up and watched the Sun and Moon Hall, their mountain coated in a dark fog that reeked of corruption. 

    We did a few passes around the area, but I didn’t see any other puppet armies nearby. Our army was once again moving back to our mountain. 

    Signaling to Aurora, we climbed and headed back home. 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

                             Chapter 30 

      

    “How was the trip?” Celina looked up from her meditation in our courtyard. 

    “Good, we managed to flush out the puppet masters for this one, including a decently strong blood mage. One less mage for the Sun and Moon Hall.” I sat down with her in the pagoda. 

    “Glad to hear. Sometimes this all feels so distant. The war that is.” Celina stared at the ceiling. “But if we don’t...” 

    “You still need to take action, even if it is to save yourself a decade from now.” I shook my head. There was no doubt in my mind that if we allowed the devil and the Sun and Moon Hall to continue on, there would soon be a tipping point where there’d be no return. 

    I thought back to the devil’s words of slavery. I’d rather live my life in slavery than give in to the corrupt practices, but neither were a world I wanted my child to grow up in. 

    “I didn’t mean that I wasn’t going to help. It’s just… the war isn’t really here yet. These little battles are manageable, and I’m still sitting here in my home, surrounded by our family. It’s surreal that we are likely less than a week away from an all-out battle.” 

    I nodded, understanding what she was trying to say. “But, at this moment, it is just you and me. No battle in sight.” I grabbed her hand, lacing my fingers in hers and lifting our hands up to kiss the back of hers. 

    Celina blushed and leaned into my shoulder. “You’re right.” 

    “Can I get you to write that down? Ideally date and time stamped. I’d like to keep that framed and nearby,” I teased. 

    She laughed far more than she should have from that joke. “Thanks. That was just what I needed.” She looked over at me, her face still looking serious. “Isaac, once this is over, what are you going to do?” 

    Her green eyes were filled with vulnerability; she was scared of my answer. 

    “Honestly, I just want to come back here and raise my kids. Hopefully soon, Michelle will have one on the way to raise alongside Thea’s baby.” 

    “What about your mother?” 

    I snorted. “She’s waited this long; she can wait a bit longer. I am about to have kids, Celina. I can’t leave. I won’t leave.” Her eyes looked brighter at that statement, so I continued. 

    “Besides, once we finish our immortal bodies, time is something we have plenty of. I can only assume my mother is far beyond the immortal body, and she’ll still be there when I’m ready. Until then, and even after then, my focus is our family.” I had already given this enough thought. 

    My mother never seemed to be in a rush to bring me into the immortal world, and I was in no demanding rush to go meet her and figure out a new world. 

    Celina switched topics. “What about Kat?” 

    I sighed; my relationship with Kat was beyond complex. “I know from a mage we captured that she’s still alive. But that may change soon. They’re preparing some ceremony that involves her, but they’re not ready yet. It’s why they’ve been stalling.” 

    “What ceremony?” 

    “The devil needs the soul well. For what, I’m not sure. But it is bound to Kat.” I braced myself, once again picturing them trying to tear it from her body. I wanted so badly to rush forward like a hero and try to save her. 

    But as strong as I was, I wouldn’t win that fight at the moment. Between here and where she likely resided in the heart of Sun and Moon Hall, there were tens of thousands of mages ready to kill me. 

    I paused, realizing I did have a connection to Kat, if they hadn’t somehow broken it already in whatever experiments they were doing on her. 

    “You’ve given me a great idea. I’ll try and meditate to contact Kat.” I quickly explained the relationship between us. Celina bristled when I mentioned the chain, but she seemed to understand. It was more ceremonial for Kat than real. 

    “Her kink is her kink, far be it from me to judge her.” Celina winked, patting me on the shoulder as she stood and stretched, exaggerating her chest. “I’ll go say ‘hi’ to Thea. See how she’s doing.” 

    Left alone in the small pagoda, I focused inward, falling into my inner world and into my soul palace. 

    The throne room was brightly lit by the three stained glass windows depicting my mana beasts. They held a sacred place in my heart. 

    The gold chain still draped over the arm of my throne, and I gave it a tug like I had once before. Only this time, it held fast, like it was stuck in stone. 

    I frowned. There was a good chance she needed to focus now and me pulling any harder might harm her. 

    Following the same path I had taken before, I entered her soul palace. 

    Boom. 

    The ground shook, and I caught myself on the dark stone walls as her entire soul palace trembled. 

    The lewd pictures had fallen to the floor, but I didn’t have time to focus on the representations of Kat’s thoughts. I hurried through the now familiar halls to Kat’s own throne room. 

    The dark stone walls were cracked, and the windows were blown out. Sitting in the lotus position was Kat herself, her hair falling over her pinched face as she undoubtedly resisted whatever they were doing to her. 

    She radiated resolve, her hand firmly planted on the soul well. 

    Her soul palace groaned as another booming attack landed on her soul. 

    They were trying to break her, and I had no idea what to do to help her. I stood vigil for a moment, feeling her pain as she held fast in what must have seemed like unstoppable odds. 

    But if Kat was anything, it was stubborn beyond belief. 

    Her soul palace stopped trembling, and she cracked her eyes open. “Thanks for visiting. Sorry, there’s some nosy neighbors nearby.” 

    “Kat, what’s happening?” 

    She popped her neck and stretched for a moment. “They won’t, or rather can’t, kill me. If they do so before extracting the soul well, it will be lost. So, for now, my soul palace is all that is preventing them from taking the well.” 

    I frowned. There was no way she was going to be able to last forever. 

    “Oh, don’t be like that. I’m glad you came to visit. I was hoping for a chance to talk to you again.” Kat smiled. “Don’t worry, I’ll find a way to hold out against this until you can reach me.” 

    “Can you hold out?” I asked the question on my mind. 

    Kat shrugged. “So far. If they keep to what they’ve been doing, I could hold out another week or two. But I have no idea what that devil is up to. 

    Her face turned concerned. “Did you get all the prisoners out safely? They kept their word?” 

    I paused. Coming back after they’d taken her, I had assumed she’d be much more broken, but she was closer to the Kat I knew in childhood than she’d been the last time we’d been here in the soul palace. 

    The concern in her eyes for our town, where we’d grown up, sent warmth through me. “Yes, we got everyone out.” 

    My heart lurched knowing that she had sacrificed herself for them. 

    “Good. Good. I mean, it’s been lovely sitting here dreaming of my love coming to rescue me in the meantime.” Kat gave me a brilliant smile. “And here you are, but the rescue is yet to come.” 

    “Of course we are coming. But mountains move a bit slowly,” I joked. 

    Kat laughed. “Flying Mountains... more like floating mountains, they are so slow.” 

    There was an edge to her tone, one of worry and forced joy. I knew she wasn’t really this calm. 

    “We are coming,” I reassured her again. “For now, can you give me some information about the devil, or where you are?” 

    Kat shook her head. “I know next to nothing about the devil except that he is terrifyingly powerful, and the corruption of his mana is so thick that it’s changing the mana on our mountain as a whole. As for where I am, I am in my quarters with elders posted outside.” 

    “Do you have anyone there with you?” I asked. 

    Kat looked at the ground, her smile slipping for just a moment. “No, all the broken birds that I healed have been taken away. I’m worried about them, Love.” 

    I moved myself up beside her and wrapped her in a hug 

    Kat clung to me like a drowning cat, eager for the life raft that I was in this moment. 

    I just held her, slipping into her throne and rocking her. 

    Kat’s eyes drooped; she finally felt comfortable enough to relax. 

    She didn’t deserve this. No one did. But too much was riding on her right now. 

    I knew that her holding strong and keeping the soul well out of the devil’s clutches was likely one of the most important roles of this war. 

    It also clarified just why the Sun and Moon Hall was trying to stall; they didn’t have access to the soul well to drive their army of puppets. 

    Kat slept in my arms, and I hated to wake her, but I could feel a pressure building even inside her soul palace. Another attack was coming, and she needed to be awake and focusing to resist it. 

    “Wake up, sleepy. I think there’s more coming,” I roused Kat. 

    “Love you...thanks...saving,” she said drowsily before her eyes snapped open and she took in her soul palace once again with a disappointed frown. “I’m sorry. I…” 

    “It’s fine.” I kissed her forehead. “Hopefully, that will be a reality soon.” 

    Her face went red, and she ducked her head with a cute nod. 

    “For now, I have to prepare. I love you, but you are a distraction I can’t afford.” Kat pushed me out of her throne and righted herself in a lotus position. “Not that I didn’t enjoy the quick nap.” 

    I nodded. What she was doing was important, and once the soul well was gone, so was her importance to those that held her captive. 

    “Stay strong.” I gave her another kiss on the head before returning to my own soul palace, a white replica of her own. 

    A long sigh forced itself out of my chest. I took a couple deep breaths before preparing to leave my soul palace. 

      

    *** 

      

    Returning to my body, I stood and headed straight for the audience chamber that was being used as the war room. 

    “Stud,” Michelle greeted me. She looked beautiful, but deeply tired. I wondered when she’d last slept. “We heard the report already. You did good work flushing out the puppeteers.” 

    I nodded in thanks. 

    Georgina spoke up. “The report didn’t say how you did it though.” 

    “Simple really. I made a big show of myself so they’d watch me and then moved around the battlefield seeing which direction caused more resistance to pop up. At one point, I headed in a specific direction and they practically threw every puppet in my vicinity at me. That told me where they were, and I attacked.” 

    The second of the Core blinked before she let out a laugh. “Simple.” Her tone mocked. “Regardless, it worked, and we’ll have to see if we can’t replicate it when we see another group.” 

    “There was a very powerful elder guarding them. If it isn’t one of us, you might want to adjust for several elders taking them on,” I added, settling onto my own throne. 

    “We also need to hurry up. After we questioned one of the puppeteers, I spoke to a contact within their sect. They can’t yet activate all their puppets, so we have a window before they’re at full power. Time is of the essence.” I made eye contact with all the leaders of the sect that sat here. 

    “How can we be sure your ‘contact’ can be trusted, or wasn’t fed bad information?” Seth jumped in, always the voice of dissent. But now wasn’t the time to fix that particular issue.  

    I stared him down. “Kat is her name, and she holds the artifact that the sect needs to bring the puppets to bear, with the devil’s help of course.” 

    “You mean the ‘Saintess’, one of their leaders, is feeding you information?” Georgina looked doubtful. 

    Seth snorted. “More likely he’s been tainted by her or controlled by her snatch. The man clearly has a problem.” 

    Georgina shot a warning look at Seth that made it clear who was in charge in their relationship. “I also find it hard to believe, but you are the first of the Core. I only ask if you are so sure that you’d risk all the lives of the sect on her word. This could be a trap.” 

    I had no doubt in Kat. “Regardless of if they’ve fed her some bad intel, it is clear they are waiting for something, and I know beyond question they are desperate to get the soul well. That’s enough for me.” I looked over to one of the elders I’d seen managing the scouts. “Send word to the other sects. We push forward as fast as possible. We have a window of opportunity.” 

    He nodded and hurried out of the audience chamber. 

    “I hope you don’t get us all killed,” Seth scoffed. 

    My head snapped in his direction. “I think we need to settle something, Seth.” 

    Standing, I beckoned him closer. “You seem to think you have the right to doubt my words, to undermine me in this very room. I can only assume you think you can beat me for the first rank. So please, let’s clear this up so we can focus on the task at hand.” 

    The area here wasn’t a full arena, but there was enough open space for me to deal with him. 

    Seth stood and walked down, turning and giving Georgina a look I couldn’t see. But, when she turned away from him, I knew it didn’t matter. 

    “Fine, let me show you the difference between those of us who have honed our skills rather than experienced a few lucky encounters,” he jabbed. 

    I quirked a brow. “Is that what you think of me? Glad we’re doing this then.” 

    Breathing in, I filled myself with immortal mana, the mana I’d nearly killed myself to cultivate.  

    This was not the power of some lucky chance; it was the power of perseverance and having the balls to do what no one else here was willing or able to do. 

    Seth threw a punch filled with earth mana. It was strong, but slow. 

    I shifted easily to the side, jabbing him in the ribs hard enough to bruise, but not hard enough to break his ribs. I was trying to prove a point, not injure an ally before the largest fight of our lives. 

    “Bastard.” Seth’s voice was filled with unwillingness. He put all that anger into a mana-charged kick. 

    Dodging wasn’t enough to show him the vast difference between us now. Instead, I caught his kick, guarding my hands with mana. 

    Spinning, I carried his whole body with me as I spun him into the air, only to slam him back down on the stone floor. 

    Seth wheezed, rolling to his feet and glaring daggers at me, as if the difference in our strength was my fault. 

    You could bet it was my fault. My effort had created this gap. 

    Everyone around us was shaking their heads. It was clear to the spectators just how big the difference between us was. 

    “We are done,” I growled at Seth, “even if you won’t acknowledge it. I have no reason to injure you to prove it. We need to stand together, not bicker like children.” 

    I could still see it in his eyes, that unwillingness that no doubt served him well as a mage growing stronger day by day. He was unwilling to give up. 

    I turned my back to him, hoping he’d be a bigger man, but suspecting he’d take the opportunity. 

    When I felt the mana surge behind me, I sighed. 

    I leaned right as his fist passed by my cheek. My hands were already moving, grabbing his wrist and contorting it as I pulled him, using the leverage of his shoulder to flip him over me. He landed hard on the steps to my throne. 

    He coughed, the wind knocked out of him. 

    I put my foot on his neck and leaned into it. “I said we were done. Again, I decide when we are done and when we are not.” 

    “Isaac,” Georgina scolded me with that one word and narrowed her eyes. 

    “What would you do to someone who attacked you with your back turned? I’m fairly certain we’d never hear of said person again in the sect.” 

    Georgina smirked slightly before schooling her face and looking down at Seth. “He’s an idiot, but he’s my idiot. I’ll make sure to… re-educate him.” 

    I stepped off Seth who gasped for air, looking at bit nervously over at Georgina. I smiled. “He’s all yours. But that means he’s now your responsibility if he continues to act up.” 

    She frowned, clearly not expecting that last part. But there was respect in her eyes as well. My previous show had been outside her expectations. 

    If I had to guess, Seth’s outbursts may even have been Georgina testing me. She had been using Seth to gauge my strength and just how far she could push. 

    I needed to keep a closer eye on her; Georgina was crafty. She walked over, picking her beau off the floor and carrying the defeated man away. 

    “Stud, I think you may have gone a touch too far,” Michelle said softly when I sat back down. 

    I didn’t think so. “Do you think Georgina put him up to that?” 

    She blinked, realization dawning in her blue eyes as she went through the thought process I’d recently gone down. “I— Yes, that makes much more sense. He’s always been bull headed, but today was too much.” 

    “Doesn’t matter. I’ve dealt with it, and I’m feeling confident in dealing with any future problems.” I released my immortal mana, feeling cold again without its strength. 

    “That was the immortal mana?” Michelle asked. 

    “Yes. Why don’t we work to get our whole family acclimated to it?” I suggested. 

    Feeling the strength from my use of immortal mana was profound. It also brought to mind just how strong beings from the immortal world must be, and unfortunately, how strong their counterparts must be in the devil world. It explained why I’d been barely able to do damage in our last battle. 

    It made sense that it would take an equal power to combat them. I hoped immortal mana gave me the edge I needed. 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 31 

      

    I awoke the next day to scouts informing us that a large force was coming up from behind the mountain. Worried about a potential attack, I had gathered Michelle to go scout with me. Aurora flew us on her back, circling over the land below. 

    Birds flocked from the trees, and trees began collapsing in the wake of the army we could see moving through the forest. A large mass marched forward, although it was hard to make out the specifics of the mass. 

    “Bring us down, Aurora.” 

    My mana beast glided down into the path of the oncoming horde. A cacophony of beasts amongst the hoard roared as they grew closer. 

    I reached out, but I sensed no corrupted mana from them. The leader held up his hand, halting the army as he spotted me and Aurora’s massive Kunpeng form. He moved forward, the army staying back. 

    “Hello,” the man boomed, swinging off his… mount. 

    The mount was a forty-foot-tall monstrosity of teeth and fur. It may have once been a wolf, but it was far beyond that now. 

    “Hello, yourself. Wondering what you happen to be doing approaching our mountain,” I called, not dismounting. I needed the ability to flee if they turned aggressive. The hundreds of other mages were all mounted on their own large beasts, which explained the tumbling trees. 

    The man in furs chuckled as he fished what looked like a sect robe out of his spatial ring. 

    I saw it and recognized it instantly. He was from the Thousand Beasts Sect. Their robes were burnt orange with black silhouettes of beasts embroidered along the hem. 

    “You wouldn’t happen to have a disciple named Steve, would you? Might have joined in the last year.” 

    The man in furs frowned and echoed my request into the mass behind him. 

    “Also why didn’t you bring your mountain?” I asked. 

    “Because we could get here so much faster on our mounts. Not to mention, by riding, we could harvest beast cores to feed to our mounts along our way. We are more powerful now than we would have been otherwise.” He grabbed the monstrous wolf he rode in on and pulled its muzzle down to give it a kiss. 

    Great. Steve and his love of horses must have fit in well with this sect. I was happy for him. 

    “Tribe Master,” a familiar voice came up from the line of mounts. 

    A grin spread across my face. Steve sat astride a monstrous horse-like creature. It still had the outline of a horse, but it also had aspects of a dragon and a bear mixed into it. 

    “Isaac?” 

    “Hey, Steve. It’s really good to see you. We have a lot to catch up on. Wait until you hear about Jonny,” I chuckled. “You’re going to join in the fight against the Sun and Moon Hall, I gather?” 

    Steve looked confused, glancing back toward the man in animal skins. 

    “Yes, we are. This mountain is yours, I take it?” 

    I bowed to Steve’s master. “Yes, that is the Ferrymen’s mountain. We are close to taking the battle to the Sun and Moon Hall. Your massive group startled our scouts, so we came to identify friend or foe.” 

    He gave a big boisterous laugh. “Good. Glad we’re keeping your scouts sharp. We’ll ride under your mountain and take the lead in pressing forward, if you don’t mind.” 

    “How about you ride with our mountain?” I was worried if they went on ahead, they might put themselves in unnecessary danger. 

    “Boy, do you know what the ancients left us for a message?” 

    I shook my head. 

    “There’s a message painted throughout the halls of our mountain. You. Only. Live. Once. Such a grand message and so true. We live life to the fullest because we only have one life to live.” He grinned so wide I thought his skin was going to split. 

    I paused. This was his choice to make. “As you wish. We’ll be sure to be tight on your heels.” 

    “Wonderful. I’ll leave you and my disciple for a minute; we need to feed our mounts.” He turned back and shouted for his men to feast. 

    Their beasts practically went into a frothing rage as they hunted every mana beast in a one-mile radius. It was almost like a swarm of locusts if the locusts were large enough to ride. 

    “Isaac. I can’t believe it.” Steve came up to my side, but he didn’t dismount. 

    I wondered if he still couldn’t walk. Not that it mattered, with that monstrosity of a mount. 

    “This wouldn’t happen to be the same mana beast I saw a year ago, would it?” I cautiously pet its flank. Aurora was hovering over my side, gazing jealousy at my hand on the beast. 

    “It is. Isn’t she beautiful?” Steve bent over her withers and kissed his mount’s neck. 

    Yeah… Steve loved horses. 

    “She really is.” Aurora was there in her human form now, locking eyes with Steve’s mount. 

    “Glad someone else can appreciate her. Say, can you speak to her?” Steve asked, his voice wavering. 

    “Of course. She really likes you—calls you her heart,” Aurora said excitedly. 

    Steve blushed and rubbed his mana beast. “Thank you. It isn’t always that easy to communicate with her.” 

    “Anyways.” I wanted to get off this topic. “How have you been?” 

    “Good, good. The sect life is more violent than I expected. I’ve spent a lot of time hunting mana beasts and feeding cores to Betsy here.” 

    I took a moment to really look at Steve. He was harder now than last time we’d seen each other. Working on the farm, he’d always been a bit sun kissed and weather worn, but now he just looked like a sword forged in the hottest fires. 

    “It looks like it has done you well, Steve. Just wait until you see Jonny,” I chuckled. 

    His eyes lit up. “Please tell me he’s still bald.” 

    “Yep. But you wouldn’t believe it: apparently, he retains a score of belly dancers in his room. Somewhat secretly, of course.” 

    Steve snorted. “No, I believe that. If you told me he’d become celibate, I’d have called you a liar.” 

    We had been apart a year, but the conversation felt effortless. I soaked it up, enjoying the piece of home. 

      

      

    *** 

      

    The mana beasts pounded underneath as they surged past our mountain. 

    The Sun and Moon Hall had stopped sending puppets at this point, and I could only assume they were preparing to hole themselves up. 

    “We should send our mages to the ground and advance at this point,” I said to Michelle, who was watching with me on the side of the mountain. 

    “And leave the mountain undefended?” she asked. 

    I shook my head. “I know it’s a risk, but I don’t think they’re going to move to sabotage another mountain. They need everyone they can for the fight to come. We’ll hit them so thoroughly they’ll have to pull the mages out to delay us longer so they can get access to the soul well.” 

    Kat was still holding strong; I had checked on her through our link. But I wasn’t sure she’d hold up as long as she had estimated. She hadn’t even opened her eyes when I’d visited, so focused on continuing to weather the storm. 

    Michelle nodded. “By the way, we’ve all tried to cultivate the immortal mana at this point.” 

    That got my attention. “Without me? What happened?” I couldn’t believe she’d put herself at risk like that without having me there. 

    She saw my expression and rolled her eyes. “Yeah, because you ask permission before you go and do stupid things.” She eyed me, waiting until I nodded, accepting her point. 

    “So how did it go?” I asked. 

    “Only Celina had any success. The rest of us pushed, but the pain was too much. We had to admit defeat.” She looked at me curiously. “Do you think it’s because the two of you seeded some of it in your immortal bodies by dual cultivating?” 

    I paused, considering it. “It could be. But I don’t think we have time to test that particular theory unfortunately.” 

    I narrowed my eyes, looking into the distance. The Sun and Moon Hall was close enough that I could start to make out their escalators, which appeared to be running continuously. 

    Our mountain continued moving forward, the city underneath them coming into view. Even from here, I could see massive fortifications built up around the city, far larger than any I’d seen before. 

    “Looks like they are ready for a fight, and they’ve been preparing for a while.” Michelle could see it too. 

    Beyond the city, a dozen flying mountains continued moving into formation, tightening around the Sun and Moon Hall. It was an imposing sight; one I hadn’t ever expected to see in my lifetime. 

    “We leave the crafters and a handful of elders to guard the mountain. The rest of us will take to the ground.” I stood at the edge of the mountain and waved over a number of elders. 

    “Yes?” a familiar elder, Elder Ren, asked for the group. 

    “I’m heading to the ground to join the Thousand Beast Sect; I think this is as close as our mountain needs to get.” 

    “Of course.” Elder Ren and many of the others looked excited. This would be a moment written into the history books, and we were going to help lead it. 

    At the third ring, elders didn’t often have such clear ways to fight and build their strength; instead, they cultivated. But they didn’t get where they were by sitting on the sidelines. They were ready to fight. 

      

    *** 

      

    “Weren’t expecting this show of support, eh?” Celina asked, standing beside me as we watched the Thousand Blossom Valley pour out into the massive field around the city. 

    “It’s just… more mages than I ever thought I’d see in my lifetime.” 

    Sect after sect had taken our lead, launching their mages onto the field until we surrounded the city below the Sun and Moon Hall’s mountain, called Craven Moon. 

    The Thousand Blossom Valley had taken up the position to our right, with the Thousand Beast Sect standing, or rather riding, to our left. 

    The legions of completely undisciplined mages had formed a spectacular army. But I wasn’t counting on us being a well-oiled machine. These mages weren’t trained in how to work as a group after all. We’d need to figure out how to work together. 

    Across the field, an eager sect charged forward towards the city. Like a wave, the sect to their side followed suit. 

    “Do we go?” Celina asked. 

    “I don’t think we have a choice,” I said, seeing the Thousand Beast Sect already moving, our own people charging in alongside them. 

    Infusing my voice with mana, I roared across the field. “We take this mountain now. Charge!” 

    “Admit it. You always wanted to yell that, didn’t you?” Celina teased. 

    I shrugged; it was really satisfying if I was honest. 

    Drawing my own sword, I joined in on the charge. Celina took up my right, the sisters flowing through the crowd to get to my left. They had both broken through to their third rings as the mountain had moved, and they were more eager than ever to prove that they could fight beside me. 

    Up ahead, the city walls were covered in ally mages working to scale the large bastion. 

    But, unlike us, the defenders were coordinated and more prepared. The city guard had likely run drills and prepared for a group of mana beasts or bandits so that they at least had a modicum of coordination. 

    Hot tar poured over the side, and fire mages set it on fire, burning swaths of overeager mages. 

    The smarter ones stood back, flinging spells over the flames to fight back. I scanned around trying to figure out our options. 

    I spotted Steve through the din of battle, and before I could say anything, a pack of mages riding beasts shot up the wall. The beasts looked like some mix of mountain goat or spider. They quickly claimed a spot on top of the walls and rushed along it like living rams, working to clear out the defenses. 

    The crowd of mages cheered, working to put out any remaining tar with water and sand. As they worked, I saw a thin line clear in the tar and took my chance. 

    Rushing through the narrow gap, I fed mana into my legs and kicked off the wall, propelling myself to the top ledge and pulling myself up. It hadn’t been too hard, but only third-ring mages would be able to do that move. 

    I looked to Nikki as the girls joined me. “Can you try and tear off a chunk of this wall?” 

    “It’s pretty reinforced with enchantments; it will take me a minute.” She was already stomping on it, sending waves of mana into the structure. 

    The Thousand Beast Sect members that had come up abandoned the walls as they thrashed their way into the city proper. Many of the mages on the wall were not able to stand up to the monstrous third rank beasts. 

    Some of the enemy mages on the wall recovered from the initial attack, and I found myself faced with three mages all leveling their spears at me. 

    “Bring it,” I beckoned them forward, standing firm between them and Nikki, who was chipping away at the wall behind me. 

    The wall flared with her efforts, helped by mages on the ground who were battering the massive wall themselves. It was slowly wearing down, but they needed more time. 

    The guards spread out before me, jabbing probing attacks with their spears, but their formations were predictable. 

    Spinning my swing in an ellipse, I easily knocked all of their thrusts to the side harmlessly. While they recovered their stance, I rushed forward, cutting one deep across the chest and dancing back before they could close on me. 

    Hands pulled the bleeding guard away, and another replaced him, keeping the three-man formation intact. 

    I waited to see their next move. If I could draw on mana and slam them all back with a large spell, then I could relatively easily kill them and the men behind them. 

    But I knew that it would be using valuable resources I didn’t need to right now. I should only exert the energy needed to protect Nikki and buy her some time; larger battles would come soon. There were mages like the blood mage and even the devil still to take down. 

    Finally, the three mages stepped forward, thrusting their spears. Another two spears jabbed in over their shoulders, trying to get to me, but I used void mana to warp them off path. 

    I cut the center spear, grabbing the last few feet of the shaft and flipping it in my hand, sending it flying back at them like a javelin. 

    As the center man dodged, the spear sank into the man that had been standing behind him. The man tipped backward, quickly pulled away and once again replaced by a fresh mage working to get to us. 

    But they waited to make a move. Slowly, the mages stepped to the side, and an older man stepped in front. He reminded me a bit of my father in his stance. 

    “Young man, if you don’t want to get hurt, it would be best you get off the wall.” 

    I looked him in the eye. “I’m afraid we cannot do that. The Sun and Moon Hall cannot be allowed to continue as they have. Can’t you see? Every sect in the world is here to stop them. You must realize you are on the wrong side of this. Why fight for them?” 

    “For the people in this city. If this mass passes the wall, untold deaths will happen in our fair city. It is my duty to protect them.” The man glared over my shoulder, no doubt sensing what Nikki had started. 

    But he didn’t seem worried about the corrupt sect hovering over their heads. I found it amazing given the way they abused those they took. It only took a moment before it made sense. The Sun and Moon Hall wouldn’t shit where they ate. The sect was no doubt the most upright pillar of their society for appearances. 

    And, as a result, we were the evil invaders to this first wave of protection. I hated seeing the guard used in this way. They deserved to know the truth and not be used as fodder. But we also needed to reach the mountain quickly, before Kat was unable to withstand the attacks any longer. 

    I leveled my sword at him but made no move to attack. “For what it is worth, you are not my enemy. The Sun and Moon Hall is.” 

    “But if they are yours, you are mine,” he roared, sending a wave of fire at me. Normally I’d dodge, but Nikki was behind me. Instead, I filled myself with metal mana and held firm, cutting through his spell. 

    My bloodline burned onto my forehead as I erupted through his spell, slamming into him with the full force of a third-ring mage. 

    He stumbled back and stared at my forehead with a grimace. “I didn’t think I’d have the opportunity to fight someone with a bloodline.” 

    The force of our clash pushed back the guards around him; one even fell off the wall. 

    “All of you, get back,” he growled and swelled with mana. 

    We both turned into a blur as we clashed again and again, throwing shockwaves across the wall. I made sure to protect behind me and keep him away from Nikki while she worked. 

    I could feel the wall weakening behind me, our clashes even starting to chip away at the weakened stone. 

    We clashed again, and I smiled at him across the deadlock. 

    Right now, he was doing an excellent job of helping me buy time. But we had what we needed; it was time to end this. 

    I released Quinn, who shot out in a stream of light behind the mage. 

    “What?” The mage tried to turn. 

    Quinn’s finger raked across the man’s back, cutting him off and making him relax his guard in his moment of confusion. Catching his chin in a right hook, he stumbled back, his disorientation compounding his confusion. 

    Quinn finished him with another strike to his throat. “That was fun.” She smirked before disappearing back into her ring. 

    “Sorry, girls, we don’t know who’s around. It’s not safe for you to run free,” I said to the mana beasts in my rings, knowing they were irked to be missing out in the battle. With my strength at the third ring, I’d been giving them more time outside the rings, but there were a lot of unknowns in this battle. 

    The wall rumbled as it started to shift, and I looked back at the mages. They were pulling their dead commander back and looking at me in shock, but it seemed to have kept any of them from wanting to fight me. 

    Nikki had completed her task at that moment. The wall crumpled beneath her as she continued stomping. With each hit, earth mana ripped through that portion of the wall. The wall groaned, and the enchantment gave off one last flash before disappearing. After it was gone, it was easy for Nikki and the other mages to tear it apart. 

    The mass of mages that were on the ground quickly moved across the debris and into the city. We jumped down ahead, leading the masses. 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 32 

      

    As the wall crumbled, flares of mana burst ahead of us, and puppets rushed to fill the hole in the wall. 

    The remaining calvary from the Thousand Beast Sect roared ahead, taking out puppets left and right as they flew through the opening, diving into the fray. They quickly cleared the way for the mages pouring in behind them, sending the puppets flying as their mana beasts tore into the city. 

    Unfortunately, there seemed to continually be more puppets filling the void left by their dead predecessors. For each puppet that was stepped underfoot or broken by a charging mana beast, another appeared at the edges of the fight. 

    While they couldn’t field them all at once, they had a near endless supply, and it looked like they were ready to use it. 

    “Celina, we need to find the mages controlling them. That’s how we’ll actually cut down their army.” 

    “Don’t worry; my sisters are on it. Assassins, remember?” Celina smiled, pointing to green-dressed women jumping from the wall to the roofs and dashing into the city. 

    I hadn’t noticed them before. They really did move stealthily. 

    “Right. Remind me to stay on your good side.” I cut down a low-ranked puppet and jumped to the nearest roof. 

    The girls followed me up, and we ran deeper into the city. We couldn’t afford to stay and take down the masses; we needed to gain ground. I could see the elevators of the Sun and Moon Hall still pumping up and down, no doubt bringing mages down to help drive more puppets. 

    Jumping over a roof, I caught sight of the Thousand Blossom Valley girls pouncing on a mage before jumping back to the roof and continuing their hunt. They were fast and deadly. 

    As we continued over the rooftops, a sticky corruption leaking from a large building ahead caught my attention. The building didn’t look like anything special, but my senses were blazing. 

    I leapt from the roof, crashing through the window with my sword drawn. 

    A dozen mages sat in meditation, with a pile of puppets sitting next to them. My entry startling a few out of their trance. 

    Michelle crashed like a wave into the room behind me, knocking puppets and mages aside. 

    Behind her were Celina and the sisters, who charged at the remaining mages while Thea worked on dismantling the puppets. It was a gruesome job, one that I had a feeling would haunt her for a while. But it had to be done. 

    Once the warehouse was cleared, we burst out of it, taking in the streets. Mages fought each other throughout the city, and so much was happening, it was hard to really know who was on which side. 

    I sent out pulses of mana, working to detect those with corrupt mana. The girls followed my lead, and we moved down the street, cutting down any corrupt mages we came across. 

    I cut down another mage, feeling a tingle in my neck. Spinning with my sword already in swing, I aimed for the throat of my attacker. 

    My blade hovered an inch from killing her before I realized she had no corrupt mana. I barely stopped from taking her head. She looked back at me, shocked and afraid. She was barely even a first-ring mage. 

    I remembered the guard on the wall. He was right. Innocents would be cut down in this battle, and it made me sick. 

    “Get inside and stay inside!” I yelled at her, wrenching a door nearly off its hinges and throwing the woman in with whomever lived there. I pulled an extra sword out of my spatial ring and stabbed it through the door and into the masonry frame. It would take a strong looter to be able to wedge that out. 

    We continued moving forward, the floating mountain soon floating above us, looming like a harbinger of doom. The dark, sticky fog around it oozed with corruption, my every instinct wanting to get as far away from it as possible. Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option. 

    The back of my neck prickled as a shadow stepped forward to the edge of the floating mountain. 

    They were so high up, it was hard to make out much, but the looming form was larger than any human I knew. My instinct told me that it was the devil that had been released. 

    A shiver ran through me as waves of corrupt mana poured over the city. My enemy was right there, but I had no idea how to stop it. And first I needed to reach it. 

    The elevators were too dangerous; it was easy to cut them down, as the Dragon Clan had proven before. While I could survive the fall now, it wouldn’t get us any closer to the mountain. Flying exposed on our mana beasts at a time when they were expecting us and would be patrolling was also out of the question. 

    I continued looking up, trying to find our best option. 

    “Isaac.” Michelle blocked an oncoming spear. “Get your head in it.” 

    “Sorry, I was thinking. How the heck are we going to get up to the sect itself? Trying to fly up there isn’t going to work without massive losses, and the elevators are just asking for them to sabotage them.” 

    Michelle’s mouth opened and shut without a word. The other girls frowned, not seeing an obvious answer either. 

    The rings on my chest pulsed, and I looked around to assess any immediate threats. Overall, the area was being managed, although still raging on, so I let out my mana beasts. 

    Aurora took the lead. “We can get you, and anyone really, to the bottom of the mountain no problem. They can’t attack what they can’t see. They’re all on top of the mountain after all.” She smiled. 

    “The bottom of the mountain?” It took me a moment to realize what she was saying. “You want us to climb up over the edge?” 

    My three mana beasts nodded vigorously. “They’ll obviously try and stop all of you, but it is by far the safest way to try and get onto the mountain. You’ll need numbers to make sure enough are able to make it, and ideally, you’d have third-ring mages take the lead, so if they fall, they still survive.” 

    I stared up at the looming mountain above me. It was risky, but it might work. “Okay. We’ll give it a try. That means we need to get directly under it and establish a perimeter to get everybody mounted. Aurora, are you up for flying us?” 

    “Actually… Quinn can get you closer.” Aurora smiled sheepishly, knowing that I didn’t love Quinn’s flying. 

    I wasn’t sure about it, but I trusted Aurora, and Quinn looked excited. “Okay, Quinn flies us up.” 

    “I want to be able to fly,” Mei said, taking her anger out on a nearby puppet. It was quickly shredded after an attack of void mana. 

    “When I’m a fourth-ring mage, you’ll have access to your full strength and be able to fly again,” I reminded the fox mana beast. 

    She gave me a cheeky grin before grabbing another nearby puppet and shredding it. She clearly just wanted an excuse to blow up a few puppets. 

    I recalled my mana beasts to their rings now that we had a plan in place. I looked over to my women. They were still fighting, but the flow of puppets was relatively slow and steady. When there was a slight lull, I made the call and we moved. 

    We rushed through the streets, being more careful this time to not harm anyone who didn’t have the touch of corrupt mana on them. As a group, we started to rally more of the sect mages in the city to our plan until we were a roiling mass of mages. 

    We were able to push our way through without any big barriers or battles. The sect was still keeping their top mages hidden behind the massive number of puppets. 

    Finally, we reached the underside of the mountain, positioned right in the center where it pointed into a tip. The girls spread out, forming a perimeter as I called Quinn out of her ring. 

    I hopped on, holding tight to her horns, and taking a deep breath in case it was a rocky ride. Holding on with one hand, I began shooting spells to cover the girls as they abandoned the perimeter and moved to join me with Quinn. 

    “Get on, grab a horn.” 

    As the girls jumped on, a number of other mages joined us as well. 

    Yessa stared at me out of the crowd, a smirk on her face and a challenge in her eyes to try to move without her. 

    “Let’s go, Quinn.” I smacked her horn and she took off. We moved in her typical winding flight, bobbing and weaving through the air. 

    I could tell that Quinn was doing her best to steady her head during the flight, and it paid off. I managed to keep my lunch until the mountain was within reach. 

    Others were taking to the sky below us, catching onto the plan. Some of the mana beasts that could fly were even carrying non-flying mana beasts. A small army was beginning to ascend into the sky. 

    In waves, we were reaching the mountain, grabbing onto the bottom of the mountain by the hundreds, as we scaled the mountain like a swarm of ants. 

    I crested the ridge first, surprising a group of disciples milling about. They stared at me like I’d just risen from hell itself. 

    One of the gaping mages sputtered, “Where the hell did you come from?” 

    But, as they froze, other mages appeared behind me and across the edge of the mountain. 

    Celina darted forward, wasting no time. Her knives made quick work of the surprised disciples. 

    I scanned the surface of the sect, looking for stronger mages to take on first. There was going to be a large number of second-ring mages coming behind me, and my strength was best spent clearing the way for them. 

    But, as I scanned, I couldn’t find a single third-ring mage amongst the group. All the mages that surrounded us were low-ranking disciples. A few second-ring mages among a mass of first-ring mages. Concentrated mana was all deeper into the sect. 

    I paused, feeling for this group. We would cut through them like butter, and they were left here like lambs for the slaughter. Just like the puppets, the sect’s leaders were using these mages to slow us, hoping we’d weaken before we reached them. 

    It was cowardly to use them as fodder. Something told me there was more to it that I hadn’t pieced together yet. 

    “Push through,” I told the girls, already surging through the throng of low-ranked mages. As we moved closer, I felt more powerful mages moving towards us. 

    Once we were near the center of the sect, two fresh third-ring mages finally stepped forward, blocking our path. I smiled; the battle was finally starting in earnest. 

    But it was two against six with me and my women all lined up against them. 

    The same crimson eyes as the blood mage gave them away; I didn’t even need to sense for their corrupted mana. Michelle grabbed my arm, looking down at the ground. 

    As I watched, the blood from the fight behind us was flowing… uphill and into the sect? 

    It clicked in that moment. The lower-ranked mages were being sacrificed for their blood. Thea looked like she may throw up, putting it together at the same moment. 

    “Like that, huh? Nothing better than a big battle to bleed the population. Glorious, isn’t it?” The blood mage in front of me shifted into a battle stance. 

    My bloodline flared once again, the savage aspect of life clicking into realization as I punched forward, shattering the air and the chest of the mage before me. 

    The mage next to him grinned ferally. His grin spread inhumanly as his body began to swell, finally exploding and tearing into my arm. 

    “Isaac!” Diana came to my side. 

    “It’s fine. It’ll heal in a few minutes.” I waved her away, probing my body for a damage report. 

    Several spikes made of his blood had pierced my skin. 

    I frowned, seeing them try and wriggle deeper. It was like they were alive. I focused my mana on expelling the blood and pushing it away, trying to figure out how it was moving. 

    It should be dead without a soul to focus it. How could it stay active? 

    The only conclusion I could come to chilled my bones. This wasn’t the mage’s blood. It was the blood of somebody deeper in the sect that was controlling it. I couldn’t believe I once wanted to join this sect. 

    Focusing, I wrapped the blood that had invaded me in my own mana to keep it at bay. “Come on, we need to go deeper. Follow the blood.” I pointed down at the flowing blood. 

    “Isaac.” Celina grabbed my arm, and I felt her mana probe the blood trying to tear into my body. 

    “I have it under control. Someone deeper in is controlling this spell no doubt.” 

    She looked worried but nodded. 

    We raced forward, following the blood train. The rivets of blood went from the dirt into the thin grooves within the ground’s stonework. They appeared to be channels built for directing blood further into the sect. That wasn’t creepy at all. 

    “I can sense the devil further up the mountain.” Thea looked up, no doubt sensing the festering rot that was the devil’s corrupted mana. 

    I nodded. “But we have a problem we need to solve here first.” I headed towards a dark stone hall, where the blood seemed to lead. 

    Our family lead the charge, but there were plenty of other mages following in our wake, spreading out and attacking the Sun and Moon Hall. 

    Nobody attacked as we stepped into the hall, making our way down towards large double doors. I could sense masses of corrupt mana behind them. 

    Throwing the doors open, we charged in, quickly assessing the situation. The room was large and opulent, with multiple altars throughout. Mages swayed and chanted, circling the altars as the blood poured towards a throne at the center. 

    In the throne sat what seemed like a dried-out corpse. I tried to figure out what that meant. While I tried to piece it together and waited for the living mages to do something, the corpse-like body opened its eyes and stared at me. 

    “Welcome, little mages. It is so rare that we have the opportunity to collect so much blood. This will be remembered as a special celebration.” Its voice was rough like sandpaper. 

    I could feel a deep concentrated mana coming from him. The mana in his body was so vast that it had been hard to even sense at first. 

    We stayed in battle formation, waiting for their next move. 

    “You aren’t even going to respond? Typical brats. Stop them,” he commanded the other mages, flicking his hand as blades of blood shot out of the channels. 

    Michelle jumped in front of us, summoning her shield and blocking the blades. After it formed, she charged forward, moving into the middle of the room. 

    My wounded arm was more sluggish than normal, so I let it hang and wielded my sword with one hand. Following behind Michelle, I cut down all the mages that entered my path. 

    But, as they fell, their blood started entering the channels, once again feeding towards the throne. The channels coming in were growing deeper by the second, and the shriveled corpse appeared less shriveled than he was moments ago. 

    The body had gained enough curves for me to realize it was not a he, but a she. But her eyes were still sunken in her face. 

    She smirked as she watched her people die before her. She didn’t cast many spells, just an occasional one with devastating efficiency. 

    She threw one my way, and I narrowly dodged another set of blood blades after having stood still for a moment too long. 

    “Isaac,” a male voice shouted, and I looked back to see Jonny running into the room, followed by several of his monks. 

    “Stop the blood,” I called, feeling a chill touch the air as one of his monks froze the entrance to the room. 

    “That’s not necessary,” a soft voice rang through the air as the blood mage stood from her throne, blood pooling behind her, still feeding into her body like an umbilical cord. “I have all the blood mana I need at this point. So kind of you to kill them.” 

    She stretched her body, like a cat getting up out of their sunny spot. Her naked body was on display, but what was most distracting was the blood and gore covering her that she seemed so comfortable in. 

    I waited for her next move. She didn’t show any outward signs of casting, but the next thing I knew, my wounded arm was shooting out and grabbed the throat of a nearby monk, squeezing with all my force. 

    “Dude!” Jonny jumped on me, sending the three of us down into a pile. My arm wouldn’t let go. 

    “It isn’t me,” I pleaded as he looked like I’d betrayed him. 

    Michelle and Nikki were there, prying my fingers off the monk, who now had purple bruises on his neck. 

    The blood mage’s laughter rang out. “Oh, that was fun. The look on both of your faces.” 

    It was her blood that had attacked me earlier, and now seemed to have control of my arm. 

    “Stop hitting yourself,” she joked, my fist came up and slammed the bottom of my jaw, making me reel back and stumble. 

    It came again, and I dropped my sword to hold my arm by the wrist, keeping myself from smashing my face. 

    I looked around, and I wasn’t the only one struggling. 

    Diana was trying to strangle Thea, and it was all Celina could do to keep them both safe. 

    The blood mage smiled at the chaos that had frozen us in our tracks. “Your blood sings with power. I’d love to add it to my own.” 

    A bloodline mark flared to life on her forehead, followed by a pair on her cheeks and then another pair down her neck. It continued until nearly her whole naked body was covered in bloodline marks. 

    Blood pooled from the ground and hid most of them, as it covered her body like a tight, red cat-suit of blood. 

    “Okay. I’m ready to play, my darlings.” She beckoned with claws made of blood. 

    Jonny nodded at a nearby monk. He stepped forward, his steps grave as the world seemed to grow gloomy.  

    An earthy tang filled the air as his domain took form. It wasn’t as showy as the fire mage I’d seen before, but it was like heavy soil hung in the air. 

    “Bravo.” The blood mage clapped. Then she made a motion and a blood spike shot up from the ground. 

    Luckily the mage was powerful and prepared. Earthen fists grabbed each before they could pierce his body. “It shall not be that easy.” 

    We all stood back, not wanting to jump between these two as they faced off. I also was a liability at present; I tried to stand back and make sure she couldn’t control my arm to get an advantage in the battle. 

    Waves of power roiled off the woman; she seemed carefree in the deadlock they were in. 

    They both blurred at the same moment before clashing. The blood mage’s thin layer of blood around her blocked off earth and fist alike. But, in return, anything she threw at the monk was faced with an earthy fist as the monk controlled dozens of them with ease. 

    They seemed relatively equally matched, but what had me worried was the sheer effortless grace of the blood mage. She was fighting back without expending much effort, while the monk was panting to maintain control of his domain. 

    I looked down at the blood, which was still trickling through the channels. The blood mage was still drawing blood, however slight. And she was also distracted. 

    I looked up to get Celina’s attention. It took a moment, but once I had her eye contact, I looked down at the blood channels, then back up at her and winked. 

    She paused, brow furrowed as she tried to figure out what I was saying. I saw the moment it clicked, as a smirk spread on her face, and she gave me a single nod. 

    I wondered how the potent poison of the Harmony Bird bloodline would mix with her blood. 

    Celina held her finger out, a drop of blood welling up so dark with poison that it was nearly purple by the time it dripped into the channel. 

    Turning back to not give it away if she looked up, I focused back on the battle. The monk had managed to pin her with earthen arms, but as they wailed on her, they were completely useless in cracking her bloody shell. 

    Her mana seemed to be growing deeper as she continued to absorb blood that had sneakily started flowing again. 

    I waited, wondering if our plan would have any effect. 

    Moments passed, the blood continuing to slowly flow, and I started to think we’d need a lot more poison. I kept myself from looking back to Celina to see if she could drop in more, when the blood mage let out a deep cough. 

    Surprise flashed across her face, followed by puzzlement. Another deep cough was released, as she went into a coughing fit. 

    “How?” she stated, her eyes glazing a bit as she clearly entered her inner world. 

    When she came back, her eyes darted around the room before they landed on Celina, or more specifically, her robes. 

    Celina had the gall to give her a little finger wave. “Poison mages make a nice compliment to a blood mage, no?” 

    The curvy blood mage became a maelstrom of fury, as she fought back against the monk’s domain, trying to get to Celina. 

    Now shifting to the defensive, the monk was far more comfortable than the blood mage, and he held fast as the blood mage slowly started to fall apart. 

    I felt her blood in my arm waver in its shape, and I used her distraction to push out the thin needles of blood that had formed around my tendons and nerves. 

    “Ugh,” I groaned at the pain, my life mana quickly soothed the damage and started healing me. 

    The blood mage was screaming in rage, which covered my low moans. The monk continued defending Celina against the waning corrupt mage. I was impressed with what the Harmony Bird poison was doing to her body. 

    She soon became nothing but a rapidly darkening corpse. The monk stepped forward, making sure she was dead before he let go, slumping into one of his fellow Daoists. 

    We all looked at the sight with a sense of relief. It had honestly been easier than I’d expected, but it helped to have such a variety of powers in the room. I realized then how powerful the sects all coming together would be, and I hoped that would be enough to take down the devil. 

    “Well, that’s one less problem we have to deal with on this cursed mountain,” Jonny said, turning back to me. 

    “We were lucky to fight her here, where we could take advantage of such a weakness. I can only imagine how terrifying she might have been if we’d allowed her to absorb all the blood from the slaughter outside. Many thanks to your man for protecting us against her powers. Otherwise, we would have fought each other and given her even more blood without the domain protecting us.” 

    I shook my head, not bothering with anything in the room as I turned to head back out. We could burn this whole mountain for all I cared. 

    Exiting the hall and stepping back outside, there were mages everywhere. They all seemed to be looking up. Part of me didn’t want to, but I followed their eyes, wondering what we were up against next. 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Chapter 33 

      

    “Isaac.” Thea ran into my back. 

    I moved aside, and we all stood just outside the hall, looking up at the figure of the devil standing in the air, lording over all the mages like a tyrant. 

    Mages had spread all throughout the Sun and Moon Hall; our fight with the blood mage elder had been only one of many happening at present. 

    However, the devil was drawing everyone’s attention now. In his hands, a dark pedestal was giving off eerie light. 

    My stomach dropped. He had the soul well. We’d taken too long. And now we may not even stand a chance. But there was only one way to find out. 

    Summoning my strength, I charged at him. 

    He didn’t seem to notice me, his focus on the soul well. He held it up higher as it continued to pulse with eldritch light. Soon, a larger pulse blasted into the sky, thin strings dispersing out and seeming to penetrate walls and land throughout the mountain and into the city below. 

    The pulse sent me and many mages flying back in the shockwave. 

    I got back onto my feet quickly, the mountain shaking with the pounding of innumerable feet. It sounded like a stampede. 

    I turned toward the noise, watching their Inner Court entrance flood with puppets. 

    The nearest mages let out a battle cry and charged the stampede, working to try to take down numbers in the ongoing waves. 

    I turned back to the devil, knowing that it would never end if he still lived. 

    To the devil’s side, I watched another mage fly out of the crowd swinging an axe. The mage was at his third ring, based on his dense mana, and wore yellow robes. 

    The devil caught the mage by the neck before they’d been able to do any damage, snapping the mage’s neck as he tossed him aside with contempt. The devil landed on a plateau half-way up the mountain with a smirk challenging all the mages present. 

    A shiver ran through my spine, but I wasn’t surprised. It was the same type of strength I’d seen in my battle with the other devil. At least now the others that had watched better understood what we were up against and wouldn’t underestimate the devil. 

    “Jonny, are you with me?” I turned to my friend. He had stayed by my side as we’d left the hall. 

    “Always,” Jonny said, looking at the monks that had come with him. “Spread out around him. It is time we show the world just how powerful the Daoist Monastery is. Keep distance between each of you. Make him work for targets as we attack.” 

    I looked at the monks with the grim knowledge that many of them would likely die. They knew it just as much as I did, but they showed no ounce of fear as they moved as Jonny had commanded. 

    Other mages had continued attacking the devil, their corpses thrown to the side like the first. But the attacks started to slow as morale sank quickly. We couldn’t let that happen. 

    Five monks circled the devil, hands raised to battle. Whispers spread around the nearby mages as they waited to see what would happen. Puppets continued flooding in, although our mages had kept them from getting very far into the area. I didn’t want to be fighting a battle on both sides. 

    I watched the monks and the devil, waiting in the wings. I hated being idle, but I wanted to see if anything else could damage the devil. If not, my sword may be the only option, and being tied to my body, it was no good if I was dead. 

    I needed the right moment and circumstances to end this. 

    The monks burst out with a domain each at the same moment, and each was a different elemental mana. Fire, water, earth, air and metal domains formed. 

    They shifted, and the monk wielding a domain of metal mana stepped into the center. 

    The devil laughed and floated to the ground with a grin. “I see you’ve prepared. I’ll entertain you a bit.” 

    All around the monks and devil, the world shifted. A giant blaze, a typhoon, a hurricane, and a massive spiked pillar of earth all formed in that moment. The monk in the center gathered metal mana to a pin prick, thrusting a knife hand at the devil. 

    But the creature just laughed, easily blocking the attack with his bare palm before grabbing the monk’s hand and casually tossing him to the ground. He landed with a booming thud that had everyone on edge. 

    When the devil tried to step towards him, earth lashed out, smashing into his chest. The devil paused, looking down at his chest and then back at the monk with a look of annoyance. He reached his hand down and swept it away. 

    An explosion of mana came from Jonny who had been waiting by the side. One of his eyes became pure white and the other pure black as a domain started to appear around him in a constant swirl of chaos. 

    Everyone, even the devil, turned to look. 

    “Ah, slightly more worthy. Stop now and I’ll let you be one of my lead slaves.” The devil paused, smiling and waiting for Jonny’s agreement. But his smile quickly shifted to a scowl as Jonny continued to form the domain. “So be it.” He grumbled, preparing his attack. 

    Jonny moved quickly. He stomped and sent out a spell that was like a maelstrom of life and void mana, spinning into chaos. 

    The devil blocked it, but this time he staggered several steps back. For the first time, he frowned, and a look of seriousness passed over his features before he blurred next to Jonny, reaching for my friend’s throat. 

    This was my opportunity. 

    My bloodline blazed to life as I flew the several dozen yards to my friend, my bone sword flashing in the sunlight. 

    The devil spun, blocking my sword with the soul well. A frown firmly formed on his face, but it wasn’t for me. His attention was locked on my sword. 

    I wasn’t idle, though, using the force of his block as I spun low and cleaved at his leg. 

    The devil moved so quickly that I could barely track him, as he stomped and reappeared ten feet back. 

    “Jonny, you good?” 

    “Yeah,” my friend said, blood starting to leak from the corner of his mouth. One look at him and I knew that whatever wounds he had weren’t going to stop him from this battle.  

    The monks all attacked together at that moment, this time creating a storm of five elements around the devil. 

    I lost the devil in that attack; the storms were limiting any visibility. But the devil was still inside of them. While I knew it wouldn’t kill him, I hoped some other weakness would be exposed. 

    When the attack cleared, I quickly took stock of the situation. The devil stood in the middle, completely fine and holding up the monk with the metal domain, pulling his fist out of his chest. 

    I felt for Jonny, knowing what it was like as a leader to lose one of your disciples. The monk, however, seemed at peace with his death. His mana surged in a final wave, sending sharp metal mana into the devil. 

    For the first time, the devil bled from numerous small cuts on his chest. Excitement was building in the surrounding mages. There was proof that he did have weaknesses. 

    The devil paused, staring at the blood coming out of his chest. “It seems that I’ve underestimated the rats. In large numbers, they might actually harm me,” he muttered to himself, clearly not caring that we could hear him. 

    A cold doom seemed to settle over the mountain as the devil looked up and around at all of us. He was ready to slaughter. 

    I drew on my immortal mana, feeling it burn through my meridians. The world became clearer in that moment as I swelled with strength. The sense of my mana must have caught his attention. His eyes latched onto me, puzzlement filling his face. 

    This time when he moved, I could track him. Darting in front of Jonny, I clashed with the devil, sending dust scattering. 

    My training took over, and I was more thankful than ever that my father had taught me swordplay as a child. It came naturally and it was the only reason I could keep up with the devil’s superior speed. 

    My sword just barely staved off his fist each time as he tried to smash me out of the way. 

    We broke apart, and he jumped back before Jonny could hit him with another blast. 

    I stepped to the side, moving Jonny into my field of vision, trying to figure out the best way for us to take him down. But, even in my peripheral, I could tell that Jonny wasn’t doing so well. His face was flush and sweaty, but he was gathering more of that dual element mana, readying himself for another attack. And I’d have his back. 

    “I should have known there might be an immortal guarding this world. But you are pitifully weak; are you some family’s reject?” The devil glared at me. 

    His comment stung in a way I didn’t want to admit or reflect on. Instead, I kept my mouth closed, calming myself. Anger would only get people killed; I needed to be strategic. 

    The devil cocked his head. “Or, you’re not an immortal at all. Just a lucky… what do you call yourselves again? Mages?” 

    He laughed before his head snapped to one of the monks. 

    The monk was holding a pair of beads, which were glowing with gold runes. The monk’s eyes snapped open as he exploded in a jet of fire aimed for the devil. 

    The other three remaining monks exploded into their own element, pinning the devil between the four attacks. 

    “No!” Jonny screamed, and I realized they were all dying. 

    “Jonny! Don’t let their sacrifice be in vain!” I was already jumping in the air to clear their final attacks, my bloodline burning into my forehead as immortal mana surged through my veins. In desperation, I drew and fed upon the savage aspect of life, using the impending deaths of the mages to spur the savage element even deeper. 

    I cut down with everything I had, aiming to cut deep and try to end this. 

    “Enough!” the devil roared. A black bubble of corrupt mana shot out, slamming into me before I could land the blow. 

    I held there, suspended in the air as my force and his were locked in a stalemate. I pushed harder, but his force won. I was sent flying backwards. 

    Completely spent after my failed attack, I flew like a kite with its string cut. 

    “I got you.” Thea’s warm breath tickled my ear, as soft arms wrapped around me, and I felt us land. 

    “Thea.” I wanted to tell her to run, but the determination on her face told me she was in this until the end. “We need to find a way to finish this. I’m tapped out,” I amended. 

    She smirked, knowing full well what I had been going to say. 

    “You good?” Michelle asked. Her hair was flowing in the wind, tinged with blood and dirt, but somehow, it only added to her warrior glow. She held her shield up, protecting us from any attacks. 

    “I’ve been better. I put everything I had into that; I’ll need a minute to recover if you can help me get it.” 

    “You got it,” she answered. 

    The devil was a hundred meters away, recovering from the attacks of the four monks, who were now nothing but hollow burnt out corpses. 

    But with their deaths, they had harmed the devil. He was covered in seeping wounds. But he stood tall, no exhaustion on his face. Either the wounds weren’t deep, or a devil’s constitution was unfathomable. 

    But the devil wasn’t totally unaffected. He went into a rage, attacking every nearby mage he could get his hands on. 

    The mass of mages started to scatter; none of them wanted to fight this monster. 

    I looked through the mages, trying to find Jonny. I had assumed he’d been knocked away, but as I looked around, I couldn’t find him. The press of mages moving away from the devil started to push on us, but Michelle held them at bay with her shield. 

    In the mass shifting away from the devil’s rage, it was clearer to identify anybody moving towards it. Bodies began parting as a mage riding a giant beast broke through, scattering the nearby mages. 

    He charged, leaping at the devil. 

    The devil grabbed the mana beast and ripped it in two. The rider jumped off the beast, slashing at the devil and landing a few hits before the devil had released the mana beast. 

    The devil roared, catching the mage as they tried to escape and ripping the mage’s head off. 

    Feeling my mana starting to rebuild, I straightened, looking around the field and locking eyes with a number of other powerful mages from across the sects. The look we shared was full of hope, yet dread. 

    So far, the only tactic that had worked was teamwork until death. And death was seeming very imminent. 

    I looked over to Thea, determination filling me. I would not leave the children of this world to monsters like this. 

    I realized then what my mother must have felt when she had sealed off Locksprings, protecting me with mana when she couldn’t do it physically. She had known more about these worlds and the monsters that were out there than most. 

    While it had closed me off from the life most mages lived, it had also protected me. Given the chance, I knew that I would do the same for my child. I released a bit of the anger I hadn’t realized I’d kept locked away for so long. 

    Then I took a deep breath and focused myself. My child’s best chance was taking down the Sun and Moon Hall and this devil. 

    I felt Michelle’s shield take a hit as a body bumped up against it. Then another. Puppets were starting to make it deeper into the battle. They must be starting to overwhelm the tiring mages out front. 

    Michelle and Thea were already moving, taking down puppet after puppet. I reached out with my senses, looking for the corrupt mana and focusing my attacks. I sent golden needles between their eyes, quickly cutting down those making it past the front lines. 

    I wasn’t much use as I tried to gather as much mana as I could to restore my reserves. 

    “Stud, we’ve got this. Go kill that monster.” Michelle’s words were fierce, her eyes tender with concern. She blasted back a nearby puppet, reaching out to me and taking my hand. 

    We only touched for a moment, but in those seconds of shared love, I felt my mind focus. 

    Dropping Michelle’s hand, I turned to Thea, calling. “Keep my baby and my women safe, or I’m locking you in a room for the rest of time.” 

    She looked over her shoulder, shooting me a wicked smile. “Just try it.” Turning back, she took down another puppet, yelling over her shoulder. “I’m not about to raise this kid without you, so you better go get this done.” 

    I smiled, trusting them with my back as I turned back to the devil. 

    A few of the mages I had locked eyes with earlier were lying dead, clearly having attempted to take him down. But the devil was also looking worse for wear. While still powerful and easily blocking the smaller attacks, his movements were slightly slower. We were starting to wear on him. 

    I moved forward deliberately, stalking my prey. Mages parted as I walked, making way for me to easily move through the crowd. 

    The devil was distracted, two new third-ring mages attacking him from opposite sides. They were blasting him with earth and air mana, creating a sandpaper-like storm around him, the grit digging into his already bleeding wounds. 

    The devil roared, focusing on the earth mage first as he slammed a hand out, snatching him off the ground and throwing him away. 

    The air mage followed, his body crumpling in a nearby pile, but I noticed that he was still taking small breaths. Another mage quickly grabbed him and pulled him back into the masses. I hoped he might make it through this. 

    I could tell the devil was about to go on another mage killing spree following the latest wounds, so I ran the immortal mana through my body once more, catching his attention. 

    He turned to me. “Still alive? You’re an annoying little rat, aren’t you?” 

    I didn’t bother responding. I walked forward, looking around for allies. Yessa stepped forward. The poison mage’s robes were gone and she was now in a tight-fitted outfit, her hair cut short, like it had been cut in battle. 

    Another mage I recognized as the leader from the Mountain Sea Gate I had met in Grand Haven stepped forward as well, his blue robes swirling like they were floating in water. “Looks like you were telling the truth about these ugly bastards. I gotta say I was hoping you were a lying weasel.” 

    I chuckled, not taking my eyes off the devil. “Sorry to disappoint.” 

    He pulled out a blade, the edges luminescent. “All good. I’ll buy you a jug of wine later in apology after we finish this.” 

    The devil roared, seemingly annoyed at our banter. He charged forward, his focus on me. 

    I watched his movements, able to track him this time. He was large, which made him harder to move around but also made it harder for him to react quickly. 

    I used void mana, shifting my position just out of his reach. He moved with me, keeping his flank protected from my sword but leaving himself vulnerable to Yessa who had approached from the side. 

    She spit poison, his wounds bubbling as the poison sank into him. He swiped to the side in reflex, smashing into her stomach and throwing her to the side. 

    I took the opportunity, slashing any of his body I could get within my reach. My sword slid along his back, digging into him. Devil blood slipped down my blade, making me crinkle my nose. 

    I moved backward quickly, trying to avoid the devil’s return blow, but I didn’t get far enough. I caught the edge of his fists, my body sliding backward along the ground as I dug my feet in to slow myself. 

    The Mountain Sea Gate mage attacked then, covering the nearby surface with thick water as he glided through it with ease. It slowed the devil slightly, but he still had longer reach. 

    Anticipating that, the mage slid down onto his back at the last moment, gliding through the water and slashing at the devil’s legs. The blade wasn’t able to cut very deep, but it did succeed at adding to his growing list of wounds. 

    The devil repositioned, nabbing the mage and slamming him repeatedly into the thick water. 

    While he focused on the mage, I released my bloodline, moving forward. I let the rage of the battle sing through my blood, calling on the power within my body to respond and protect me. As I moved, the thick water slowed me as much as it slowed the devil. Until it dissipated, I’d be at a disadvantage, but it also gave me an idea. 

    Moving through it, I attempted to charge, but it was more like a slow push forward. The devil turned, sensing my approach and took in my speed. 

    He smirked, waiting for my slowed approach to reach him. 

    As I moved, I worked to visualize my plan. Aurora had taught me that so much of mana had to do with intent. I’d need the element of surprise, so I had to wait until just the right moment and trust that I could do this. 

    “Everybody, throw what you have at him! Don’t stop!” I yelled to the crowd. 

    Everyone was watching me and they sprang into action, hoping to be of some help in ending this monstrosity. 

    The devil’s eyes widened as the eyes of mages around the area became focused. Spells of every color began flying through the air at him, and he put his full focus into batting them all away. 

    “Pesky. Little. Rats!” the devil snarled, successfully swiping the spells out of the air. But there were so many that he was tied down. 

    The colorful explosions filling the air gave me the cover I needed. 

    I saw the moment. Focusing my intent, I formed the Kunpeng’s wings, soaring into the sky with speed and grace, I flew up just high enough to target the devil. 

    Pivoting my body into a downward shot, I gave one strong flap of my wings before pulling them in around to try to shield my body as I plummeted like an arrow. 

    I flew at the devil, my sword outstretched, the spells I had ordered hitting me as I crossed into the area around the devil. 

    I held against the pain of the onslaught of spells, peering through the wings to make sure I was on target. 

    The devil didn’t notice me through all the colorful spells until I was too close. Pointing my sword forward, I unfurled my wings with a final flap pushing my blade into the devil. The onslaught of spells battered me as I sank the blade into the devil’s skull. 

    It sank in, the sword breaking as the blade stayed in the devil’s skull and the hilt coming away with me as my body crumpled to the ground. 

    The spells ceased immediately, shouts sounding in the crowd as I blacked out on the ground. The last thing I remembered was the feeling of my cultivation torn in two with the shattering of my sword. 

      

    *** 

      

    I came to with chaos still surrounding me. I must have only been out for a minute. Michelle and Thea were by my side, other mages next to them trying to heal me. 

    I took stock of my body. I was in bad shape; the sword had returned to my core, but it was damaged. 

    Michelle saw my face, grabbing my chin and locking eyes with me. “Stud, you are valuable to us in any shape, and you just saved all our lives, but we still need you to lead.” 

    Nodding, I worked to stand up. I noticed mages nearby attacking the soul well, finding ways to break it apart. As it crumbled, puppets around the area began to fall. 

    I sighed. 

    The tide of the battle had turned, but there were others tied to that soul well too. 

    I stumbled forward, heading for the Sun and Moon Hall. 

    “Isaac.” Michelle caught my arm and lifted me on her shoulder. “What are you doing?” 

    “Need to find Kat,” I wheezed, still struggling from having the sword destroyed. 

    I could feel it starting to form back in the core of my immortal body, which gave me hope, but it would take a long time for me to recover. 

    Michelle jerked her head sharply to someone behind us, and several Thousand Blossom Valley girls ran forward, darting through the sect ahead of us. 

    “You got peeps now?” I joked. 

    “They offered to help, and I trust them more than most.” Michelle shrugged. 

    I pulled myself up and kept walking deeper into the sect. Kat had told me where her room had been; that was where I was headed. 

    Vess had beat me there and was looking at a charred corpse. The area outside what I assumed was Kat’s room was a wreck as if a battle had occurred. 

    My eyes took the scene in and I realized Kat’s master was among the dead. 

    Vess was looking past the remains of the battle into Kat’s room. 

    I was scared of what I would find on the other side. 

    “I’ll go first,” Michelle stated, going to open the door. 

    “No, I need to see this.” 

    I walked into the room, bracing for either an attack or loss, or maybe both. 

    I spotted Kat quickly. 

    She was lying on her bed, and it almost looked like she was sleeping. I swore I saw her chest still moving and breathing, but the large hole in her stomach said otherwise. 

    My knees grew weak, and I had to grab the wall to steady myself. 

    I looked again. I swore her chest was moving. “Michelle, is she still breathing?” 

    My first wife moved over to Kat quickly and checked for a pulse. “Yes, and her heart is still beating.” 

    I shook my head to clear away my worry and stepped up to look at Kat closer. The hole in her stomach was about the size of a fist, but it was a clean circle. It was almost like... 

    I traced the spot just above the navel where my immortal core rested in my own body. 

    “They tore out her immortal core. How is she still alive?” I reached for her wrist; I couldn’t believe that she was still alive. 

    But when I sent my mana into her body to check on her, it was like the floor fell out from under me. There was no resistance at all, and I was able to probe straight into her inner world. Her soul palace was a field of debris, completely and utterly shattered. 

    “Her soul.” I felt the world spin around me, and I wobbled. 

    “Oh my god,” Michelle hissed, no doubt checking it herself. “Isaac.” She turned to me and grabbed my shoulders, steadying me. 

    “I’m going to take her back home.” I felt hot tears stream down my face. What they had done to Kat was beyond anything I could imagine. First they had broken her mind, now they had broken her body. 

    “Of course.” Michelle paused, looking at me full of concern. 

    I felt so disconnected, so lost in this moment. 

    My mana beasts pulsed inside of me, wanting out. The room seemed secure and they were insistent. I released them. All three of them wrapped me in a tight hug. Their warmth grounded me back into the present moment. 

    “Thank you, but we should go. I’d rather not be here anymore.” I picked Kat up in my arms, ignoring any protest of my body. 

    The pin I’d given her before she left for the Sun and Moon Hall caught the sunlight, still pinned in her hair. It reminded me of the simpler time before all this, when we were just a young couple. 

    I hoped one day both our bodies would be mended. 

    Carrying Kat out of the hall was like a blur. One moment we were in her room, the next we were standing on the ridge where I’d defeated the devil. 

    As we exited, mages looked up, pausing in their looting of the Sun and Moon Hall. There was so much death everywhere. Puppet and mage bodies alike were slumped together, being looted and dragged off to the side. 

    Sun and Moon Hall mages were being dragged out of the hall and executed on the steps. There would be so much more death in the next few days as the consequences of this battle rippled out from here. 

    I’d been the cause of so much of this, my hand forced by the consequences if we did nothing. But this death was meaningless. I handed Kat over to Michelle for a moment. 

    “All of you.” I enhanced my voice with mana, casting it over the whole army of mages, reaching the city below. “If you practice corrupt mana, destroy your cultivation and live. Anyone killing someone without corrupt mana is a murderer and will be treated as such according to your sect laws.” 

    My eyes roamed and I caught the gaze of more than one representative I recognized from Grand Haven. 

    Jonny was out there too, a monk holding him up while another tended to his arm. 

    The leaders of sects nodded their ascent, one by one. 

    “Today we saw just how terrifying corrupt mana can be to our world. We saw the type of monsters that it can bring to our world. Have no doubts: that devil would have enslaved all of you and all those you’ve ever loved. Even you, corrupt mages, would be nothing more than slaves at best, chattel at worst. 

    “Each of the sects present here needs to think long and hard on their opinions and practices regarding cultivation of corrupt mana. And they need to consider how this taint in our world was allowed to continue to grow and fester for so long.” 

    I let my eyes wander over the mages present. Many clearly looked repentant. 

    “The Ferrymen will continue to hunt corrupt mages, and I hope we can make a better world for everyone. That is all.” 

    I sighed, feeling drained from the short speech. My body wouldn’t be able to give me much more. 

    “Come on.” Aurora grabbed me and pulled me away from the ledge. 

      

    *** 

      

    “Stud, what are you thinking?” Michelle asked me. 

    I blinked, realizing I was back at the sect. Kat was in my arms as all my women circled around me, clearly concerned. 

    “She’s not dead, but she is without a soul,” I said, looking down at the woman in my arms. “Can she recover?” I asked no one in particular. 

    “The soul is a very personal thing, Isaac. It’s not something that can be easily repaired, not at this level,” Aurora tried to soothe me. 

    But instead, she gave me an idea. I rushed back to our home and set Kat down. 

    “Isaac, what’s wrong?” Diana came up behind me, putting her hand on my arm. 

    “Nothing. I have an idea though. Remember when Kat gave me a piece of her soul?” I gave her a crooked smile. “I have a piece of her soul still with me.” 

    The girls started to protest, but Aurora stopped them all. “He needs to try.” 

    I focused into my inner world and entered my soul palace. I could feel the red splotch that was once a fragment of Kat’s soul and tugged at it. My own screams echoed in my soul palace as I pulled, remembering how injured Kat was after trying something like this. 

    But that didn’t stop me. 

    I felt soft hands hold my body as I screamed, gritting my teeth with determination as I pulled free that fragment of Kat’s soul. 

    Warm blood trickled out of my nose; damaging one’s soul was beyond dangerous. Kat had used the soul well to fuse them, and I’d just done jagged surgery to remove it. 

    I focused on the chain that once bound Kat to me while also focusing on my hand that was still on her body in the real world. Using the two, I entered her soul palace. 

    Where her soul palace should have been was pure wreckage. What were once dark stone walls were now scattered, shattered, dark bricks. 

    I held up the piece of Kat’s soul and treated this inner world as my own. Gathering the fragments of what was once her soul palace, and using the fragment as the base, I tried to pull Kat’s soul back together. 

    It was slow. Single motes of light lost in the darkness came at first. 

    My mana strained to keep up the suction, trying not to be forceful in putting each piece back. Instead, I tried to feed mana into the fragment, coaxing it to restore itself. 

    It was taking quite a bit of mana, but soon into the process, I felt mana beast cores drop into Kat’s lap, becoming available to use. At the same time, I could feel the three rings on my chest drawing vast amounts of mana that I channeled through our connection into her soul palace. 

    The fragment of her soul grew slowly at first, but like with my soul palace, I started building a rhythm and restoring it more quickly. Slowly but surely, the fragment of Kat’s soul began to grow and take on the shape of a person. 

    Only it wasn’t an adult. The fragment became a small infant, curled up on its side. Before my eyes, hair grew, and so did the small soul. 

    Kat’s soul swelled and grew steadily until she stopped needing my help to grow. She began pulling mana from the world all on her own. Her own three rings blazed to life as she worked, starting to draw even more mana into her body. 

    I felt myself pushed out of her inner world and back into the bedroom. Everyone was wrapped around the two of us. Some of them had even fallen asleep. 

    But we weren’t done yet. I took up what Diana had been dutifully doing, pulling mana beast cores out of my ring and laying them on Kat. She sucked them dry, covering herself in more glittering dust. 

    I wasn’t sure how long it was before Kat’s eyes fluttered open, but in that moment, it didn’t matter. My heart leapt into my throat as hopefulness filled me. I wasn’t sure if she’d even remember me. 

    “Isaac, I had the strangest dream,” she said, smiling drearily into my face and raising her hand to press it against my cheek. I beamed back down at her, wrapping her in my arms and snuggling us into the mound of women. 

    Kat was alive, all of my girls were and the corrupt mages were destroyed. 

    It was like a huge weight lifted off my shoulders. 

    I’d done it. 

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Epilogue 

      

    “Daaaaad.” 

    I shook my head and looked towards my oldest daughter, Catherine. “Sorry, what’s up, honey?” 

    “You were spacing out again, dad. I’m telling mom!” She spun, her bright red hair whipping behind her as she ran to get her mother. She was in the bratty phase, Tom never went through that, but maybe it was the difference between boys and girls. 

    “Were you thinking about the immortal world again, Master?” Aurora spoke up from her lounging spot on the couch. She hadn’t returned to her ring in years, not since I had broken through to my own fourth ring. 

    “Maybe,” I said, feeling a little guilty. 

    My days of rushing around the world were behind me. After the war with the corrupt mages, the girls all wanted kids and I was happy to settle down in the Ferrymen and become a father. But the thought of my family in the immortal world still drew my attention from time to time. 

    “Stud, maybe you should venture to the immortal world,” Michelle said strolling into the room, her hand on her once again swollen stomach. She was on her third and, after we had talked about it, her last. 

    “I can’t leave you and the kids,” I dismissed her idea with a wave of my hand. 

    “But what happens when they are grown and we have another seventy years before the next ascension?” Michelle plopped down in a chair putting her feet up with a satisfied sigh. 

    “We wait and venture there together,” I said. 

    But Michelle shook her head. “I think my warrior days are past me.” She stroked her stomach. 

    My first wife had become quite the maternal home keeper since our first child. That sharpness to her had dulled and even the elders would rather go to her over me now. 

    “Then what are you saying?” I asked, we’d have to go eventually. 

    “Maybe you should go ahead of us… carve out a space for our family in the immortal world.” 

    Behind Michelle, Aurora’s eyes were wide at the statement. 

    “I can’t leave you—” 

    “When the kids are grown,” she cut me off. 

    “Are we all gathering here?” Thea came in cradling her youngest against her shoulder before sitting down next to Michelle. 

    I shrugged. “Seems like it. How’s Rob?” 

    “Sleepy but struggling to actually fall asleep.” She rocked him gently. 

    “I was just discussing that maybe Isaac should head into the immortal world ahead of us,” Michelle said. 

    Thea casually agreed “That sounds delightful. Mana knows he won’t stop staring towards the portal.” 

    “Hey,” I protested but they both just shrugged. 

    “Master really does space out quite a bit.” Aurora slipped into my lap giving me a small peck on the cheek. 

    “There you are.” Celina walked in. “Catherine is running on another rampage.” 

    I rolled my eyes and grabbed Celina’s hand pulling her in for a quick kiss. “Girls,” I sighed in exasperation. 

    She quirked a brow. 

    “Daughters?” I tried again. 

    Celina just chuckled and took a seat. 

    The poison mage had been good with one child. After all, we had to suppress her cultivation through the pregnancy to protect the child. It had not been an easy nine months for anyone with Celina being essentially a normal human. 

    Tamsin had run off to the Thousand Blossom Valley already and Celina did her best not to fret. When we learned Yessa had taken her as a disciple, Celina had almost lost it. ‘Ungrateful brat’ was a common phrase for a few months. 

    Yessa had come back with her twice and it almost felt like she was trying to work her way into the family. But that couldn’t be as Yessa hated all men. 

    “Family meeting?” Mei popped in, her tails flicking behind her as a little Dan followed after her trying to catch them, only still standing by running forward. 

    “It is starting to feel like one,” I chuckled. “Michelle was trying to say I should go to the immortal worlds once the kids are grown.” 

    “Great idea.” Mei picked up Dan and handed him off to Michelle before taking a spot on the arm of my chair. “You are getting very bored.” 

    “Family meeting?” Nikki asked pulling the bow in her hair tight as she walked in. 

    I sighed. “Might as well be. Can you send someone after the rest?” 

    “Sure.” Nikki turned back to get someone. We had a few mages working in our home at this point. It was informally recognized that this family ran both the Ferrymen and the city of Styx below us. 

    Michelle’s parents had taken up some of the work the Hua sisters had left behind. Her father had been a successful merchant in Locksprings years ago. I thought he was happy now; his wives had even roped in a new woman. 

    Nikki strode back in, Quinn with her. “So, what’s the family meeting for?” 

    “Let’s wait till everyone is here.” 

    Diana came in next, her hair still bouncing as she slowed to a walk as she passed through the doorway. She still had ink on her hands from whatever work she’d been doing beforehand. Having both stepped into the third ring, the sisters looked about the same age. If one didn’t know better, they could pass for twins. 

    “Catherine, you will apologize to your father,” a soft voice rang outside the door before Kat stepped in carrying her daughter. Both had fiery red hair. 

    “I’m sorry, father,” Catherine said like a properly chastised child and immediately ran from the room. 

    He heard Vess collect Catherine outside the door. Her and the rest of Kat’s followers had been among the first of the corrupt mages to cripple their cultivation and start anew. 

    They had been given a spot in the Ferrymen and took to the Phoenix Clan, though they hung around the house quite often. 

    Kat shook her head scattering her hair from the pin that had kept it in place. “Silly thing won’t stay clipped.” 

    “You know you could get another hair clip.” 

    Kat frowned. “But I like this one. It is special.” She worked it back into place securing her hair back. She had already returned to being a second-ring mage and would be forming her immortal body soon. 

    After everything that had happened, her memories since she had left Locksprings were sparse and fragmented, like a dream she couldn’t quite recall. She was the Kat I had remembered all those years ago back in Locksprings before we became mages and the world turned upside down. 

    But a few things seemed to linger. 

    Kat had a pinched gold choker on, one that had a ring for a thin gold chain she liked to give me in the bedroom. She was not broken though, just a bit kinky. 

    “So what are we here for?” Nikki asked again. 

    I looked to Michelle; she’d been the one to bring it up. 

    “All right. I suggested that Isaac go to the immortal world—” 

    Everyone started speaking at once and I raised my hand to quiet them all down so Michelle could continue. 

    “—after the kids are grown,” she finished 

    That seemed to settle most of the complaints. 

    “So, define grown?” Nikki asked. 

    “Thirty years from now,” I said, and somehow that statement suddenly made it all the more real. I was going to push ahead of my family and make a spot for them in the immortal world. 

    There was a tense silence in the room after I said that. 

    “Promise not to add too many extra women, okay?” Diana blushed. 

    “I—” I shut my mouth; I couldn’t make any promises. But it seemed that the family had agreed that I’d go to the immortal world ahead of them. 

    The world was peaceful, for now. 

    But it seemed I’d set out on another adventure, one day. 

    My gazed lingered back towards where I knew the portal to the Immortal World lay deeper in the sect.

  


   
      

      

                             Author’s Note 

      

      

      

    That was a full trilogy back to back. Exhausting, yet amazingly fulfilling to finish this series. I think most people can see where the second trilogy I have planned for Isaac is going. Before we kick that off, I want to start a new series and wrap up LR, in that order. 

    I’m excited to keep writing cultivation with a fantasy blend, and the next series has been fermenting in my mind for quite some time now. I hope you will enjoy it as much as I will. 

    We will go back in time to the first immortal cultivator and I’ll open the curtains to the immortal world and the conflict with devils.  

    Whether you follow my Newsletter or Facebook, I’ve been talking about transitioning to a full-time author. The best way you can get more of my books is to support me with a review. Hopefully, within the next few books, I can make the transition to doing something I love for a full-time career.

  


   
      

      

    Other Works 

      

      

      

    Legendary Rule: 

      

    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.  

      

    Book 1 

    Book 2 

    Book 3 – July 2021 

      

    A Mage’s Cultivation: 

      

    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.  

      

    Mana Master 

    Mana Beast 

    Mana Immortal 

      

  

cover.jpeg
IMMO RTAL

BRUCE SENTAR





