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Chapter 1 - Packing Up

“Jalapeños? Really?” James asked Sarah, her hair tied into a high ponytail, still wearing nothing but pink panties and one of his Dragon Ball T-shirts, as she packed what looked like her entire kitchen counter into her luggage, including sets of knives and cutting boards, cast iron cookware, and assorted sets of condiments and preserves.

She was in the process of wrapping a can of jalapeños in aluminum foil. Yue Xia said sometimes glass containers burst when they passed through portals. Aluminum helped, for whatever reason.

She would’ve packed her rice cooker and their air fryer, not to mention the coffee machine, were it not for the absolute ban on electronics in the Spirit Realm. Lanlan said they straight-up didn’t work.

He couldn’t blame Sarah for being excited. He was. This was the journey of a lifetime. But, and it was a but almost as big as Sarah’s, he was going there to meet his father-in-law.

James had always imagined meeting his future father-in-law, if he ever got married, would be nerve-wracking, but the reality was so much worse.

Lord Yue Feng, head of the Jade Moon Clan, wasn’t just Lanlan's father. He was an immortal with the power of an atom bomb. And they said he had quite a bad temper as well.

Meeting Sarah's dad, by comparison, had been a walk in the park. He was distant, yes, living in a city in the north of Mexico and working as a lawyer. He was also loaded in cash and had a questionable marriage life (he'd married six times in four different countries). But he couldn’t level a city with his wrath.

The Jade Moon Lord was expecting James to prove he was worthy of marrying his daughter.

Sarah didn’t even glance up as she wrapped another jar. “Trust me. The Spirit Realm might have floating mountains and immortal peaches, or whatever, but you know what they don’t have? Tacos. Mole. Authentic chilaquiles. They don't have Salsa Valentina. Lanlan said it. I’m gonna change their entire culinary world.”

James sighed.

“Listen, babe, hate to burst your bubble, but are you sure they're gonna welcome Mexican spices with open arms?”

“Your uncle, and who knows who else, has been trying to export Earth realm products for decades,” Sarah exclaimed, crossing her beautiful legs. “MSG is all the rage, of course, Sriracha sauce. White Rabbit Candy is banned, though. But they don't have a whole lot of stuff from places other than China. Imagine the business opportunities!”

“And let me guess, Uncle Wei wants a cut. Do you think it'll stick? They're hardcore traditionalists. The Spirit Realm is ultra closed off. It sounds like North Korea without the famines.”

“In many ways, it’s worse,” Lanlan said, leaning in from the kitchen. She was wearing tight pink shorts with a hole punched in them to make way for her tail. This catgirl couldn't help looking like a snack. “That there’s no electricity.”

“See?” James said. “We’ll live like people did thousands of years ago.”

“But...” Sarah corrected him. “It's like being a royal from that time. That’s the big difference.”

James sighed.

Anyway, it was happening. They were going to the Spirit Realm.

And get married.

The truth was, his own family had been elated to know their son was marrying into the Spirit Realm. His mother, rather than being overwhelmed, had invited Lanlan’s father to her Manhattan apartment as if he were a regular Mortal Realm in-law, completely unfazed by the fact that he could likely level cities with a thought.

James, of course, found out after the fact.

His mother was, of course, invited. Only she. Her father was apparently too busy at the hospital. As usual. Besides, getting so-called Spirit Realm visas was almost impossible for most mortals, even with Yue Xia’s help.

Lanlan appeared beside him, smoothing the fabric of a hanfu she was folding. “James, darling,” she said with a fanged smile. “You’re stressed again. It’s all gonna go great. It’s natural to be nervous. But no need to fear. My father would never execute you or send you off to be tortured in the dungeons.”

James grumbled. “To be fair, torture hadn’t even crossed my mind.”

Sarah snorted. “At least you don’t have to figure out how to pack an entire food truck’s worth of equipment. I may not look like it’s a problem; I may be excited. But I’m also terrified.”

“I like the way you get terrified,” Lanlan said. “It only motivates you to try harder. That’s how you won that competition last month. Heavens, that was exciting!”

“That doesn’t mean it feels good to be so stressed, princess,” Sarah said, finally shrugging. “I’m kind of freaking out inside.”

And through the bond, James could feel Sarah’s anxiety beneath her usual bravado. Having them by his side reassured him. He knew he could rely on them, and more than that, they could face any challenge together.

He was lucky as hell. Lanlan was super in love with both of them, always going the extra mile to make them happy. She'd found a loving place with them and narrowly avoided being forcibly married into a shitty cultivation clan.

Sarah was wonderful. She was not only gorgeous; she was the most competitive woman he'd ever met. She’d just earned her brown belt in BJJ, which had prompted her to dye her hair auburn, and she’d brought home a big trophy from Abu Dhabi. She was well on her way to the big leagues.

As far as cultivation went, Sarah and James were still Foundation rank, but they were growing confident in their skills. Yue Xia even said they’d mastered the progress of decades in just a few months.

Speaking of the devil, a sharp knock at the door interrupted them.

At least she’d agreed to knock before coming in.

The door swung open, and Yue Xia strode in, her nine tails swaying behind her like banners. Her fitted navy suit looked sharp enough to cut steel, and not a single strand of her styled hair was out of place. Her fox ears twitched as she gave the disaster zone of their apartment a slow once-over.

“Oh dear,” she said, fangs popping over her lips. “Last-minute packing? And please tell me you’re not planning to present yourselves before the Jade Moon Court looking like... this.” She gestured vaguely at the clutter—at the half-folded robes, the precarious stack of aluminum-protected cookware, and James, shirtless and wearing his American flag boxers.

“We’re still packing,” Sarah shot back, wiping a smear of fish sauce off her hands. “You told us to be at the Temple at 4 PM.”

“Exactly!” Yue Xia clapped her hands. “So, last-minute delivery.”

Yue Xia pulled out her hairpin and shook it.

James cursed and reached for a pair of folded pajama pants to put on.

A ripple of golden qi flickered through the air, opening a portal, and within seconds, several robed servants materialized through it, gliding into the room with the efficiency of army personnel. They carried long lacquered boxes. James could guess what they contained.

He groaned. “More sets of robes? We don’t really have space in our luggage. And can't they just drop them off at our accommodation in the Spirit Realm?”

“Silly, you have to try them first. And you can’t wear the same thing every day,” Yue Xia added cheerfully. “We can’t have the most talked-about triumvirate in centuries showing up looking like they got dressed in the dark. You are the talk of the town, not to mention my protégés. You gotta look your best every single day. Do not make me lose face. The wedding gowns are also ready! So I need you to move into another room while the girls try theirs. For last-minute adjustments, you know, the wedding’s in two weeks! The tailor's on the way.”

James let out a sigh.

He exchanged a glance with Sarah. Their bond hummed with shared exasperation. But she seemed at least a bit excited to try on her wedding robes.

Lanlan, meanwhile, had gone suspiciously still. Her golden eyes narrowed as she studied her sister. “You’re very invested in this.”

Yue Xia smiled innocently. “Should that surprise you? Of course I am! You’re bringing two mortals—my future in-laws, no less—to meet Father for the first time. Naturally, I want to make sure you’re all at your absolute best.”

Sarah, for once, didn’t have a snappy comeback. Instead, she just tightened the aluminum around her food container and exhaled sharply.

Yue Xia, of course, was not done.

“Speaking of surprises,” she continued, sweeping forward with a dangerous glint in her eyes, “we should discuss Mei Lin.”

“Who is that? A girl?” James asked. “Is she pretty?”

Sarah gave him a menacing glance.

“Just quoting the movie,” James said.

Yue Xia’s smile widened. “Oh, did I forget to mention her? Father has assigned you a cultural liaison—my third cousin. Absolutely brilliant at diplomacy, very trustworthy for a fox spirit, and...” she paused meaningfully, “interested in meeting the Triumvirate that’s been causing such a stir.”

James didn’t miss the way Lanlan’s ears flicked up, her expression shifting from suspicion to surprise. “Mei Lin?” she echoed, cocking her head. “We used to play together as children. Where has she been all these centuries?”

“Yes, well.” Yue Xia’s tone was far too casual. “She’s all grown up now. She’s mastered the Eight Trigram Style, and twin daggers weapons form for the same style, so she’s one hell of a fighter, and Spirit rank herself, and...” another pause, “she can’t wait to meet you three.”

James frowned. Through their bond, he felt a flicker of something from Lanlan: recognition, curiosity, maybe even... something warmer.

Sarah caught it too. Her eyebrows lifted, but she said nothing.

Lanlan folded her arms. “And Father just happened to assign her to us?”

“Of course,” Yue Xia said, all innocence. “She’s one of the best on the court. She’s training to become our ambassador to the Central Realm. And let’s say I recommended her. She’s been pestering me about you three all this time. You’ll be spending a lot of time together.”

James had no idea what, but he already had a bad feeling about it. Bad in a Yue Xia-getting-what-she-wants way, which was also kind of good.

Yue Xia clapped her hands again. The servants moved into action, presenting them with an array of boxes containing folded robes, formal accessories, and—because of course—a mountain of etiquette manuals that they dropped into James’s arms.

“Now,” the fox spirit said, looking entirely too pleased, “let’s make sure you don’t embarrass yourselves before you even step through the portal.”

James sighed.

They had four hours before their trip. There was just no way he’d read all that on the road.

***

James and the girls had dressed up Han dynasty style, grabbed their luggage, and reached the Xiao Yuanmiao Temple in Lower Manhattan.

At first glance, it looked like a small Taoist shrine tucked away in busy New York. It blended seamlessly into city life, like a quiet space for prayer, incense burning, and qigong classes. An elderly master with a high bun and a long beard led the lesson today, with a calm and accented voice, guiding his students through breathing exercises.

Sarah watched them as they passed through the hall, barely containing her grin. “Cool! I wish I’d come early to join them for a round. That looks interesting.”

James shot her a look. “Babe, we're about to step through an interdimensional portal. Whatever he’s teaching them is nothing compared to what you’re about to see.”

“You're right,” she said, sighing dramatically. “What was I thinking? Priorities.”

They moved past the class, drawing a few glances, then stepped through an unmarked wooden door at the back of the temple.

The courtyard beyond was another world entirely. It was quiet; the stone floor was old, with traditional wan patterns, and a reflecting pool stretched across one side, its surface rippling despite the absence of wind.

Lanlan just flicked her tail as they approached the center of the courtyard. Then, James looked at his Rolex and sighed. Just two minutes before 4 o’clock. They were exactly on time.

They exchanged glances and nodded. Lanlan removed a hairpin from her bun, given to her by Yue Xia, and held it in front of herself. Then, James and Sarah placed a hand each on Lanlan’s lower back and moved qi from their dantian, letting it pass from their bodies into her.

This was no ordinary portal. They needed extra energy to pass through realms.

Energy started growing more visible, an aura of golden light wafting from their bodies.

Lanlan closed her eyes. Power flickered like electricity, and James felt a current of palpable energy flow into Lanlan’s hairpin. Light coalesced in the air in front of them, suspended, rippling like water caught in moonlight, soon whirling like a spiral of light.

James took a deep breath, steadying himself.

No one was there to see them off.

No guards. No officials. Not even Yue Xia. She was already waiting on the other side.

“Let’s go!” Lanlan said with a long sigh. “Home sweet home.”

Together, they grabbed the handles of their bags and stepped forward into the light.

It felt like floating.

Weightless. Breathless. Falling and flying at the same time. No ground. No air. Just motion, pulling them forward. Colors blurred from twilight to silver and gold. Distant voices whispered at the edges of his mind.

Time stretched, twisted, became meaningless.

James staggered as his feet hit solid ground.

The scent of pine and incense filled his lungs.

The scene around him was so outlandish that it felt like CGI.

They stood in a massive courtyard paved with smooth white stone, surrounded by towering pagodas with green curved rooftops. Mountains and stone cliffs sprawled in the distance, bordered by endless forests. And the sky... The sky was lighter, with the color of gold and a gradient of pastel pink. Beyond it, a vast city stretched across rolling hills—buildings with sweeping roofs and hanging red lanterns. The sun seemed to be in the same position it should’ve been in NYC at 4:04 PM.

And his watch still worked.

They were not alone.

A crowd had gathered to greet them.

Human cultivators in deep blue and silver robes watched with unreadable expressions. Their qi was so strong that James could feel it in the air, humming like the engine of a car. Among them, he noticed some had cat ears, cat tails, and even one with fluffy red and white ears, like a red panda. There were a handful of guards, clad in plate armor and capes, with the Chinese character for Moon engraved on their chests.

The full-on dynastic aesthetic caught him by surprise. When people, even Jun, visited the Mortal Realm, they wore Western clothes.

Holy shit. This is real.

Sarah, standing beside him, took it all in with wide eyes. “Okay,” she muttered under her breath, “I’ll admit it. That’s pretty damn cool.”

Lanlan, standing proud and giddy, smirked. “Welcome home.”

James looked among the crowd. Yue Feng, of course, would be deep in his palaces, waiting for their visit, but James had heard about Lanlan’s stepmothers and her younger brother. He looked among the cat people, but none of them looked remotely similar to Lanlan.

The moment of awe was short-lived as Yue Xia greeted them. James didn’t recognize her at first, as she rarely wore non-Western clothes. She wore a salmon-colored hanfu with flowery designs, and her hair was tied elaborately, adorned with an array of golden hairpins and a braided bun above her head.

“Finally here!” Yue Xia said with excitement.

James had so many questions, but before he could ask, another person popped up from behind Yue Xia. This one was shorter and definitely a fox spirit, her furry tails neatly whirling behind her, with a wide fanged grin and light red hair, along with fluffy carrot-colored ears with black edges above her head.

The woman smiled, dipping her head in greeting. Her voice was high-pitched and excited. Lanlan’s was measured in comparison.

“Hello everyone!” she said excitedly.

She beamed up at James, her fox ears twitching with excitement. Her robes were light orange, matching her hair and ears, with delicate floral embroidery in gold thread, and most importantly, she had a very open collar for a hanfu, revealing generous cleavage. James tried hard not to look down there. It would be too damn obvious if he did.

She was definitely a looker, with a longer oval face, pretty blue eyes, a light body frame and an abundant chest.

“You must be James!" she chirped, eyes wide with delight. “And Sarah! Oh, wow, you're all so tall! Are all mortals this tall? I’m Mei Lin!"

James blinked. She was definitely full of energy.

Sarah recovered first, grinning. “I like her. She's adorable.”

Mei Lin gasped, clasping her hands together. “Me? Do mortals really use 'adorable' for adults? That's so cute! Can I use that? I heard mortals also say ‘cute’ for things that aren’t small! Like, someone once told me a panda was cute! Are pandas cute?”

James struggled to keep up. “Uh... some of them?”

“Definitely,” said Lanlan. She leaned forward, bowing her head a little. “It’s been a long time, Mei Lin.”

Mei Lin lit up, if it was possible considering how she was already behaving. “Lanlan! You do remember me! You used to pull my tails!"

Lanlan smirked. “You used to stick them in my face while I was meditating.”

“Because it was funny!" Mei Lin said, as if this were the most obvious thing in the world. “And look at you now! You're so composed! I mean, you look composed! But oh! The stories I've heard! You’re all so legendary already!"

James cleared his throat, already feeling overwhelmed. “So... you're our, uh, cultural liaison?”

Mei Lin nodded vigorously. “Yes! I was personally assigned to you! It’s my first official duty outside the palace! Oh, I have so many questions! I can’t wait to learn all about Twitter. And I’ve heard Tom Cruise is so handsome! Stephen Chow too! And don’t you have magic crystals where you can basically do anything? What are they called? Cellophanes?”

James sighed. “About Tom, well, he's pushing 60 already, if that's your type. And we did have cell phones. We had to leave them behind, though.”

“That’s too bad! What will you do? I’ve heard you mortals can’t live without them!”

Sarah patted her shoulder. “We’ll survive; don’t worry.”

“It must be incredibly difficult! But don’t worry! I’ll help you through it,” Mei Lin said with a wide, fanged grin. “I’ll make sure you have fun here! And I’ll help you prepare your wedding! It’s so exciting!”

James raised an eyebrow. “So, just to make sure. You’ve never been outside the Spirit Realm, have you?”

Mei Lin shook her head rapidly. “Nope! Not allowed. I could never get a job that permitted it. I was a scribe for a long time, and we’re respectful of our elders, you know. Unlike Mrs. steal-a-gate-opening-hairpin. Maybe I should do that and find myself a hunk like yours,” she huffed, crossing her arms and winking at Lanlan. She said it in good spirits, though, with a teasing smile. “Anyway! We have so much to do!”

James exchanged looks with the girls.

Sarah grinned, but James felt a tiny bit of something through the bond... was it jealousy? A playful, “We'll see about that" kind of jealousy.

“Oh, we’re gonna get along so well!” Sarah said to the woman.

And his eyes couldn’t help drifting as Mei Lin turned. His masculine instincts had to, at least once, examine that curvature, not to mention what so many tails looked like when framed by the curvature of her body.

Who could blame him? Not that he wanted to cheat; he had more than enough with two amazing women who loved to relieve him of his jing, but...

It was definitely a pleasant sight.

Mei Lin turned back again, her blue eyes slowly swinging toward James and locking with his for an instant.

What was that about?

“I’m super excited!” she said, looking toward the carriage again. “Alright. Let’s get going! Lord Yue Feng's palace is a short ride from here,” she said, nodding toward a row of carriages waiting nearby. “We’ll arrive before sunset.”

James glanced at the carriages. The horses looked well-fed, with coats that almost glistened like silver, their manes neatly arranged into a trail of buns.

“Whoa,” Sarah muttered, eyeing the beasts with wide eyes. “These horses are such beauties! Just look at those manes.”

Mei Lin clapped her hands excitedly. “Amazing, aren't they?”

James followed as attendants began loading their luggage into the carriages while Mei Lin bounced on her toes. “Oh, this is so exciting! I get to introduce you to everything! You have so many firsts ahead of you! Your first spirit ride! Your first banquet! Your first duel—”

James froze mid-step. “Hold on. What was that last one?”

Mei Lin blinked. “Banquet?”

“No, after that.”

“Oh! Duel!” She waved a hand dismissively. “Don’t worry! It’s just a formality. Probably. Mostly. You’ll be expected to test your skills.”

James groaned. “Of course it is.”

“And then,” Mei Lin said with even more excitement, bouncing on her toes, which had the effect of making other spherical objects bounce as well. James averted his eyes to avoid having Sarah attempt a suplex on him. “I promise I will take you to my favorite place.”

“Which is?” Sarah asked, her eyes narrowing in suspicion.

“The forest, of course! You have no idea how beautiful the landscape is! The cliffs, the palace from above. There are even hot springs up there. We have to get approval from Lord Yue Feng, but... we’ll have fun. I promise.”

Sarah gave James a consoling pat on the back before climbing into the nearest carriage, dragging a small trolley she hadn't handed over to the servants.

“Alright, lover boy,” Sarah said in his ear. “Better prepare for your duels.”

James and Lanlan followed Sarah inside. The interior was lavish, the seats upholstered in soft silk cushions, the windows framed by curtains embroidered with longevity symbols. James settled between them, his mind still racing.

“So, tell me everything!” Mei Lin said, leaning forward eagerly. “What’s the strangest mortal food? Is it true you have buildings taller than mountains? Oh! And—what’s a microwave?”

James looked at his two lovers. “Where do we even start?”

Lanlan, already reclining with her tail draped lazily over her lap, smirked. “Better brace yourself. She won’t run out of questions.”

Mei Lin gasped. “Tell me the exact way a microwave produces energy and heat!”

Lanlan gave her a lazy look.

Lanlan blinked. “I... have no idea. I mean, you connect it, and it generates energy somehow, but it’s not just heat.”

Lanlan turned toward James.

He shrugged. “Something about radiation?”

The carriage started rolling. Through the windows, James watched as they moved across the forest, overlooking pristine rivers. The city stretched out like a vision from another world. He saw groups of martial cultivators training internal kung fu in pleasant gardens, some generating blazing energy as their fists rang into the air in sync, others, a smaller group of possibly Spirit Rank cultivators, practiced in pairs, further away, making the earth tremble as they summoned fire and lightning. He saw others, assembled in groups, practicing calligraphy. Bridges arched over waterways filled with lotus flowers.

“Holy shit,” Sarah whispered, pressing her hands against the window. “It’s amazing. Feels like another planet,” she muttered.

“It’s so much different, isn't it?” Mei Lin said. “Yue Xia showed me pictures of those huge cities. Hong Kong, for instance. It’s magnificent! That is definitely another world.”

“It’s chaotic,” James said. “I enjoy the madness every now and then, but this is refreshing and perfect. Relaxing. Aside from the superpowers, that's a whole thing entirely.”

“Relaxing?” Mei Lin asked, raising an eyebrow. “We work hard day and night.”

James shrugged. “I mean... I guess you must have examinations, tests, and gotta keep honing your skills. But the vibe seems nicer, doesn’t it? And we’re also crazy competitive in the Mortal Realm, especially if you wanna make it.”

She shrugged. “Well, I guess it’s the same thing everywhere. You might be right that the pacing here must be slower.” Mei Lin sighed, looking out. “I wish I could see those huge cities, though. I need to see them!”

Sarah grinned, already expecting this. She reached into her bag and pulled out a small photo album. James could see that she had brought them all.

She loved taking photos with that Polaroid of hers.

“I figured you’d ask,” she said. “I brought this to show around now that phones and cameras don't work. So, why not share it with you?”

“You brought all of them, didn’t you?” James asked.

Sarah winked. “Your mom gave me one with very compromising photos of baby James.”

James felt his skin go pale.

“But no worries,” Sarah said. “I’ll save them for later. But why not show give her a taste of our day to day?”

James let out a sigh.

Mei Lin’s ears perked up as Sarah flipped it open to the first page. “This one’s just from the past year—our apartment, places we’ve been, and... uh, some other stuff.”

The first Polaroid photo showed the legendary Lunar New Year celebration that had changed their lives and revealed the Wong family secrets. Good thing the disheveled, torn dresses were not visible.

The next was a dimly lit restaurant, with hotpot and Tsingtao beers, all of them holding their chopsticks, ready to dive in, with Sarah mid-laugh. Then a series of snapshots—James struggling to carry way too many grocery bags, a late-night subway ride, and the neon glow of a ramen shop sign.

A picture of the trio posing on the Brooklyn Bridge made Mei Lin perk up.

Then came the real highlight: Xiao Bao. Someone—Sarah—had stuffed the cloud leopard into a ridiculous bee costume, tiny wings attached to his back. In the next photo, he was mid-pounce, ears flattened in fury, likely seconds from escaping.

Mei Lin let out a delighted squeak. “You have a spirit beast! And you dress him up? That’s—” She gasped, clutching the album to her chest. “This is the most Mortal Realm thing I’ve ever seen. I love it!”

“It’s not ours,” Sarah said. “It’s our friend’s. But he’s a darling.”

James smirked. “He didn’t like it, really.”

Sarah snapped the album shut with a smirk.

“Let me see more!” Mei Lin said.

“Soon, my friend. Very soon.”

Then, James noticed something in the gardens afar. There was a huge golden tree that towered over all the others like a pagoda.

But then... there was a patch of land unlike the others. Instead of pristine springtime green and bloom, some sections were... black. Something seemed to waft from there, like soot or ash drifting outward.

It truly looked out of place. The area had been surrounded by paper magic seals, like the scene of a Taoist exorcism.

“What’s that?” James asked.

“Ah,” Mei Lin said. “It happens every once in a while. It’s a... corruption of qi. Evil spirits might come in through realms. But it’s nothing to worry about. See those spirit seals? It’s under control.”

James narrowed his eyes. Something about it made him feel uneasy.


Chapter 2 - Filial Piety

The carriages climbed the paved road, revealing Yue Feng’s palace complex. They saw pavilions, attendant quarters, and the grand inner palace behind massive wooden gates, where banners emblazoned with the character 月 in blue, meaning “Moon,” fluttered softly.

As the carriages rolled to a stop, Mei Lin leaned in.

“Quick refresher,” she murmured. “Be respectful, bow, but not too low—you’re not a subject. And call him Uncle, not Your Excellency. Nor father. At least not yet. I’ve heard in your land everybody feels all haughty, but remember that piety matters here.”

“Right,” James said slowly, trying not to start an argument. And, he knew the spiel. He wasn’t totally in the dark.

Mei Lin sighed. “Don’t argue, don’t joke too much, and don’t act like a clueless foreigner.”

Sarah snorted. “That ship is gonna sail the second he opens his mouth.”

James shot her a look. “I can be respectful.”

“Can’t keep it for more than three minutes, though.”

“Come on, I’m not that bad at reading the room.”

She sighed.

“Remember meeting my dad? You said the most politically incorrect things you could imagine. I wanted the earth to rip open and swallow me.”

James cleared his throat.

“He loved it! Mexicans love it! American born Americans like you are the ones who get all offended.”

“Read the room then! James, you still say the dumbest things somehow.”

Lanlan looked through the window. This definitely was not her fight.

Mei Lin looked appalled.

“I’m telling you,” Sarah said. “You should’ve pursued stand-up. Could’ve made it big.”

“Don’t like the attention, thank you.”

Sarah stretched as she stepped out. “Alright. Time to meet the man, the myth, the legendary father-in-law.”

Lanlan shot her a look. “Guys. Please. Don’t make this weird.”

Sarah grinned. “Me? Never.”

James adjusted his sleeves, exhaling slowly.

They jumped out and attendants approached to take their luggage without needing to be asked. James barely had a moment to glance at his bags before they vanished, whisked away along the paved path toward a road to their left.

“Well,” Sarah said, adjusting her collar, “I guess we're really doing this.”

James swallowed hard. Beside him, Lanlan remained unreadable, her golden eyes fixed straight ahead, though her bond echoed with anxiety. He reached for her hand, holding it protectively.

She had fled from a stern father who, by her own admission, rarely communicated with her. He had agreed to basically sell her to a slave master for the good of their clan. They had supposedly reconciled, but in their strict Confucian culture, parents were regarded as the most important figures in a person's life.

They stepped down from the carriage, greeted the attendants, and moved through the gate.

Servants stood in neat rows, their heads bowed. A few guards in the same plate armor as before stood on each corner, holding long spears.

At the entrance loomed two figures in elaborate robes. The man on the left was stocky, with a bit of a belly and a sparse beard, wearing the wushamao hat traditionally donned by imperial officials in ancient China. The man on the right was tall and slender, exuding an air of superiority.

“Honorable Treasurer Guo Wei,” Mei Lin said, lowering her head slightly to the chubby man before turning toward the lean figure. “Ambassador Chen.”

Guo Wei smiled, though the expression didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Ah, our esteemed guests from the mortal realm.”

“Welcome.” Ambassador Chen barely acknowledged them, arms crossed, his thin lips pressing into a tight line before he spoke. “Indeed. It is... quite the occasion.”

Lanlan stepped forward and bowed formally. “Uncle Guo. Uncle Chen.”

James followed suit, trying to match Lanlan's formality and keeping his bow respectful. Sarah did the same, though James sensed her amusement flickering through their bond.

“A fascinating arrangement, this... Triumvirate,” Lord Guo remarked, glancing between them. “An unusual development for the Jade Moon Clan.”

“An unnecessary one,” Ambassador Chen muttered, more to himself than anyone else. His gaze shifted to Mei Lin as she approached. “I see the transition is already underway, is it not, young mistress?”

“I’m preparing, Ambassador Chen,” Mei Lin replied.

“I should hope so,” he said coolly. “The Jade Emperor’s realm is not as forgiving as this one. I have assured the staff that my replacement will be well prepared. Do not disappoint us.”

Mei Lin bowed. “I will do my best to uphold my duty, Ambassador Chen.”

What was going on? Once again, James felt the two men sizing them up. He exchanged a glance with Sarah, feeling the tension settle like a coiled wire. It was evident that, despite their polite words, neither man approved of their presence.

The stout one, Guo Wei, looked at James and Sarah, twirled his thin mustache, and said, “It must be quite the adjustment, finding yourselves here.”

“We're honored to be welcomed,” James replied, keeping his tone steady.

Ambassador Chen exhaled through his nose. “Honored, yes. I imagine much is expected of you.”

Guo Wei clapped his hands together lightly. “But enough talk. Lord Yue Feng awaits. Let us not keep him.”

With that, they were ushered forward, the grand doors of the hall swinging open as they stepped inside.

“What do those two do?” James whispered to Lanlan.

“Uncle Guo Wei is my father's accountant. He manages all of his assets.”

“Can we trust him?”

“He’s loyal. He’s never stolen a single penny. He does like to pester my father, asking him to increase his stipend and such. He’s good at making money.”

“And the other one?”

Mei Lin shushed them.

James perked up as he sensed a qi signature so immense it nearly gave him a headache.

They stepped into a courtyard paved with smooth white stone, surrounded by a stunning Chinese garden. Opposite them stood a larger building with a gracefully curved roof, even more magnificent than the rest. Lord Yue Feng awaited at the entrance.

He wore simple blue robes, and his dark hair was elegantly gathered in a single clasp above his head. Framed by a black, Confucian-like beard, he appeared barely sixty—an impressively fit sixty, reminiscent of someone on TRT, with shoulders like an ox.

James’s first thought was of the rumors he had heard about this man having many wives, though none were present at the moment. Lanlan’s had gone missing, and Yue Xia’s mother was reportedly nearby but didn’t come to greet them. Additionally, Lanlan mentioned he had a few dozen concubines, suggesting he didn’t keep them close.

But now he needed to focus on the task at hand: making a good impression. James had envisioned this moment countless times, yet none of those scenarios made it any easier.

Yue Feng’s gaze swept over them, pausing on James just long enough to make his spine stiffen. Finally, he spoke.

“You have arrived.”

Lanlan stepped forward and bowed deeply, her forehead touching the ground. Kowtowing signified deep respect, indicating she had wronged him according to their traditions. Yet, James felt she didn’t warrant such groveling.

“Father,” Lanlan said.

James followed her lead, lowering himself into the formal bow he had practiced—deep enough to show respect but not so deep as to appear subservient. Sarah, standing beside him, mirrored their gesture.

“Father,” Lanlan continued. “I’m grateful for your mercy, and my heart rejoices to see you again after so long.”

Yue Feng inclined his head, placing both arms behind his back. “You have done well, daughter, and I have forgiven you. Your new family is welcome. Now rise, my children.”

At least that was out of the way. He hadn’t been overly stern with her. But James believed he was definitely not just a loving father missing his prodigal daughter; there was a deeper dynamic to their interactions and what he likely expected from them.

They straightened up, and a moment of silence stretched out. Then Yue Feng’s gaze fully settled on him, as if assessing not just his presence, but everything he had been and everything he could become.

“And you are Lanlan’s chosen, are you not?”

James nodded.

He understood that despite the closeness of the Triumvirate, he couldn’t yet call him father. That privilege would come after the wedding and after he had proven himself. “Yes, Uncle. I am James Mitchell Wong, and I’m deeply honored by your reception.”

Another pause filled the air, which felt heavier now. Yue Feng’s gaze lingered on him before he turned his back.

“Quick progress for a mortal. I am still assessing how you can serve my clan. We shall see.”

As he walked into the building, he briefly turned to face them again. “Come on, join me for tea.”

The first topic he brought up was serving his clan.

Just as James had suspected, this man was all business. He seemed more concerned with the name of his clan, expanding his sect, and the wealth of his region than with his family’s happiness.

The acceptance of the Triumvirate was likely more about novelty and potential power than about his daughter’s well-being.

Part of the tension had dissipated, but James felt something else—a wave of disappointment.

Mei Lin leaned toward James and whispered, “That went well!"

James let out a hesitant sigh. It was far more complex than simply saying it had gone well.

“I’ll wait for you outside,” Mei Lin said with a nod, glancing at the trio.

“Thanks for your help,” Sarah replied as Mei Lin lowered her head and stepped back.

They followed Yue Feng to the inner palace, which featured even more gardens and pavilions. Attendants appeared out of nowhere, leading them to a polished wooden table set beneath one of the pavilions. Yue Feng sat at the head, his eyes still expressionless.

James sat stiffly beside Lanlan, hyper-aware of every movement. For once, Sarah was silent, her face more rigid than he had ever seen it.

A servant approached, carrying a tray adorned with porcelain cups and a delicate teapot, both painted with blue flowers.

Suddenly, energy flared in the room, a surge of qi that James sensed. Did it come from Yue Feng? Whatever it was sent a wave of worry through him and their bond.

Then, disaster struck. The servant stumbled, as though someone had tripped him. The tray tilted, and in a breathless moment, cups and the teapot teetered dangerously toward Lanlan.

James reacted instinctively, pulling Lanlan to safety just as hot tea splashed through the air. His other hand shot out, catching the falling cups—one, two, three—snagging the last with a deft twist of his wrist. He then fell to his knees, using his shoulder to save the teapot, letting the metal tray clatter to the ground.

The pavilion fell silent, save for the whimpering servant who had dropped to his knees.

James exhaled, surveying the scene. Lanlan was safe and untouched, the teacups intact in his grasp. However, the table was drenched, tea dripping onto the stone floor.

Yue Feng's gaze remained as piercing as ever.

“It’s all in the reflexes,” James said, forcing a nervous grin.

Yue Feng stroked his beard. “You have quick reflexes, but you’ve still made a mess.”

James felt his stomach drop. Acting on instinct, he had done what he thought was right. But had he just proven himself too slow? Did Yue Feng expect him to anticipate even the flicker of qi that had caused the servant to trip?

James placed the cups on the tray and caught the teapot before placing it neatly on the side.

The servant began kowtowing to his master.

“You’re on the right track, but nothing impressive,” Yue Feng remarked, dismissing the servant as he moved away from the small table. “I will let this slip.” His gaze shifted to the servant. “Now, clean this up and bring another set of cups.”

“Yes, my lord,” the servant replied, trembling as if the air had dropped ten degrees.

The man retrieved a cloth and began wiping the table and then the floor, quickly retreating to the kitchen.

Minutes later, the same servant returned, measuring each step carefully. With trembling hands, he placed the tiny cups and proceeded to pour tea, holding both hands together to steady the flow.

James exchanged glances with the girls, particularly Sarah, and grasped the cup in the proper Chinese manner, cupping it with both hands, and proceeding to savor the aroma of green tea and jasmine.

“You have quite a steady grip, don’t you?” his future in-law remarked.

Before James could respond, Yue Feng's hand snapped toward him.

There was no warning—just a sharp flick of the wrist, like a coiled spring released. Yue Feng struck with the back of his hand, aiming directly at James’ fingers.

James leaned back just enough to avoid the blow, all while keeping his tea steady. Yue Feng pressed forward, his fore-knuckles snapping into a leopard fist, intent on forcing James to loosen his grip. James parried with his other hand, trapping Yue Feng's wrist.

The stakes were clear: spill even a drop, and he would fail.

Yue Feng's palm flicked out like a rocket. James dodged.

Through their bond, he sensed Lanlan tensing up. Sarah, however, was pumped up. James imagined this must feel like a scene from a kung fu film to her.

In an instant, Yue Feng was standing, his slippered feet aimed at James’ neck. James ducked, praying to keep the cup level. He glanced at it, noticing the liquid ripple dangerously close to the rim.

Reacting swiftly, he adjusted the cup just enough to catch the runaway droplet.

Then, Yue Feng stepped back.

James looked down, relieved to see that not a single drop had spilled. He exhaled, his pulse steady but his muscles tense. When he glanced up, he found Yue Feng studying him, eyes sharp and assessing.

The old master exhaled through his nose. “Better.”

James refrained from grinning, but he knew he had passed the test this time.

He felt Sarah and Lanlan's reassurance through their bond, as if to say: that could have gone much worse.

Yue Feng turned to the girls, holding the cup in one hand while his other fingers lightly touched its base, and took a sip.

James and the girls exchanged glances. Now, just as rehearsed, they took three sips: the first small, the second longer, and the third long enough to savor the aftertaste.

Then, they were finished.

“Very well,” Yue Feng said. “You may go to your chambers and unpack. We’ll be waiting for you in the banquet hall.”

***

“Your chambers will be in the West Wing,” Mei Lin said as she guided them through the garden outside the Inner Palace.

Through their bond, James sensed Lanlan's emotions at their reactions to her home. At least she felt much more relaxed now that they had dealt with her father, but there was a lingering wave of anxiety in her.

“Babe,” James said, moving closer. “Your dad seems alright. I think it went much better than we both expected.”

She let out a sigh, her tail unfurling. “Yeah, that’s behind us, and I feel much better. It’s just that... well, I’ve been away for just a few months, but it feels like I’ve been gone for years.”

“To be honest, the place is amazing,” Sarah said, leaning in. “It’s everything I dreamed of and more. It’s a shame we can’t bring our phones to take pictures! Anyway, I can see why you might feel trapped. Everyone seems so stuck up and obsessed with rules and tests. I’d love to stay, but I get why you felt that way.”

Mei Lin cleared her throat, her ears perking up along with her tails. She turned to Sarah, curiosity in her eyes. “That may be true, but just wait until you experience the politics.”

“Yeah,” James added. “Those two old guys weren’t exactly thrilled to see us—the accountant and whatever the other one was.”

Mei Lin cleared her throat again. “The lanky gentleman is Ambassador Chen. He’s, let’s say, the representative of our realm before the Jade Emperor.”

“The Jade Emperor of what?” James asked mockingly.

Lanlan sighed. “That's not funny.”

James laughed out loud.

“You haven’t seen escape from New York, that’s why you don’t find it funny.”

Sarah cocked her head. “Emm... I don’t think it’s supposed to be funny.”

“I don’t get it,” Lanlan said. “I thought Escape from New York is not about Chinese stuff.”

“It’s not,” Sarah explained. “It’s just that...”

Mei Lin interrupted them. “So... Do you know about the Jade Emperor or not?”

James sighed. “I grew up watching Journey to the West remakes, there was one every three years, of course I know,” James said.

“Monkey Magic was lit,” Sarah added.

“That’s Japanese, it doesn’t count,” James replied.

“It was filmed in China,” Sarah shot back.

“So?”

Sarah narrowed her eyes. “But Dragon Ball does count in your mind, doesn’t it?”

“I’m talking about Chinese remakes.”

“Right,” Mei Lin continued, seemingly puzzled at his answer. “So, I’m... supposed to take Ambassador Chen’s position in a few months.”

“Ah, he’s retiring, isn’t he?” James asked. “How does retirement work in the Spirit Realm? Does it happen after ten thousand years or what?”

Mei Lin shrugged, her blue eyes flickering toward him. “You can actually retire at any time if you have enough money. I suppose he just grew tired. He wants to cultivate a private garden or something.”

“Is he a cultivator?” James asked, narrowing his eyes. “Not of plants, of power, I mean.”

“Definitely, but he’s been stuck at Jade rank for a long time,” Mei Lin explained. “His duties were diplomatic, and his focus was extending his life and not just gaining power.”

“And what about you?” Sarah asked, lightly elbowing the fox spirit. “We heard you’re quite a fighter.”

A competitive glint sparked in Mei Lin’s eyes as she grinned, revealing her fangs.

“I need a day job,” she shrugged. “Like what you call them in your world. But I’m also completely devoted to my style of martial arts. I’m a martial cultivator, and I don’t focus on using my qi to open portals or create magical seals or manipulate the elements. It’s all about my martial prowess and pure qi. And even with that... you have no idea how much there is to explore. A single martial arts style contains a universe of techniques, variations... power...”

Sarah’s grin widened.

“Girl, you’ve got to show me!”

Mei Lin sighed. “My style is very dangerous, though. Lethal, even for immortals.”

Sarah giggled, waving her hand dismissively.“Nah, they all say the same thing.”

“I’m serious,” Mei Lin replied, meeting her gaze.

James cleared his throat. “Mei Lin, you just challenged the beast.”

“Nothing against you or your style,” Mei Lin said, eyeing Sarah with a challenging glimmer. “But do you really think your mortal style stands a chance against mine?”

“I don’t know, girl,” Sarah shrugged. “My style has a reputation for being unbeatable—until recently. With our cultivation power, let’s just say it has defeated people of much higher ranks.”

Mei Lin huffed. “I heard that, but it’s still obviously nothing compared to mine.”

“It’s on,” James declared. Just then, they arrived at the building where they would be staying.

Mei Lin cleared her throat. “Well, we’ll sort that out later. I’ll let you unpack for a couple of hours. I don’t want to intrude. Should I send a palanquin for you when the banquet is ready, in about two hours?”

They exchanged glances. “We’ll be fine. We can walk,” James said, sensing they were all on the same page.

“As you wish,” Mei Lin said, flashing him an adorable smile. “Alright, I’ll let you all get ready. See you at the Inner Palace.”

“See you around,” the girls replied as Mei Lin turned and walked back down the road.

James let out a sigh.

This was the place—their home for the next couple of months.

The building was an old courtyard house, with dark wooden beams and a green door. The roof curved gracefully like a brushstroke.

Inside, the layout was simple. A central hall connected three timber-framed rooms, each with a door featuring carved lattice panels depicting cranes and pine trees. The wooden floors were polished smooth.

The main room contained a low wooden table surrounded by cushions, with a single unlit lantern hanging above. A side chamber on the left held two beds, a larger one and a small futon-like mattress, pushed against opposite walls, their silk covers embroidered with cloud motifs. The attendants had already placed their luggage at the foot of each bed.

To the right, an old kitchen stood untouched, its qi-powered stoves set into a stone counter. Copper kettles and clay pots lined the shelves, each inscribed with Chinese characters. Beyond the kitchen lay a small, circular wooden bath, half of it carved into the floor beneath a silvery faucet.

They had running water. That was a start.

James began rolling his shoulders. “This is... surprisingly nice.”

Sarah was already peeking into the kitchen. “And we can cook whenever we want! I wonder how these stoves work and if they’re easy to regulate. It’s all coming together! This is the best holiday retreat we could ever imagine.”

“I’ve never used these stoves, but I’m eager to find out with you,” Lanlan said. “Some people in the spirit realm are really into self-sufficiency.”

Sarah snorted. “So, they do care if we live comfortably.”

James exhaled, moved to the bed, and sat down. “Let’s unpack. We might as well settle in.”

Rather than opening their bags, Sarah and Lanlan surrounded him like two eager predators. Lanlan’s golden eyes sparkled with mischief, and her tail wiggled, while Sarah wore a look on her pretty face that revealed her intentions.

He let out a sigh and grinned. Suddenly, both women lunged at him, tackling him and sending him falling back onto the bed.

Lanlan smiled, her hands planted on the mattress. “I can’t wait for our favorite things to do.”

They needed to test the bed.

To be honest, it felt a bit too firm for their American preferences, but they were determined to make the most of it. The girls cuddled against him, each eager to be the first to steal a kiss.

Lanlan was the first, pressing her soft lips against his while her tail playfully coiled and uncoiled. He wrapped his arms around her hips, pulling her closer as she managed to straddle him, her weight resting on him.

From the other side, Sarah leaned in to claim her kiss, going deeper as she pressed her lips against his and let her tongue explore his mouth.

James's left hand slowly glided across Sarah’s hips and waist, settling on the curve of her backside. Even through her bulky hanfu, it felt so round and perfect.

Life was definitely good.

“So?” Lanlan asked, eyes wide open, an adorable fanged smile on her lips. “Time for a quickie?”

James let his head fall back.

“Do we have time? We already did it this morning, all three of us.”

“Darling!” Lanlan exclaimed. “We really need to test the bed!”

“Wait, wait, wait,” Sarah interjected, lifting her torso and placing her fists on her hips. “Don’t get ahead of yourself. Today’s my turn,” she said, narrowing her eyes at Lanlan.

Lanlan arched her back protectively and purred like a disgruntled cat. “Yeah,” she said through clenched teeth. “But he can have you for the night after dinner.” Then, her gaze shifted to James, as if he were the last piece of cake at a birthday party. “I want a piece of James too. But... there’s enough of him for both of us, right, darling?”

Both girls were so perfect, and James didn’t want to spark any rivalry between them.

Lanlan craved affection. Sharing was enjoyable, but he knew both of them valued their alone time, especially Sarah, who had been bringing it up more frequently.

“I want to be fair,” James said. “I would take you both at once, but Sarah has been asking for some one-on-one time for a while.”

Lanlan purred in response.

“We have two hours, darling,” Lanlan said. “Do a quickie with her, then with me. I get more excited just waiting for my turn.”

He gritted his teeth. “You know I don’t like quickies; I prefer to take my time. But...”

“Do it for us,” Lanlan urged.

James ran his fingers through her hair between her cat ears. She purred, her cheeks flushing and ears twitching.

“Alright,” James finally said. “Let’s do it!”


Chapter 3 - ♥Love Me Two Times♥

––––––––

“It’s kind of romantic, isn’t it?” Sarah said, on top of him, her face so close to his own that he could feel her warm breath. “The setting, I mean. It’s a perfect honeymoon.”

“Anything is hot with you by my side.”

Sarah leaned in to plant kisses across his neck.

His eyes fixed on Sarah’s.

They’d come so far. Who would’ve thought he was two weeks away from marrying her? And God, she looked gorgeous as ever. He moved forward, adjusting her legs around his waist as he began kissing her, drinking from her lips as he felt for the curves of her body.

She then leaned back and reached for her own hair, unclasping her hairpin and letting her now auburn hair flow like a cascade.

♥♥♥

His hand began moving toward her collarbone and gently opening her robe, fully revealing two perfect breasts like large grapefruits. He took his time, kissing his way down just as he pulled her legs back, leaning on top of her and letting her drop onto the bed, her hair a halo of bronze.

Then, he kissed the spot between her massive breasts while she squeezed them both around him, and he rubbed his face against them. He took his time to savor them, teasing before kissing her dark nipples, his hands caressing the dip of her hips.

His lips traveled lower, caressing her smooth skin. She gasped with pleasure as his mouth found her most sensitive spots. Waves of ecstasy washed over her, building to a crescendo. She began to gasp, her hands entangled in his hair.

It didn’t take James long to make her toes curl, her breath quicken, and her lips call out in release, climaxing over and over.

Later, she positioned herself on hands and knees, her back curved and her ass a glorious vista, framed by a slim waist and beautiful wavy hair. He placed steadying hands on her waist as he made his way in, their bodies joining as one. They moved together in perfect rhythm, lost in sensation. With each thrust, James felt qi whirling through a circuit of power and pleasure, until they both tumbled over the edge, collapsing in a tangle of limbs, breathless and sated. They lay entwined, basking in the afterglow, her auburn curls splayed across his skin. Their breathing slowed as James pressed a kiss to her lips. She smelled amazing.

Sarah's lips curved in a contented smile as she nuzzled closer, relishing these quiet moments of intimacy. The silk sheets whispered against their skin as they shifted, finding the perfect position to mold their bodies together.

A gentle knock at the door broke the spell. “Done?” Lanlan's lilting voice called softly.

Sarah sighed, a mix of resignation and anticipation. “Well, gotta make it fair.”

“Come in,” James said. “But let us catch our breath.”

The door opened slowly, revealing Lanlan's lithe form. She’d opened the front of her robe, drawing very inviting cleavage with plenty of underboob, and immediately ditched it, letting the robe pool around her bare feet. Her furry cat ears poked through her silky locks, twitching as she entered. Her tail swished behind her, proving she was excited.

Lanlan padded over to the bed and slipped under the covers, nestling between James and Sarah. Her soft tail tickled their skin as she curled up, purring contentedly. James stroked her hair as Sarah scratched behind Lanlan's ears, eliciting a deeper purr.

The three lay entwined, a tangle of limbs and warmth. Lanlan's tail wrapped around Sarah's leg as she nuzzled against James' chest.

Then, Sarah let out a sigh and slipped out of bed, her naked form like a classical statue.

“Now I’m satisfied again and... well, gotta make it fair,” she said with a wink, giving James a teasing pat on the bottom. “I'll just go unpack my kitchenware and let you and princess... catch up.”

James chuckled, propping himself up on one elbow as he admired the view. “Don't have too much fun without me,” he teased. Sarah blew them both a sultry kiss before closing the door behind her.

Lanlan's eyes sparkled mischievously as she gazed up at James. In one fluid motion, she pounced, landing gracefully in his arms. Her soft tail brushed against his skin, caressing his shaft and immediately making it grow hard as she nuzzled his neck, purring contentedly.

“Time for my snack!” she cried out.

“Good kitty,” James said, running his fingers through her silky hair. Lanlan arched into his touch, a low rumble of pleasure escaping her throat. Her lithe body pressed against his, warm and inviting, and she licked her lips.

With a playful glint in her eye, Lanlan began to kiss her way down James's chest.

Her tongue darted out, teasing his skin with feather-light touches. James inhaled sharply as she worked her way lower, her silky hair trailing across his abdomen.

“Good kitty like tasty snack,” she hummed.

That cat-like tongue of hers, and the delighted expression on her adorable face as she took him, made him gasp. He sometimes thought of himself as superhuman for lasting so long. She bobbed her head slowly and eagerly, closing her eyes in delight, then opened them again to stare into his eyes. The sensations were out of this world. And she loved taking every opportunity to eat him.

James didn’t have anything to prove, nor energy to absorb, but before she finished him off, he stopped her and nudged her to turn around. She nodded enthusiastically, turning around and revealing her adorable, tight ass— not as massive as Sarah’s, but firm and adorable. And that wiggly tail made the vista sexy as hell.

James remained on his back as she took him in slowly, wrapping tightly around him and began to ride like a cowgirl.

This was her favorite way to reach climax— riding fast and hard.

She reached another glorious climax just as his time was due, their qi mixing gloriously in one joint explosion of bliss.

Now this time, James wasn’t sure he’d be able to make it to dinner. His eyes shut almost involuntarily as she slowly reclined her body on top of his, her tail tracing circles across his flesh.

This was one of those moments that should last forever.

“I never imagined having you here, in my home,” Lanlan murmured, her breath warm on his skin. “But it feels so right.”

He thought he’d take a nap, along with Lanlan, before Sarah walked back in. She had managed to pull her hairpin back into a neat bun and was wearing a brand new pink hanfu.

“Come on, people,” she clapped. “Let’s get ready.”

James mustered superhuman strength and drowsily turned his head toward her.

“Alright, alright,” James said softly, moving jointly with Lanlan. He didn’t really feel like putting on all those layers again. It was hard work. But he had to get along with his father-in-law, or maybe they’d get exiled from the Spirit Realm.

The girls assisted him with the robes, and then Sarah and James helped Lanlan.

“So,” Sarah said, finishing tying up her hair, her eyes still bright with the afterglow of love. “What do you make of that Mei Lin?”

“Looks like you’ve met your match,” James said, trying to get his hair styled again, but the back ends didn’t stay down.

“Yeah,” Sarah replied. “I’ll prove to her what BJJ is and how it became one of the most effective styles. But that’s beside the point. What do you think, James, about her and what she’s doing?”

“What do I think?”

Both Sarah and Lanlan gave him razor-sharp glances.

“What? She's doing her job, isn't she? She's friendly and polite.”

Sarah leaned even closer.

“What... are you implying?” James asked, raising an eyebrow.

“What are you really thinking?”

“Well, nothing sexual,” James replied. And he was being honest. He'd thrown a single casual glance at each of her attributes, no more. Of course, he’d just been depleted of any sexual energy left in him.

But they were really after what was in the back of his mind. What had crossed his mind when they met her, and when Yue Xia announced she'd be their cultural liaison? She was suspiciously interested in the Mortal Realm, attractive, and a renowned martial artist.

“So,” James said cautiously, “we’re all suspicious of Yue Xia’s intentions in introducing her, huh?”

Sarah took a deep breath.

Yue Xia was a fox spirit. What could one expect from a fox spirit? She was an expert at making things happen; in other words, pulling strings. The three of them had gotten the deal of a lifetime with their bond, but it had helped Yue Xia secure her power and name in her own realm in ways James could only guess.

“Lanlan,” James said, “your sister's into Chinese astrological charts, isn’t she? She’s trained as a matchmaker.”

“She is,” Lanlan said, cocking her head.

“So what?” Sarah asked. “Do you think she’s trying to make her join our arrangement?”

“Isn't it suspicious?” James said.

Sarah shrugged, casting him a glance. “Well, someone called you a hunk earlier today. But don't get too cocky.”

“Come on,” James shrugged. “I'm not interested.”

“But you are,” Sarah said, eyes narrowed on him. “You’re a horny little man that can’t wait to get another piece of tail. I felt your reaction when you saw her.”

“Come on, girls, I have the same reactions as any man. And I wouldn’t— you know I’m more than satisfied with you guys. You know it.”

“Maybe now that you’ve come twice, but...”

James shook his head. “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean I’d have her. She’s an attractive woman like any other. I guess my mind reacted by acknowledging that. There’s no trace of emotions toward her, not even desire, and you know that.”

“But!” Sarah said.

“Or have you felt me yearning for her?”

“You just met her,” Lanlan said.

“Yeah, what do you want me to do? You want to cancel her involvement? If that’s what you want, we could do it. We can tell her and Yue Xia that we're better off alone, or that she can hire a eunuch or an ugly chick or something.”

But to be honest, shit, he'd feel a bit like an asshole. But he was determined to protect the interests of their relationship.

“We didn’t mean that,” Sarah said. “And you’re regretting saying it. I can feel that.”

“Honestly,” Lanlan said, “I’m not afraid if you want another girl, as long as you treat her right.”

“Lanlan!” Sarah snapped. “No, don’t encourage him.”

“I stand by what I said,” James replied. “It’s alright if you guys talk to her; she’s friendly and a good fighter, presumably. She’s a perfect friend for you guys. But our thing is more important, and it is that the three of us are happy, so if you want to call it off, be my guest. We’re a Triumvirate, so we make decisions in tandem.”

Sarah pressed her lips together and shrugged.

“I mean, she can continue doing her job, but...”

James felt that Sarah was just struggling with a completely normal bout of jealousy. It was completely understandable. James was the yang force in this relationship, and that was clear, but he couldn’t make choices that would lead his partners to feel bad.

Besides, wasn’t the Triumvirate about acting as one?

He pulled Sarah closer and wrapped his arms around her.

She was hesitant at first, but then gave in, reclining into his chest. James felt her ease through the bond.

“Sarah,” James said, looking into her eyes. “You know me, babe. You know what I feel for you and that you’re irreplaceable. Remember our days in college? We were as thick as thieves, and we always will be. You’re my badass queen, more badass than any woman, equally badass as Lanlan. So it’s gonna be alright.”

She smiled softly, her eyes lifting to watch him.

“I guess you’ll keep your thoughts in check.”

“I will,” James said. He knew she could feel his love and that he was sincere.

Lanlan let out a sigh. “In any case, Yue Xia always has a reason for doing what she does...”

“Yeah,” I muttered, unwilling to be the one to say it.

Sarah was the one to speak her mind. “So you think that Yue Xia wants her to join our little Triumvirate, make it a Quadruple polycule thing and... Why is she so invested in this, anyway? Was she just doing us a favor? Revenge against your father? He seemed to accept us without any issue. What’s her endgame, really? I still don’t get it.”

“It’s obvious,” Lanlan said. “This got a lot of people talking, not just in our realm. She’s like that. She kind of used us to make a name for herself.”

“She won’t use us,” James added. “We’re not her playthings. I’ve got no problem with her so far, but she can’t just play us like that. What does she want? Just power? Over us?”

“It’s not that bad, I think,” Lanlan added. “She just wants the clan to prosper. This is giving her a name and attention. It might bring more disciples, even better business deals across realms, more leverage in other courts. It equals more influence, not to mention, this kind of makes my father give her more attention. Maybe this is how she intends to get her way with him.”

“And what does this have to do with her leverage over the mortal realm?” James asked. “She basically controls the border to the Mortal Realm, doesn’t she?”

“There are delegates from different realms,” Lanlan explained. “She’s our First Blade, so she gets to do what she wants. I don’t know. Has she talked to you about importing products, Sarah?”

“A bit,” Sarah said. “But I didn’t sense any ulterior motives.”

“In any case,” Lanlan said, “political leverage with father helps her get more opportunities.”

James and the girls strolled along the stone path, already fully dressed in their hanfus and headgear. They exited the building and made their way through the gardens. It was already dark, but hanging paper lanterns cast enough light across the stone road.

His thoughts were interrupted when a spotted shape moved in the distance. He blinked. A leopard. Just casually lounging near a tree.

“Uh,” James gestured toward it. “Should we be worried about the big cat?”

Lanlan followed his gaze. “Oh, the leopards? They're tame. Like Xiao Bao.”

“Tame?” James repeated, watching as the massive creature lazily stretched, yawned, and flicked its tail.

“Well,” Lanlan shrugged, “they only eat people if you really annoy them.”

“Comforting.”

A six-tailed squirrel scurried down from a branch, stopping right in front of James to chitter indignantly before darting off again.

Sarah, barely paying attention, was already deep in thought.

“Speaking of revolutionizing,” she said, still looking at the sky, “I told you guys my plan, right? Let’s check out their food now, and maybe I can convince them to mix things up. Maybe even get them to import some stuff. Imagine—me, the official supplier of realm-approved snacks.” She grinned. “And if I play my cards right, I want to get pure gold ingots into NY. No customs tax.”

“That's more like it!” James said with a smile. “Tax evasion FTW.”

“Shhh, it’s more of a loophole, you know?”

“One realm-shaking change at a time,” Lanlan laughed. “Though between us, the kitchen staff could use some shaking up. They've been using the same recipes for ten thousand years.”

“Yeah, kitty,” Sarah said with a mischievous smile. “I’ve got a plan. You’ll see.”


Chapter 4 - An Imperial Feast

The trio made their way through the inner palace, beyond the small pavilion where they had shared Lord Yue Feng’s tea, passing through a large corridor with thin panels that led to a larger room at the back.

The banquet hall was grand but not ostentatious, a circular chamber lined with red lacquered columns carved with cranes. Paper lanterns cast a warm glow over the massive round table at the center, already set with an array of meticulously arranged dishes. Steam curled from porcelain bowls, carrying the rich scent of spices and slow-roasted meats. The lacquered skin of the Beijing duck gleamed, and platters of Eight Treasures duck, braised lion’s head meatballs, steamed vegetables, and delicate boiled dumplings waited to be served.

James, Sarah, and Lanlan were ushered to their seats by silent attendants. James felt the weight of every gaze in the room, but they didn’t sit yet. Yue Feng sat directly across from them. To his right was another woman with fox ears, an intricate hairstyle, and a headpiece of pure gold. James guessed that she was Rong, Yue Xia’s mother. Beside her sat another woman with a severe expression. Lanlan said she was Lady Iron Lotus, a second-rank wife, dressed in deep indigo, her hair pinned with a single silver ornament.

The woman’s gaze flickered to Lanlan, lips pressing together. James could categorize her expression as a standard judgmental bitch face.

“Lady Iron Lotus,” Lanlan said, keeping her voice even. “It has been a few months.”

A flicker of something—approval? Contempt?—passed through the woman’s gaze before she gave a curt nod. “Yes,” she said simply. “It has.”

That lady showed no warmth or affection. She acknowledged Lanlan, and to Lanlan, that was enough. James saw Lanlan’s fingers curl slightly against the fabric of her robes as she straightened.

Then, without another word, they all sat down. Mei Lin appeared soon, eyes wide with excitement as she watched them settle in.

“Oh! You all made it on time!” Mei Lin said, standing right behind James. “Your first imperial banquet! It looks amazing, doesn't it?”

Sarah grinned but kept her voice controlled.

“It’s epic!”

Suddenly, Rong turned to face them, giving them one of those foxish grins. Her voice was smooth, almost teasing. It sounded eerily similar to Yue Xia’s.

“You must be tired after your journey. I hope you find our home pleasant. I’m sure you will. And, heavens, New York City! That place and our realm must be polar opposites.”

James gave the lady a pleasant smile. “You know what I’ve always said,” he said, keeping his tone neutral. “Every place has its pros and cons. Have you been there, by any chance?”

“I have,” Rong said with a grin. “Yue Feng brings me gifts from time to time, but I much prefer to go by myself. I find it fascinating! So much variety, so many odd little customs.”

James raised an eyebrow. “Oh? What do you like most about it?”

Rong’s grin widened, and for a moment, the regal fox spirit looked almost mischievous. “I love pastries. And... I’ve been on wine tasting tours in America, but mostly on the West Coast. I’m not much into spirits or beer.”

Lanlan blinked. “Sweets, Auntie Rong? What kind of sweets do you like?”

“Those—what do they call them—cream puffs?” She sighed dramatically. “Delicious. I once spent an entire afternoon in a little shop, sampling every single kind they had. And bubble tea! I adore it. Muffins are also one of my weaknesses.”

James almost choked on his drink. That was not the answer he’d expected from the elegant and ancient fox spirit. But... yeah, there was a bit of Yue Xia in her.

“Muffins, huh?” James said, then turned around. “New York pizza, anyone?”

“I do not do well with dairy,” Rong said. “Cheese does not favor me. But I am quite fond of muffins. I tried to have the palace chefs replicate them, but it is never quite the same.” Rong sighed again, then leaned forward, lowering her voice as if sharing a secret. “I even tried to sneak some back with me, but they do not travel well. Quite tragic.”

Yue Feng sighed. James could see the frustration basically wafting from him like smoke.

“Oh, hush, husband,” Rong said, placing a hand on her husband’s shoulder. “I have spent centuries refining my cultivation. If I wish to indulge now and then, who will stop me?”

Lady Iron Lotus sniffed, her eyes on her bowl, which she was filling with white rice and steamed vegetables. “A cultivator of your standing should not concern herself with such trivial things.”

Rong waved a hand dismissively. “Nonsense. One must find joy wherever possible. Besides, if mortals can create something so delightful, they must have some wisdom.”

Yue Feng sighed in frustration.

“Eat,” Yue Feng said at last, lifting his own cup. “You are guests of the Jade Moon Court tonight.”

James really couldn’t wait; he picked up the chopsticks in front of him and dug in. He started with a Northern classic, a slice of lacquered duck, its skin glistening. As soon as he placed it in his mouth, the crispness shattered between his teeth, giving way to rich, juicy meat beneath.

The sweet-salty glaze coated his tongue. The smokiness was heavenly.

His meridians reacted at once; a gentle warmth spread through his chest, washing away his fatigue like morning mist. The qi infusion in this food was serious.

Sarah expertly reached for a steamed dumpling, holding it with her chopsticks, vapor rising from it. She took a bite, and her eyes widened. Through the bond, James felt her excitement, like a jolt of energy crossing through her veins. “Holy shit!” she said, swallowing. “That’s... that’s something else.”

That piqued his interest. He grabbed a dumpling and soon found himself blowing on it and taking a small bite.

As soon as he swallowed, he felt an intense surge of energy. It was like eating after days of intermittent fasting.

The qi infusion in it went way beyond what they'd had in the mortal realm, even with his mom and Sarah's infused cooking. Perhaps the ingredients themselves made a big difference.

Beside Sarah, Mei Lin grabbed a braised lion’s head meatball and served it along with steamed bak choi, its glossy sauce clinging to her chopsticks. “Mmm! I love these!” she chirped, opening her mouth wide, turning around, and crouching like a wild fox, devouring it in a second.

“Okay,” Sarah added. “If this is what cultivators eat all the time, I’m never leaving.”

Yue Feng had not spoken much, but James caught the slightest quirk of his lips as he took a sip of his drink, watching them closely. The old man was planning something, and James would be the victim.

He wasn’t in the mood for a little kung fu contest in front of all the ladies.

A servant approached, carrying a white porcelain bottle adorned with red calligraphy. James narrowed his eyes, hoping Yue Feng wouldn’t trip his own servant again.

The man poured one for Yue Feng in a small cup. Yue Feng’s eyes locked with James.

Then, the servant approached James and placed a cup in front of him. The moment the liquid was poured, the sharp, almost soggy gym sock aroma hit him like a punch.

This wasn’t tea; this wasn’t even random rice wine.

This was Baijiu, and James hated it with a passion.

There was a soft, fruity variant, but this wasn't it. This was the soy sauce rubber variant all Chinese uncles loved—the kind of liquor that could strip paint off a wall.

Yue Feng raised his own cup, a mocking grin on his face. “A man who walks the path of cultivation must have balance,” he said, swirling his cup. “Endurance in battle is one thing. Endurance in spirit is another.”

James let out a reluctant sigh. He drank very little, and he’d barely handled weak beer back home, let alone this. Through the bond, he felt Sarah and Lanlan’s emotions ripple. Sarah was amused, and Lanlan was mildly concerned. But there was no backing off from a challenge.

He could fight powerful cultivators. What was a drink in comparison?

He'd heard Lanlan talking about how cultivation skills could heal the body from poison and regulate substances, and he knew how to do it, somewhat. Naturally, it was easier said than done.

Yue Feng lifted his cup. “Gan bei!”

James had no choice but to follow. He tilted his head back, putting it to his lips and letting the Baijiu burn its way down his throat like liquid fire.

It tasted like diesel and soy sauce.

And even worse, the damn taste lingered in his mouth.

His lungs seized, his eyes watered. He forced himself to remain still, feeling the liquor settle in his stomach like a sun trying to ignite.

Yue Feng watched. Then, he poured again.

The rest of the table went silent.

James took another sip, this time carefully guiding his qi through his meridians, trying to distribute the heat evenly. He felt the burn, but it didn’t hit as hard. His body absorbed the rush instead of letting it consume him.

He tried to go back to his food, managing to stuff some slices of roasted duck and mix them with the steamed rice.

But Yue Feng's eyes were dead fixed on him as the man poured another serving.

James chewed on a portion of duck, then nodded, grasping the cup, shutting his eyes, and drinking it in one go.

He exhaled, setting his cup down, resisting the urge to cough. He had survived. But as Yue Feng lifted the bottle again, James realized something with dawning horror: it wasn’t over.

Bit by bit, James felt the warmth settle into his limbs, then turn into something... else. A lightness in his head, a looseness in his muscles. Confidence surged through him like a tide. This wasn’t so bad. Maybe he had underestimated himself.

Yue Feng refilled his own cup. His face was still composed, but there was a flicker, a fraction of a second where James swore he saw something; the man’s gaze was unfocused, and his breath was slower than before.

James grinned. The old man was feeling it. He laughed and stuffed his mouth with more food. He asked a servant for a bowl of rice and dug in with his chopsticks.

But... James wasn’t sure when the world started tilting, but it was definitely tilting.

Was that Lanlan in his head? He chuckled. She was worrying for nothing. He was absolutely fine. Yeah, all he needed was just another cup. Yue Feng leaned in to pour it.

“More, more, more!” James exclaimed, waving his hand. Yue Feng grinned and leaned back, settling the bottle on the table with a thud.

James raised his cup with confidence. “Ready.”

Yue Feng studied him. Then, slowly, he smirked. “Very well.”

Time was a blur. James couldn’t count the cups anymore. But he kept going.

Somewhere, Mei Lin was whispering something to Yue Xia, who twitched her ears.

Why were they so worried? He could take any challenge. Even Yue Feng seemed dizzy. James was sure the old man wasn’t even good at drinking.

He sat straighter, chest puffed with confidence. He could do anything. Fight anyone. Ha! He’d push the entire damn palace over! He was ready to shake the pillars of heaven.

His gaze landed on Lady Iron Lotus, seated with an air of bitchiness, her fingers resting on her cup. Who did she think she was, looking down on them like that? Lady Iron Fart, more like it.

James turned to Yue Feng, ready to make some grand rant.

And then the floor decided to move.

Or maybe his head did.

The world wobbled. The lanterns above blurred, swimming into one another like stars melting into the sky. He blinked hard, trying to focus, but everything just kept moving. Yue Feng was watching him, his own cup halfway to his lips.

James opened his mouth, but no words came out. His body felt oddly weightless, the warmth in his limbs suddenly too much, too heavy.

The rest of the night was a blur.


INTERLUDE

Hong Yaoshi, the Jade Serpent lord, stepped into his enemy's palace, a hood and deep shadows shielding his face. In the dim light, with barely a moon above, he could see the grass beneath his feet curl and dry up as he stepped across the gardens. His hands trailed to the side as he infused the air and the ground, pushing his newfound essence into the greater world around him.

No lanterns gleamed in this section of the garden. A stocky figure stirred in the pavilion, his head lifting in shock when he saw him approach.

“Serpent Lord!” Guo Wei said, falling to his knees. Despite his hood, Yaoshi could see the pale tint that had overtaken the man’s face. “My lord, you have finally returned. I... am glad that you had no inconveniences. I made sure the wards would offer you no trouble.”

Yaoshi saw the man’s fists tense and his limbs tremble. He looked up at Yaoshi, astonished.

“Your presence, my lord... What... what does this mean?”

Yaoshi’s laughter echoed around. He saw the awe in that little man’s eyes. He saw him cower like a mere slave. And soon many more would cower even lower and submit entirely to his will, especially certain fools who had dared to challenge him.

“This,” Yaoshi exclaimed, “is just a fraction of my new power.”

“I feel it,” Guo Wei said, suddenly shivering, his arms reaching forward. He looked around, as if frightened that someone would see.

The poor devil had a good reason.

Yaoshi had been in seclusion. He’d sent covert letters to Guo Wei. The man had worked for him for decades already. Guo Wei had enough with a few thousand gold coins, and a bit of blackmail, and was selling the secrets of his own master.

Now, Yaoshi was aiming for greatness. The greatness of the gods.

He hadn’t bothered staying in the known sections of the Spirit Realm. No, he had gone into the depths.

He had stepped into the forbidden realms, where the Lords of the Black Pit, demonic cultivators, had made a pact with him. Where a powerful spirit had been bound in a dimensional fortress for ten thousand years.

And Yaoshi had contacted her.

He had been accepted into her world. He had communed with her, and she had bestowed upon him her power.

He was to be her herald, to destroy the enemies who’d humiliated his name, all in her name.

In exchange, he’d ascend to the Jade Emperor’s court and break the seal that bound her.

But now, he was ready to destroy.

That little cat bitch, those mortals, pathetic ants beneath his feet. He’d see them grovel at his feet and bed. He’d have the catgirl and her friend chained to a bed and taken as cauldrons. And that sad excuse of a boxer, Yaoshi would ensure he suffered the worst type of torture and humiliation immortal minds had ever conceived.

He’d made their existence a living hell.

“What do you wish me to do, my Lord?” Guo Wei said, his forehead pressing against the ground.

Yaoshi grinned.

He slid his hand into his robes, removed a leather pouch, and poured its contents on the table. Ancient gold glittered in the dark, spilling over, coins bouncing on the ground. Guo Wei crouched over to catch them, a frenzy of ambition in his eyes.

“I’ll do anything you ask, my lord,” the man said, then paused, looking up. “About the last request you gave me. I... planted the seeds, but the palace staff caught up with it.”

“Don’t be foolish, Guo Wei. That was but an experiment, which you wasted. Now, I have a better way.” Yaoshi snickered. “Keep removing obstacles from my path. I want to be able to wander these gardens and pavilions at will. But I have another gift for you, my servant.”

Guo Wei lifted his head, curious.

Suddenly, Yaoshi’s hand shot toward the man’s neck, grasping tight and lifting him above his head. Guo Wei’s eyes shot open, his throat caught in a choking sound, his feet shook, and his hands reached up to his own neck.

Yaoshi’s other arm shook downward, and a dagger with a thin, needle-like blade, black in color, fell into his palm. A purple jewel glowed at its pommel, and wisps of black smoke drifted upward.

He lifted it up to his eye level.

“Master?” Guo Wei whimpered.

Before he could scream, Yaoshi slid the knife just along the man’s heart meridian. Guo Wei gasped, his face growing yet a shade paler.

Yaoshi slid the blade back. The scholar’s hand went to his chest as he fell to his knees in a heap. A single thread of blood poured into the ground.

“My Lord...” Guo Wei looked up.

“There’s nothing to fear. You won’t die. This was... merely a gift,” Yaoshi said.

Guo Wei reached for his own chest, a few droplets of blood spreading across his skin. “What... did you do to me?” he whimpered, betrayal in his voice.

He surged forward, shaking his head and shutting his eyes.

“Worry not. It will only get better. Now. Will you do my bidding?”

“I...” he whimpered, hesitating, but his eyes drifted again to the gold coins on the ground.

Yaoshi turned his back on him.

“Get closer to the Triumvirate. I will still have use for you. And many others.”

“My lord?” Guo Wei got to his feet, trailing before him.

“I will visit the servant’s quarters. They sleep now, do they not?”

“But my lord, if they see you... What are you intending to do?”

“There are no powerful cultivators among them, are there? I shall visit the weak, the servants, the infirm. I too shall grant them a gift.”

“My lord, please, what do you intend to do?”

Yaoshi grinned. “This is a deadly secret that you are not worthy to receive! So keep quiet, or your payment will no longer be gold, but your own death.”


Chapter 5 - Hangover

James groaned, cracking one eye open. Midday light slanted through wooden lattice windows. His mouth was dry as paper and his head throbbed like a war drum.

He found himself lying on the mattress, still dressed, slippers kicked off haphazardly nearby. Across from him, Lanlan sat cross-legged, sipping on a tiny cup of tea.

“Darling! You’re awake,” she said cheerfully, her ears perking up.

James winced. “What... happened?”

Lanlan took a sip. “You drank too much.”

James groaned again. “I... figure. Shit.”

He sat up, but rushed slippered feet ran across the house. Sarah peeked from the kitchen, and James then recognized the sound of boiling water and the aroma of spring onions and youtiao, plus many other things that sounded like a perfect remedy for a hangover.

Sarah grinned. “Aha, you’re back, lover boy!”

“What exactly happened?” James asked, bracing himself to hear the embarrassment of a lifetime.

Sarah didn’t hesitate. She even giggled a little. “You challenged Yue Feng to arm wrestling. Then a handstand contest. You got through a full minute before falling on your face. And you kept quoting Jack Burton all night. You said you’d look at a storm right in the eye and say give me your best shot, pal. I can take it.”

“Enough!” James cut her off, burying his face in his right hand.

Sarah walked over to drop her own weight by his side, then patted his shoulder. “It’s alright, lover boy. We all had fun. Lord Yue Feng commends your determination.”

“That’s why I’ll stick to beer,” James said through gritted teeth. “Better yet, energy drinks.”

“Good morning,” said another female voice, also coming from the kitchen. Mei Lin stepped into the room with a grin, wearing a peach colored hanfu, again, with surprising cleavage. Now that was awkward. If she’d once called him hunk, she’d seen a completely different side of him. “You caused quite a stir.”

“Oh... did I?” James said through his teeth.

Mei Lin started to laugh out loud. “Oh, Mr. Wong, you don’t remember, do you? That just makes it much funnier! You’re entertaining when you’re drunk. But I loved your confidence. It was...Invigorating.”

James swallowed. Invigorating? What was that supposed to mean?

“You gave quite a speech.”

“They were just movie quotes,” Sarah explained.

James cleared his throat and desperately attempted to change the topic.

“Well, I guess it is what it is. What time is it?”

“Almost twelve,” Lanlan said. “Are you feeling alright?”

“My head is throbbing,” James said, massaging his own forehead. “Anything else?”

Lanlan and Mei Lin exchanged glances. “Well,” Lanlan started, but Mei Lin interrupted her sharply.

“No,” Mei Lin said. “Nothing to worry about.”

Sarah moved forward and got to her feet. “And you woke up just in time for brunch? Smell that? We were just making congee. And, I have another surprise in there!”

James exhaled, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “Congee sounds perfect.”

“Then get up, lover boy,” Sarah said, already pulling him by the arm. “Lanlan made tea, and I made sure there’s extra youtiao.”

James groaned as he got to his feet, muscles stiff from whatever absurd things he’d done the night before.

Mei Lin and Sarah took a few minutes to set the table. A clay pot of steaming congee now sat in the center, fragrant with ginger and bits of pork. Sarah then brought small dishes of pickled vegetables, peanuts, and salted duck eggs to surround it. Lanlan set a plate of golden, crispy youtiao beside them, and James immediately grabbed one, tearing off a piece before even sitting down.

Mei Lin tilted her head, watching him. “You must be starving.”

“I am starving,” James said through a mouthful of crispy dough.

Sarah snorted, ladling congee into bowls. “At least you’re alive and back with us.”

James shot her a look before taking his seat. Lanlan slid a cup of tea toward him without a word, tending him a smile.

“Alright,” Sarah said with a wink, turning around to move back into the kitchen. “Don’t start yet. The best is yet to come.”

The group exchanged glances, and James wondered what she was getting ready.

The scent of something different wafted through the air—warm, savory, and a little smoky. James blinked, sitting up as Sarah brought another platter with half a dozen corn quesadillas, melted cheese dripping from each, then placed them on the table.

Mei Lin’s ears started twitching as she poked at the folded, cheese-filled creation in front of her. She looked deeply suspicious. “So it’s ready, huh? What’s it called again?”

“It’s a quesadilla.”

Mei Lin’s gaze narrowed.

Sarah plopped down beside her and tore off a piece. “Basically, two tortillas with cheese melted inside. Plus, my special sauce. Simple, delicious, and the best thing ever.”

Mei Lin picked it up, turned her back on them, crouching like an animal, and began chewing on it, her tails flailing.

“It does smell amazing,” she said, facing them again, a thread of melted cheese between her plump lips. “Sorry, I usually do that to savor new dishes. It feels more comfortable... And boy, was that good. I’ve never smelled anything like that. We don’t really have a lot of cheese in the Spirit Realm. But... I’m sure you have yet another surprise for me, don’t you?”

“Oh, I do,” Sarah said and winked. “Do not even dare finishing yours, James. The best is yet to come.”

James chuckled, grabbing a piece for himself. “Aha. The special sauce. Huh?”

Sarah rushed to the kitchen, bringing the last item to complete the array. A black stone mortar with gleamy red salsa. She placed it in the center of the table and leaned in, smirking. “Well? This is my surprise. Dip it.”

Mei Lin hesitated, then dipped the edge of her quesadilla into the red sauce and took another bite. Her eyes widened in surprise.

“Spicy,” she murmured. Then, after chewing again, her tails swayed in excitement. “...I like it.”

Sarah elbowed James. “We got her. Another convert to our sect.”

James laughed, finally feeling human again as he sipped his tea.

“Great!” Lanlan said. “You have your first customer for salsa smuggling.”

Sarah hushed her with a wink.

James snatched a quesadilla and began nibbling at it. This was classic Sarah. It wasn’t just mozzarella and tortilla, but she’d make a special potato paste beforehand, mixed with mashed vegetables and added it to the quesadilla. That gave it a moderate but more robust favor.

James tried the salsa, spicy on his tongue and rich with the cilantro and vinegar.

He let out a sigh. He was marrying well! Sarah was a goddess of the kitchen, and a goddess of many other things. He couldn’t deny he was the luckiest man in the world.

The group enjoyed their breakfast, and James could almost feel his hangover evaporate like steam from a teapot. She’d definitely infused some qi into both because he found every single bite revitalizing.

Lanlan gave him a knowing look. “Feeling better?”

James sighed contentedly. “I feel like I could shake the pillars of heaven!”

“I can really imagine,” Mei Lin said, ignoring James’ comment and examining Sarah with a glance. “That you’re a high level cook in the Mortal Realm.”

“Oh, you have no idea,” Lanlan said. “You should see the magic she makes. Her food truck was food-paradise. And now, her restaurant is doing super well!”

“Our restaurant,” Sarah said, hands on her hips.

Mei Lin chewed, ears twitching as she processed the flavors. “Can’t wait to visit once I’m allowed.”

“And,” Sarah said proudly. “Quesadillas are just mid-tier Mexican food. When you try my tacos... You're definitely gonna change your entire perspective on life, girl. I assure you you’ll not want to leave the mortal realm again.”

She paused, finishing the second quesadilla and digging into her congee.

“That sounds like a challenge,” Mei Lin said, then wiped her lip with a linen handkerchief. “Which reminds me of another challenge that’s still pending.”

Sarah blinked. “Ready when you are? You’ll soon see why Brazilian Jiu Jitsu is the most powerful style.”

“Brazilian Jiu Jitsu? What’s that?” Mei Lin asked. “Is it like a dog breed? Do you have a Brazilian Jiu Jitsu?”

Lanlan giggled. “It’s her fighting style.”

Mei Lin cocked her head. “Hmm... Oh, I see. Japanese?”

“A mix,” Sarah replied.

“You’ll see it, it’s super badass,” Lanlan said. “It’s basically specialized grappling.”

Mei Lin shrugged. “My grappling is pretty decent, and I’m sure anything from the Spirit Realm is miles ahead of mortal techniques. So the bar is already quite high for you.”

The fox spirit settled down her spoon, and her eyes narrowed mischievously. “So. Light breakfast and all, what do you say we finally put it to the test?”

Sarah exchanged glances with James and Lanlan. Through the bond, they all felt equal parts pumped up and wary. Then she cracked her knuckles. “Alright. Let’s rest a bit, drink some more tea, and get this over with.”

“Oh, I’m excited,” Mei Lin said, narrowing her eyes, a crooked smile revealing her sharp fangs. “By the way, I’m gonna make it fair. Just so you know, since I’m a Spirit Rank cultivator I have access to Wuxing elemental powers. My element is fire, and I can summon fire spells as well. But for our match, I promise I will just use my martial techniques, even when using my qi.”

“Sounds fair,” Sarah said.

Mei Lin’s eyes drifted toward James. “And I’ve heard you’re quite the fighter as well, Mr. Wong.”

James shook his head. “Call me James, please. And... Well, I just love to train. It did come in handy a few times, but I’m really not that great.”

“You’re just modest,” Sarah said. “Listen, Mei Lin. He’s not a traditional fighter at all. His style is super practical.”

“And,” Lanlan added. “I’m pretty sure Mei Lin could help you add more qi into your fists.”

I shrugged. “I’m always willing to improve. So, for sure, I’d be down.”

Mei Lin grinned widely. “Oh, I’m so excited! Wouldn’t it be cool to start some new Lei tai competitions across the realm? Even across realms. Imagine a grand tournament! It’s been a while since it doesn’t happen.”

Lei Tai was a high platform where dynastic kung fu fighters used to fight each other to test their techniques.

“That sounds super epic,” Sarah said, putting down her spoon. “Why, haven’t they done it?”

“Well,” Mei Lin explained. “Cultivation is all the rage and martial discipline is seen as something secondary. As if it’s not powerful enough. But they’re so wrong!”

After an hour of tea and laughter, they decided it was time for the big challenge. The open garden in front of their building was perfect for sparring. Smooth stone tiles surround a wide section of trimmed grass, and a few trees on the edges leaving enough space to move.

Mei Lin took off her slippers, stepping barefoot into the grass and beginning her warm-up routine. She dropped into a low horse stance and twisted her spine. She then stretched her right leg pressing it against a tree and doing a full split at an angle. Man, she was flexible.

Sexy thoughts started popping into James’ mind, which he quieted immediately before the girls raised alarms through the bond.

Sarah did her usual stretches, wide alternating lunges, stretching her back, and took off the top of her hanfu, keeping the pants. It turned out she was wearing a rash guard underneath.

Smart. It seemed like Mei Lin wanted to keep her hanfu on. That would provide more opportunities for Sarah to use it against the fox girl.

“Ready?” Mei Lin grinned, finishing off her warm up by rolling her shoulders and stretching her wrists.

“I was born ready!” Sarah said with a wink, stiffening up and joining her palm against her fist in a Kung Fu salute. Mei Lin saluted back.

Mei Lin adopted a stance. It honestly looked beautiful, one hand in the front, the one lowered, her legs slightly flexed, one in front of the other. James didn’t know much about the Eight Trigram Style. He assumed it was an “internal style”, one of the so-called Wudang styles. He didn’t want to lie to himself and believe it was anything like Tai Chi, which, if taught correctly, did have some useful grappling when fighting in close quarters.

Sarah bounced on the balls of her feet, rolling her shoulders as she adopted a loose MMA or boxing stance, wide, shoulders squared, hands relaxed but ready. If Mei Lin wanted to dance around her, Sarah just had to make sure the fox spirit had nowhere to run.

“Fight!” Lanlan shouted, waving her hand down.

Sarah smirked, dashing forward like a boxer, front leg first. She feinted a high kick, forcing Mei Lin’s guard up. Then, in a blur, Sarah shot down for a takedown.

What happened next made James blink in shock. Mei Lin pressed her hands forward. Then, James felt as if a train were passing right in front of him. Sarah’s instincts seemed to flare just in time, as she barely jerked her head aside as a concentrated burst of qi hissed past, before it smashed into the tree behind her with a dull crack.

Silence.

James and Lanlan tensed.

That was no ordinary martial arts trick, and wasn’t even a surge used for a cultivation spell. That was pure, internal qi shot at breakneck speed.

Sarah landed in a crouch, breath quick, mind racing. Shit. James knew she had fought against internal stylists before, but not like this. Not someone who could actually fire off such a potent energy strike with a flick of the wrist.

Mei Lin tilted her head, curious. “Still want to play?”

Sarah exhaled sharply. “Of course,” she muttered, rolling her shoulders. “New game plan.”

James knew Sarah would adapt, she couldn’t rush in recklessly. She had to get past that radius of control, inside Mei Lin’s defenses.

Sarah followed Mei Lin, then shot forward, attempting a double-leg takedown. To James’ surprise, Mei Lin’s feet shifted rapidly, effortlessly stepping out of Sarah’s range.

Sarah exploded inside the gap, aiming to clinch her, but Mei Lin twisted again, her feet lightly tapping on the ground and instantly keeping her out of range.

Sarah lunged on her, but Mei Lin’s speed was impossible, her tails a blur as she moved, almost catching Sarah’s hair. Sarah shifted as Mei Lin repositioned. A palm strike came low, aimed at Sarah’s ribs. She barely managed to block, but then an oblique kick struck toward her knee. Sarah twisted. A second palm came for her shoulder, then another for her chest.

Sarah gritted her teeth, reinforcing her muscles with qi and absorbing the blow.

Mei Lin was incredibly fast on her feet.

Sarah barely had time to react before Mei Lin pivoted, her palm snapping forward with whip-like speed.

Shit.

The strike landed just below Sarah’s collarbone. It wasn’t a heavy blow, but the force sent her stumbling a step back, just enough for Mei Lin to keep her at range.

Sarah gritted her teeth. James could see the frustration in her face. And he knew that could only motivate her more.

Sarah surged forward, taking another blow on her shoulder, but this time she trapped Mei Lin’s arm.

Sarah pivoted, her hips turning for a classic Judo shower throw. Mei Lin shifted, anticipating it, flowing with the momentum instead of resisting, rolling over Sarah and landing on her own feet.

Sarah adjusted and abandoned the clean throw, dropping lower and shifting her grip, wrapping her arms around Mei Lin. She hooked Mei Lin’s leg with her own and used brute force, driving forward, pressing her weight into Mei Lin’s center of gravity.

For the first time, Mei Lin lost her footing and they hit the ground.

Sarah scrambled, using her weight to pin one of Mei Lin’s arms and holding her sleeve to secure her grip. Without hesitation, she hooked her own arm under Mei Lin’s elbow, wrenching it back into a Kimura lock.

Mei Lin hissed, body twisting, then she rolled forward, forcing Sarah to either let go or lose position.

They both scrambled up at the same time, breath quick, eyes locked.

Mei Lin grinned. “You almost had me.”

Sarah smirked. “Almost.”

Sarah exploded forward, her qi-infused muscles propelling her in a blur. She feinted a right hook, then immediately dropped low, surging in with a double-leg takedown. Mei Lin twisted away, but Sarah adjusted, grabbing her lapel, pulling closer and lifting her clean off the ground.

Mei Lin’s eyes widened as Sarah lifted her and prepared to slam her down—but just as she did, Mei Lin’s hand snapped, impossibly fast, and suddenly stopped right at Sarah’s throat.

Sarah froze, not yet arching her back to finish the suplex. Mei Lin’s fingertips hovered inches from her windpipe, the touch light as a feather but carrying a warning. It was a perfectly placed strike if Mei Lin followed through... that would hurt.

But Mei Lin wasn’t in the clear either. Sarah still had her completely airborne, she only had to arch a few inches, and Mei Lin’s neck would slam into the paved section of the floor with all of Sarah’s power behind it.

It was a stalemate.

Sarah huffed, her muscles burning. “I don’t suppose you wanna let me finish this suplex?”

Mei Lin, still suspended in the air, laughed. “Not unless you want to wake up next week.”

A heartbeat. Then, at the exact same moment, they let go.

Mei Lin landed lightly on her feet as Sarah staggered back, rubbing her throat. The tension shattered, replaced with an almost giddy exhilaration.

Sarah wiped her forehead. “Holy shit. That was awesome.”

Mei Lin grinned, rolling her shoulders. “You're stronger than I thought.”

“You’re faster than I ever imagined.”

They both turned as Lanlan clapped from the sidelines, shaking her head. “You two are fantastic!”

Sarah, still catching her breath, grinned and playfully punched Mei Lin in the shoulder. “Nah. We’re just built differently.”

Mei Lin chuckled. “Next time, I won’t hold back.”

Sarah smirked. “Next time, you’re tapping.”

“Alright,” James said. “That was cool! How did you do that thing at the beginning?”

“You’ve thrown qi energy before,” Lanlan said to James.

“Yup,” he replied. “But it was more of a tiny short range ball. Yours was like a high speed rocket. I practiced it a few times, you know, it works only when I’m infused. I can’t quite reach it on my own yet.”

“Well, that’s what I’m here for,” Mei Lin said with a wink. “I can teach you the ways of my realm. But I'm a strict instructor so I expect true discipline.”

They giggled and went back into the building to prepare more refreshments.

“Alright,” Mei Lin said, this time, sipping on a cool mixture of chrysanthemum tea and honey. “Now that we had a bit of fun, we should start planning for our big event. We’ve got the dresses and all, got to add a few touches here and there. James? When is your mother arriving?”

James took a deep breath. “Not for a week.”

“Yeah,” Sarah said, taking a deep breath and fixing her hair back into a neat ponytail. “I so can’t wait, but it feels kind of stressful, to be honest. That Yue Xia and Yue Feng are covering the costs really helps, but... What if something goes wrong.”

“What could go wrong?” James asked.

“You just take those things too lightly,” Lanlan said, hands on her hips and her tail wiggling softly.

“That’s right!” Sarah said. “You should be the one who’s the most concerned about it coming out right.”

“I mean, I do get nervous, but it’s all under control, don’t you think?”

Suddenly, loud voices echoed behind their door, moving close to their home. They all exchanged glances.

James’s instincts flared. The conversation outside seemed too heated. He didn't expect that kind of drama in here. The look in the girl’s eyes, however, revealed that they weren’t completely in the dark. It seemed like they had expected something like that to happen.

He reached for the door and opened it wide.

Outside, a group of servants were pestering a man with long robes, a lamellar armor and a sword at his waist. The guy was as tall as a statue. James hadn’t seen him before, nor anyone with that kind of armor in the Jade Moon Realm. The guards in here wore plate. It looked, for whatever reason, much more expensive. There was also a thin man next to him, wearing a triangular hat, which eunuchs used to wear in C dramas, and official-looking purple silk. He was holding a ledger, and for whatever reason, he reminded James of imperial eunuchs.

He heard Mei Lin gasp behind them. He narrowed his eyes and turned back.

The armored man had a jade emblem at his belt, with characters he couldn't make out. Whatever he was, he was definitely not a mere soldier. Something about the way the servants behind him deferred to him made James uneasy.

“My lord,” the servant said again, lowering his head. “Please, do not keep us in the dark... And... if we are in danger. Please, our families must know.”

James barely heard the man's response. His gaze had already landed on something off. Some of the palace servants had the upper part of their collar  open, with tiny gauzes plastered over their skin.

“What's going on?” James asked, instincts flaring.

The servant stiffened, and the man in charge turned his gaze on James, sharp and evaluating.

Mei Lin’s hand snatched James’ sleeve, yanking him back inside.

“He's from the Jade Emperor's office,” she hissed in a whisper, eyes darting toward the door before she slammed it shut.

James barely registered the words before he blinked in disbelief.

James frowned. “Like, the Jade Emperor?”

“No, a Jade Emperor,” Sarah said. “They’re handing them out like free samples now.”

He stopped himself, his mind racing. That didn’t make any sense. Sure, he knew the Jade Emperor wasn’t just some myth—this entire realm was proof enough. But why would someone from the Jade Emperor's court be here? Investigating? In the Jade Moon Realm?

Mei Lin pressed a hand against the wooden frame, as if ensuring no unwelcome ears lingered outside.

“What’s wrong?” James asked, arms crossed. Possibilities flickered through his mind. Had anyone complained about them? It wasn’t impossible—he’d caught enough sour looks from some of the officials here.

Mei Lin exhaled through her nose. “It's got nothing to do with us.”

“That doesn’t answer my question,” James said, sharper now.

Sarah, who had been unusually quiet, suddenly straightened. “Wait. Is this about—"

“Yes,” Mei Lin interrupted, lowering her voice. “It happened in the servants' quarters last night.”

James felt a chill creep up his spine.

“They claim a shadow crept up on them,” Mei Lin continued. “One of them says he was stabbed.”

That got James' full attention. “Last night? Stabbed?” His mind raced. That was serious. “Mei Lin, half an hour ago you said nothing happened.”

“Nothing that should concern us,” she shot back, but there was tension in her jaw.

“And that doesn't concern us?” James countered. “Stabbing rampage while we sleep? What, is there an ISIS offshoot operating in the Spirit Realm or what?”

Mei Lin let out a breath, rubbing her temple. “The servants who were attacked are completely fine.  They were left with a small wound, but no lasting damage. One swears he felt a knife slip into his chest, but there was just a bit of blood left and a faint bruise over his heart.”

James exchanged a glance with Sarah. That wasn’t normal. It was definitely no accident.

Sarah’s expression darkened. “Alright, now it sounds creepy when you tell it like that.”

Mei Lin hesitated before nodding. "...Yes. And that’s exactly why we need to stay out of it.”

A firm knock rattled the door.

James turned. A voice from outside rang clear, with an official air.

“Open the door,” said a high-pitched male voice. “Inspector Jiang requests an audience.”

Mei Lin closed her eyes briefly, then looked at James. “Please be mindful of what you say, Mr. Wong.”

James sighed. “It’s James, and no promises.”

Then, slowly, he reached for the handle.

The tall, stern-faced man stood on the other side. His hands were clasped neatly behind his back, a longsword strapped to his belt, his hair in a top knot and a band around his forehead. And he looked as tough as nails. This man had seen combat, but his qi was being masked and James couldn't make out his power level. His sharp eyes swept the room, taking in every detail before settling on James with cold detachment.

“State your names,” he said.

James exchanged a glance with Mei Lin before answering. “James Wong.”

Mei Lin stepped forward. “Hu Mei Lin.”

Sarah, arms crossed, gave a lazy salute. “Sarah Larisa Martínez Aguirre.”

The inspector’s gaze lingered on Sarah a beat longer than necessary before he gave a sharp nod. “Hands.”

James hesitated. “What?”

“Your hands. Show them.”

Mei Lin didn’t argue. She extended her palms, letting the investigator scrutinize them. He didn’t just look—he ran two fingers lightly over her skin, feeling for something unseen.

“Clean,” he muttered, barely audible.

Sarah raised an eyebrow but copied Mei Lin, allowing him to do the same. Another faint murmur, then: “Clean.”

James exhaled and held out his hands. The moment the investigator touched him, he felt a faint tug, a ripple of something foreign brushing against his own qi. It was subtle, like a spider’s web catching a breeze. Then the man lowered his hands.

James flexed his fingers. “Mind telling me what that was about?”

The investigator did not respond. He had already turned, making a brief gesture to the eunuch behind him, who nodded and scribbled something on his thin ledger.

James frowned. “Wait, was he scanning for qi signatures?”

The investigator didn’t even glance at him. “If you wish to submit an inquiry, you may bring it to Ambassador Chen, this realm’s point of contact with the Central Realm.”

“That’s not an answer,” James said, taking a step forward.

The eunuch spoke before the investigator could. “You are not under suspicion.” His tone was calm and rehearsed, with the kind of voice that had shut down far more important people. “But these are confidential matters. It would not be proper for you to interfere.”

James narrowed his eyes. “Define ‘proper.’"

The investigator turned to leave without another word, his eunuch falling into step behind him, leaving the local servants nervous and fidgety.

James clenched his jaw. He didn’t really trust cops. Especially mean ones with no humanity and without the dignity of trying to explain what they were doing.

The attack, the qi signature check, everyone dancing around the subject—what the hell was going on in this palace? His own mother was coming into this realm in a week, and, not that she couldn’t take care of herself, but this situation was weird as hell.

The door shut behind them, leaving a heavy silence in their wake.

Sarah let out a slow breath. “Okay. That was weird.”

Mei Lin nodded. “Weird, and not our business.”

James wasn’t convinced.

“Alright, Mei Lin,” James stared down at her. “I’ll be honest. These girls and I are all about communicating. We know things might not be the same here, but if something concerns us, please let us know. We’d even like to help if we could.”

“Really, Mr. Wong, they’ll take care of it. There’s no need for you to worry about it”

“It does sound worrisome,” Lanlan said. “I myself didn’t feel a large disturbance or anything out of the ordinary, but there must have been a trace of whatever is behind the attack.”

“A trace? In the wound of the servant who got attacked?” James asked.

“Indeed,” Lanlan said. “And it seems like it was just the servants who got attacked. No cultivators, no martial artists.”

James felt the same tugging in the minds of his lovers. They wanted to get to the bottom of it.

What about Mei Lin? Was she hiding something? Was she just nervous?

She hesitantly let out a sigh.

“Listen,” Mei Lin said. “I don’t want you to get paranoid and worried. I am here to ensure that you all are safe and happy. That’s my priority. Minor things, spirit animals breaking in, tiny bouts of demonic corruption, are things that happen across realms. And the Jade Emperor’s office has the most powerful cultivators around. If they could feel a signature coming from your enemies, say, the Serpent Lord, they’d find it.”

“Most importantly,” James asked. “If they were to find something happened, would they let us know?”

Mei Lin took a deep breath. “You know, it’s....”

“That means they wouldn’t,” James said. “Man, fuck that. People do have a right to know what’s going on.”

Mei Lin looked shocked.

“Mr. Wong, the Spirit Realm administration works well, is safe and efficient, because we know how to be efficient. Not everyone needs to know what’s going on. What if people go around spreading fear that anyone would get attacked at night? The proper authorities will deal with it. And what’s this about a right to know?”

James understood where she was coming from. But it wasn't right. It didn’t set the right precedent. And this was one of the things where James was super American, and not a true Confucianist. He respected the ideas and knew it could work in some instances, but it sometimes did enable other problems, like corruption.

“Well, now, promise me something, Mei Lin, as our bridge with this realm. If you know something is up, let us know. We don’t want to be kept in the dark because you want us to have a nice tourist trip. That’s North Korean type shit.”

Mei Lin didn’t answer for a moment, then took a deep, hesitant breath. “Alright, if I find out anything concerning this, I’ll let you know.”

He exchanged glances with the girls. They all had the very same idea, and were willing to do their own research.


Chapter 6 - Secret Ingredient

Their second evening in the Jade Moon Realm had been, thankfully, less intense, just a solid meal with Lord Yue Feng, his wives, and a few high-ranking officials. They enjoyed delicious pork buns, hand pulled noodles and roast crispy chicken in vinegar sauce.

James tried to bring up the subject, but his future in-law kept dancing around it, until finally telling him to stop talking about it. Despite that, a few Central Realm police slash soldiers kept taking rounds and checking talismanic wards.

And so the days went on, turning their stay into a top notch vacation, delicious food and plenty of time to spend in bed with both his wives. The sex was, as usual, of cosmic proportions, and having a new backdrop proved to be extra fun.

They even got a chance to enjoy a picnic. Mei Lin took them on a tour of the surrounding forest. The place looked like something out of an old scroll painting; massive, ancient trees with roots thick enough to trip over, mist curling through the undergrowth and gorgeous stone cliffs like spires rising into the sky. Unfortunately, the thermal baths had been shut off after the attack, and there was always a soldier in view.

That being said, watching the sunset from the cliff with the women he loved was the closest thing to heaven, while the setting sun painted the sky in that peach colored hue that made it otherworldly.

Lanlan’s emotions were serene. Of course, she’d grown up with this view, but she stretched one hand to hold James’s.

Sarah, however, had other ideas. Her fingers tightened around his as she let out a slow breath, her lips slightly parted. He turned toward her, catching the flicker of something wicked in her brown eyes. And... the bond told him all he needed to know. She was thinking of what it would be like to make love in a place like this.

Yeah, why not try it one day? Sneak out at night, come to the forest and... it’d be magical.

He barely realized he was grinning until Sarah smirked back at him, her cheeks flushed. She nudged him with her shoulder before turning back to the view, pretending to be perfectly innocent.

Lanlan cleared her throat. The emotions through the bond showed that she really wasn't that excited. She wasn’t exactly a spoilsport, but... she was probably right. The Spirit Realm in general had some pretty stern rules.

James let out a breathless laugh and pulled them both closer, pressing a lingering kiss to Sarah’s temple before turning to brush a soft kiss against Lanlan’s cheek. They stood there together, wrapped in the moment, overlooking a world that felt too perfect to be real.

Mei Lin cleared her throat behind them. “Should we... head back? I know you guys wanted to check out the palace kitchens and... have some time to yourself. Because, you know... guards are gonna come up here any minute and patrol...”

“Yeah,” James said. “We better head back.”

An hour later, they took one last bath in their tiny wooden bath tub, the three of them exchanging glances. Lanlan suggested another quick happy time, but James and Sarah had something planned, and there was no room for error.

“Alright,” James said, stepping out of the bathtub and reaching for his towel. “Now, it’s time to really find out what’s going on.”

“Aye, captain,” Sarah said, jumping out of the water, her naked body soaked and glorious, immediately reaching for a towel to wrap around her head. Lanlan remained inside, the water up to her chest, and her ears and hair dripping. “So. The kitchens? Finally.”

“You said it,” James replied. “The servants see everything. If someone’s sneaking around or up to something shady, they’ll know.”

Sarah nodded. “And if we happen to score some business deals, even better.”

They got into their least impressive robes and walked toward the palace kitchen.

James pushed open the heavy wooden doors, and a wall of heat and spice hit them. The place looked like any Chinese joint in Manhattan, but with dynastic clothes instead of black shirts and aprons. Cooks darted between stoves, fire roaring under massive iron woks. A guy with arms like tree trunks was chopping vegetables so fast it was terrifying. Steam curled up from bubbling pots, filling the air with the scent of fried garlic, sizzling pork fat and scallions.

“Oi!” A sharp voice cut through the noise, and the entire kitchen went silent.

A stout woman with flour-dusted hands and an expression like she could kill a man with a ladle turned to face them. She eyed them like stray dogs that had wandered in.

“Well?” she said, hands on her hips. “You’re the visitors, huh? We are no attraction to have tourists staring and wasting our time like this. We’re all here to work, and you all gonna work or you gonna leave.”

Sarah leaned toward James and lowered her voice. “I like her already.”

That, naturally, made the woman’s eye bore deeper into Sarah.

“You must be... auntie Wu,” said James. “It’s an honor to finally meet you. You’re the mastermind behind all those delicious...”

The lady gave them a quick, appraising glance. “And what if I am? Sweet talking is not acceptable here. Who’s the one who claims to be a mistress of kitchens?”

“That would be me,” Sarah said boldly.

The woman narrowed her eyes. James felt a stream of worry course through him. Sarah should already know that humility was appreciated in this kind of situation, and this particular culture, not brashness and pride.

Then, the woman signaled one of the cooks to bring them a set of aprons. They had barely put them on when Wu shoved a lump of dough in Sarah’s hands.

“Alright, foreign girl, show me what you've got. No slouching, no nonsense.”

Sarah grinned. “Yes, ma'am. What are we making?”

“Dumplings. I expect you to know how to do it.”

“For sure!” Sarah said. She took the lump with a confident grin and slammed it onto the floured counter top with a satisfying thud. She rolled up her sleeves, flexed her fingers, and got to work.

She pressed, folded, and stretched the dough into submission. She kneaded like a machine, palms pushing down firmly.

Auntie Wu, arms crossed, watched like a hawk, ready to pounce on any mistake. But Sarah didn’t fumble. She worked lightning fast, like a cog in a machine, dusting just the right amount of flour, rolling the dough into even portions before cutting them into paper-thin perfect circles.

The other cooks had paused their own work, murmuring among themselves.

Sarah, smirking, gave James a wink. “Not my first rodeo.”

Meanwhile, James had decided on a more strategic approach. pretending to help while staying out of the way. He picked up a rolling pin and pressed it against a ball of dough, trying to look competent. Auntie Wu caught his attempt out of the corner of her eye, scowled, and smacked his hand.

“Not like that!” she barked.

James winced, then began imitating Sarah’s movement. “Alright, so... Like, that, right?”

“Heavens help me,” Auntie Wu muttered. “Just—just knead the dough. No, not like you're strangling it!"

The other cooks set bowls with prepared filling in front of them. Sarah set apart a small circle of dough and placed a spoonful of filling right in the middle. James noticed the finely minced pork, scallions, and fragrant seasonings. The smell itself was perfect, and his stomach rumbled imagining what they’d taste like after a good steaming.

In the meantime, Sarah moved at lightning speed, dampening the edges of each dumpling with a spoon and then using two fingers to fold them into perfect little crescents with pretty little incisions.

She had prepared a few dozen already. Auntie Wu hadn’t given any compliment yet, but James could see that she was impressed.

James tried to follow along, but he failed miserably.

Suddenly, Auntie Wu almost snapped his neck with a roller, but he dodged with his heightened senses.

“If you’re gonna delay our production, you’re getting the hell out!”

“Sorry,” James said with an awkward grin. “I’ll do my best.”

She gritted her teeth at him in a way that made him think that she must have half pitbull or tiger spirit in her, before James got distracted by the appetizing smells. Sarah’s dumplings were already inside massive bamboo steamers, the aroma wafting over the whole room.

Anyway, they weren’t there just to cook and get Sarah to impress the staff. They were supposed to be building rapport for their grand investigation.

Casually, he glanced at the cook beside him, a wiry young man with sleeves rolled up, stuffing dumplings like it was second nature.

James cleared his throat.

“So... nice weather we’re having, huh?”

The cook didn’t even look up. “We’re indoors.”

Right. Okay. James adjusted his grip on the dough and tried again. “I mean, like, in general. Y’know, outside.”

Still no response.

James kept kneading, now vaguely aware that his dough had turned into something resembling a sad lump of chewed-up gum. He leaned toward another cook, an older woman skillfully pinching dumpling edges into perfect pleats.

“Hear anything strange lately?” he asked, keeping his voice light. “Maybe about, say... the attack the other night?”

The woman stiffened. The younger cook next to her shot James a look and shook his head slightly.

James was about to press further when he felt a shadow loom over him. Slowly, he turned his head and found Auntie Wu staring at him like he was a cockroach that had just scuttled onto her cutting board.

“You,” she barked.

James pointed to himself. “Me?”

“Yes, you. Nosy boy.” She snatched his sad excuse for dough and tossed it aside like it personally offended her. “Stop flapping your lips and focus on your hands. And since you like talking so much, you can talk to the flour. Move to the other table. Now.”

James opened his mouth to protest, but Auntie Wu had already waved over a stocky assistant, who grabbed James by the elbow and unceremoniously led him to the farthest table in the kitchen.

“Keep your mouth shut and knead,” the assistant muttered before walking off.

James sighed and glanced at his new station. A massive pile of flour. No partners. No conversation. Just him and a tortuous amount of kneading.

James exhaled through his nose. The investigation thing was going great.

After a few minutes of frustration, Auntie Wu opened one of the steamers, took out a single dumpling with her chopsticks, let it cool down and bit into it. Her eyes swung toward Sarah.

“You are infusing the dough.”

“I’ve learned a bit,” Sarah said with a shrug.

“Everything has to be approved,” Wu said sharply. “It wasn’t bad, the mix was evenly spread. But don’t infuse without approval.”

“Sure thing!,” Sarah said. “And, I’ve got something else I’d like to try, Auntie Wu. May I?”

James felt a little nervous. He knew Sarah had... a plan. And she was definitely gonna bring it up now.

She pulled out a small jar from her large pockets  and placed it proudly on the counter. “Alright, Auntie Wu, hear me out—special sauce. Secret ingredient. Family recipe.”

Auntie Wu squinted at the jar like it was a dangerous animal. “What is that?”

Sarah unscrewed the lid. Instantly, a powerful, spicy aroma filled the air. Some of the younger kitchen staff leaned in curiously. Others took a step back, eyes watering.

Sarah smirked. “Jalapeños, garlic, a bit of vinegar—it's the good stuff.”

The kitchen collectively recoiled. Auntie Wu crossed her arms. “Foreign girl, you don't just throw strange ingredients into our traditional dishes.”

“Just try it,” Sarah said.

Wu let out a sigh. “Alright, let’s see it.”

Sarah, unfazed, picked up a dumpling wrapper, spooned a tiny bit of the sauce inside along with the filling, and folded it neatly. “One dumpling. One bite. If it’s bad, you never have to see this jar again.”

The cooks exchanged glances.

Auntie Wu sniffed. “Fine. One.”

They let it steam.

James, still trying to look useful while covered in flour, gave Sarah a thumbs-up.

The dumpling was cooked quickly, steamed to perfection, and then placed in front of Auntie Wu. The kitchen fell silent as she picked it up with her chopsticks, inspecting it like a jeweler appraising a gem.

Then, she took a bite.

Her expression didn’t change at first. She chewed, swallowed, and set down her chopsticks.

Everyone waited.

Then Auntie Wu exhaled. Her eyes widened just a fraction and she turned to Sarah like she was either gonna order her beheading or accept her as the new Empress.

“Make a full batch,” she ordered. “Can you replicate the sauce in case the court likes it?”

“I’ve got quite a lot of jars in my luggage, I...”

“Fine, fine. That’ll do. Now get to work you lazy bums!”

The kitchen exploded into motion.

Sarah grinned and cast James a wink that said. “Told you.”

James sighed, resigned to his fate.

However, despite that early success, they had not been able to make progress in their other project.

He was probably not good at talking to coworkers. He’d have to think of a better way.

Suddenly, he glanced up and caught sight of one of the cooks across the table. The man was moving carefully, shoulders slightly hunched, as if to avoid drawing attention. But what really caught James’ eye was the gauze peeking out from beneath his collar, wrapping around his chest.

James paused mid-knead, pretending to wipe sweat off his forehead as he studied the man a little closer. He looked normal enough; older, with the wiry frame of someone used to hard work. But he had probably been one of the victims of the attack.

Now, he was determined to get the guy to talk. Sarah eyed James, perhaps already feeling, through the bond, that he’d planned something. Soon, James made sure that Sarah had a chance to see the man’s bandaged chest when he turned around.

When Wu began shouting that their tour was over, James and Sarah gave each other the smallest nod. A little spike of anticipation from Sarah told James that she was thinking exactly what he was. It was time to make a move.

They slipped out of the kitchen just a little ahead of the cook, waiting just outside the side entrance where the night air was crisp and cool.

Right on time, their target stepped out, pulling his sleeves down as if to shrink into the night. Which was why James, being the absolute paragon of subtlety that he was, immediately threw an arm around his shoulder.

“Hey, buddy!” James said. “Hell of a shift, huh?”

The cook nearly jumped out of his skin.

Sarah, leaning against the nearby wall with her arms crossed, sighed. “Really? That’s your approach?”

James grinned. “What? It’s friendly.”

The cook, meanwhile, was trying to subtly wriggle out of James’s grip. “Uh—who—what do you want?”

Sarah pushed off the wall and took a casual step closer. “We were just curious about that bandage you’ve got there.”

The man stiffened. “It’s nothing.”

James raised an eyebrow. “That’s funny, because it doesn’t look like nothing.”

The cook opened his mouth, then shut it again.

Sarah tilted her head. “Look, we’re not here to get you in trouble. We just want to know what happened. We want to help.”

The man hesitated, glancing between the two of them. He was clearly weighing his options; keep quiet and hope they went away, or take a gamble on the two foreigners who weren’t brushing things under the rug.

Finally, he sighed. “Not here.”

James and Sarah shared a quick look. Jackpot.

The cook led them a few steps away, toward a more secluded part of the courtyard near a stack of unused wooden crates. Only when he was sure no one else was listening did he finally speak.

“I don’t think the Central Realm guards are taking this seriously.” His voice was low, but filled with frustration. “They ask questions, nod like they understand, and then tell us it’s under control. But something’s not right.”

James frowned. “Tell us what happened.”

The man exhaled sharply. “It was late. I was finishing up some prep work when I heard something outside the servants’ quarters. I stepped out to check, and I barely saw anything before....”

He touched his bandaged chest, fingers pressing against the cloth like he could still feel it. “It was a tall man wearing black. He wore a mask... I panicked, and then I felt the blade.”

“Can you read qi signatures?” James asked.

“Of course... and there wasn’t any. I couldn’t feel a single thing.”

“How tall was he?” Sarah asked. “Are we talking 6’4 and above?”

“Yep, very tall.”

James and Sarah exchanged glances.

“You’re sure there haven’t been any other attacks after that day?” James asked.

The man hesitated, then nodded. “There have... Lord Yue Feng is following Central Realm protocol. They're taking care of it, they claim. But people are scared. No one says it, but you can feel it. Everyone moves faster at night. No one lingers alone.”

Sarah exhaled. “Shit. That’s scary. Except that apparently, the wound usually heals, doesn’t it? No one has died, nor gotten sick, nor anything.”

“Indeed,” the man replied.

The man gritted his teeth.

“I do... keep having nightmares, though,” the man said, suppressing a shiver.

“What do you mean nightmares?” James said.

The man’s voice rang even lower.

“I hear a voice,” he said, his teeth clenched. “A female voice... It’s horrible. I swear.  It’s driving me mad.”

The last phrase came out in a whimper, as if he were about to cry.

“What does it say?” Sarah asked.

The man looked down, breathing hard. “I do not really understand it, it’s a strange language, but every word she speaks... is like a curse placed upon my ancestors and my generations to come.”

That sounded creepy as hell.

As for the motives, and the fact that he’d come, stab them and leave, made him think whoever did it was trying to assert his dominance. Or leaving something in them. Could it be an Alien kind of situation where the attacker left an egg of an evil creature to incubate inside a person’s body? That was scary and disgusting, and something out of another John Carpenter body horror film. He hoped that wasn't the case.

The cook rubbed his arms, glancing around again like he was already regretting telling them. “I don’t know what you two are trying to do, but if you’re looking into this... be careful.”

James smirked, but there wasn’t much humor in it. “Oh, we’re always careful.”

The cook gave him a look that said he did not believe that for a second.

Sarah placed a hand on her hips. “Hey, what’s your name, anyway?”

The man hesitated for half a second before sighing. “Han.”

James grinned. “Nice to meet you, Han. Keep us informed if something happens.”

Han, not returning the grin in the slightest, muttered something under his breath and slipped away toward the servants’ quarters.

As soon as he was gone, James let out a breath. “Okay. So. We’ve got a faceless shadow stabber running around and a Mrs. Freddie Krueger making people pee their beds. Cool, cool, very normal.”

Sarah cracked her knuckles. “Guess we’re hunting a ghost. But that height, hmmm... sounds like someone we know.”

James let out a sigh. “We’ll see about that.”

***

The round table was replete again. Bamboo steamers stacked high with delicate dumplings, golden spring rolls arranged in neat rows, and plates of braised pork belly glistening under the light. The aroma of rich, slow-cooked meats and fragrant spices filled the air.

James wasted no time grabbing a dumpling with his chopsticks, biting in carefully to avoid an explosion of hot filling. Across from him, Sarah was already reaching for the braised pork belly, piling a generous portion onto her plate. Lanlan delicately selected a piece of breaded fish, while Mei Lin happily stacked her plate with everything within reach.

Lord Yue Feng, observed them with his usual unreadable expression, sipping his tea. His wives sat beside him, conversing quietly.

James set his chopsticks down and leaned forward. He had put off coming straight to the source for answers, but he knew he had to. “Lord Yue Feng, if I may—there’s been a lot of talk about increased security lately. Should we be worried about something?”

Lanlan gave him a sidelong glance, while Mei Lin’s usual cheer dimmed a fraction. Yue Feng, however, remained as composed as ever. He took a slow sip of tea before answering.

“There is nothing to be concerned about,” he said. “Some more incidents occurred, so security has been tightened. That is all.”

James frowned. “So you’re not expecting any trouble? Any big trouble, in little... Jade Moon realm?”

Yue Feng let out a small, amused exhale. “Trouble always comes, in some form or another. But nothing that would require you to worry.”

Which was a polite way of saying, stay out of it.

“I mean, it’s mine and your daughter’s special date that’s coming up...”

“And you shouldn’t worry about it! Do you think I’m not capable of protecting my own realm?”

“I... understand, uncle. I apologize,” he said.

James exchanged a glance with Sarah, who just shrugged and popped another dumpling into her mouth.

And just like that, Yue Feng shifted topics.

“Your mother,” he said, setting his cup aside, “is a fascinating woman.”

James blinked. “My... oh. Yeah.”

“I have never spoken at length with a mortal cultivator before,” Yue Feng continued. “She is... passionate about many things.”

James sighed. “That sounds about right.”

Yue Feng studied him for a moment, then steepled his fingers. “She explained some aspects of your mortal world to me. Mortal politics, in particular.”

James immediately regretted everything. “Oh no.”

Yue Feng’s brow furrowed slightly. “I do not understand your—what was the phrase—electoral college. It sounds like a nightmare.”

James groaned. “It gets complicated.”

Sarah, leaned in. “Oh man, what else did she tell you?”

“She also explained the... filibuster?” Yue Feng’s lips pressed together in a rare show of distaste. “I find it deeply inefficient? Bureaucracy has its place, but shouldn’t things work out as expediently as possible?”

James buried his face in his hands. “Please tell me she didn’t try to explain our tax system.”

“She did,” Yue Feng confirmed, in a rare outburst of humor. “I am still recovering.”

After a moment, the servants arrived to replace some of the finished plates and steamers. James noticed Sarah raising her face. One of the servants was walking into the room with a single steamer, walking toward the master of the clan, bowing his head and placing it in front of him.

“What is this?” asked Lord Yue Feng. The servant’s nervous glance shifted toward Sarah.

“Dear Uncle,” Sarah said, standing up and bowing her head in his direction, attempting to sound nonchalant, “these are something special I made earlier. A little something from back home that I intend to offer you.”

James cleared his throat. Lord Yue Feng... well, James still expected him to be unreasonably rude sometimes, and a Spirit Realm chauvinist. He could only hope that he wasn’t rude to Sarah and didn’t ruin her business prospects.

The man gave the dumplings a glance. Just a glance. Then he continued sipping his tea, as if Sarah had just offered him boiled grass.

“I see,” he said, in a tone that very much implied he did not see.

The table went quiet.

Sarah cleared her throat. “They’re a mix with a special type of pepper that grows in my family’s motherland. I would be honored if you try one.”

Sarah kind of didn’t sound like Sarah, but it meant she’d taken Mei Lin’s advice to heart.

There was a pause, just long enough to suggest he was considering whether or not this was worth his time. Then, he picked up a dumpling between his chopsticks and took a small bite.

Sarah and James watched closely. Lord Yue Feng chewed and swallowed. Then, with the same apparent lack of interest, he reached for another dumpling.

James caught the flicker of heat in his eyes, the way his fingers hesitated for the briefest second before picking up the next one.

He took another bite. Then another. Still no comment.

Sarah crossed her arms. “Well?”

Lord Yue Feng gave the smallest shrug. “Acceptable.”

Sarah narrowed her eyes. “‘Acceptable’? That’s it?”

He set his chopsticks down. “An unusual spice. Bold and different.”

A long silence stretched over the table. Then, without looking up, he casually gestured toward one of his attendants.

“Have the kitchens prepare more of these tomorrow.”

Sarah grinned. James let out a sigh.


Chapter 7- The Deadliest Style

Since there was no use getting through the responsible channels, the gang decided to train hard in case something happened. Besides, what else could they do besides eating and having sex? He was definitely taking a long break from coding, and he hoped he wasn’t completely obsolete by the time he came back.

James stood in the middle of the courtyard, legs braced, arms raised, brows furrowed in intense concentration. A bead of sweat trickled down his temple as he focused every ounce of willpower into his core.

Across from him, Mei Lin stood with her arms crossed, a grin on her face and her tails swinging softly. She’d insisted on training him, and James would’ve thought she wanted to convert him into an Internal Kung Fu disciple, were it not for the way she stared at him. She had changed a bit in the way she acted around James. She had been all cutesy at first, and now she was showing an entirely different side of her.

The girls, surprisingly, and despite vocal complaints, keep pushing for her to train him.

“Okay, let’s go over this again since you clearly weren’t listening the first five times,” she said. “Martial Qi release is not the same as a cultivation array.  It’s a part of martial training. You don’t just shove it out like you’re blowing air through a straw.” She stepped closer, pressing a hand against his lower abdomen. “Send it from your dantian, and release it. Naturally, do not force it like you're trying to pop a vein.”

James exhaled sharply, centering himself. He closed his eyes and tried to feel the energy inside him. He had done something similar before—but only when Lanlan had pumped qi into him like a living battery. He’d stretched his arms and energy had flowed freely, traveling a short distance and punching his enemy. That was like a surge of power he could barely control. This? This felt like trying to start a fire with wet sticks.

He tried and tried, but without an external qi source, he couldn’t get his qi own energy to move out of his palm.

“Alright,” Mei Lin said. “Try again. Come on, Mr. Wong, you know the drill, push the qi up from your dantian, through your arms, and release it from your palm. Make it flow.”

James inhaled, concentrated, allowing a thrust of energy surge from his core toward through his arms, then, he thrust his hand forward, letting his muscles loose.

His hands were infused with power, with strength. But nothing came out.

It was frustrating, especially because he was applying the principles he knew from boxing. He couldn’t stay tense. He had to relax and let his momentum push through by itself.

What Mei Lin was saying sounded just like that, except it didn’t seem to translate.

Mei Lin tilted her head. “You just punched air.”

“I felt something that time,” James insisted.

“Almost there, James.”

James sighed. “Almost? I’ve had no improvement. How long did it take you?”

She smirked. “A couple of centuries? Why? You’ve learned fast. In fact, you’re a prodigy by all measures. Don’t need to feel disappointed. It’ll come.”

Her hand, once again grazed his lower abdomen. If Sarah was here she wouldn’t like that.

“Let me feel it flowing into your meridians.”

“Mei Lin,” James said, eyes swinging toward her.

“Why so uncomfortable?” she asked. “I’m just checking your qi flow.”

She looked at him again, catching his meaning, then let her hand drop. Sarah’s jealousy was pulsing through the bond. She was probably staring through the lattice windows, and James didn’t want to give explanations.

James grumbled and pushed all the other thoughts away, trying again. Again, he imagined the energy building in his core, rising up through his chest, moving through his arm, taking extra care of releasing any bit of tension left within him.

Then, he thrust forward, feeling a wave of energy pushing through his bones and sinews. He shouted as it surged like a wave. It was powerful, yes, but it ended right where his fingertips ended.

Mei Lin’s eyebrows shot up.

James let out a grunt. “Shit.”

Ignoring him, Mei Lin circled around, tapping his back. “You’re still holding tension here. Your soul-sea has plateaued, so it’s going to take time before your energy output grows. That means, for now, you need perfect form to compensate. It might take a few more weeks or months, but you’ll get it right.”

James sighed. He didn’t want to wait for months. He and his girls had a feeling things could escalate. Just like back when they first met. Something was coming any second. And this was a skill that could not only grant him better qi control, it could be a gateway to more powerful techniques.

James looked at her, narrowing his eyes. “Any way to jump start it? I don’t want to wait for months”

“Well, if shite hits the fan you’ll have two wives who can infuse you in. You’ve trained martial arts before, you know progress doesn’t always come quickly. Even if you learn fast and you’re a martial genius.”

“We need it now.” James said. He couldn’t rely on them every single minute. What if he got caught off guard. What if they were in a different place when he needed to protect them? He had to have every skill at his disposal.

James exhaled sharply, trying to get himself back to focus. “So. I’ve got to be even more loose. How do we do that? It sounds easier than it sounds.”

Mei Lin stepped back, stretching her arms above her head. “It’s a little tricky. When you do this type of hard yang attack, you have to stop thinking of qi like something you use and start thinking of it like an extension of you. You don’t hesitate to throw a punch, right? You don’t second-guess every movement of your own arm? You don’t steer it, you don’t push it, you... hammer it.”

James thought about that. “Right, that’s, what, muscle memory. But It’d take a while to build it. I’m guessing I still haven’t gotten the right feeling from this.”

“Exactly! So stop treating your qi like a delicate little spell. Let it move like a punch.”

James nodded, biting back his frustration. He knew all of that, the problem was something else. “Alright. Again.”

Mei Lin clapped her hands. “That’s the spirit! And maybe if you actually get it right this time, I’ll reward you with something nice.”

James arched an eyebrow. “Like what?”

Mei Lin just smiled, intentionally looking down below his abdomen. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

Okay. Was it he or was getting way too flirty. And the girls had surely noticed. He’d heard Sarah stop doing whatever she was doing in the kitchen.

James cleared his throat.

“Alright,” he said, ignoring her last comment. Man, this was harder than it looks. “Are you sure my soul sea is large enough?”

“Oh, yours is definitely bigger than average, I can see that from here.”

James cleared his throat.

“Alright, let’s try.”

He tried again, taking a deep breath, moving both hands back and then pressing them forward, qi moving upward from his belly, and into his palms.

He tried again and again, teeth gritted.

Nothing.

“Guys?” Sarah opened the wooden door. “You two need a break. Now come in and have some tea.”

Sarah and Lanlan were already seated at a low table, waiting for them. A porcelain teapot sat between them, steam rising from its spout. It smelled like jasmine tea, while a plate of golden jiandui, sweet sesame balls, rested beside it. The sight alone made James’ stomach growl.

He didn’t really have a sweet tooth but he could eat a thousand of those.

“About time,” Sarah said, pouring a cup for herself. “Any progress with his technique?”

“Not yet,” Mei Lin said with a sly smile.

Sarah’s eyes flicked between the two of them, and James swore she narrowed them just a little before shoving a jiandui into her mouth.

James grabbed one for himself, taking a bite. Amazing, as usual. The sesame seeds, the nutty sweetness, soft and chewy. Perfection. He washed it down with a sip of jasmine tea, the floral notes lingering on his tongue.

Lanlan lifted her cup. “Anyway, James, are you getting closer to your goal? Was your training productive?”

“Define productive,” James muttered, with frustration in his voice.

Sarah snorted. “Did you actually learn anything, or was this just an excuse for Mei Lin to put her hands all over you?”

James choked on his tea, while Mei Lin simply looked pleased with herself.

“You wound me, Sarah,” Mei Lin said, placing a hand over her heart. “I would never take advantage of a training session to torment him. Or you, for that matter.”

“Uh-huh,” Sarah muttered, unimpressed. She picked up another sesame ball and muttered something under her breath.

James reached for another jiandui, and steered the conversation back to business. “Speaking of training. Sarah, you’ve been in the kitchen, any new info on the attacks?”

His mom was coming in two days. He didn’t want her to get hurt. Neither did he want her sleeping in their accommodation. Everything had to go well enough that his brides didn’t regret anything, and that everyone ended up safe and happy.

“Nothing yet,” Sarah said. “My God, I can’t wait! Ah!” she stirred excitedly and did a little dance on her seat. “It’s happening! We’re getting married!”

James blinked. It felt crazy. It really didn’t feel real. The girls had been frantic behind the scenes, trying out their dresses, making sure there was at least western cake at the ceremony. It would be a Spirit Realm, ultra traditional Chinese wedding, in any case.

“Which is why I asked Lord Yue Feng to bring in more guards, and share the findings of the Central Office with us,” James said, setting down his cup. “And he still doesn’t want me to talk about it. But no advances, yet, huh? Every single time it’s the same thing, he wants us to expect the Central Realm to handle it.”

Sarah leaned forward, brow furrowed. “Well, there’s a single martial cultivator guarding the servant quarters. At least one. I just hope that at least for the wedding, they send people from the Central Realm.”

“Can we even trust them?” James said, casting a glance at Lanlan.

“They’re efficient.” Lanlan shrugged. “They’re powerful and definitely don’t want any of us to get hurt.”

“The good news,” Sarah said, “Is that we’ve built enough rapport with the servants that if anything goes wrong, they’ll come to us first.”

“And we’re preparing to defend ourselves,” Lanlan added. “Just in case.”

Sarah exhaled sharply. “Fantastic. A mystery stabber, lazy officials, and now we’re the unofficial security force.” She popped the last bite of jiandui into her mouth. “At least the food’s good.”

“Small comforts,” Mei Lin agreed, sipping her tea.

James rolled his shoulders, already feeling the weight of what was coming. Whatever this was, they weren’t out of the woods yet. And his mother was coming soon


Chapter 8 - Heaven and Earth

A WEEK AND A HALF LATER

“You’re finally doing it, James,” Mother said with a sigh and a glance that he couldn’t completely call pride.

James took a deep breath, standing in front of the mirror. He stood in his red hanfu, a black and golden guan hat over his head, just over his barely growing top-knot.

“And you’re doing it right,” mother added softly, reassuringly.

It was straight out bizarre to hear her praise him. “Lanlan is a good girl from a good family. And Sarah is also very successful and sensible. Do not dare ruin this moment. Make sure you take care of them like jewels.”

“Why would I ruin it?” he said through her teeth.

She shrugged. It seemed like she was holding something in.

Then, Linda Wong let it out in the form of a sigh, as if relieving years of pressure.

“You’ve always been a good boy, James. I... Had to steer you in the right direction. Now, I can say without a doubt that you are a good man.”

It was rare seeing her say exactly what she meant, but well, now that she was finally coming clean, it merited him saying something. It was honestly awkward to let it out so quickly and so directly. But she deserved it.

“Mom, I... Well, I have to thank you. I... honestly am so glad you were my mom.”

She got up, her eyes locking with him. It was awkward. He was a grown man, a successful programmer, and a fighter. And yet, he would always be her son.

She leaned in and wrapped her arms around him. James reacted quickly, returning the gesture.

When was the last time she’d done it?

She let go and moved back, wiping a tear from her eye. Was mom crying? Was this really happening? Dad was more capable of crying in front of him than she was.

And it made him feel it.

“Sorry,” she said, sniffing in. “You have no idea. I was frightened when I invited that man into our home. I thought for a second that I’d lose face. That... I had to.”

“Mom, I didn’t...”

“I tried to make him like you, make him understand what kind of a man you were.”

James blinked, his tongue clicking.

“Mom...”

Goodness... What could he say to that?

“I had to,” she cut him off. “I know I did a damn good job raising you. And if he doesn’t see it. To hell with him.”

At that very moment, wheels rolled just outside the building, horses neighing.

“It’s about time,” he said softly, walking toward the door and adjusting his robes one last time, swallowing.

It was not just one carriage, but a whole entourage, consisting of Mei Lin and a few servants. The carriage for him was framed in gold, fitting for an emperor.

His mother departed first, and the other carriage bearers made sure to delay him. Mei Lin in particular found it absolutely essential to rehearse the words and sequence of events.

Then, they let him climb into his carriage and ride toward the inner palace.

It only took a few minutes until the grand wooden gate stood before them, shut tight. James could hear laughter echoing behind it.

James walked toward the grand gate and knocked.

The door games were about to begin.

It opened just barely, revealing Yue Xia’s grinning face, makeup covering her completely, making most of her face paler, her cheeks extra rosy, and a deep red on her lips. Her robes were apple green and white. He’d never seen her wearing that color palette. He guessed that was the chosen color for the bridesmaids.

“James, welcome to your wedding games..” Yue Xia said. “If you are worthy, you have to pass a few of these trials. If you fail one of these tests, you must be punished...”

He’d been to a few Southern Chinese weddings. People from the Southern region of China, and communities in Hong Kong, Malaysia and Singapore, loved these.

James cleared his throat.

“What’s the punishment?”

“If you fail each task, you must do twenty push ups with one finger.”

James sighed. Alright, it wasn’t that demanding. Standard Chinese wedding stuff, except it wasn’t standard push ups. A bit of qi to his fingertips would do the tricks.

And then, the games began. As usual, the first task was just bribing your way through the door. He slid his hand into his robe pocket and removed the traditional red envelopes stuffed with US dollars and gold.

That was out of the way, but James remained wary of whatever was coming next.

It turned out it wasn't that bad. It came as a quick quiz about the brides, including favorite foods, favorite movie and dessert. Piece of cake. He got one of the songs wrong, though, turns out Sarah really liked Linkin Park. And Lanlan had become a Kpop fan in the few months she’d lived in the Mortal Realm. He hated it, of course, although he found himself humming some of the most annoying songs at work. After a few finger push-ups, he was ready.

It seemed like he was through, however, before James could celebrate, a figure emerged from the shadows of the courtyard.

It was a lean man dressed in red robes, moving with his chest puffed up, as if he’d never lost a fight in his life. He looked like a character from a C-Drama.

His long silver hair, tied back loosely, had a few strands falling over golden eyes that practically glowed. His sleeves were rolled up, revealing defined forearms.

James stared at him. Then at the tufted, fur-lined edges of his robes. Then back at his face.

Upon closer inspection, the man looked like a real-life Inuyasha. With cat ears. James knew Inuyasha was supposed to be a dog. But... he had to be one of Lanlan’s brothers. James’s future, or de facto, brother-in-law. What was his name? It was something that sounded American.... Was it Li? No. Dan, it was...

The man cracked his neck. “I just got back from a hunt, and what do I hear? That my sister’s groom needs testing.”

"...Ah, right. What’s... the test?”

The man crossed his arms. “Let’s see if you’re worthy. I am Prince Yue Dan, and I’ll show you the true power of the Jade Moon Clan.”

And then, the man took his battle stance, with feet planted shoulder-width apart, knees slightly bent. Hands raised, palms facing outward, fingers relaxed. He then signaled with his fingers for James to come over.

James recognized this test instantly. Thankfully, it wasn’t a real sparring session. He wasn’t in the mood for a torn robe; this was a kung fu push-hands thing.

Oh, fantastic. He had trained for this—kind of. Back home, he’d thought of it as kind of a harmless game, or a thing Wing Chun or Tai Chi people used to do. It did have some effectiveness, but he didn’t find that useful for boxing.

Dan rolled his shoulders, looking completely at ease. He gestured lazily with one hand. “Come, groom. Let’s see if you have any foundation at all.”

James exhaled. Alright. He could do this.

He mirrored Dan’s stance, stepping in, pressing his forearms lightly against the other man’s.

The moment their arms touched, James felt Dan’s palm wrap around his, pulling him downward. James reacted quickly, using his qi and pushing it into himself to stay in place. And it wasn’t easy.

Dan’s grip was deceptively light, but the moment James tried to resist, it was like fighting against a tide.  It pulled at him like a whirlpool, threatening to unbalance him with every shift of weight.

James clenched his jaw and dug in his heels, channeling qi through his legs and back to keep from being yanked off his feet. His muscles burned with the effort, but he managed to hold steady. Barely.

Dan smirked. “Not bad.”

Then, he switched tactics.

With a sharp twist of his hips, Yue Dan let go and switched into a push, forcing James to stumble. James barely caught himself, adjusting his stance at the last second to avoid being tossed like a sack of rice. He countered by shifting his weight forward, pressing back against Dan’s hands.

For a brief moment, James thought he had a chance.

Then Dan stepped in, hooked his leg around James’ ankle, and twisted.

Was that even allowed?

James barely managed to yank himself free before he was sent sprawling. He gasped, heart pounding, realizing that Dan had almost swept him with zero effort.

Alright, fine. That had been a dirty move. This was basically wrestling, starting with the forearms together. If he couldn’t match him in raw skill, he had to change the game.

At first James let himself move with Dan’s force instead of fighting it. When Dan pulled, James didn’t resist—he followed the motion, using it to shift his own balance into a counter push and using his footwork to redirect some of the movement. When Dan redirected, James flowed with it, keeping himself centered.

Dan’s eyebrows raised. Then, he exploded into motion, attempting a rapid shove. His fingers barely flicked against James’ chest before his leg twisted around James’ calf like a snake. Before James could react, he felt himself losing balance.

Oh, hell no—

James twisted violently, snapping one leg while throwing out his arms and managing to shift his center of gravity back down before Dan could push him. He moved shakily, backpedaling fast to put some distance between them.

Then, back to their starting position, his opponent feinted, forcing James to step back. But James twisted, infusing his back, using the movement to his advantage. In one smooth motion, he redirected the force entirely—yanking Lanlan’s brother down, then shifting rapidly like a wrestler, sliding his feet behind Dan and wrapping his arms with a bear hug.

He tried to trip him, but Dan was like a rock. Then, Dan’s hand slid out, he crouched low and twisted, in order to break free, but James switched his footing and secured Dan’s back again.

Silence.

Then, a slow clap.

“Not bad,” Lanlan’s brother said, shaking out his wrists. “Not bad at all. But you’ll never be able to take me down.”

“We’ll see,” James replied.

“Very well, that’s enough.” Yue Xia called from the door, and James let out a sigh. “Pass, and claim your brides!"

The doors finally swung open, revealing the courtyard that led to the inner palace. Most of the attendants were residents of the Jade Moon Realm, many of whom James had never seen before. Among them were Cultivators and scribes he had spotted training in the fields, as well as curious spirits and individuals dressed in styles he had never encountered. This was an important event for the Clan, and he wondered if he would have the opportunity to speak with any of them.

They all were assembled in two groups, facing the carpeted path that led to the inner palace.

Then, announced by a herald, a palanquin entered from the Eastern Gate, carried on the shoulders by attendants in purple robes. The silk curtains swayed just a bit, offering glimpses of the two gorgeous women inside. It looked like a regal procession from an ancient dynasty, and James felt himself at a loss of words. Was this even real?

He swallowed hard.

The moment the palanquins reached the ceremonial platform, two attendants stepped forward, carefully drawing back the curtains.

As Lanlan and Sarah stepped down, James felt his breath catch in his throat.

Stunning couldn’t even begin to describe them.

For a moment, he could only stand there, transfixed.

Both were wearing red and gold, with delicate patterns adorning the fabric. Both wore veils of translucent silk, of the same colors. He had always found the veils weird, but, hey, it was tradition, perhaps meaningful, and in this case, made him feel like an emperor marrying two powerful queens.

Sarah’s robe had golden embroidery depicting dragons twisting across the silk. That was usually a symbol reserved for imperial families, at least in dynastic times, but... well, of course, Sarah would want dragons on her robe.

They walked forward with the measured pace of tradition, attendants carrying their long, trailing sleeves to keep them from touching the ground as the brides kept the front of their sleeves together. Each stood by his side, then they turned at the same time, facing the throne room of the inner palace, and started climbing the steps.

At the far end of the palace, seated upon a raised ceremonial platform, Lord Yue Feng observed the procession. It was the first time James saw the man smile.

His formal robes were blue, embroidered with silver clouds and a crescent moon at the center of his chest. His wives sat beside him, dressed in their own regal finery, whispering quietly among themselves.

And there, positioned on the opposite side of the dais, sat James’ mother.

Linda Wong had always looked imperial. Perhaps it was the strict tiger mom vibe, but tonight, just after a few minutes of letting her go, she looked completely different. She wore a flowing robe of deep violet, her hair arranged in a style befitting an Empress dowager —thank the heavens, James’s own dad was still alive, although a strict workaholic—. Though she was mortal, she did not appear out of place among high rank cultivators. He couldn’t deny he was part of a family of badasses.

James adjusted his own robes. His pulse pounded in his ears as he stepped forward to meet his brides.

The officiant, a Taoist priest that seemed to have come from the Central Realm, wearing white, beads dangling from his neck, raised his voice. James reached and lifted their veils, starting with Lanlan's.

Both looked like goddesses. Both, with beautiful makeup, rose red lips, and that look in their eyes, faces lowered and tender smiles in their lips.

And the priest started speaking in Chinese.

“The heavens above, the earth below, and the family who witness—this union is made before all.”

James, Lanlan, and Sarah stood side by side, their robes billowing gently in the evening breeze.

Then, they kowtowed, following the most ancient tradition of their people.

The first bow—to the heavens and the earth.

They lowered themselves, hands folded before them, bowing deeply to the forces that governed fate.

The second bow—to their elders.

James turned to face Yue Feng and his mother, who watched with solemn approval. The three of them bowed deeply, showing their respect.

Then, James turned toward his brides, forming a triangle. He took a deep breath, then bowed deeply before them. They did the same, falling to their knees before him.

This was a moment to make a grown man cry.

The crowd remained silent for a beat.

Then, the Taoist priest exhaled a quiet chuckle. “It is done.”

A cheer rose through the courtyard, servants and guests clapping and offering blessings. Firecrackers echoed in the distance, sending bursts of red paper into the air.

James straightened, exhaling slowly and exchanging glances with his gorgeous brides.

He was officially married. Sarah couldn’t wait and leapt into his arms, giving him a peck in the lips that sent a few scandalized roars. Lanlan knew PDAs were not popular in the Spirit Realm. But... he had to kiss the bride. He looked at Lanlan straight in the eyes, the bond doing most of the talking, and she agreed.

Now, he just hoped the lipstick hadn’t passed into his lips. He didn’t want to look like a clown.

The next part of the ceremony was a blur, with giggles, smiles and tea. Sharing tea with his wives, then, following tradition, serving tea to their parents.

Was he really living through this? It was actually fun. Emotions welled up inside him like a dam ready to break.

The final blessings were spoken, the last sips of tea taken. The ceremony was complete.

His heartbeat was steady now, his soul settled in the moment. He turned to glance at Lanlan, catching the soft curve of her rosy lips.

That was when the screams began.


Chapter 9 - Flowers of Evil

A sharp cry tore through the hall, and the murmuring of guests turned into gasps.

James didn’t have time to process it before the first attack struck.

One of the servants lunged at a nearby attendant, knocking them to the ground, fingers clawing at their throat. Another stumbled forward, pouncing on an officer and slamming his fists into his face.

Something was wrong with them. James noticed black smoke coming out of their eyes.

A third one snatched a spear from a nearby guard and swung it threateningly. Two guests tried to take it from him, but the man managed to stab one of them through the throat and wound another.

Through the bond, he felt Sarah’s immediate shift. Lanlan’s reaction was colder, her focus narrowing like an arrow.

Then his stomach dropped.

A single, out of control servant had broken away from the others, moving fast—too fast—straight for his mother.

She barely had time to stand before the man reached her, his face twisted in unnatural rage, his fingers curled like claws.

James moved without thinking.

With a surge of qi, he shot across the room, anger in his heart and qi pushing up toward his palm. His mother, to her credit, did not flinch; instead, she took a kung fu stance and steered away with her footwork.

But James was not going to let her get hurt.

He stepped between them in an instant, intercepting the man’s outstretched hands with his own, but his opponent slipped off his grasp and swung at him. James blocked, but the force of the attack nearly sent him stumbling back. How was this guy suddenly so strong? Wasn’t this a mere servant? Then, with horror, through the eyes, which still expelled some kind of black vapor, snarling mouth, and contorted face, he realized this was Han, the man he and Sarah had questioned.

James twisted, redirecting the energy, throwing the attacker off balance. The servant snarled, a guttural, inhuman sound, but James didn’t strike. Something was wrong.

Was he possessed? Had the mysterious attack planted a seed of evil? Some kind of evil spirit or energy? Now James had to stop it.

The man’s head thrust forward, teeth snapping as if to bite off his nose. James punched the man in the ribs and stomach with heightened qi. He felt bone shatter under his fists.

Sorry, Han.

But this man was not an enemy; he was a victim. James knew he shouldn’t kill him nor wound him severely. He delivered a final punch to his chin, intending to knock him out.

The possessed man staggered, then lunged again. That should’ve deterred and knocked out the strongest fighter. James caught his wrist and twisted, sending him flipping onto his back. The impact cracked against the floor, but the man moved to rise again, unfazed.

To his shock, more servants with smoke coming out of their eyes lunged at his mother. She crouched, striking one in the nose and throwing an oblique kick at the other. James moved, infusing his muscles with qi, pulling one of the attackers by the collar, lifting him, and slamming his body against the ground. His mother managed to escape the grasp of the other, moved toward James, and approached the group of Jade Moon Realm guards who were currently fending off the attackers.

And what they were doing wasn’t pretty... In fact, it was the most horrible thing James had ever seen.

He was staring when two possessed servants lunged close to a guard in plate armor. The man unsheathed his sword with a swift move, taking the servant’s arm.

To James’s shock, despite throwing blood like a hose, the man didn’t flinch but continued his attack, splashing blood all over the panicked guard and trying to strangle him with one hand.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Sarah move like a whip.

One of the servants—a broad-shouldered man swinging wildly—charged toward a group of fleeing guests. Sarah intercepted him, slipping behind him in a flash and hopping onto his back. Her arm snaked around his throat, legs locking around his waist in a tight body lock as she performed a textbook rear-naked choke.

The man thrashed, slamming against walls, but Sarah held tight, her voice strained with effort. “Go to sleep, buddy!"

James couldn't focus on her for long—another attacker rushed at him. A woman this time, her eyes clouded, a kitchen knife clutched in her trembling hand. Shit.

He sidestepped the first slash. I can’t hit them like I would an enemy. At least while I’m not sure what’s exactly going on. Instead, he caught her wrist and pivoted, sending her stumbling past him. He twisted her arm behind her back, locking her in place without breaking her bones.

“Stay down!" he commanded, but she only thrashed harder, her head jerking as if something was inside her trying to force its way out.

James turned just in time to see Mei Lin locked in battle, weaving through attacks, slamming powerful fists that sent the servants stumbling back. A possessed servant swung at her with a broken wooden pole—she ducked, pivoted, and sent a sharp palm strike to his ribs, making him stagger back.

But she didn’t see the second attacker.

James’s stomach twisted. A thin man with wide, empty eyes rushed at her from behind, a kitchen knife raised high.

Sarah came to the rescue.

She tackled the attacker from the side, knocking them both to the ground. She then twisted her legs around his arm, locking him into an arm-bar. The dagger clattered from his grip as Sarah pulled back, her face twisted in effort.

Mei Lin turned, eyes wide with shock, but Sarah grinned. “You can thank me later!"

The battle raged on. More possessed servants writhed and screamed, moving like puppets on invisible strings.

And the sickening crunch of snapping flesh and bone. James turned in shock to find Lord Yue Feng standing shoulder to shoulder with Dan, who wielded a large curved sword, and some of the warriors in plate armor.

The leader of the Jade Moon Realm was holding a blood-soaked scimitar. Possessed servants piled up on him and his guards, his sleeves billowing, and his sword swung without any qualms of mercy, severing a servant in two, blood splashing the ground, the blade, and Yue Feng’s clothes.

That was messed up.

That shouldn’t happen.

James clenched his fists. Yue Feng didn’t hesitate. Didn’t try to save them.

That’s not how we do things.

“Fall back!” James bellowed over the chaos. “Anyone who isn’t fighting, get to safety!”

Some of the guests were frozen in shock. He grabbed the nearest one—a trembling young girl, perhaps the daughter of one of the local cultivators—and shoved her toward the door. “Move!”

People scrambled back, attendants helping each other, while Yue Feng’s warriors and martial arts practitioners formed a defensive ring.

Lanlan appeared at his side, her robes streaked with dust, hair slightly out of place. Her golden eyes flicked over the battlefield as she dodged a frenzied attack, fast like a cat, then pressed her hand forward, throwing a ball of golden energy that pushed her attacker back.

“We can’t just keep dodging,” she said, quickly turning to face James. “They just won’t stop moving; if we knock them out, they come right back up. We have to restrain them.”

“Use your Spirit Bind,” James said through his teeth.

Lanlan nodded, moving her hand up to her head and removing her attack hairpin. There was no electrical energy or much metal around to help her channel the elements, but the pure qi in her body flared, and golden threads of light snaked from her fingertips, wrapping around the possessed like glowing chains. The ones nearest to her staggered as if struck, their bodies jerking mid-attack before slamming into the floor, golden energy circling their wrists and ankles.

Some still thrashed wildly, but at least they couldn’t hurt anyone.

James turned to Mei Lin, who had just finished knocking a possessed man unconscious with a swift, pinpoint strike to the temple. He’d wake up shortly and continue his attack, James was sure. She met his gaze, chest rising and falling.

“We need a barrier,” he said, looking around. “Take down some of the pillars—block them off.”

She wiped the sweat off her brow. “Why are you giving orders? Lord Yue Feng...”

“He’s killing his own people!” James shouted. “Come, let’s do this.” He smirked despite himself. “You’re the one who can throw qi like a cannon.”

Mei Lin’s eyes drifted toward the harrowing scene then, after an instant, she nodded, rolled her shoulders. “Fine.”

James, Lanlan, and a group of cultivators, including Dan, Yue Xia, and a handful of martial cultivators he’d seen, formed a wedge. The martial artists snapped jaws and punched through the possessed, moving them toward the center of the room.

“Mei Lin!” James shouted, also signaling to the other combatants that a plan was underway. Lanlan spread her hands forward, creating a wall of light and energy that pushed the possessed back for an instant.

In that moment, Mei Lin spread her stance, took a deep breath, qi flowing through her meridians. Her qi flared, bright red and pulsing, coiling up her arms. Then, with a sharp crack, she thrust both hands forward.

The impact shattered the base of the pillar.

With a groaning creak, the heavy wooden beam began to tilt. A second blast sent another one down. Then another. Dust and debris filled the air as the fallen pillars created an impromptu barrier, cutting off half of the room, an area now full of possessed servants.

James coughed through the dust. “Throw them in! That should hold them for now.”

Sarah began frantically heaving the bodies of unconscious attackers inside, cornering them while Lanlan and the other cultivators began binding them with magic chains.

James looked back, fearing, for an instant, that Yue Feng would be angry for countering his own actions. But the man hadn’t issued any orders... yet... and seemed to have calmed down. Now his guards were actually binding the possessed with magic.

He’d probably be mad at the collapsed palace walls, but... it was just wood, and it was helping create a parapet to keep the attackers at bay.

Within minutes, with the help of Lanlan, Yue Xia, and the local cultivators, most attackers had been bound and restrained, some missing arms and legs, gaping untreated wounds spurting rivers of blood. James was shocked at how, even in their possessed state, they hadn’t yet fainted. The attackers had numbered in the dozens.

James, Sarah, and Lanlan looked into each other’s eyes. Someone had decided to ruin their wedding day. Frustration pulsed through the bond, and James swore that they’d get to the bottom of this.


Chapter 10 - Between Worlds

Yue Feng advanced, sword dripping with red, and blood stains covering his robe.

“What’s the meaning of this?” he snapped, fury in his tone as he studied the restrained servants, his voice sharp as steel.

“They’re possessed,” Yue Xia said, bowing her head. “Father, this must have something to do with the sta—”

“Do you think I can’t see the obvious?” Yue Feng snapped.

Suddenly, a figure in deep white leapt forward, the Taoist priest who had just married James in the girls, beads jangling from his neck as he moved. He drew a fulu from his sleeve, a paper talisman, slapping it onto the forehead of one of the writhing servants, a woman with her hair pulled back and an endless stream of black smoke coming out of her eyes, her face covered in soot, and began to chant a spell.

The air hummed with energy. He raised his voice, and James even saw a light emerging from his palm. But the possessed woman’s reaction was to snap her teeth at the priest’s fingers.

“This—this should be working,” the priest muttered, his brow creased in confusion.

James exchanged a glance with Sarah and Lanlan. He didn’t know much about Taoist exorcisms, but he figured if this were a typical possession—especially now that the Priest was literally glowing—there should have been some kind or response. A distorted, inhuman voice. A head twisting unnaturally. Something out of a horror movie.

Instead, the possessed servant just thrashed and snapped at him like a rabid dog, eyes wild and teeth bared.

Maybe they were more like zombies than possessed. Or... mind-controlled slaves.

Another noise drew James’s attention. He turned to find Dan, towering over one of the attackers like a bad cop.

“Who sent you?” Dan screamed at the man and even pulled out a sword to his neck. He should already know that it was useless. The attacker didn’t even say a single syllable in English or Chinese, for that matter. He just snarled like a wild beast.

James recognized the man as one of the cooks; now his face was full of bruises, and a wide gash cut through his arm, but he didn’t seem to be aware of the pain.

Yue Feng spoke again.

“Whatever this insanity is, someone or something has breached my palace.” He turned to his guards. “Bind them all. I want them locked away before this spreads.”

The cultivators snapped to attention, moving quickly to subdue the remaining thrashing servants, strengthening the spirit binds with heavy iron chains. The struggling slowed but never stopped, even as they were dragged away.

Just then, he noticed some of the snarling prisoners had transformed before his eyes. Their rage had vanished, replaced by bewilderment, fear, and, in some cases, grief. One man collapsed to his knees, shaking uncontrollably, his wild eyes now wide with terror. Another, his hands still clenched into trembling fists, stared down at them as if they belonged to someone else. Some had begun to cry, clutching their heads as if plagued by memories they hadn’t possessed. Dan was being an asshole to them again, barking insults.

“Not so tough now, huh?” he sneered, grabbing one by the collar. The man flinched, eyes darting around in confusion.

“Please,” the prisoner choked out. “I—I don’t understand. Where am I?”

Dan scoffed. “Oh, give me a break.” He shoved him toward the guards. “Don’t act like you weren’t trying to rip our throats out five minutes ago.”

Some had already begun screaming, having missed their limbs. James himself felt it in his bones.

“Go treat them,” Yue Feng ordered shortly. “But keep them chained! Ankles, wrists and neck. And ignore them if they beg to be released. Lock them all up in the dungeons, hurry up!”

James felt a pit form in his stomach.

“Wait, wait, wait,” he said under his breath.

Yue Feng shot him a look. “Would you rather let them roam free? Attack more people? Until we know the source of this affliction, we must assume it can spread.”

That honestly sounded paranoid. Who said whatever this was behaving like a virus? It had obviously sprung from the attack on the servant’s quarters at night. They could do a check, just to confirm, but it seemed obvious that all the people who had been possessed were victims of the attack.

“I mean, do you need to keep them chained like that?”

Yue Feng shook his head and turned his back on him, facing his attendants and barking another order. “I want every servant who was attacked in the night imprisoned as well. I want shackles. Don’t let them move an inch without our supervision. Even the ones who haven’t gone mad. Be ready to put them down if they attack again. We’re giving them just one chance to let them live.”

That sent a ripple through the remaining staff, causing gasps and fearful glances. Some who had fought alongside them, who had survived the initial attacks, now looked at each other in alarm.

A woman stepped forward, hands clasped. “My lord, please, we are not like them! We haven’t...”

Yue Feng’s cold gaze silenced her.

James’ hands curled into fists. It sounded right in theory. Maybe he was right, but whatever had happened, these people hadn’t done it willingly. Yes, keep them contained, but chained like death row inmates? Threaten them with literal death? James hoped it really wasn’t necessary. There had to be a solution, or some sort of cure.

“Lord Yue Feng,” James said. “Perhaps...”

“Hold your tongue, child,” Yue Feng said. “Go take care of your mother. She fought valiantly, but this is not the kind of experience I’d like her to take away from my realm.”

Before he could protest, Yue Feng marched away from him, addressing his men with more orders.

Guo Wei coughed next to the man, placing his hands behind his hips and saying nothing.


Chapter 11 - Hidden Currents

Minutes later, portals opened in the courtyard, warping the air, letting men with full lamellar armor, green capes, and helmets step out and walk into view. They wore the same uniform as the man who’d inspected the palace once before, led by one with blazing green eyes, a high ponytail, and a jade green headband. He looked like a lead actor from a historical K or C drama.

And to James, his qi signature was weird.

Lord Yue Feng moved forward with his entourage of cultivators and martial artists. Yue Xia and Dan stayed close to him as the armored visitors faced them.

James and the girls stood numbly on the side of the collapsed courtyard. What had just happened? The fact that they’d just gotten married barely lingered in their minds.

“Shit,” James said, feeling the frustration, anger, and even fear in the minds of his now wives.

Lanlan faced him, her golden eyes gleaming, her cat ears flattening. “James. It’s alright. We managed to defend the palace, for now. I understand many people got hurt, but we are safe, and we’ll find a solution.”

“Do you call this alright? That was a masterstroke by whoever did this,” James said. “Who knows how many of our own people were killed. By your own dad, mind you. And we don’t even know who was behind it all.”

“No one could’ve seen that coming,” Sarah said. “But we did suspect something was wrong. And... they didn’t listen to us.”

“Whatever we’d suggest wouldn’t have been enough,” James let out through his teeth.

Mei Lin nodded. She really had lost the ever-present glow in her eyes. “I don’t even think there’s a precedent for whatever this is. I hadn’t even heard of anything like this.” She paused, her eyes reverently swinging toward James. “But what you did was wonderful, James. Really. I... should’ve stopped to think. Lord Yue Feng would have murdered all of his own servants for this.”

“Yep,” Sarah said, patting James’s head. “You really took the lead, J. And saved their lives.”

“And you saved mine,” Mei Lin said with serenity, staring into Sarah’s eyes.

Sarah blew her a kiss.

“Again,” James said with a long sigh, then clenched his fists. He felt it in his bones. He wanted to protect the people he loved, and this meant teaching a lesson to whoever was behind it. “What the hell was that? Someone’s behind this, and we’ve gotta make them pay.”

“Now, we have to be a step ahead,” Sarah said with a nod. Then she turned to Mei Lin and elbowed her softly. “You fought damn well, girl. I was really impressed.”

Mei Lin blushed, grinning with her sharp and adorable fangs. “And you choked out dozens in seconds. It was like they were mannequins. You’re a true martial hero.”

“Now this shit is serious,” Sarah said, nodding to herself. “We’ve gotta train together more often.”

Yue Feng’s next command was a general quarantine and a curfew. Everyone had to stay in their own quarters, which turned out to be a crappy new development for a trio of newlyweds, as with the presence of troops from the Central Realm and the need for accommodation, James’s mom had been moved into their house, with two Central Realm guards outside, allegedly for their own protection. This had proven to be more than enough for Linda Wong. She was about to go back home to NY.

“We can't just sit here while they make decisions about us without us,” Sarah hissed, her eyes flashing with frustration. “Yue Feng knows we helped. Hell, it was basically us who started acting rationally and began restraining them instead of chopping off their heads.”

“I'm telling you,” James said. “We don't even have an idea what the hell that was, and they even want us locked in without being able to ask questions.”

James’s mother let out a sigh and brought her teacup to her lips. Her knuckles were red and swollen, and scratches left their mark on her cheeks. It felt wrong to see her like that. James was proud of her as a mother and even as a fighter, but he knew she should’ve been safe and not have to fight for her own life.

“James,” she said, putting down her teacup. “I'm leaving, and I suggest you do the same. I... didn’t come here to have to deal with something like that. The place is pretty, but we're not made for this.”

James wouldn’t argue. She had every right in the world to be safe.

But he’d stay. They’d have to stay. He knew the girls agreed. Not only was this Lanlan's land, but someone had also threatened his loved ones. This was the place to be if he wanted to protect them.

Besides, if his suspicions were correct and they were the target, he didn't want to bring even more problems to his own world.

Mei Lin shook her head. “I think you shouldn’t provoke Lord Yue Feng anymore. Do what he says, and... if you have suggestions...”

“He won’t take suggestions. What he’s doing hasn’t helped,” James snapped. “And you've heard, the ones who've woken up from their mind-controlled state, most of them were crying out their wounds and bruises. They barely even treated their injuries.”

James let out a sigh, and his eyes swung toward the door.

“Lanlan, I'm going in and talk to your father.”

“I'm with you,” Sarah said.

Lanlan placed a hand over James's. “Wait, James, you need me for this. The guards will care about my status and let me through.”

“Guys,” Mei Lin said with a sigh. “I know you want to help, but barging in and demanding their attention will only make you look bad. I care about you. I want you to be safe, and... yes, you have a point, things haven’t been managed well. The best way to get around this is to play it slow.”

“Do they look good now, acting like morons?” James said, sighing in frustration. “Playing it slow is exactly why all of this happened.”

Just as he reached for the door handle and pushed it open, the guards outside rushed to block their way.

“You've heard your lord, stay inside,” one of them said in a voice that left little room for negotiation.

Lanlan’s eyes narrowed, her posture stiffening as she took a step closer. “I am Lord Yue Feng’s daughter. I’m the lady of these realms, and I demand to speak to my father. These decisions affect us, and we intend to be part of the discussion.”

“The answer is no,” snapped the man. “The Central Realm's office is performing an investigation.”

James took a deep breath, suddenly brimming with frustration. “Listen... sir, do you really think we’ll just stand aside while the people who nearly killed my mother get away with this? You’re going to lock us in a room and pretend everything's fine?”

The guards exchanged a glance, but neither moved. One of them spoke again, his voice colder this time. “You are to remain in your quarters. I do not care who any of you are, the only authorities here are Lord Yue Feng himself and the Jade Emperor’s Office. No exceptions.”

Lanlan's jaw clenched, and she barely restrained the impulse to shove the guard out of her way. Instead, she took a deep breath and, with a glance at James, made a decision. “Alright, I’m not asking. I am going to see my father.”

This was a very different Lanlan than what he usually saw. Yes, she had it in her, but kept it under a composed mask of propriety and decorum.

The guards shifted their weight, clearly bracing themselves for the confrontation.

One of them smirked. “I don’t think you understand. You’ve been given direct orders—"

“I understand perfectly,” she growled, her voice low and defiant. “But you clearly don’t understand who you’re standing in front of.”

James stepped in between them. “Enough. We’re not asking for permission anymore. We’re going in, and if Lord Yue Feng opposes it, let him say it.”

James moved through the door, his instincts awakening. His qi flowed through him.

“Last warning,” the guard snapped, finally losing his temper. “Turn around, or we’ll be obliged to use force.”

James could feel Sarah getting into her fighting mood. Lanlan exchanged a look with James and nodded.

“No, you stand aside,” Lanlan said once more. “We have vital information. Stopping us only makes things worse for you.”

The guards didn’t budge.

James exhaled sharply. “Enough of this. Open the damn doors. We need to see Lord Yue Feng. Now.”

The guards hesitated for a split second—then one of them moved, shifting his weight, arms raising into a kung fu stance. It was all the warning James needed.

He clenched his fists. He'd be ready to fight if necessary and began circulating qi from his lower meridians.

The air tensed like a bowstring about to snap.

Then, before anyone could make the first move, the sound of footsteps echoed through the garden.

Yue Xia walked toward the door, her hands clasped behind her back, tails stiff as if they were made of plastic. “Is there a problem here?”

Lanlan and James stood still, eyes blazing as they met her gaze.

“Sister!” Lanlan said. “We must speak to Father. There are important things we must discuss.”

Yue Xia's eyes fixed on the two guards, both were tense as if ready to attack. Then she sighed. “Indeed. Father needs you. Follow me.”

“But Miss Yue Xia,” said one of the guards. Yue Xia’s tails flared rapidly, almost threateningly. She removed a small note inscribed with text from her robe. “They are requested.”

The guards stiffened but made no further move to stop them.

“James,” Yue Xia said. Her eyes were more serious than ever. They looked downright scary. “Father wants your mother to be sent to New York City immediately.”

James’s jaw tightened, but he nodded. He had seen this coming.

“I know,” he said. “In fact, she’s already packed up.”

She walked right into the house, ignoring the two guards.

James’s mother still sat at the wooden table, a small porcelain cup resting in her hands.

“Thank God,” she said with a sigh.

Yue Xia gave a short nod. Without hesitation, she lifted her hairpin. A faint shimmer rippled through the air, and within seconds, a portal unfurled before them. Energy crackled softly at the edges, revealing a glimpse of her dimly lit home in Manhattan.

His mother set her teacup down with care, then rose to her feet, stepping forward, her small suitcase already packed beside her. Her gaze flickered between him and the portal, hesitation shadowing her features.

James walked toward her, lowering his head.

“Please be safe, mom. Thank you for coming.”

“Take care of yourself,” she said, squeezing his hand. “No reckless stunts.”

James smirked. “That’s like asking me not to breathe.”

She sighed, shaking her head, but pulled him into a tight hug. He held on, memorizing the familiar warmth, then stepped back.

Yue Xia let out a sigh, her gaze flickering between them both. “I already contacted Jun. He’ll keep an eye on her. And my people too, in case whoever did this goes after her.”

That was enough. James exhaled, forcing the tension from his shoulders. “See you soon, Mom.”

She grabbed her luggage and gave him one last look—something between pride and worry—then, without another word, stepped through the portal. The air shimmered, then collapsed inward, swallowing her whole.

Silence settled for a beat.

Then Yue Xia straightened. “Let’s go. My father is waiting.”

With a final, piercing glance, Yue Xia gestured for them to follow. James, Sarah, and Lanlan exchanged one last determined look before they walked toward the palace. James noticed Yue Xia slipping her hairpin in Lanlan’s hand, when the guards weren’t looking.

At the head of the chamber, Lord Yue Feng sat with his usual commanding presence and an unreadable expression, but the tension in his posture betrayed his mood.

Chen and Guo Wei were sitting with him, along with armored delegates from the Central Realm.

Lanlan stood before them, back straight, fists clenched at her sides, as every eye in the room darted toward her. “This was not a random attack.”

“Lanlan,” Yue Feng warned, but she pushed forward. “You will talk when—”

“We were in the middle of our wedding,” Lanlan said. “Everyone was gathered in one place. And suddenly, a group of servants—none of them cultivators—turned on us as if possessed? They planned against us. And who planned it? You know full well who it was....”

Guo Wei laughed. “Who? Who are you suggesting was behind it?”

“Our enemy,” she said sharply. “The Jade Serpent Lord.”

Guo Wei’s laughter became a cackle, but James noticed a tremor in his voice. “Impossible. This has never been seen. Even the physicians believe it might be a mere disease of the mind. Some sort of affliction. Who knows? Could it be caused by foreign foods smuggled into our kitchen?”

“Listen, you all,” James shook his head in disbelief. “Affliction? The gaslighting is reaching new heights in this room. All the possessed were attacked by a tall figure in black, wearing a mask. He was roughly 6’4, mind you. Every single one of them said the same thing. And you heard that from their own mouths,” James said.

Guo Wei scoffed. “By a ghost who walks through walls? At most, it might be a demonic curse. It is known they cause illnesses, but this does not have the mark of a cultivator, and was definitely not caused by Hong Yaoshi.”

Yue Feng’s gaze darkened, but before he could speak, Ambassador Chen leaned forward, his silken sleeves pooling over the table. “That is precisely why we must act with caution,” he said smoothly. “Until we determine the nature of this affliction, we cannot allow further risks. And that means sending the mortals—” his eyes flicked toward James and Sarah, “—back to the Mortal Realm where they will be safest.”

Sarah scoffed, arms crossed. “Safest for who? Us, or for all of you?”

James frowned, glancing between the officials. “I am a cultivator,” he pointed out. “I’ve trained. I fought during the attack, the same as everyone else.”

Ambassador Chen inclined his head slightly. “And yet, you remain mortal. You did help, but you do not belong in this war, and your presence might complicate matters with the Mortal Realm.”

James set his jaw, but before he could respond, Lanlan stepped in.

“That’s the problem, isn’t it?” she said, voice sharp. “James did much more than either of you two. James gave you an example of what to do. And that’s exactly why we should be helping.”

Lord Guo Wei exhaled, shaking his head. “No risks should be taken. We do not know if this affliction lingers, if it’s contagious.”

“We do know how it happened,” Sarah countered. “The fact that you keep denying it and shifting the blame just makes you look like a loser.”

“We want to protect you!” Guo Wei raised his voice.

Sarah paused for an instant.

“Are you crazy? Is that your problem?”

Yue Feng’s fingers tapped once against the lacquered table, his only sign of impatience.

“This is not a debate,” he said finally. “I will not risk you. Not now, when we do not know what we are facing.”

Lanlan inhaled sharply. “Father—”

“You will return to your quarters.” His voice was final, brooking no argument. “Guards will be posted outside. You will not leave without my word.”

Lanlan looked like she wanted to argue, but James could feel her frustration through the bond, hot and tangled. He understood. They were being sidelined. Why? Because he was listening to two idiots. He also wasn't following their advice to the letter. He still kept them in the realm, which proved he at least suspected that Yaoshi was behind this.

“Let us stay,” James insisted. “We’ll help.”

“Young man,” Elder Chen protested, “Surely you can't—"

“Can't what?” Another voice interrupted. It was the man with the blazing green eyes who’d come through the portal. When had he entered the room? He was suddenly sitting on the opposite side of the table, surrounded by two official-looking Central Realm warriors, each in lamellar armor and a blue robe that covered only one shoulder.

Lanlan's shock through their bond didn't help, but she didn't exactly feel scared; instead, she leaned into his ear. “This man is Dongfeng Long, Dragon of the Eastern Peaks,” she whispered. “He’s a high-ranking Incident Investigator in the Central Realm...”

Had she meant he was an actual dragon? Yes, there was something wrong with his hands. They were scaly and greenish. At least it didn’t look like a sad case of dermatitis.

“I have watched this Triumvirate,” he said, looking at them. “My friend Yue Xia has spoken to me about them. I also suspect that this entire episode might arise from some opponent's rivalry.”

“You are misinformed, Lord Dragon,” Guo Wei said with exasperation. “Our... rival is in seclusion. And there is no evidence linking him to these events. Just... speculation.”

The Dragon cocked his head, and Guo Wei averted his eyes.

“You believe Hong Yaoshi is involved? But what kind of technique is this?” Lord Yue Feng asked. Incredible how he took the possibility seriously if it was proposed by this other guy.

The dragon took a deep breath. “I have spent hours researching but haven't quite reached the answer. I may, if you allow me, delve into the libraries here. As for this Triumvirate, I believe if you send them back to the Mortal Realm, they will be chased there. The Serpent Lord has attacked in the Mortal Realm already, and we need to avoid that.”

“Why do they matter?” Guo Wei snapped.

“I'm aware that Hong Yaoshi holds a grudge against them.”

Chen gritted his teeth. “Their presence here only complicates things further. Lord Yue Feng’s forces must focus on this growing threat, not on guarding mortals.”

“On the contrary,” the Dragon said. “I believe they are what this attack has been for. And they present... interesting possibilities. Their bond may be unorthodox, but its strength has undeniable potential. Even as it is now. And strength, I think, is what we need now.”

Murmurs spread through the assembled immortals.

“I will note that my agents reported similar disturbances across other realms,” the dragon continued. “Men, most of them of lower or no rank, going mad and attacking their superiors. Something stirs in the depths, but this attack was the grandest, and it seemed to have been planned in advance.” His gaze fell on Sarah. “Perhaps it is time we considered... new perspectives.”

Yue Feng laughed.

“Do you want to use these young children?” Lord Yue Feng said. “They have potential, but there is much left for them to learn. I do not want them in danger.”

“I would say they need practical knowledge,” Long said. “If you allow me, and they decide to stay, I'd like to have them assist me.”

Ambassador Chen sputtered, but before he could speak, a new sound cut through the hall—a powerful trumpet on the edge of the palace.

Yue Feng's face hardened with anger. That apparently wasn't good.


Chapter 12 - Corruption

James ran alongside Sarah, Mei Lin, and Lanlan, following the Dragon of the Eastern Peaks and a contingent of officials and guards. The very air felt wrong, like static in what should have been a perfect signal. Whatever was going on felt even more messed up than before.

“Something's wrong,” Lanlan said, her ears flat against her head. Her tail bristled with tension, and the bond rippled. “It feels bad.”

James could sense it. It was... eerie. Like a bout of depression, where even the things that made one happy seemed meaningless. The strangest thing was that it felt... external. Like something lingering in the air.

“Yup, he’s behind it,” Sarah finished. “I don’t really call myself an expert on qi signatures, but I can tell when a crazy ex is concerned. This is Snake Boy, filthy snake, Mr. Jade Serpent’s doing.”

When they reached the garden, a collective gasp filled the air. Something was wrong with the trees. Like what they’d seen on their arrival, it seemed like some bizarre inky darkness seeped through their trunks, but much more prevalent than before. The air was thick with the scent of burnt wood, and the usually vibrant leaves had begun to curl and blacken at the edges.

“By the Jade Emperor,” one of the guards whispered.

The Dragon of the Eastern Peaks moved forward, studying the tree with gleaming eyes and placing a finger on the trunk.

Through their bond, James felt Lanlan's horror.

“Lanlan,” James said, moving toward her and wrapping a protective arm around her. “What’s going on, babe?”

“It feels horrible,” she said softly. “As if every memory that I hold dear is being twisted.”

Sarah's qi surged protectively, while his own energy harmonized with them both, ready for action.

“What is it, though?” James insisted. “I don’t get it...”

The Dragon turned around, facing the group.

“You are not put upon the world to get it, Mr. Wong.”

There was silence.

Was he also a movie buff?

“This is magic...” the Dragon said. “The darkest magic. Ancient Chinese magic.”

Alright, why did they need the quotes exactly at this moment?

“It’s just a demonic infection,” Guo Wei said, examining the trees. “This can happen. Lord Dragon, you really aren’t suggesting this is all part of a grand conspiracy, are you?”

“And weren’t you supposed to have set up a ward to protect the trees?” Yue Feng snapped sharply, staring at Guo Wei.

“But there’s a margin of error.”

“This magic comes from demonic forces,” the Dragon explained. “Guo Wei has said, correctly, that it could be a spirit, not just a demonic cultivator. It can be negative energy manifesting, or even a curse placed from a faraway location. But once again, aren’t there too many things happening in this realm at once? It is more probable that this is coordinated. Besides, this is the same signature that lingered on the wound of the victims.”

“It could be a curse too,” Ambassador Chen asked. “But why? What have we done?”

Something echoed behind them.

The trees... were creaking...

The tension in the air thickened, the unnatural energy pulsating from the corrupted trees like the slow, rhythmic beat of a dying heart. The gathered officials and nobles whispered among themselves, unsettled. Even the wind had gone still, as if the entire grove was holding its breath.

Then, Guo Wei gave a startled scream, and a low growl rumbled through the air.

James turned his head just in time to see movement in the branches.

It was some sort of cat... no... a leopard. A damn leopard snarling at them from the upper branches of the tree, golden eyes glowing unnaturally in the dim light. Another followed. Then another. Their powerful muscles rippled beneath sleek, spotted coats as they lowered into hunting crouches.

They didn’t look tame, like they had before.

Then, one of the leopards lunged, reaching for Ambassador Chen.

The dignitary let out a shriek, tripping over his own robes as he scrambled backward. The animal closed the distance in a heartbeat, pouncing at him.

The Dragon of the Eastern Peaks was faster. He unsheathed his sword, carving through the poor animal’s chest. To James’s surprise, that didn’t kill the leopard. It sprawled backward, drops of blood on its coat, before lunging back toward Dongfeng Long.

The Dragon of the Eastern Peaks shifted, swinging his sword precisely and decapitating the creature.

The other two beasts pounced downward; one was aiming for Sarah.

She sidestepped, twisting to dodge the creature, which pawed at her lightning-fast with claws as sharp as knives. The leopard lunged, and she twisted her arm around its neck, her other hand bracing against its shoulder. She used its momentum, shifting her weight and twisting.

The beast hit the ground hard, flipped onto its side.

Sarah moved swiftly, straddling its back and securing its head in a grappling hold. The leopard thrashed, but she kept her grip firm, pressing it down against the dirt.

“Shh,” she muttered, her voice calm but commanding. “Not your fault, buddy.”

The beast struggled for a moment longer before its movements slowed, panting heavily beneath her, until it fell asleep.

James barely had a second to be impressed before a snake lunged at him.

Instinct kicked in. He shifted back, narrowly dodging and catching the serpent mid-air. His grip closed around its thick, coiling body, muscles straining as the creature thrashed violently in his grasp.

But it looked like the whole damn forest had gone crazy, showing more heaps of leopards and foxes leaping toward the group like a pack on a hunt.

Lanlan had already summoned her spirit bind. With a flick of her wrist, the threads shot forward, snaring two more leopards mid-pounce, suspending them in the air before gently lowering them to the ground.

The Dragon of the Eastern Peaks stood, his sword tip on the ground as his eyes scanned the scene. He murmured a single word, and a barely visible stream of qi shot from his palm, striking several creatures at once. The snakes in the grass convulsed, then went still, their bodies suddenly limp.

James had no idea what the man had just done.

Sarah finally let the sleeping leopard go, already restrained with Lanlan's spirit binds. She dusted off her sleeves, turned, and glared at the trembling figure of Ambassador Chen.

“So?” James mumbled. “Now even the animals are trying to kill us.”

Lanlan exhaled, eyes scanning the restrained creatures.

Lord Yue Feng, his face carved from stone, turned to the Dragon. “You have seen this before.” It was not a question.

The Dragon exhaled through his nose, his arms folding beneath his wide sleeves. “To an extent. In our reports, similar disturbances have spread through several realms—shadows creeping into households, knife attacks in the night. Yes, that little detail of animals going aggressive has been reported, but nothing like these coordinated attacks.”

James frowned. “Not like what? Like snakes and tigers and the whole damn zoo coming at us?”

Yue Feng raised his voice. “Now, I issue an order across my realms. Keep any type of beasts such as leopards or snakes outside the gardens and the palace premises. Put them down if necessary.”

The local officials took note of his command and immediately started issuing orders to complete the task.

The Dragon lifted his gaze, scanning the black energy still clinging to the trees. “It’s ancient energy. It’s not something that has been seen in three thousand years, but it does have a precedent. I will look for the Serpent Lord. I do suspect he might be involved.”

James stiffened. The beating and humiliation they’d given him in Manhattan hadn’t been enough. The son of a bitch wanted more.

What this dragon guy had been talking about... ancient magic... James wanted to find out.

Silence fell over the group.

Lord Guo Wei scoffed. “Lord Dragon... The Jade Serpent Lord is vindictive, but to say he's openly using these tricks, that he's defying the council—”

“This is more than being vindictive,” the Dragon cut in sharply. “If this is what I think it is, which, mind you, is not just demonic cultivation, it’s the sneakiest, nastiest, darkest magic that has ever been seen. This threatens all the realms. This threatens existence itself.”

Chen and Guo Wei raised their eyebrows. Even to James, that sounded overly dramatic. But the Dragon looked serious.

“Wait!” James said. “I’m tired of all this secrecy. Tell us exactly what’s going on!”

The Dragon took a deep breath.

“There are many mysteries, many unanswerable questions even in a life as short as yours...”

James spoke through his teeth. “That doesn't mean we shouldn’t ask. What is it, Long?”

“Yes,” Yue Feng said. “What is it?”

The Dragon let out a long sigh. “An ancient spirit that the previous Jade Emperor himself locked away with a magic seal, so that it could come out no more.”

“What?” James exclaimed. “What shall come out no more?”

Dongfeng Long faced him.

“Lady Black Serpent. A serpent spirit. The Jade Serpent Sect’s main lineage, the Hong clan, claims to be direct descendants of her. She battled the gods in a time before time.”

Guo Wei and Ambassador Chen exchanged glances; both their faces had grown shades paler, but they gave no retort.

Exactly what they needed: Lovecraftian cosmic evil. James sighed. “Is this gonna get ugly now?”

The Dragon of the Eastern Peaks gave a nod. “If it is what I think it is, then yes. The truth must be uncovered before the corruption spreads further.”

“Then?” James asked. “What are we, sitting around talking Chinese history where...”

“No time to explain,” the Dragon said, signaling his men. He walked closer to James and presented him with a jade token. “Yue Xia sends you this, in case you’d like to know more.”

A few of the Central Realm guards turned around and stood next to Dongfeng Long as he opened a portal in the middle of the courtyard. Half a dozen soldiers remained as he and a smaller group crossed into another realm.


Chapter 13 - Fox Spirit

This was definitely not the honeymoon of their dreams.

But the least they could do after such an ordeal was to take a hot bath and get a good night’s sleep. A horny afternoon with a few rounds on the bed later, and they ended up sitting around the table, wrapped in blankets and sipping jasmine tea.

Sarah had decided to make sweet rice porridge, but even that needed help to fight off the darkness that was crawling back into their minds.

“Sucks, doesn't it?” James said, leaning his chin on his left palm while his right played with the jade token the Dragon had given him.

It had an engraving with the text, authorized, in Chinese. The opposite side revealed that it was intended to be used in the Central Realm Grand Library. The old Dragon seemed to want them to borrow a few books.

A soft knock interrupted them. Mei Lin opened the door without asking and stepped in, dressed simpler than any of them had ever seen, with just a relatively modest white shift and her peach-colored robe lazily set over her shoulders.

She crossed the room with a frown, stopping just short of the table. “Everyone’s talking about the attack in the grove. People are scared. They’re not saying it outright, but... they think it’s gonna get worse. So, I've decided to change my approach.”

“What do you mean?” James asked.

Mei Lin sat at the table, removed her shoes, and to everyone's surprise, crossed her legs over the table, her bare feet in full display.

What was that about? Was that a test to see if James was like Tarantino?

She did have nice feet.

“I always do things for a reason,” she exclaimed, staring at her own hand, examining her lacquered fingernails. This was an entirely different Mei Lin. “And whatever I was doing wasn't working. So, it’s time for a new approach.”

James raised an eyebrow. She had talked about keeping them safe, obeying Lord Yue Feng's orders, and now... this? Well, she’d been flirting with him quite openly.

“Wait,” James said. “First of all, what are you actually talking about? Changing your approach? What were you doing before that you want to change?”

“Yes,” Sarah said, cocking her head and, for whatever reason, transfixed with Mei Lin’s feet.

“What do you know of fox spirits?” Mei Lin asked the group, stretching her hand.

“They’re sneaky,” James said.

“James!” Sarah scolded him, slapping his forearm.

“He’s got a point,” Mei Lin said. “I believe we mostly embrace the stereotype. There have been a few of us who gave us a bad reputation. The legendary Su Daji, for example. She was a grand aunt of mine. But... that doesn’t mean we’re all, how Yue Xia would call them, psychopaths.”

“Mei Lin,” Sarah said. “What does this have to do with anything?”

“I want you to understand me. Because, it’s of no use. James... I’ve been trying to flirt with you. You’ve noticed. But... it’s pointless, because I know you want me. I know you’re attracted to me. And yet you don’t take me into your bed like I expected.”

James cleared his throat. “What does this have to do with—”

Mei Lin slammed the table. “That... nothing makes sense! So Yue Xia... suggested that I... tell you exactly what’s going on.”

“Like therapy?” Sarah asked.

“Maybe,” Mei Lin said.

“Well, that’s something Yue Xia doesn’t do much,” Sarah said. “I mean, telling us exactly what her plan is.”

James sighed. “We’re losing the plot here.”

“So,” Sarah suddenly grabbed Mei Lin’s arms. “Let’s get this straight, no games and no nonsense.”

“We do want to listen to you,” Lanlan added, her ears flapping forward and a gentle smile on her lips.

Mei Lin let out a sigh.

“Yes, yes,” Sarah said. “I don’t want this to devolve into an interrogation, good cop, bad cop, thing. You’re our friend; we like you...”

“Yeah, don’t be afraid,” James said. “We won’t judge you. The girls definitely won’t.”

They might get a bit jealous. They might raise hell before James, despite him not really doing anything.

“Alright,” Mei Lin said. “There are many things I’ve wanted in this life. And I’ve never had. I’ve experienced love, I’ve experienced betrayal, victory, all that you could imagine. In this realm, mind you. But... there’s so much out there. There are so many things I’ve never seen or heard. When Yue Xia first told me about you... it’s maybe selfish and unrealistic, but I idealize you guys.”

“And? What, we’re not what you expected?” James asked.

“You’re even more amazing than I expected.”

“Nah,” James shook his head. “We’re just three regular... amateur cultivators trying to live our lives.”

“Who happen to increase their power at an incredible pace.”

“So,” Sarah asked. “You wanted to join us?”

“Yeah, and I tried foxy spirit methods. I tried to seduce James. So many times.”

“You know,” Sarah asked, “that if you seduced him you wouldn't score points with us, right? We might be angry at both of you, not just you. Especially at him. And... I’m happy to say that the way to get to him is through us.”

“Yeah, but he’s so hot, and... it’s not that I don’t mind sharing him. It’s not that I want to steal him. But, you know how we foxes like to grab food and race to a corner in the forest and eat without anyone looking? This is the way we hunt. We grab something, isolate it, and then have it all for ourselves. I didn’t think of hurting you guys. It’s just the way I act.”

“Good thing he doesn’t get your hints,” Lanlan said with a smile.

“Oh, he did get them, Lanlan,” Sarah corrected her.

“So, am I just a piece of meat or what?” James asked with a sigh.

Sarah hushed him, then turned toward Mei Lin.

“Yeah, that sucks, girl,” Sarah said. “I’m not blind; I could tell. And I’d let you do it. It annoyed the hell out of me to see you flirt like that. But I had to see how James reacted. He kinda passed the test. I know for a fact that he won’t do things without telling me or without Lanlan and I agreeing.”

“Hey, what do I know?” James said.

“Ah, you’re feeling guilty now, huh?” Sarah said.

“Not guilty, 'cause I did nothing wrong.”

“You do stare at her ass sometimes. And her boobs.”

“It happened once,” James said.

Well, he was flirty; he’d always been flirty, but he was taken now, and the relationship wasn’t really open, as long as not all of them agreed.

“Yeah, anyway. Those are my cards, I lay them on the table,” Mei Lin said. “I’d like to join you, but I guess it won’t work.”

“Well,” Lanlan said. “Who says it won’t?”

Sarah cast her a narrow glance.

“This is the thing,” Sarah said. “Listen. You’re hot. You’re cool and we like you too. I can’t say I hate you for what you were trying to do. But we’re not into subterfuge. These things happen out there; we get it. And I, for one, appreciate what you’re doing by trying to be open.” She paused. “What I’m trying to say is...”

“That’s it,” Mei Lin interrupted her. “I was trying to keep you happy. Numbingly happy, mind you, keeping you away from all the drama and stuff. I wanted to have an adventure with James and... sneak my way in. I... thought you were into it, to be honest, Sarah. You give me mixed signals.”

Sarah took a deep breath. Now they were getting into deeper territory.

“Well,” Sarah licked her lips hesitantly, “some things cross my mind sometimes.”

“So?” Mei Lin said. “Why not just let go?”

“But,” James added softly, “we all want to be on the same page when we take a step like that. This is how I feel, at least, and I think the girls agree with me.”

“I get it; it’s fair,” Mei Lin said. “So, that’s it. That’s what I wanted... and... I get it if you don’t want to hang out with me anymore.”

“Well, of course we want to hang out with you!” Sarah said. “If not, who else is out there? Just be as honest as you can. Of course, we can’t say everything that crosses our minds, but if it concerns us, if it might hurt any of us, let us know.”

Mei Lin sighed, pulled her legs back, and sat straight. “Now... I admit I did a terrible job at keeping you in the dark. And now, that’s another thing. I want to help you solve the issue, because... Yue Feng is not doing anything, and it’s better for me in the long term to do something useful. I mean, better reputation for me if I help, considering how it’s being handled.”

James lifted his head. “What a surprise? Fantastic Miss Fox going against the clan leader’s council?”

“Well, I’m a fox,” she said with a wink. “But... to be honest. I’ve been battling with this in my mind. It’s not easy. I like things happening. I like to be in control when things happen. And Yue Feng has no idea what to do. So, I’m betting on you guys. If you sort out what’s going on, you’ll help me get real prestige and appreciation.”

Lanlan stiffened slightly. “So... the Dragon mentioned that the wards were defective. You think someone in the palace might be making this worse?”

Mei Lin let out a sigh. “I think you should always pay attention to who benefits from a crisis. And who tries too hard to direct it.”

James exchanged a look with Sarah. The same name lingered between them.

“I can smell when someone’s playing tricks,” Mei Lin said. “And someone definitely is.”

“Yup, it’s obvious,” James said.

Guo Wei.

He had been insistent—too insistent—that James and the others leave for the mortal realm. And his stance on the Jade Serpent Lord had been reserved and downright mocking.

Lanlan’s lips pressed together in a thin line. “If Guo Wei is trying to take advantage of this situation, we’ll find out.”

“Should we interrogate him?” Sarah asked.

“Might be dangerous,” said James. “Besides, we should first be aware of whatever this female Serpent Spirit business is about.”

James leaned back, rubbing a hand over his face. “You know, if we had the internet, this would take five minutes.”

Sarah snorted. “Right? One Google search: mind-controlling stab wounds, spirit realm edition, and boom—answers.”

Lanlan sighed, shaking her head. “This is why mortals are so impatient.”

“Not impatient,” James corrected, gesturing vaguely. “Efficient.”

Mei Lin leaned her cheek on her palm. “Alright, enough complaining. If we can’t use Googugul, we use something better.”

James raised a brow. “Better than Google?”

Mei Lin smirked and pulled a smooth, glowing jade pendant from within her robes. “Yue Xia.”

Lanlan blinked. “Wait, you think she’ll—?”

“She’s a walking archive of obscure knowledge,” Mei Lin interrupted. “If there’s some ancient ritual, curse, or celestial rule-book that explains what’s happening, she’ll know.” She held up the pendant and tapped it twice. A pulse of qi shimmered along the surface before a soft, distant chime rang through the room.

James tilted his head. “Is that... a phone call?”

Mei Lin smirked. “More like a voice transmission. This jade pendant is connected to hers. It’s a direct line.”

“Right,” James said.

“Oh, nice,” Sarah added. “Wait, don’t tell me this thing lets them hear us and then serves us ads.”

“Not at all,” Mei Lin said. “It’s just a magical jewel. You have to activate it to contact your friend—that’s it.”

Then she straightened as the pendant vibrated in her palm. A clear, cool voice drifted from the jade. Definitely Yue Xia’s.

“This better not be about that dress you ruined, Mei Lin.”

Mei Lin grinned. “Yue Xia! Perfect timing. I need your expertise.”

There was a long pause. “...On what?”

“Are you busy now? Do you have any idea what the Dragon of the Eastern Peaks was talking about?”

Yue Xia hummed thoughtfully. “I’ll need to look into it, but I might have a few ideas. If it’s a curse or ritual, there should be records.”

“Great,” Mei Lin said. “We were planning to visit the library anyway. Give me a brief overview.”

“I’ll send a list of possible sources,” Yue Xia said smoothly. “And Mei Lin, how’s it going with our little project? Have our little test subjects agreed to—”

“Okay, love you, bye!” Mei Lin cut the connection, quickly tucking the pendant away.

James blinked. “Did she say little test subjects?”

“What was that about?” Sarah asked, narrowing her eyes in suspicion.

Mei Lin grinned innocently. “Well, we’ve already talked about it, haven’t we?”

“So we’re little test subjects now?” James said. “And Yue Xia is definitely behind this.”

“Let’s say she’s fellow traveler,” Mei Lin said, cocking her head and attempting to make her grin seem much more innocent. Incredibly, it was working.

It took a few minutes until Mei Lin’s jade pendant shook and sparkled again. She lifted it and turned around, tapping on its center. Yue Xia’s voice echoed through it.

“Hello, Yue Xia!” Mei Lin said out loud. “Someone wants to say hello!” she said frantically before Yue Xia open her mouth and spill the beans.

“Hi!” James said after a long sigh, and the others repeated.

“Hey, guys. Sorry about everything, again, and hope you’re safe,” Yue Xia said, then cleared her throat. “So, about our absolutely creepy Snake Woman. Unfortunately, or should I say fortunately? There’s not much on her, but I did call Dongfeng Long, and he did mention Lady Black Serpent. Her name’s in a few books, but with nothing substantial. He did say he mentioned her not only because Hong Yaoshi’s sect reveres her, allegedly, but he read of something called the Seed of Control.”

James exchanged glances with Sarah and Lanlan. “That’s it, that’s what he said”

“So, have you been talking to Dongfeng Long about this?” Sarah asked her. “What’s this Seed of Control?”

“Some sort of technique,” she said. “That’s all that Dongfeng Long could tell me. Someone’s gotta look it up. There’s a book that might have information on that, and it’s called the Analects of the Abyss. I guess it’s some sort of demonic cultivation power used to gain mind control, duh. If you’re not aware of demonic cultivation, the practitioner, in this case, Black Serpent, had to gather incredible amounts of corrupted qi—like insane amounts—through demonic cultivation, aka mass murder and betrayal, in order to achieve that power.”

“To be fair,” Lanlan said, “I hadn’t even heard of her. And I did take my history lessons seriously.”

“Few have,” Yue Xia replied. “She predates even the Yellow Emperor’s reign, and the legends are from millennia before the current Jade Emperor ascended to the Heavenly Throne. As far as I know, this Lady Black Serpent was a minor deity at best. Someone did hunt down her followers and ban her worship. Whatever she was, she barely survive the transition into recorded legend. But, if it was real, she must have caused quite a stir. A catastrophe, perhaps, because there are ancient poems cursing her name and attributing to her quite a number of calamities.”

James nodded. Yue Xia was really a walking encyclopedia.

“Anyway,” Yue Xia said. “If someone is invoking her legacy, and if she’s real, first of all, we are in trouble. But maybe look into the books and find more information. It’s not primary sources, so I doubt you’ll find an actual account of anyone defeating her.”

Sarah leaned forward. “So where do we find this book?”

“It’s buried in the deeper stacks of the celestial library. The problem is, most of those texts are fragmentary—half-lost scrolls and vague references, not detailed explanations.”

“Still better than nothing,” James said. “We’ll find it.”

“Be careful,” Yue Xia warned.

“Careful about going to the library?” James said. “Don’t tell me they’re also full of junkies on this side of the space-time continuum.”

“Careful if anyone else might be watching.”

Lanlan exhaled sharply.

For a long moment, no one spoke. Then Mei Lin straightened, stretching her arms. “Well. Sounds like a plan. Anyone up for some late-night reading? Let’s find out about this forgotten evil!”

James groaned. “Why is it always a forgotten evil?”

“Would you prefer a well-documented evil?” Sarah asked dryly.

He sighed. “I’d prefer no evil. But, hell, I’m ready to take on any challenge.”

Mei Lin clapped her hands. “Alright, less talking, more investigating. The library isn’t going to raid itself.”

Yue Xia’s voice came one last time, quieter now. “Be smart about this. And Mei Lin—”

Mei Lin muffled the jewel before shoving it between her breasts. The connection faded abruptly.

James sighed, examining the Library seal. “Yeah. Aren't you forgetting it's in an entirely different realm? Shouldn't Yue Xia or Dongfeng Long come and give us a tour?”

“Not quite,” Mei Lin said. “We've got the trip sorted already.”


Chapter 14 - Ancient Knowledge

For that, Lanlan winked and removed a hairpin she’d concealed in her clothes.

“Indeed, fortunately, Yue Xia left this for me.”

“Great!” James said. “Wait, won’t they figure out we opened a portal? Long gave us that token, but it applies to the Library and nothing else.”

“Oh, James,” Mei Lin said with a sharp grin. “We can mask it, of course.”

“We’ve tried it,” James replied. “It didn’t really work.”

Mei Lin sighed. “It does if you have enough people and enough qi to do it,” she said. “A more powerful qi can only be suppressed by an even more powerful flow of qi.”

Mei Lin cracked her knuckles, then flicked her tails behind her, eyes glinting. “Alright, we’re doing this. There’s a way to shield other massive qi flares. But I can’t do it alone. I need you two to help me.”

Sarah and James exchanged glances.

“As in, infuse you?” James asked.

“Of course.”

“You’ve never done this with us,” James said carefully.

Mei Lin’s grin was positively wicked. “You’ll live.”

“And, isn’t transporting between realms very energy intensive?” James asked.

“Mortal to spirit realm is even worse,” Lanlan explained.

“Alright, let’s not waste any more time!” Mei Lin exclaimed.

James sighed but placed his palm between her shoulder blades, then pressed his index and pinky fingers around two pressure points. Sarah mirrored him, resting her hand just below his and applying pressure. Then, they let their qi flow in through her.

Mei Lin’s energy flared the second they made contact, and she raised both hands to the side. An intangible barrier surged around Mei Lin’s hands, making the air ripple around them.

Lanlan lifted her hairpin and a portal sprang to life, blazing like flame and revealing a massive bookshelf that rose dozens of feet. She turned toward them and nodded. Then, the group stepped through.

Rushed steps echoed around them, and a guard appeared immediately, wearing simple armor and carrying a spear, but he calmed down and let them through once James showed him the token.

Towering shelves of scrolls, tablets, and ancient tomes lined the walls, arranged in labyrinthine corridors. Scribes and scholars moved in near silence or rested on study tables with towering mountains of books.

James exhaled, already feeling the weight of the place pressing in on him. Towering shelves stretched endlessly in every direction, the sheer scale of the Grand Celestial Library made him feel small. And unlike stateside libraries, nobody was shooting up heroin.

“Right,” he said, steadying himself. “So, where would we find the Analects of the Abyss?”

Mei Lin folded her arms. “That,” she said matter-of-factly, “should be in the Forbidden Section.”

Lanlan didn’t hesitate. “This way.”

She weaved through the grand halls as if she had memorized the layout. The others followed, their footsteps nearly silent against the polished stone floor. The further they went, the quieter the library became. The air grew heavier, thick with the weight of ancient secrets.

Eventually, they stopped in front of a massive black door, its surface smooth like obsidian. Strange, intricate carvings shimmered faintly across it, shifting under the dim glow of floating lanterns. James could feel the enchantments woven into the door, layers of protection designed to keep out anyone who wasn’t supposed to be there.

Mei Lin nudged him. “Well? Don’t just stand there. Use the seal.”

James pulled out the jade token and hesitated for only a second before raising it toward the door. The moment it came close, a deep, resonant click echoed as the door unlocked.

With a creaking sound, and glances from curious scholars peeking out to see who had opened the Forbidden Section, it swung open, revealing the darkness beyond.

The moment they stepped forward, a single paper lantern lit up from above.

“What’s in here? Why is it forbidden? Is it Demonic Stuff?”

“Meh,” Lanlan sighed. “The light stuff. Descriptive, mostly. They do censor actual Demonic Cultivation manuals. But, you see, that’s how tight censorship is here.”

Sarah looked up at the library’s towering shelves. “Wouldn’t hurt to get a scribe to help.”

“No need.” Mei Lin grinned, already floating up with a light push of her qi, weaving between the high bookshelves. “Let’s see... forgotten spirits, ancient pantheons, dead gods—ah! Found it!”

She plucked a heavy black volume from the highest shelf and gracefully descended, her tails whirling softly. It looked a thousand years old.

Lanlan dusted off the front and read aloud, “This is it. Analects of the Abyss.”

“Nice and to the point. Easy to find for a forbidden text,” James muttered.

They carefully unlatched the book. Lanlan flipped through the brown pages, scanning for anything resembling Lady Black Serpent. The text was written in archaic characters, detailing forgotten spirits and obscure deities. Then—

“Here.” Lanlan pointed. “This section—Serpent Spirits of the Ancient Age.”

She flipped the pages eagerly, eyes scanning through the vertical Chinese text.

The section on Lady Black Serpent had a page containing most of what Mei Lin had told them. But... the next page had been torn out.

James could make out just a handful of characters from the page. Following the layout of the book, that section would speak about the demon’s techniques and powers.

And it was gone.

For a long moment, no one spoke.

Then James sighed. “Of course it’s gone.”

“Look,” Lanlan said, crouching like a cat, tail flapping, head toward the floor.

“What is it?” James asked.

Lanlan’s eyes drifted upwards, her golden eyes glowing and carved into slits. “Look closer.”

James went down on his haunches. At first glance, he noticed nothing strange in the stone floor. But upon closer inspection... yes... there were tiny specks of something yellowish and pale. Like brittle old paper.

“This must have happened pretty recently,” Lanlan said.

James nodded.

“Maybe someone knew we were coming,” James said. “Either The Serpent Lord or... maybe even Guo Wei. Can he access the Forbidden Section?”

“I don’t know,” Mei Lin shrugged. “He could’ve bribed someone. It’s not super forbidden, you know.”

“That son of a bitch!” James said, slamming his fist against his palm. “He might have the missing page. Might as well go in and pay him a visit.”


Chapter 15 - Legacy

––––––––

“He’s definitely involved,” Sarah added. “Isn’t it weird, though? Guo Wei wanted all the servants to be imprisoned. I mean, wouldn’t he be minimizing the risk of having them attack the palace?”

“Unless,” Mei Lin added, “it's a case of misdirection. He could also use portals to lead all of his mind-controlled slaves through them. If they're all in one place, it'd be easy for him to get them together and let them loose.”

James narrowed his eyes.

“What if we question Guo Wei and see if he has the missing page? Or something else proving that he's working with the Serpent Lord?”

“He's gonna scream and come up with an accusation,” Lanlan said. “That we're planning to kill him or something. He's ruthless with economic or business rivals and always finds a way to get them in trouble.”

Mei Lin grinned wickedly. “So, I do not advise interrogating him in person, but we can possibly infiltrate his room,” Mei Lin said, as if this were a perfectly reasonable suggestion. “It's known that he spends the third watch of every night outside, supposedly in meditation. Maybe we can find the ripped pages or evidence of his involvement.”

“Where does he meditate?” Sarah asked, raising an eyebrow.

“In the gardens,” Mei Lin replied.

“And you're sure you can get us in?” James asked Mei Lin.

“Please. I'm a fox. Getting into places I'm not supposed to be is literally what I do best.” She paused. “Though we might want to avoid the main corridors, with those guards and all.”

Sarah placed a hand on her shoulder. “What about the protective arrays? They’ve supposedly set up new ones to enforce the curfew. Can we hack them like you said?”

“All warding arrays can be broken before they’re triggered. Leave that to me.”

“Great,” James said. “Now let’s get the hell out before the guards find out we’re missing.”

***

As night fell, they set their plan in motion.

They opened a masked portal into the gardens, and James, Sarah, and Lanlan took a more circumspect route, masking their qi signatures while navigating the gardens. Mei Lin flitted between shadows ahead of them.

They rendezvoused in a hidden pond near Wei's chambers.

“If they're following the same pattern as in our building, the guards change rotation in three minutes,” Mei Lin whispered, her tails twitching with anticipation. “Wei’s still not there. He tends to take walks at this hour.”

They waited for the guard change, then moved. Their bond helped them coordinate perfectly.

The corridor leading to the building was lined with suspended talismans, each meticulously arranged to form a protective array.

Taoist protection pendants, imbued with sealing qi, were ready to activate at the slightest disturbance. A wrong step, the wrong breath of air, even the softest shift of movement, and they would snap into place, locking down the space with powerful bindings or with destructive energy.

Mei Lin crouched low, her sharp eyes scanning the pattern overhead.

She tilted her head, tails flicking in thought. “If we disturb them, they’ll activate instantly. But...” She traced her fingers through the air, feeling for the qi currents flowing through the hall. “...if I can redirect the wind, shift them ever so slightly out of formation, the array might fail to recognize us.”

Sarah glanced at her. “Might?”

Mei Lin flashed a grin. “Fifty-fifty.”

James groaned. “That’s not reassuring.”

She ignored him, closing her eyes as she focused. Qi gathered at her fingertips, swirling like invisible threads of silk. With a delicate flick of her wrist, a small burst of wind threaded through the corridor, slipping between the pendants.

One of the pendants wobbled too much, unbalanced as if already loose from its formation. Another barely moved at all, as though its qi had long since faded.

Mei Lin gritted her teeth, as if she'd messed up. She faced them, squeezing her eyes. “Maybe we have to leave, I think...”

She paused for an instant. Then, Mei Lin’s fox ears twitched. “That’s odd...”

“What?” James asked, wary of her tone.

She frowned, adjusting the wind’s flow again, watching how each talisman reacted. After a moment, she muttered, “I thought I triggered it... but... it doesn't work.”

James stiffened. “What do you mean it doesn’t work? You mean—?”

Mei Lin walked straight through the corridor. Lanlan stretched her hand toward her and gasped.

And nothing happened. The fox spirit looked up at the talismans, blinking repeatedly.

“Tampered with,” Lanlan finished grimly.

Mei Lin nodded. “Makes sense. Someone’s been sabotaging the protections around the palace. I’d bet my tails on it.”

James exchanged a glance with Lanlan.

Mei Lin continued testing the wards. “Whoever did this was smart. They didn’t remove anything outright—just changed the positioning so that they were rendered ineffective.”

“Which means the attacker must be someone inside Yue Feng’s court,” Sarah said. “Again, probably Guo Wei.”

“Or worse,” Mei Lin said. “Someone from outside has been given free rein to walk through.”

Sarah cursed under her breath. “So that’s how the possession spread so fast. It's definitely not a ghost walking through walls. It's an actual guy going on a stabbing rampage. A 6’4 guy, no less.”

Mei Lin let out a sigh. “Let’s continue. Guo Wei’s chambers are up ahead.”

They rushed through the section where the scholars lived in large dynastic-style houses, drifting through the shadows.

“It’s right there,” Mei Lin said, pointing at a pagoda-like structure.

“Don’t you think...” James said to Mei Lin. “If... Guo Wei is behind this... his protective stuff will not be defective?”

“You’re probably right,” Mei Lin replied. James could feel a subtle difference in the area. He had to be attuned to find it.

Mei Lin looked back at the gardens nearby. She narrowed her eyes. She set out to disrupt the array, finding Taoist coins set at angles near the door.

“It’s hard to disrupt,” Mei Lin said. “It’s actually well set.”

James looked over.

“What’s happening?” Sarah asked. “Could we help somehow?”

Mei Lin crouched behind a tree.

“Can you feel that line of energy that goes from that tree up to here? There’s a Taoist coin down there, about twenty feet away.”

“Should we move it?” Sarah asked.

“If we were to touch it, it would trigger.”

Lanlan sighed. “The only way to disrupt it would be that.” She pointed at a set of Taoist chimes right over the door. “If we step through this line here, it would trigger.”

“What if I throw a projectile?” Sarah asked. “Let’s say, I throw a pebble, it would not trigger, would it?”

“What, are you actually good at throwing?” Mei Lin asked.

“I thought you’d never ask,” Sarah said with a wink, lifting a pebble from the ground. “Now, should I?”

Mei Lin nodded. “For educational purposes, try it out. It won’t work. The wards are for disintegration and not for binding.”

Sarah flipped the pebble, picked up some momentum, and threw it straight at the chimes. It hadn’t even flown a couple of feet when the pebble exploded into dust.

“Ouch,” Sarah said, making a sour face.

“I have a better idea,” Lanlan said, slipping the teleportation hairpin from her hair.

“Duh, why were we wasting our time?” James asked her.

“Well,” Lanlan replied, shrugging. “I wasn’t sure about the location, so I couldn't really open it before. It should work now that we’re in front of it.”

James signaled Mei Lin to come closer, and he and Sarah infused her again. She raised both hands up and began to mask them. Lanlan swung the hairpin, and a spiral of gold cut through the air.

James signaled for them to pass through it, and they did so without hesitation.

Guo Wei’s chamber was silent. Scrolls lined the lacquered shelves, incense curling lazily from a jade burner. His bed was neatly arranged, with a few tomes on the side table.

They moved carefully. James went for the first obvious place; under the bed, he slid his hand across the edges but found nothing. Lanlan began pawing through his books to see if she’d hidden the page in between.

“Look at this,” Sarah said, opening a small chest, her face lighting up with a golden reflection. She lifted it. “Hmm... Wait a second, these are not the same coins I’ve seen in this realm. Isn’t this the Chinese character for snake?”

James snatched the coin from Sarah’s hand and turned it over between his fingers.

It could not be more obvious.

His jaw tightened. He barely had time to process it before a shift in the air made his instincts tense. A presence, not threatening but defiant.

James spun around just as Guo Wei stepped forward from the shadows.

“What,” Wei spat, his voice laced with venom and fear, “do you think you’re doing here?”

James held up one of the coins between his fingers, letting it catch the dim light. “Really, Guo Wei? Selling out your master for money?”

Guo Wei flinched, his bravado cracking. His gaze darted to the door, then to the windows—any possible escape route. But there was nowhere to run. He stumbled back, pressing himself against the table like a cornered animal.

“I... I had no choice,” he stammered, his breath coming faster. Then his voice hardened. “But I cannot allow you to leave. I will have you bound and delivered to the Serpent Lord, where you will witness his rise over this realm.”

A sharp pulse of warning surged through their bond. James, Lanlan, and Sarah reacted instantly, shifting into defensive stances, their eyes locked onto Guo Wei.

They were ready to beat him to a pulp.

But something else happened. James noticed a token in Guo Wei’s hand, similar to Mei Lin’s.

A low hum vibrated through the air, followed by the smell of burning rubber and the sound of portals opening up. Swirling rifts split open across the room.

James’s stomach dropped.

And then... figures began to leap through them. Men in silver masks and black robes, smoke coming out of their eyes, all of them holding spears and blades.

“Shit,” Mei Lin hissed.

James chuckled darkly and rolled his shoulders.

Twelve warriors. Silver masks.

They came all at once.

James barely had time to weave between two blades, one slicing past his ear.

Behind him, one of the masked warriors lunged, a guan spear aimed straight for his gut.

James twisted, barely dodging, closing in from the side and countering with a sharp right cross to the ribs. His knuckles cracked against the man’s side, a clean shot with enough force to break bone. The blow sent the man skidding back.

But he barely flinched under the mask.

James ducked again, dodging a curved blade. Three attackers surrounded him, and he took a Philly shell stance, ready to attack.

James pulled back and launched a hook to the jaw of a sword wielder, the blow sending shockwaves through the man’s jaw. It was a knockout blow. But the man recovered as if he wasn’t in pain.

That wasn’t normal. These weren’t just regular people, these were overpowered mind-controlled warriors. Just like the servants, but with mad fighting skills.

The attackers lunged at him, swords and spears trying to dice him while the others tried to skewer him with the spear.

James took a deep breath, infusing his core and legs, and leapt toward the ceiling, stepping on the head of one of the spear wielders and moving behind.

“James,” Sarah shouted, facing him. She’d broken the arm of one of the attackers and taken two swords. She threw him a curved blade, and James caught it.

He should’ve really taken up sword fighting, because he had no idea what to do.

Blades came at him; he instinctively parried, ducked, then swung his blade horizontally, his sword sinking into his attacker’s torso and cutting right through. The man collapsed, cut in half.

James stepped back in fright. Around him, Mei Lin was masterfully fighting with twin kung fu knives she had somehow hidden in her dress.

Five attackers came out of nowhere, each wielding more outlandish weapons. One whirled a three-section staff, another had a chained sickle. The third one had some sort of club with a round head, and the other two had swords.

James genuinely feared for the girl. He only had to get through these goons to protect her. He cursed in frustration as he noticed more and more warriors coming out of the portals. Where were all the Jade Moon Realm guards?

He parried a sword strike, eyes fixed on Mei Lin.

Then suddenly, the fox girl spread both arms forward, and fireballs burst out of her palms.

Her attackers caught flame, but to James’s horror, despite the fire burning down their clothes, hair and skin, like human torches, they kept moving, as if nothing had happen.

Mei Lin’s face twisted in frustration and shock. “That should have killed them...!"

James dodged again, then suddenly felt a stab through the leg. He turned around, facing the spear wielder. The man tried to stab him through the face, but James weaved. Then, again, he tried to sever his neck; James managed to roll his neck just in time. Again and again, he weaved through the attacks, then managed to lower himself, using his footwork to move closer, then stab the man through the chest, and then sever his head with a clumsy chop. He didn’t quite cut it off, but the man collapsed to the ground with half a neck.

“Lanlan!” he shouted, dodging another blade, trying to get close to Mei Lin. “Get out of here! Call for reinforcements!”

Lanlan was frantically casting spirit binds and trying to direct lightning to their brains, but without electrical appliances, her power just wasn’t enough. She faced James and nodded, knowing there was no other way out.

“My father’s forces are not coming, I’ll go get them,” she promised, then whirled her hairpin, opened a portal, and vanished through it. That would surely bring attention. Why were all the other portals being ignored? An attack like this should’ve raised alarms.

Then, James finally reached Mei Lin, standing back to back with her. They exchanged glances and nodded at each other. They didn’t need a bond to know what they intended to do.

She reached for his back and placed both her fingers over his spine, infusing him.

“Let’s do it!” he shouted. Then, taking a deep breath, they both spread their hands forward, launching their qi.

Mei Lin’s power pushed through two of the masked men, driving them against the wall, cracks opening in the wood. James concentrated a smaller energy ball, aiming right for the head of one of the flaming men, but it was good enough to throw him to the ground. Then, he reached, preparing his blade and swinging at a burning man’s head. It rolled like a ball of flame, falling on the floor and lighting up the curtains.

He managed to cut down another human torch. The fire didn’t deter them completely but made their movement more erratic.

Even then, they were in grave danger. How many warriors were they facing? Twelve, fifteen? Even more?

And where was that asshole, Guo Wei?

Sarah was in the corner of the room, facing a warrior twice her size wielding a nine-ring giant broadsword. Her own sword was now attached to her waist. Even while fighting against that monstrous man and that scary sword, she still absolutely trusted her grappling skills.

She dodged a slash, snatched the man’s wrist, and set up a perfect seo-nage.

A clean throw sent the masked man crashing onto the floor. In an instant, she locked his arm, twisting hard. A pop. The joint snapped, and the sword was now hers.

But he still moved.

The masked warrior twisted unnaturally, yanking himself free, his arm still hanging at the wrong angle.

“Alright,” she hissed through her teeth.

She swung the stolen blade, rings chiming like a chain, and cut the man’s other arm. Blood jetted like a pressurized stream.

The man roared but showed no sign of pain. Still, he tried to headbutt Sarah with the power of his giant legs. She dodged, turned around, ringed sword held high as the man snarled in fury.

“Shit,” Sarah said in disgust. “I don’t want to do this. What do you plan to do, bleed on me?”

The attacker tried to headbutt again. She dodged in time and severed the man’s head with a slash.

Meanwhile, James barely had time to respond before another blade slashed toward his chest. He twisted out of range, knocking the sword aside and countering with a brutal uppercut.

His fist snapped the warrior’s head back.

But he didn’t fall.

Shit.

Mei Lin was fire and movement, her tails blurring in golden arcs as she weaved between attackers. She leaped, spun, and slashed the air with her daggers, slashing through necks, the men dropping to the ground in heaps of blood.

“Go for the head!” James yelled.

Sarah caught on fast. She hooked a leg, dropped her weight, and snapped a knee backward. The masked warrior crumpled, but he did not stop moving.

Sarah’s arms wrapped around his throat, locking in a choke and pressed harder, then jerked his chin violently..

For a moment, he struggled.

James’ eyes widened. “Wait, do chokes work?”

“I actually severed his brain stem,” Sarah muttered, her face pale.

James dodged another strike, slipping into the warrior’s guard and hammering a vicious elbow into the sternum. Another slash came from behind. He twisted, barely dodging, then retaliated with a spinning back fist and a sword slice.

And still, more warriors kept coming.

James barely had a moment to breathe before he heard the unmistakable sound of a heavy man’s footsteps. He turned, finding that Guo Wei was slipping through the portal.

“Coward!” James snarled, moving to intercept him, but a masked warrior lunged between them, spear flashing toward his throat.

James cursed and twisted away. By the time he looked back, Guo Wei was gone.

And the room was filled with more masked warriors, with smoke coming out of their eyes.

Sarah’s voice was sharp. “Where’s Lanlan?”

James’ eyes darted around. Too many enemies. No exits.

He turned back to the fight just as another blade came for his throat. He twisted, barely dodging, then retaliated with a crushing right hook.

He ducked, weaving between strikes, but there were too many.

A blade cut across his arm.

He grunted, pivoting into a brutal counter punch.

Suddenly, the chamber doors exploded inward.

A wave of golden qi surged through the room, throwing the masked warriors back.

Yue Feng’s elite cultivators poured in, followed by Lanlan, swords flashing, spells igniting the air.

The undead warriors charged with no lack of valor.

Yue Feng’s voice rang through the chaos. “Hold the line! Cut them down!”

“Go for the head!” James shouted. “They’re possessed.”

Then, the battle shifted. One of Yue Feng’s guards, a man clad in silver and blue, clashed with a masked warrior. His sword moved with blinding speed, carving through the air, severing heads and torsos like chopping grass.

A guard dropped low to sever the tendons at an enemy’s knee. The warrior buckled—and then a second slash to the throat finally stilled him.

“Bind some of them!" her father ordered. “We need to question these bastards.”

Yue Feng’s guards moved quickly, summoning enchanted golden binds. They surged forward, working in pairs—one guard slamming warriors to the ground while another secured their limbs.

One by one, the possessed warriors were wrestled to the ground, bound tightly in glowing restraints, and a few tried to escape through the closing portals, only to be caught or cut down.

James breathed, trying to summon qi into his wound to accelerate his healing. Yue Feng’s attack had been decisive and effective.

And then the air shifted.

A low, eerie hum filled the chamber.

James whirled around. The bodies of the bound warriors were shaking.

Mei Lin’s tails bristled. “Something’s wrong!"

Before anyone could react, flames erupted from the captives.

A sudden gush of unnatural fire engulfed them, tongues of crimson and black qi devouring flesh and cloth alike.

“No!" Lanlan tried to snuff out the flames with golden energy shields, like glass jars over candles, but the fire was not quenched, roaring hungrily as it consumed the bodies from the inside out. It was a gruesome sight that he was sure would give him nightmares for years.

James watched, stunned, as the flames spread across every single bound warrior, reducing them to nothing but smoldering ash.

The fire vanished as quickly as it had come.

An eerie silence settled over the room.

Mei Lin’s fists were clenched. “That was a failsafe.”

Lanlan’s expression hardened. “The Serpent Lord didn’t want them talking if the effects of the spell went away.”


Chapter 16 - Treason

“Guo Wei.” His name dripped with venom from Yue Feng's mouth. “I trusted that man! And he repaid me with treachery!” His eyes swept over the assembled guards. “He opened my gates to the Serpent Lord’s filth. He sabotaged my wards.” His hand curled into a fist. “I will make sure we hunt him down and make him pay.”

The room remained tense, the warriors standing in silence. Some stole uneasy glances at one another, but none dared speak.

Yue Feng exhaled sharply through his nose before facing the Taoist priest, already inside, wearing even more beads than last time and holding a staff like it could protect him. “Rebuild the wards. Every last one. And this time, make them unbreakable. And if that scum shows his face to retrieve his blood money, kill him on the spot.”

The priest bowed deeply. “As you command, my lord.”

Yue Feng’s gaze returned to the assembled warriors. “Now,” he continued, his voice growing colder. “We face a greater threat. Hong Yaoshi is behind all of this nonsense. I am sure. He has turned my servants into puppets. His own warriors into these devils.” His eyes narrowed. “I curse you, Hong Yaoshi. I will hunt you. Now you all listen to me. Let us address a rumor I have heard in my court. And you will all speak the truth before the lord of this realm, or be punished.”

A few warriors hesitated, exchanging glances.

“Now speak the truth! Has any of you been stabbed at night?”

James felt his heartbeat quicken. Had there been more stabbings in the previous days? And he wasn’t even addressing the servants anymore. These were his warriors and cultivators.

The cultivators were silent, but James could see their shifty expressions. Someone knew something, but didn’t seem to be ready to talk. James exchanged glances with Lanlan. She shrugged.

“I will not tolerate lies,” Yue Feng snapped. “You will all prove yourselves clean. Remove your robes and show me your heart meridians. Now!”

A ripple of unease moved through the warriors. Some hesitated a second longer, but Yue Feng’s glare left no room for defiance.

He turned to Lanlan, eyes sharp as he issued an order. “Daughter, check the women.”

Lanlan’s breath caught in her throat, but she nodded.

Slowly, they began to comply. Armor was unbuckled, robes parted, tunics lifted. One by one, Yue Feng’s warriors revealed their skin.

James followed suit, untying the top of his robe and pulling it aside.

And then, they began to find the victims.

A gasp came from the side of the room. A young warrior with lean and defined muscles was staring in horror at his own chest. A thin, black mark, almost like a brand, curled just on the left side of his chest.

Yue Feng’s gaze snapped to him. The room tensed.

The young warrior trembled, his breath coming in short bursts. “I—I didn’t know—I swear I thought it was a nightmare. I went out in the fields during my rest day and...”

He didn’t get the chance to finish.

Yue Feng flicked his fingers, and in an instant, golden chains of light erupted around him, wrapping around the warrior’s arms and torso. He was forced to his knees, binds securing his arms and rising up to his neck.

A murmur spread through the place.

The warrior’s face twisted with fear. “Please, my lord! I—I haven’t felt anything strange! I don’t—”

Yue Feng’s voice was ice. “Silence. This is for your good and the good of your comrades.”

James swallowed. He understood why Yue Feng was reacting this way. They couldn’t afford risks. But still, something about this felt cruel.

“Father,” James said. It still felt weird to address him like that. “Where are you going to keep him and the others?”

“Do not question me again,” Yue Feng replied sharply. “I know what I’m doing.”

The bound soldier begged and shrieked. “Please, not in the dungeons! Please don’t put me in the dungeons!”

In the meantime, a few more got caught, some of them trying to hide the wound. Surprisingly, James counted more than ten. A handful seemed resigned and even trusting of their lord, like willing sacrifices; others were begging for mercy. That was evidence enough that the conditions where they were being kept were definitely not good.

“Father,” James insisted. “Once again, do you need to keep them shackled? Why not just double the security in the dungeons but let them at least walk around in their cell.”

Yue Feng faced him, sharpness in his eyes.

“When you have your own realm, do what you want with it. This is mine, and I know how to take care of it.”

James cleared his throat. This man... Yeah, it was understandable, but he could keep them quarantined, even locked up without treating them like serial killers.

More warriors checked themselves. More than a dozen had been found with the wound, and after much wailing and complaining, one by one, Yue Feng bound them all.

Yue Feng’s eyes swept over James and the girls. His voice, though quieter now, left no room for argument.

“You four—go back to your quarters. Do not leave. You did well in finding out about Wei's betrayal, but I will not risk losing you. Take care of each other. Stay put until I summon you.”

James clenched his jaw. He hated being benched, but the night’s events had shown just how dangerous the Serpent Lord’s influence was. The masked warriors, the portals, Guo Wei’s betrayal—it was all escalating too fast. And if Yue Feng thought they were at risk, he wasn’t going to argue.

Lanlan placed a gentle hand on his arm. “Let’s go,” she murmured.

Mei Lin sighed, flicking one of her tails. “I suppose we don’t have much choice.”

Sarah stretched her arms above her head. “This isn’t right.”

“Has anyone seen where the servants are being kept?” James asked. “What are the conditions?”

“It’s in the dungeons,” Lanlan added. “But access has been barred.”

James thought that the least they could do was visit the prisoners. He could only hope, with very little hope, that they were at least being treated right.

And the insanity of the night was making him shudder. He’d killed people. Sarah had too.

“Guys,” Mei Lin said. “By the way, you may want to see this.”

“Huh?” James turned.

She extracted a torn and crumpled sheet of paper from her pocket.

“You found it!” Lanlan exclaimed.

They gathered under the light. James and Lanlan examined it closely.

“It’s a secret technique...” James said, narrowing his eyes. “A technique... she used to control the souls of men and beasts. It is... the goal of her every step, a world for her to be...”

“She wants to take over the whole world?” Sarah asked with a narrowed eye.

“Seems like it,” Lanlan said. “And this technique... There’s like a poem attached to it.”

“A poem?” James asked. “What’s this? An Evil Slam Poetry Competition?”

Lanlan narrowed her eyes, examining the sheet. “It’s about some kind of stem of darkness...”

She cleared her throat and began to recite it.

“The serpent crawls up through the tree,

Sharp fangs bite the heart of a child,

And the wound in his mind is reviled,

A stem is alive in my fangs,

my stem is the mind of it all, of the dark within.

The dark cannot live without mind,

and the mind is within.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” James asked, shaking his head. Whatever it was, it made a shiver crawl up his spine. Creepy.

“Stem...” Lanlan said, her ears shifting forward. “Well, there’s a serpent, a fang, a serpent’s fang that bites the chest... Could it be the knife? The knife’s cursed. But... it’s kind of obvious.”

“What about the stem?”

“Maybe like a hive mind!” Sarah raised her voice. “I guess it’s something like that. Isn’t it? Someone stabs with the knife, and his brain joins some kind of hive, waiting to be triggered.”

“Should we get the knife, then?” James said. “I think if we get the knife, they can’t create more zombies. Unless they build another one, which I hope is not easy for them. Or what if the knife controls the zombies?”

Sarah sighed. “Much to think about. Now... I think... we should heal our wounds and eat something.”

James remembered he had a literal wound on his arm. The qi infusion did wonders to keep it at bay, but he definitely needed the girls to help him heal.

“Why not just take a nap?” Mei Lin asked.

“Heal better on a full stomach,” Sarah said. “Come on. I’m making spring rolls when we get back. I need something normal after all of this.”

That earned her a tired chuckle from James. “Yes! We’re doing that. We need spring rolls!”

With that, they left the building, making their way through the winding palace gardens. The tension in the air was still thick. Guards stood at rigid attention at every corner, their eyes sharp, their hands resting on their weapons.


Chapter 17 - Closeness

––––––––

The days passed in a strange lull. The attacks had stopped—for now—but tension still clung to the palace like a storm waiting to break. The wards were being rebuilt, half the staff remained in the dungeons, and Guo Wei was still missing.

Despite the looming danger, there were moments of quiet—pockets of normalcy where they could breathe.

And still, they needed time to rest and recover.

Tonight was one of those moments.

After a grueling day of training, James, Sarah, and Lanlan collapsed onto the large bed, bodies warm and limbs tangled together in exhaustion. Sarah draped an arm lazily over James’s chest while Lanlan spooned against him, his arm wrapped around her neck.

Across the room, Mei Lin lay on the other, smaller bed. She had grown even closer to them and was becoming much more honest and open about her expectations. They’d tease each other about her joining the Triumvirate, and she suspiciously kept staying the night, claiming she was too exhausted to walk the two miles to her own building.

But no one dared make it official. There was still unspoken tension between them all.

James cracked one eye open.

Mei Lin’s ears twitched, her tails shifting restlessly. She peeked toward them—then quickly looked away, feigning disinterest.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out what was happening.

Fox spirits were naturally affectionate, drawn to warmth and closeness. She wanted to be near them. That much was clear.

And yet, she was holding back.

James sighed, remembering how things had started. Sarah had hesitated at first too, but Lanlan had innocently encouraged them to make a cuddle puddle. Now... it was happening again.

Things had once fallen into place, almost involuntarily.

Lanlan shifted, turning just slightly to meet James’s gaze, eyes twinkling with mischief and ears shifting excitedly. Sarah sighed, and through the bond, James felt something unexpected. She was not only accepting... She was excited, as if preparing to do something pleasant and unexpected.

“James,” Sarah murmured, her voice barely above a whisper. She glanced toward Mei Lin’s bed, then back at him. She smiled fondly. “I think it’s time.”

James studied her. “Hey, do it for you—not for me, not for her.”

Sarah’s lips curved into a soft smile. “I want this, J. Maybe even more than you do.”

She wasn’t asking for permission.

Sarah turned over, facing the other bed.

“Psst.”Mei Lin’s ears twitched, her entire body stiffening. “...I wasn’t staring.”

Sarah groaned, rolling onto her side. “You totally were.”

Mei Lin huffed, her tails fluffing up in embarrassment.

Lanlan giggled, patting the empty space beside them. “Come on, Mei Lin. We know you want to.”

Sarah smirked. “It’s just cuddling. We don’t bite.”

Mei Lin hesitated—then, with an exaggerated sigh, pushed off the smaller bed and padded over. She flopped down onto the edge, arms crossed, trying to look indifferent. But the way her tails curled happily betrayed her.

“Fine,” she muttered. “But if someone drools on me, I’m leaving.”

Lanlan wrapped an arm around her. “No promises.”

James chuckled and closed his eyes.

Slowly, the room settled into peace.

Yeah, he thought as sleep pulled him under. Mei Lin isn’t sleeping in that small bed anymore.

***

James woke first, blinking against the early light filtering through the silk curtains. The weight of Sarah’s head rested on his shoulder, her breath warm against his collarbone. Lanlan was curled up against his side, fingers loosely intertwined with his. Mei Lin’s tails draped over them all like a soft, living blanket, their silken strands twitching slightly as she stirred.

He smiled.

Moments like these—when the weight of the attacks and the arcane demonic danger that chased them faded into the background—felt surreal. As if they had stepped into a dream where the only things that mattered were each other.

James, Sarah, and Lanlan exchanged gentle kisses as they stirred. Then  he moved to the edge of the bed.

Today was going to be a great day, no matter what.

“Alright, girls, it’s one of those days. I’m cooking today.”

After a few minutes, James stood at the stove, flipping slices of pork belly as they sizzled in their own fat. The rich, savory smell filled the kitchen, mixing with the buttery scent of scrambled eggs cooking in the next pan. He stirred them absently, breaking up the soft curds.

Sarah and Lanlan were already seated at the table, sleepily sipping tea. The plates clinked as James set the food down, and they all dug in.

By mid-morning, they were back to training.

The trees shifted, as if startled by the qi formation beneath them.

James, Sarah, and Lanlan stood in a loose triangle, their hands hovering on each other’s shoulders as they cycled their qi through. They held on for a few seconds as they settled the shared energy. James directed the surplus power  he had received into his dantian, cycling it softly through and back into his body, ready to use it.

They let go and each took a more relaxed stance. James flexed his knees and lifted his hands, keeping them relaxed in front of him as he faced the wooden mannequin before him.

Beside him, Lanlan inhaled deeply; she lifted her hands, fingers splayed, and the energy coalesced like a golden veil of light—a powerful shield capable of defending them against projectiles.

James clenched his fists, moving energy from his dantian into his shoulders and arms. Every muscle waxed stronger—like he was the edge of an explosion about to go off. He lunged toward the wooden mannequin and punched through it.

The wood exploded, shards flying into the air.

James exhaled sharply, shaking out his hand.

Now this was what he trained for.

Sarah grinned. She reached for a massive boulder—easily four feet in diameter—and lifted it with one arm as if it were weightless. With a flick of her wrist, she tossed it into the air, then leapt up, catching it mid-fall.

Then, she slammed it down.

The rock hit the ground like a meteor, shaking the entire garden. Leaves rustled, some falling from the trees as it lodged halfway into the earth.

And then, Mei Lin stepped closer.

She had been watching from the sidelines, her tails curled neatly behind her. Now, she tilted her head. “Your Triumvirate is the dream of any cultivator. You’re increasing your power faster than anyone. Your relationship is incredibly wholesome. You have any idea how lucky you guys are?”

James wiped sweat from his forehead, shaking his head. “You’ve helped us grow stronger.”

“It’s still incredible. You guys are incredibly lucky, I’ve said it before.”

Sarah smirked, hands on her hips. “Alright, girlfriend, we’ve had enough with your hints. Ready to join the club or not?”

James watched Mei Lin carefully. She had been dancing around the idea for days now, and straight up discussed it, hesitating just at the edge. But still, nothing happened. Were they just afraid of the touchy subject of sex? Which they’d discussed before, quite openly.

Sarah rolled her shoulders. “And... we have other reasons. Not just... going through with all our fantasies and whims and being true to our hearts. There’s another very good reason. Just think about it: how much stronger we’d be with a fox in the mix?”

Mei Lin flicked her tails, feigning indifference. “I would boost your energy flow.” Her voice turned playful. “And it is nice to be appreciated.”

Her eyes gleamed with mischief, but there was something else beneath it.

Was it really the time? There was much dancing around what it really took to start the process.

She had gotten quite close. They were basically cuddling at night. There was a big difference between cuddling and starting a Multiple Cultivation ritual... but that had definitely been a step in the right direction.

She blushed, looking down and licking her lips. Sarah and Lanlan looked at him as if he were the one to finally call the shots.

But it looked like nothing was ever gonna happen without him.

“Mei Lin,” James said. “On behalf of the girls. Wanna try and see if... you know? Our energies match?”

“Oh yes!” Mei Lin said, jumping on her tiptoes.

“Then,” James declared, “let’s do it, let’s go all the way, have a lot of fun, grow stronger, and become the first to do this, ever. In history. Triumvirates were the last big things; now, our Quad cultivation will be legendary.”

“I’m super down!” Mei Lin said, a glimmer in her eyes and her fangs popping out, tails whirling in excitement. “So, that means we can start the rituals. What should I do?”

Sarah cleared her throat. “Okay, that’s a bit of a spicy story.”

“So,” Mei Lin blinked. “You guys just jumped into sex from the start?”

“Pretty much,” Sarah said.

“It really wasn’t like that,” James said. “There was quite a bit of context and sexual tension between us before.”

“If this isn’t sexual tension,” Sarah added, “I don’t know what is.”

“Well, yeah,” James said. “But...”

“There’s still a bit of awkwardness,” Lanlan said. “Maybe because Sarah did feel jealous sometimes and James felt guilty for making her jealous.”

Sarah and James exchanged glances. Well, she wasn’t wrong. They definitely had to break through that awkwardness. The three of them wanted it. But how?

Sarah grinned. “Well, to be fair, just like now, the sexual tension was through the roof, though... there are some inhibitions we have to pass through. I guess last time James and I didn’t have a relationship. We’re both used to that—just being loyal. Now that we’re already loyal, it kinda feels weird. How to make it unweird? That’s the big question.”

James cleared his throat.

“Yes!” Lanlan said. “Darling, you look like you’ve got a brilliant idea. What have you planned?”

James wouldn’t call it brilliant. It was an idea, and it sounded extra fun.

James grinned. “We’re busy, aren’t we? I wouldn’t mind relaxing first.” He stretched, rolling his shoulders. “A hot spring sounds great right about now.”

Sarah shot him a suspicious look. “You mean the hot springs? The ones that are super off-limits right now?”

“Well, I was thinking...” James looked at her with a conspiratorial smile. "What's another sneaking out gonna do? It felt weird the first time around, but now it always works out for us.”

Mei Lin let out an exasperated sigh. “They’re heavily warded. If we go, we need to mask our qi signatures completely.”

Lanlan’s grin widened. “Easy.”

“So?” James said with a wink. “What do you say we all do it now?”

“Let’s do it!” Lanlan said with a fanged grin.

Without hesitation, she stepped into position, and the others moved around her, placing their hands on her shoulders. Their combined energy pulsed outward, wrapping around them like a cloak. She pulled out her hairpin and traced a golden arc in the air.

The space before them rippled, splitting open to reveal a shimmering portal—mist curling at its edges, carrying the scent of mountain air and mineral-rich water.

Without a word, they stepped through, disappearing into the mist, and the portal sealed behind them.

They stood on a wide natural terrace carved into the mountainside, thousands of feet above the valley below. Ancient pines clung to the sheer cliffs. The hot spring itself was a series of cascading pools, steam rising in lazy spirals from their turquoise waters. Natural stone formations created ridged sections, while delicate minerals had crystallized along the edges.

To the right, a massive waterfall roared down the cliff face, sending a fine mist into the air and scattering tiny rainbows in the sunlight. The water split around the hot spring pools before tumbling further down the mountainside.

Sarah let out a low whistle, taking in the view. "Okay, this was definitely worth sneaking out for."

Lanlan laughed, already slipping off her outer robe to reveal her lithe, naked body.

Sarah did the same. She had the body of a Greek goddess: giant wide hips, a tiny waist, toned legs, and very abundant breasts with dark nipples. Their beauty and the landscape behind her struck James all at once. There was so much beauty in one glimpse that he thought he should’ve been a painter instead of a coder just to capture that.

He blinked, then caught movement from the corner of his eye. Mei Lin, standing beside him, let her own clothes drop in a heap at her feet. Unlike Lanlan, who moved with casual confidence, as they knew each other’s bodies well, Mei Lin met his gaze directly, her expression full of mischief.

“So, James. I heard you’re a good swimmer?”

“Why,” James said, transfixed by her perfect female body. She even rocked her hips seductively, one hand on her own narrow waist. “I... do like to swim.”

Mei Lin moved confidently toward the edge, stretched her feet—toenails lacquered white—and dipped her toe into the water.

“Nice and warm,” she said with a contented grin, turning her back on him as if wanting him to admire her ass. And it was quite a view.

James felt a warmth in his chest that had nothing to do with the spring's steam. And, somewhere else, that reacted immediately.

But horniness was not everything. He felt their closeness, their intimacy.

It was their emotions, their care for him. He watched as they slipped into the water one by one, letting out satisfied sighs as they began to float and swim gently.

"Coming?" Lanlan called, floating peacefully near one of the stone formations. Her silver hair spread out around her like a halo in the water.

James smiled and jumped into the water. It was warm and pleasant. He swam breaststroke, finding a comfortable spot against one of the smooth rock formations. He stretched his arms; the hot water immediately began working out knots of tension he hadn't even realized he was carrying. A pleasant qi aura flowed through the water in gentle currents.

"Oh, we are definitely getting in trouble for this," Lanlan sighed happily.

Sarah stretched her arms over her head, eyes half-lidded. "Worth it."

James glanced around—the sun casting gold over the cliffs, the steam rising like a dream, and the three of them relaxed in the water, laughing quietly.

Suddenly, he felt a finger on his shoulder. He turned around, finding Mei Lin close to him.

"Race you to the waterfall and back," she said suddenly, her tails trailing through the water.

James barely had time to react before she pushed off from the rocks.

"Hey—no fair!" He launched after her, cutting through the water with strong strokes. She was fast—graceful in a way that felt almost unnatural—but he was determined.

He tilted into a front crawl, pushing himself harder. Mei Lin reached the far rocks just seconds ahead of him, laughing triumphantly.

"Alright," he panted, shaking water from his hair. "Rematch later. I wasn’t using qi."

Before she could respond, something yanked him downward.

He barely had time to register the sensation before he was submerged, opening his eyes underwater to see Sarah and Lanlan grinning up at him, their hands still locked around his ankles.

When he surfaced, coughing and spluttering, they were already giggling.

"Oh, it's on now," he growled, sending a wave of water crashing over them.

What followed was a full-blown water battle, splashes and shrieks echoing off the cliffs. Sarah called out, "Sharks and minnows! James is the shark!" before diving away.

James lunged underwater, tracking their movements. He almost caught Sarah before she twisted away at the last second, laughing. The game continued, laughter mixing with the rush of the waterfall, sunlight dancing off the rippling surface.

Then—

A sharp throat-clearing cut through their revelry.

They froze mid-splash, turning toward the edge of the pool.

One of Yue Feng’s guards stood there, arms crossed, her face caught between exasperation and shock as she realized they were all very, very naked.

"Excuse me,” the female guard said, suddenly turning around. “Please...”

Mei Lin was the first to speak. “We were just—”

The guard sighed, rubbing her temples. “My lords and ladies... if Lord Yue Feng finds out, we’re all in a cage.” She inhaled slowly. “I’ll pretend I saw nothing. But you’d better be out of that water soon.”

A reluctant sigh passed between them.

It was fun while it lasted.

But they still had the rest of the day ahead.

***

James settled onto his cushion. His muscles and mind felt as if he’d dropped a massive weight behind.

Lanlan soon emerged from the kitchen, carrying a tray with a teapot and cups, and proceeded to pour the tea.

“Hey,” Lanlan said, looking at Mei Lin. “Let’s go in and make some congee!”

“I don’t cook!” Mei Lin said.

“It’s your turn!” Lanlan said. “Sarah’s taking a break.”

Mei Lin sighed in hesitation, noisily drinking her tea before setting it on the table and moving toward the kitchen.

That was when Sarah’s eyes drifted toward him, and she leaned closer.

“So... lover boy. I saw your reaction when you looked at Mei Lin,” she whispered, keeping a mysterious glint in her eye. "She's getting to you, isn't she?"

James sighed. “Come on, babe, we discussed this already."

"Oh, yes we did, but that won’t let you get away from this conversation. Please. The way you kept glancing at her tails? And her... tail...”

“Sarah,” James said, narrowing his eyes.

“It’s okay!” Sarah said. “I swear. And she's ready." Sarah nudged him playfully. "I know you're all hesitant and stiff because of me. I swear it’s okay, you know. She's... different than I expected. I... like her too."

“You aren’t testing me, are you?” She had a bit of that in her. Despite openly inviting Mei Lin, and even the bond that linked them, James couldn’t help thinking she wanted to test him.

“I know every thought that pops into that mind of yours,” she said, placing a hand on his forehead. “And to be honest, Yue Xia won. I love her. She’s awesome, and we need her. All I want to make sure of is that you’ll always love me equally.”

“You know how I feel about you, babe. I’m crazy for you, and I’ll always be.”

“And...”

Well, there was no coming back.

“I’ll treat all of you equally and make sure you all are happy.”

“I like that commitment you’ve shown so far. I want that to continue— even more. I expect you to surprise me!”

Suddenly, a sharp knock seemed to reverberate through the room. They all exchanged glances, but Sarah walked to the door and opened it just slightly. It took a second before she opened it fully, revealing the Dragon of the Eastern Peaks.

"Please," Lanlan said from the kitchen, gesturing to the prepared cushion. "Join us."

The Dragon took a measured step, armor clanking as he moved, then settled down, accepting the tea Lanlan offered with a nod. "I come bearing both thanks and grave news," he began, his deep voice resonating with concern. "Your discovery of Guo Wei's activities saved countless lives. The zombie spell he was using to infect the servants... we've traced its origin."

Mei Lin's tails twitched with interest as she sipped her tea. "We read about it in the Analects. We found a page that had been cut off."

"Yes, what you read and more. Lady Black Serpent's technique, as we suspected," the Dragon said darkly. "And I found more information on her. She was sealed away by the previous Jade Emperor himself, but somehow, Hong Yaoshi made contact with her."

“Contact as in Ouija board stuff?” Sarah asked. “Or did he go and shake hands, share drinks?”

“I don’t know what that first thing is,” the Dragon replied. “But... it is safe to describe it as both standing in the same room, with prison bars keeping them apart. At least that’s what I’ve managed to gather.”

"What exactly is she?" Lanlan asked, her golden eyes intent.

The Dragon hesitated. “Honestly, more goddess than demon. A dark goddess. Her ambition was nothing less than total dominion over all realms." He paused, his expression grim. "She sought to create a vast mind, connecting all beings under her will. Imagine it—trillions of souls, all thinking as one, all serving her purpose. The previous Jade Emperor stopped her, but at great cost."

James set down his tea, his earlier relaxation forgotten. "And now the Serpent Lord and Guo Wei are trying to... what, help her break out of prison?"

"Worse," the Dragon replied. "We've confirmed that the Serpent Lord himself has traveled to forbidden realms seeking her power. He believes he can control it, use it for his own ends." He shook his head slowly. "But Lady Black Serpent's influence cannot be controlled. It spreads like a poison, corrupting everything it touches. If she fully leaves her prison..."

“So let me get this straight,” James said. “She wants an entire universe that works like those freaky zombified allies? Not to mention the demented zoo of death. That’s her endgame?”

“Pretty much,” the Dragon said.

“Messed up. She wants a puppet universe,” Sarah said. “Everything and everyone, just extensions of her consciousness. That’s... creepy. Wow. It’s also kind of epic. We’re the MCs now! We have to stop this.”

“Yeah, because if we don’t, it’s a big fuckup for the universe,” James said.

The Dragon nodded gravely. “Listen... Are we exaggerating? Perhaps. But we know she’s powerful. We know she can control minds. If what the ancient texts say is correct and not an exaggeration, she will fight until the mortal realm, the spirit realm, even the celestial courts—all would fall under her dominion. The universe itself would become nothing more than her playground, every soul a mere puppet dancing to her whims.”

The Dragon let out a long sigh. “We need your help. All of you. What's coming... it will take everything we have to stop it. And this Serpent Lord will target you. Be ready when they come. We weren't available last time.”

“Have you checked the Jade Serpent Lord's realm?” James asked. “His palace?”

“He's got a few cultivators there, but most of his clan is secluded along with him in the confines of the Spirit Realm. The ones you fought... unfortunately, couldn’t even be recognized from their charred bones. We don't even know if they were his own soldiers. But the fact that they preserved their skills even as mind-controlled slaves raises a lot of alarms.”

“We will be ready to fight,” James said. “But aside from that... how can we help each other win?”

“You are all wise. You’ll find a way. Have you read Sun Tzu?”

James and Sarah had read it for business purposes, but a single quote came to his mind.

Appear weak when you are strong, and strong when you are weak.


Chapter 18 -  Masterplan

––––––––

The next day, the garden rang with laughter. Sarah and Mei Lin wrestled on the grass, their training session having long since devolved into playful chaos. Mei Lin’s tails flicked through the air as she dodged Sarah’s grasp, only to be caught in a swift grapple that sent them both tumbling.

“Come on, girlfriend!” Sarah taunted, trying to pin her down. “Foxes are supposed to be way more slippery than that!”

“I just slipped out of your grip,” Mei Lin shot back, twisting free with nimble footwork.

Sarah smirked. “Oh yeah? You’ll see!” With a sudden leap, she tackled Mei Lin onto the soft grass. Mei Lin squirmed, trying to shift away, but Sarah caught her by the back and delivered a playful smack to her rear.

Mei Lin let out an indignant squeak, her tails whipping as she twisted out of Sarah’s grip. She rolled away, but Sarah was relentless, lunging after her in another quick grapple. They tumbled together, breathless and grinning.

James watched from beneath a flowering plum tree, his head resting in Lanlan’s lap as she idly ran her fingers through his hair. She had just finished giving him a massage, one of her very good ones.

Lanlan’s fingers hesitated briefly before continuing their absentminded strokes. “You’re thinking too hard again.”

James smirked without opening his eyes. “You know me too well.”

“Obviously.”

He let out a long sigh. “We need to come up with a strategy, you know. Things seem calm, but...”

Before he could continue, the sound of approaching footsteps broke the moment. He felt Lanlan tense before he even opened his eyes.

Dan emerged from the garden path, his silver hair loose, one hand resting near the hilt of his sword. He did that a lot nowadays. It was a habit that never failed to put James on edge.

The lighthearted atmosphere vanished in an instant.

James sat up. Sarah and Mei Lin had already stopped their sparring, watching Dan warily.

Dan met James’s gaze, then glanced briefly at the others. “I need a word with you, brother.”

James exchanged a quick look with Lanlan before rising to follow Dan to a quieter corner of the

garden. The moment they were out of earshot, Dan exhaled sharply. “It’s happening again. The attacks at night. No doubt it’s the Serpent Lord himself.” His voice was low and urgent. James knew many of those details well. “He’s choosing his targets carefully. The wards have made him more insidious, but he’s still finding ways to infect as many people as possible.”

James frowned. “He’s still slipping past the guards? Even with ten guards every few square meters?”

Dan’s grip on his weapon tightened. “He moves through the shadows, preying on anyone who’s alone. If he gets to them, that’s it. It’s done.” His jaw clenched. “We had to lock up another group of my father’s cultivators. And my own men...” He swallowed hard. “I lost three of my best scouts last week. We found them in the morning. They had all slept alone. And every single one of them woke up with the wound.”

James felt his stomach twist. “Why the hell didn’t you tell us sooner? This has been happening all around us, and no one says a thing?”

Dan’s expression darkened. “Information doesn’t flow freely here. And...” He cast a glance back toward the others—toward Lanlan, who was watching them with quiet concern. “I needed to figure out how to protect her. How to protect all of you. If this keeps going, it won’t just be my soldiers at risk. It’ll be my family. My clan.”

James exhaled sharply. “Look. We’ve fought him before. We beat him back once, and we’ll do it again.”

Dan shook his head grimly. “You don’t understand.” His voice dropped lower. “Have you heard about the demonic creatures he’s been in contact with?”

“Oh yes, we’ve done our research, man. So what? Aren’t you millennial cultivation masters? Have you got a plan?”

But this information, knowing that he was still out there, attacking almost desperately, but still there... changed things.

“That is beside the point. We'll need to be careful,” the hunter continued. “He has deceived us before, showing that he was weak when he was stronger. We must stay together. Watch each other's backs. He's strong, but he's also a coward—he won't attack groups. Not yet, anyway. But maybe there is a way to catch him.”

James nodded, his mind already testing out plans to keep his loved ones safe.

“What, raid his castle, burn it down?” James asked.

“No,” Dan said, fangs displayed in his mouth. “I want to trick him, to set a trap for him.”

“How?” James shrugged. “You want us to bait him? Make him come to us? You and me? That’s why you wanted to speak alone?”

Dan lowered his voice, his eyes swinging toward James’s wives and Mei Lin.

“I don't want them to know of the plan unless you're one hundred percent behind me. I want us to do it alone. I don't want to risk my sister, and I don't think any of the local cultivators will be able to pull it off. But if they can help, that’d be even better.”

“I see your point,” James said. “But what do we have in mind?”

Dan took a deep breath, then let it all out.

“We go out on a hunt, one of us keeps watch, and lets ourselves get attacked. Then we corner him.”

James nodded. It made sense, but hadn’t anyone tried that before? For an instant, a possibility crossed his mind. What if Dan was actually a traitor trying to get him to lower his guard?

It wasn’t likely, but, well, it was good to consider every possibility.

“Hasn’t it been tried before?” James asked.

“My hunters are weak, and it doesn’t make sense to send cultivators out there. He’d probably suspect. I'm a hunter. You’re my brother-in-law. It makes more sense for us to sneak out for a hunt, and both of us are strong enough.”

“I see,” James said, thoughtful. “Well, I’m willing to give it a try.”

“Good.” The hunter gripped James's shoulder. “And Brother James? Don't let my sister out of your sight. Any of them. You know what that asshole thinks of her.”

“I know, Dan. And it’s the first thing on my mind, don’t forget.”

Dan looked down at the ground, as if considering whether this was a good idea.

“I’ll have to tell them our plan, though,” James said. “We may need them to work this out in case things go well. Lanlan can open portals, and her spirit binds will come in handy.”

“Fine,” Dan said, and finally turned around to leave.

James sighed, his mind racing through possibilities. So the Serpent Lord was still trying to do his thing and choosing his victim. James wasn’t really scared of him. He remembered snapping that liver. To be honest, and despite not being interested in killing, even in this jurisdiction, with all the deaths that had happened recently, all the pain, he wouldn’t object to putting him down for good.

James turned back toward his companions. The three of them rushed toward him.

“I take it that something serious is going on?” Sarah asked, brushing loose strands of hair from her face.

“That serpent nutcase is still out there,” James said through gritted teeth. “Coming into the Jade Moon Realm, stabbing people, and only going for those who are alone.”

Sarah frowned. “So what, we just never separate? Not a hard thing to do.”

James shook his head. “Actually, we want to do the opposite. We do more than that. We set a trap.”

Lanlan gasped. “You two want to bait him?”

James nodded, lowering his voice. “That’s the plan. Your brother and I will pretend to go on a night hunt. Camp out in the open, away from the palace, somewhere he’d feel comfortable enough to strike. Make sure people know that we’re camping alone. We either don’t tell your dad, or, I don’t know, I guess Dan would handle that.”

Sarah grinned, rolling her shoulders. “Lure out the asshole to give him another beating? I’m in. But where do we exactly come into the plan?”

“Alright,” James said. “This is my draft, so to say. Dan and I will pretend to be asleep. He’ll come and try to stab either of us.”

Mei Lin’s blue eyes narrowed. “And what happens when he does?”

James looked to Lanlan. “We try to corner him. That’s where you come in. You will be awake too, attentive to our bond. I will send clear signals. When that moment comes, you open a portal and come to our aid.”

Sarah leaned back, crossing her arms. “I love the idea! Can’t wait to choke him out again! But what if he realizes it’s a trap and doesn’t take the bait?”

James exhaled. “Then we lose nothing; we think it through and try something else.”

Silence fell over the group as they all processed the plan.

Mei Lin’s tails twitched, a thoughtful expression on her face. “It’s dangerous,” she finally said. “But... it could work.”

Lanlan, however, didn’t look convinced.

“Do you realize how much you’re risking?” Her voice was calm—too calm. “You’ll be in his grasp, completely exposed. If he stabs you before I can react, we could lose you. You understand that, right?”

James met her eyes. “I do.”

She searched his expression, her lips pressing into a thin line.

Finally, she sighed, her shoulders sagging. “Then I’m coming too.”

Mei Lin crossed her arms. “That’s risky. What if he’s stronger than we expect? What if we can’t fight him off?”

James met her gaze. “We’ve dealt with him before. I admit we should prepare in case he’s powered up, but that’s why we don’t go in unprepared.” He paused. “We can admittedly power up before it happens.”

Sarah’s fist rammed against her own palm. “So much waiting! So much back and forth! Let’s just do it!” Her eyes drifted toward Mei Lin. “Like we’ve planned.”

Lanlan’s ears perked up, and she looked at the foxgirl. “We've been feeling it, haven't we? The closer we sync, the stronger we get. And it’s... natural. You’re already attuning to us just by being around so much. Haven’t you guys been guessing what Mei Lin is thinking?”

“I mean, she doesn’t exactly hide her body language,” James added.

“So,” Mei Lin said excitedly. “Can I join? Can I do the rituals?”

“I think... and I’m not one hundred percent sure, but that’s basically what the ritual begins with... just raw, unfettered desire. Which... in my experience, would mean we have to do a foursome, by the way,” Sarah said. “And not half-heartedly. It has to be born of pure desire and affection, and... James has to recycle our yin energy.”

“But...” Mei Lin said, lifting a finger.

“But,” Lanlan prompted gently, already knowing what was to come.

Mei Lin lowered her head, tails flickering nervously, ears perking up. “There’s one step I want to take first. Before we dive into the depths of our desire.” Her eyes swung toward him. “I want you... I want you, James. Ever since I met you, I want this, this unity, this... great family that you have. I want it for myself. It’s not just that Yue Xia tried to... how do you call it, brainwash you into letting me in. I feel it’s amazing. It feels weird to just jump into a four-way ritual without having that connection first with you. Besides, this is how I enjoy things, as a fox spirit, you know. I’ve said it a million times. I’m... a fox. It feels great to have food all to myself where I can be as wild as possible. It's liberating. And then, just after I have you all for myself, I'll make sure to settle seamlessly into your quad.”

Sarah smiled, pressing a kiss to James's cheek. “She’s a smart fox,” she whispered, earning a playful tail flick from Mei Lin.

“So,” Sarah said with a mischievous grin, “fair enough. Rent him out for the night, and let’s just let it flow.”

Lanlan’s fingers tapped against her thigh. “Another thing, it hasn’t even been done in history. And... our Triumvirate took an entire lunar month.”

“Not exactly,” Sarah said, an excited glint in her eye. “We started powering up the moment we began the ritual. The end of the lunar month just settled it in stone.”

James nodded. “Exactly. Our Triple Cultivation bond made us powerful from the start.”

Then, he paused, scratching his chin.

“One thing I've always wondered,” James said thoughtfully. “Are we really so unique? Polygamy is basically the norm here. People do dual cultivation and stuff. But was a Triumvirate Cultivation array so rare that it didn't happen in thousands of years? I find it hard to believe.”

“As far as we know,” Lanlan said, “I think most of them missed the alignment part. They were either forced cauldrons or respectful relationships between a lord and lady in a more subservient position. Power flowed one way. Plus, our alleged past life connections played a role.”

“Well,” James said, “let's see if we can break our own record and make a perfect harmonious quadrilateral of love.”

“I'm all in!” Mei Lin exclaimed through her nose, but her tails swayed. “I’m all in! But you know my terms and conditions! This is gonna be serious! It’s a real commitment!”

Sarah narrowed her eyes, nudging James with a playful elbow.

“Now you, lover boy, don’t be making excuses. Give her the experience of a lifetime, and she’s ours forever.”

James sighed. He wasn’t one to brag, but deep down, yeah, he was one hundred percent in.


Chapter 19 - ♥Favorite Place♥

James felt anticipation in his stomach.

Lanlan and Sarah’s bond shone through; it encouraged him. They all loved Mei Lin and wanted her by their side.

And he wanted her too. He’d stared at her, admired her beauty and strength for days, keeping those desires buried. Having her would be like letting a lion loose over a pack of zebras.

Lanlan had made a portal for her first, leading into the forest. It was, after all, Mei Lin’s favorite place, and tonight, the sky was clear, with a hundred stars and even the arms of the Milky Way in full view.

Then, Lanlan made a pathway for James. He didn’t hesitate, passing through the portal.

Mei Lin was waiting for him, her orange hair loose and a lantern in her hand. She wore a light robe that matched her hair, no cleavage this time, with a golden band under her abundant bosom, traditional makeup accentuating the beauty of her eyes and deep cherry on her lips.

She smiled at him, her eyes wide and eager.

“Come!” she said, guiding him up the mountain. “I’ll show you my favorite spot.”

Sensations and desire surged through his body.

He reached for her wrist; she turned softly. He leaned in, and she reciprocated, closing her eyes as their lips touched for a first kiss between the two. Her lips were soft and eager, taking the initiative, kissing his lower and upper lip, her fangs gazing them both.

Her eyes snapped open and she inched closer to him, pressing her body toward his; his hands reached for her waist. She was definitely a good kisser, pacing herself at first, teasing, enjoying him.

Then, she abruptly let go, turning around.

Her nine tails swayed gently as she gazed at the stars, their orange and white fur catching the moonlight like fresh snow. She smiled, a tender expression he'd never seen before. “I want to know you, James. Really know you. Not as a cultivation partner or a fellow warrior, but as...” She blushed slightly, her tails twitching. “As someone who makes my heart race when he enters a room.”

He answered by drawing her close, pressing his forehead to hers. They stood like that for a long moment, sharing breath, sharing space, his heart beating way faster. Her hands found their way to his chest, resting over his heart. His arms encircled her waist, holding her as if she were precious.

When their lips met again, it felt like coming home. The kiss was soft, tender, full of promise and unspoken feelings. Her tails wrapped around them both as if she wanted to keep him close.

♥♥♥

James felt Mei Lin's multiple fox tails tense up and then relax. A soft sigh escaped her lips, melting against his.

“I've waited so long,” she whispered against his mouth, her voice carrying the faintest tremor. Her fox ears flicked forward, attuned to his every breath, his every heartbeat.

James ran his fingers through her orange hair. “Do you have any idea how hot you are?”

Mei Lin's icy blue eyes, luminous with the lantern at her feet, gazed up at him like pools of longing.

“Thanks for the compliment,” she said softly. “You’re a true lover boy, and I really want to try you, because I want you more than you'll ever know.”

One of her tails brushed against his hand as another wound around his leg. “I'll show you,” she whispered, her voice deepening with desire.

Her pale fingers moved to the silk sash at her waist. Slowly, Mei Lin loosened the knot of her robe. The fabric parted like water, and James gave her a hand, slowly pulling her collar open, revealing first a sliver of moonlit skin, then more. James's breath caught as she let the garment slip from her shoulders, revealing sensual cleavage.

He'd admired her body that day at the springs, abundant, juicy breasts with pink buds waiting to be pleased.

James kissed her cheek, then her chin, going down to her collarbone and beyond.

She gasped as James slowly moved to caress one breast with his fingers and the other with his lips.

Her breath heightened, and in a swift motion, she let her entire robe fall to the ground, pooling around her feet in a whispering cascade.

“Oops,” she said with a mischievous wink, tensing her body.

James grinned. He couldn't resist. He pulled her closer, kissing her lips, tongue diving in as his hands caressed her tight, round ass.

“James,” she whispered, pushing him back with one finger. “Let. Me. Please. You...”

She leaned in, her deep red tongue darting out to half-kiss, half-lick his pectorals.

In an instant, Mei Lin sank to her knees before him, her tails fanning out behind her like flames against the forest floor, and her icy blue eyes fixed on his. Her nimble fingers worked at the fastenings of his robes.

James gasped as she freed him from his constraints, his shaft popping out, as hard as stone. Her eyes, gleaming with mischief and desire, fixed on his cock, mouth wide open as if she’d just found a treasure. She leaned forward, her breath warm against his most sensitive flesh.

“Mei Lin,” he whispered.

She smiled up at him. “Let me show you what three centuries of desire feels like.”

When her lips finally wrapped around him, his hand instinctively moved to steady himself, fingers threading through her light red hair, coming to rest between her fox ears. The soft fur twitched beneath his palm as she took him deeper, her skilled mouth drawing pleasure from him in waves that matched the rhythm of her movements.

“Mmmm...” she hummed, taking a break, looking pleased with herself, as if enjoying a dessert she loved. “I can finally eat in peace!”

She got back to work, bobbing her head in a crescendo, taking him deeper and faster each time, incredibly fast, eyes fixed on his. The sensations were wild, and he was mesmerized by the view. Mei Lin's black-tipped ears flicked with pleasure as she worked, her eyes half-lidded but never leaving his face. Such a cute, adorable face, fox ears and all, eating him like a wild animal, was driving him crazy.

When she felt him close to the edge, she let go with a wet pop, planting feather-light kisses that made his legs tremble. Each time he neared the edge, she sensed it, slowing her pace to draw out his pleasure until he was breathing in ragged gasps.

“Mei Lin,” he groaned, his fingers tightening in her hair. “Fuck, this is amazing.”

She licked his entire shaft and winked. “I know the girls love to eat out. I wanted to show you who’s got the most lethal technique.”

That was not his call. The three of them were amazing in their own way.

“But... we can maybe have a competition one day,” Mei Lin said with a wicked grin.

And then, she started again. She took him deeper still, her movements unhurried yet relentless.

With one final, lingering caress of her tongue, Mei Lin released him, rising to her feet. Her eyes, glowing in the moonlight, held his gaze as her hand reached for his shaft.

“Come,” she whispered.

She turned, her nine tails swaying hypnotically behind her as she led him deeper into the bamboo grove. James followed, entranced by the way moonlight played across her naked form, silvering the curves of her hips and ass.

When she reached a soft mound of fallen leaves, she turned to face him, her expression both vulnerable and hungry.

Mei Lin sank onto the autumn bed, her tails fanning out around her like flames against the leaves. She reclined, propping herself on her elbows, her blue eyes never leaving his. The moonlight caressed every curve of her body, highlighting the gentle swell of her breasts, the dip of her waist, and the flare of her hips.

“James,” she whispered, parting her legs, revealing the glistening treasure between her thighs.

“You’re hot as hell, you know that, right?” he breathed, lowering himself between her legs.

Mei Lin's lips parted in anticipation, her tails rustling against the autumn leaves beneath them. James placed his hands on her knees, gently spreading them wider as he settled before her. He took his time, savoring the moment, letting his gaze travel across the landscape of her body—the gentle valley between her breasts, the soft plain of her stomach.

He began pressing kisses to her calves, moving slowly toward her inner thighs. With each kiss, he moved closer to her center, feeling her quiver beneath his lips. One of her tails curled around his shoulder, urging him closer, while another brushed against his balls.

When at last his mouth found her core, Mei Lin gasped, her back arching off the forest floor.

He lapped at her entrance, savoring the wetness. His tongue delved deeper, tasting her essence while his thumb circled the sensitive bundle of nerves above. Mei Lin writhed beneath him, her tails thrashing against the leaves, sending them scattering in crimson swirls around them.

“James,” she moaned, her voice thick with need. “I want you inside me. Now.”

He rose above her, positioning himself at her entrance.

“Look at you,” he growled, his voice rough with desire. “Spread open for me like this.”

He teased her entrance, pushing just the tip inside before withdrawing, watching her face contort with frustrated pleasure.

“Please,” she begged, her tails coiling and uncoiling around him.

“Tell me what you want,” he commanded, his voice deeper than he'd ever heard it.

“You,” she gasped. “Inside me. Deep. Hard. Please...”

James gripped her hips, his fingers digging into her soft flesh as he finally thrust forward, burying himself to the hilt in a single stroke.

Mei Lin's breasts bounced with each thrust. Her tails wrapped around his thighs, urging him deeper, setting a rhythm that matched the thundering of their hearts.

“Yes,” she gasped, her voice breaking as he drove into her. “Just like that.”

James recognized the signs of her approaching climax—the flush spreading across her chest, the quickening of her breath, the way her blue eyes lost focus.

“Come for me,” he commanded, his voice rough with desire. “Let me see you come.”

“James!" she gasped, her back arching off the bed of leaves. Her tails stiffened, the fur standing on end as pleasure coursed through her body. Her fingernails dug into his shoulders.

And James felt her qi ripple. His own qi flow caught hers, both of them uniting, shifting in between each other with ecstatic power.

He didn't slow his pace, driving her through her orgasm and beyond. Their power grew, his own surmounting to a massive crescendo, and when his body couldn’t hold it in anymore, he pulled all of their mutual energy inside his body, recirculating his qi.

“Turn around,” he commanded. Mei Lin obeyed swiftly, passing her legs around him, flipping around and falling on her knees. James marveled at the glorious vista: beautiful hair over her back, her tails framing a gorgeous pale ass as he dove deeper, hands pulling against her hips.

Power and pleasure surged in a crescendo, like a volcano about to explode with fire and light.

With that, he came undone. Their mutual qi circulated like a vortex, then settled, enhanced in between their bodies.

James collapsed to the side, over the mound of leaves. Mei Lin nestled back against him. Summoning all his remaining strength, he inched his head forward and kissed the nape of her neck.

His eyes closed, but in the back of his mind, he could feel his other two wives. Their emotions, their passions... their arousal. That emotion, that feeling, he knew it well. They had also climaxed in their room.

He grinned. Now, he could just hope that they’d keep welcoming Mei Lin. He’d do all that he could so that they could all get along and be happy. He was a simple man. He liked money and prosperity; yes, he loved his family; yes, and he would do anything to protect and provide for them.

A portal opened. Lanlan stepped through it, clearing her throat.

“Darling, Mei Lin...” she said. “I know this is romantic and stuff, but... please. You two can’t stay out here alone.”

Mei Lin lifted her head and gently unplugged herself from James, sitting cross-legged.

Sarah leaned behind Lanlan, still watching them from the open portal.

“Mei Lin! Be a sweetie and drag James back in. I’ll give him our special tea, and I promise we’ll have James for the rest of the night!”

“Huh?” James said, as Mei Lin was frantically heaving him up on her back. “Hey, I move... myself...”

That foxgirl was strong. She marched right through the portal and dropped him on the bed as the other two girls piled on him.

“You lover boy,” Sarah punched him in the chest. “You gave her the special treatment, didn’t you?”

“I so wish we had already bonded with you,” Lanlan said to Mei Lin. “When we all orgasm at the same time, the shared bond feels amazing! I can’t wait to feel it with a fourth person in there.”

“Really?” Mei Lin asked, her ears perking up.

“It really is out of this world!” Sarah added, holding Mei Lin’s hands.

Sarah nodded, running a hand through James’s hair.

“Now,” she said, “let’s start this process. It takes a lunar month, you know that. But our thoughts have to be completely aligned. Especially our desires.”

James managed to sit on the bed, surrounded by the girls, a cup of Sarah’s herbal mixture in his hand, which he sipped slowly. Lanlan was sitting on his lap. Both of them were wearing their pajamas. In the case of Sarah, that meant just her panties and an oversized shirt of his.

“Ready, lover boy?” Sarah asked.

James grinned, marveling at the scene.

“Let me catch a break,” he mused.

“We’ll take it slow,” Lanlan said, her ears flickering in excitement.

No restraints. Just pure emotion, love, and care.


Chapter 20 - Execution

Days passed in bliss and unity with his lovers. They shared him relentlessly, their desires melding into each other, with Mei Lin surprising the girls with her eagerness and fun. James had to try hard and summon strength reserves he didn’t know he had to keep up with his lovers.

Through their Quad Cultivation practices, James could really feel he was breaking through his plateau. The girls agreed. He felt stronger, more powerful than before, his soul sea increasing. He was sure he’d soon be able to break into Spirit Rank and discover his element.

The day of the hunt finally came.

The fading sunlight painted the mountains in hues of deep orange and crimson. James and Dan moved through the rugged terrain, bows slung over their shoulders. Lord Yue Feng wouldn't bother them; he was in on the plan.

They had been moving carefully, leaving traces of their presence without making it too obvious—broken branches, half-buried footprints, and small traces of qi meant to be just strong enough for a skilled tracker to follow.

They wanted to be found.

Dan was quiet as he walked, his eyes scanning their surroundings. He had the natural movements of a predator, his hand never straying far from his sword. His silver-white hair caught the last glimmer of sunlight, making him stand out even in the growing shadows.

The hunting session went on without major complications. James felt useless, but it was interesting to see what Dan was doing. He managed to shoot a few arrows; he wasn't half bad but definitely needed time to practice.

Dan crouched near a small clearing, studying the ground. “We’ll make camp here. Plenty of cover, but open enough that someone watching can get a clear view. He’ll feel more confident if he thinks he has the upper hand.”

James nodded, already unrolling his sleeping mat and setting up their small fire pit. They ate their rations quickly, speaking little as the sky turned indigo, stars flickering into view.

James lay back, staring at the sky. His muscles were tense despite his relaxed posture. Every part of his body was ready.

***

Hours passed.

The fire had long since died to embers, the forest bathed in cold darkness. Dan’s breathing had evened out, slow and deep, his body still wrapped under the blanket. James kept his own breath steady, pretending to sleep, or more accurately, fighting his overpowering drowsiness. How had he gotten so tired? Maybe he was growing used to the tea. A White Monster would've helped.

For a moment, he wondered if it had all been in vain. In that case, he'd have to stay awake the whole night for nothing. He had tried hard to fix his sleeping schedule during this... retreat, but it seemed inevitable again.

Then, the air shifted.

There was something out there. Someone.

James kept breathing deeply, imitating the pattern of a sleeping man. He tried to scan for qi in the distance. He didn't find it, but he felt something dark, like an oppressive negative thought trying to break through his hopes and dreams.

Suddenly, his senses screamed, his bond with Lanlan and Sarah pulsing faintly in the back of his mind, but he forced himself to remain still, he cracking his eyelids just enough to see.

A figure stood over him. Tall, cloaked in shadows, wearing a mask that reflected no light.

James didn’t move.

A dagger, slim and black as midnight, hovered inches above his chest, aimed directly at his heart meridian.

Just as it was about to punch through his skin, James rolled, the knife barely missing, grazing his shoulders.

Then, he lashed out, aiming to grab the attacker’s wrists, but the bastard was fast—inhumanly fast. James's hands closed around nothing but air. The assassin shifted like a shadow, slipping through his grasp.

A pulse of qi rippled through James’s chest, and he made sure his emotions were transferred, calling for Lanlan and Sarah.

They felt his determination. His adrenaline. His fight.

Dan leapt toward the figure, his curved sword slipping free and swinging toward the attacker’s head. But the masked figure dodged, pivoted, a round-house kick snapping Dan’s head. The hunter was thrown back in a heap.

James inched forward, trying to trap his enemy’s wrist. He almost got stabbed again, but he slipped and tried to jab at his attacker's jaw.

The masked figure slipped back.

Suddenly, a portal flared to life.

It tore through space, shimmering like blazing flame and making him flinch. Lanlan stepped through like a storm, her robes billowing, with Sarah and Mei Lin behind her.

Lanlan's hands moved in rapid succession, forming seals mid-motion.

Shimmering golden bands of qi snapped around their attacker’s legs, locking him in place.

The masked figure staggered for the first time.

James didn’t hesitate. He surged forward, his muscles coiling, ready to strike—but the bastard wasn’t done.

With a grotesque, unnatural wrenching motion, the masked man forced his bound legs apart, muscles flexing against Lanlan’s spell. The energy bands flickered, struggled—then shattered.

James barely had time to react before the masked figure lashed out again.

A flick of his wrist, and a pulse of black qi shot toward Lanlan.

She threw up a shield just in time, the dark energy colliding against it with a sharp thud. The force of it sent her skidding backward, her boots digging into the dirt.

James lunged forward. His fist shot forward in a brutal cross, aiming straight for the bastard’s ribs.

The assassin twisted just enough to avoid the worst of it, but James still landed part of the hit—a solid, crushing impact. He felt ribs give way beneath his knuckles.

And yet—no cry of pain.

James barely had time to register that thought before the assassin flicked his fingers again.

A portal tore open behind him.

He was trying to run.

“Not today, asshole,” James snarled.

Before he could move, another figure flashed through the night: Sarah.

She launched herself, moving faster than James had ever seen. Her qi-enhanced body closed the distance in a blink. She hit the assassin at full speed, tackling him from behind as she wrapped her legs around his waist in a body lock.

The force of it yanked him away from the portal, his momentum dragging them both into the dirt.

The assassin thrashed. Sarah gritted her teeth, legs snaking around his thighs. “Lanlan!" she shouted. “Seal him!"

The catgirl’s fingers blurred with magic, and a second wave of energy bands wrapped around the attacker’s arms and torso, binding him in place.

“Sarah, keep him locked down!” James yelled, charging forward.

He slammed a qi-infused kick into the assassin’s gut, a clean, rib-cracking shot.

From the other side, Sarah hooked her legs around his torso, squeezing like a vice.

And then, the assassin laughed.

James’ fist clenched. “What the hell’s so funny?”

“You think this is a victory?” the masked man rasped. He recognized his voice. It was, after all, the Serpent Lord. But he wasn't losing his temper, as they'd come to expect from him. He seemed too calm for someone who had just been taken down. His dark eyes glowed beneath the mask. “You have no idea what’s coming.”

The ground shuddered as portals burst open, vomiting forth an army of warriors with smoke coming out of their eyes.

James barely had time to react before steel flashed in the dark.

A former palace guard, still in the Jade Realm’s plate armor, and no mask, attacked with a curved dao sword.

But he was... in the dungeons... portals? Yes, that made sense. Just like Mei Lin had predicted.

“I have heard you stopped your very own father-in-law from killing them,” the Serpent Lord hissed. “Pathetic. It was easy for me to open portals and transport these men to kill you.”

James stepped back, twisting just in time to avoid the blade aimed straight for his throat. He countered with a brutal liver shot, his fist surging with qi.

The impact should have doubled the man over. Instead, he barely staggered before slashing again, just as fast.

Hong Yaoshi continued his villainous monologue, still fighting’s Sarah’s attempt at a choke. “And this is my army. My own men who decided to sacrifice their wills to our sect, and opponents, some even trained under your own banner. They are now fearless, until death, beyond death. They feel no pain. They only obey. And their command is to kill!”

James barely managed to throw himself back, the tip of the blade grazing his chest.

Sarah’s arms dug deeper, trying to get to his neck, but his muscles tensed and he managed to push himself free, once again breaking Lanlan's bands.

To his left, Sarah was already engaged again, flipping one of the mind-controlled warriors onto the ground. The moment his body hit the dirt, she dropped into a full mount, her fist hammering into his temple with enough force to break bone.

But the moment she let up—the warrior surged upward.

Sarah grunted as she barely managed to roll away in time.

Lanlan was already lashing restraints, binding another masked fighter. The warrior strained against the shimmering qi chains, face twisting—and then, impossibly, the bindings cracked. The Serpent Lord had disrupted her spell, James was sure.

Lanlan cursed. “I can’t hold them for long!” Mei Lin unsheathed her Kung Fu daggers and went straight into combat.

“Wait!” James shouted. “Some are Serpent Disciples, but some are our own people. Careful with the ones with no mask.”

Mei Lin hesitated. James knew it was hard to distinguish them in the heat of battle and in the dark woods. But they all had to do their best.

A blur of silver whirled close to James, and he dodged just in time. Another one came at James from behind, swinging low.

James whirled, just barely managing to twist his body, the enemy’s spearhead tearing through the air where his spine had been.

He retaliated fast.

Dan had recovered and was fighting like a ninja, his sword clashing, whirling, stabbing, and severing heads. Other victims had already lost arms but kept fighting as though it were just a flesh wound.

The spearman attacked again, but James slipped into his opponent’s guard, pivoting low before driving a devastating uppercut into the man’s chin. His fist, bolstered with qi, cracked against bone. The masked warrior’s head snapped back—

And then James saw it.

Through a break in the trees, past the battlefield, the palace was visible in the distance.

It was burning.

From the far edge of the mountain ridge, James could see more of the portals swallowing the palace grounds. Black-robed figures flooded into the complex, moving with mechanical precision.

Servants. Enemy disciples. Even elite cultivators from the Jade Moon realm.

People who should have been protecting the palace were tearing through it instead.

James’s stomach turned cold.

“They’re not just here to fight us,” he said grimly, stepping back as another attacker surged forward. “They’re raiding the palace.”

The Serpent Lord had perhaps moved his planned attack for today.

Lanlan’s voice rang out. “We have to—“

The words were drowned out as something cracked behind them.

James turned just in time to see him.

The Serpent Lord stood tall, his robes billowing, his masked face tilted in amusement. He barely looked concerned at all.

James clenched his fists, energy circling through his body. “Oh, no, you don’t—”

A ripple of green energy surged outward. The Serpent Lord took a step back, and a portal began to open behind him.

Lanlan thrust out her hand, golden bands snapping toward him, but he sidestepped effortlessly, his body blurring with inhuman speed.

James lunged, but the Serpent Lord was already slipping into the void.

Then, a flash of white and gold whirled behind them; Mei Lin leapt, raising her hand, flame erupting into her fist, about to slam it against the Serpent Lord's face.

“Mei Lin, wait!” James shouted.

It was too late. James saw as the man dodged Mei Lin's punch, trapped her arm, and dragged her along through the portal.

James’s breath caught. “Mei Lin!”

But there was no time.

The battle raged on, and the palace was under siege.

Sarah wiped blood from her brow. “James. We have to move.”

James set his jaw.

Lanlan’s voice was tight with urgency. “The palace. My father might be in danger.”

James looked back to the flames on the horizon.

He turned back to the swarm of enemies closing in, and his heart thundered.


Chapter 21 - Scales

James turned to Lanlan, his mind racing with the image of Mei Lin vanishing into the portal.

“We have to go after her,” he said, his voice sharp with urgency. “Tell me. Did you recognize the place beyond the portal?”

Lanlan hesitated only for a moment. Then her golden eyes hardened. “Yes. I’ve seen it before. I mean... I’ve heard it being described.”

She turned toward the distant mountains, the glow of the palace burning behind them.

“It’s the Jade Serpent Castle.”

James clenched his fists. Of course.

He didn’t care.

“I'm going.”

Dan, in the act of beheading someone, pivoted sharply, his blades dripping with blood. “Are you insane?” he snapped. “Did you see how much stronger he’s grown? This entire attack was a diversion. He just slipped an army into our realm! And you want to walk straight into his domain? We mess up now that he summoned his warriors. Imagine walking into a pit filled with thousands of his own snakes, ready to pounce on you.”

“Yes. I don’t care. I will defend my own.”

Dan looked at him like he had just sprouted a second head. “You’re out of your damn mind.”

Sarah stepped forward, her breath still coming hard from the fight. “If James is going, I'm going too.”

Dan turned to her. “Miss, do not encourage him. We must defend our home—”

“No.” Her voice was firm. “We don’t leave our loved ones behind. Mei Lin risked everything to stop him from escaping, and now she’s stuck in that place alone.”

Dan exhaled sharply. “You don’t even know if she’s still alive.”

“She is,” James said. He could feel something in the back of his mind, tinged with fear but matched with relentless bravery. It did not belong to Lanlan or Sarah. The ritual wasn't complete, but a bond was surging between them, solidifying. “The Serpent Lord is not even that strong. We can face him together and end this once and for all.”

Lanlan’s gaze flickered between them. Then she sighed, her shoulders setting with quiet determination.

She turned to the palace, where the fires still burned in the distance. Her father was there, leading the fight to take protect their home. Dan was already stepping back into the fight, his swords flashing in the

firelight.“James... I’d come with you,” Lanlan said. “But we’ve got to protect my family’s home. My brother and father need me, and my stepmothers... They’re both in there...”

“I understand,” James said. “And don’t worry. We can handle it.”

She nodded. “I’ll open the portal for you.”

James met her gaze.

Lanlan was torn; he could feel it. Her heart was with them, but her duty was here.

She stepped forward, brushing her fingers against James’s chest, then Sarah’s. “Bring her back.”

James nodded. “We will.”

Lanlan took a deep breath; her hands moved swiftly, hairpin held between two fingers.

The energy crackled, warping space as the qi rippled outward.

A portal blazed open before them, shimmering like liquid light.

Through it, they saw a dark, twisted fortress nestled among jagged peaks, its towers wreathed in ghostly green mist.

Sarah rolled her shoulders, stepping up beside James. “Ready?”

James took a breath. He didn’t hesitate.

“Let’s go.”

Together, they leapt through.

And the portal snapped shut behind them, its light faded, leaving them in near-total darkness. The air here was thick, heavy with malevolent qi that seemed to cling to their skin.

“Well,” Sarah whispered beside him, “This is cozy.”

They walked up the stone steps leading to the Jade Serpent Castle. The fortress loomed above, carved from the mountain itself, with dark pagodas twisting into the sky like the coils of a sleeping serpent. Pale green mist slithered around the ramparts, glowing faintly with corrupted qi.

Then—a scream echoed in the depths.

High-pitched, raw with pain. It echoed through the night, carried on the cold wind from somewhere deep inside the castle.

James’s blood turned to ice.

It was Mei Lin.

Before they could move, the shadows shifted.

Figures peeled away from the darkness, stepping into the sickly glow of the castle’s lanterns. Six warriors, some wielding spears, others swords, clad in dark armor and wearing straw conical hats, their eyes burning with black smoke.

Sarah exhaled sharply, dropping into a fighting stance. “Well,” she said, her tone light despite the tension in her muscles, “They don’t waste time on welcomes here.”

The first attacker lunged at James, his long black spear whistling through the air. The tip pulsed with corrupted energy, leaving a sickly afterimage in its wake.

James sidestepped, twisting inside the thrust. His fist struck out, qi coiling around his fingers like a serpent before detonating on impact, breaking through the warrior's sternum. The man staggered, his muscles locking up, but another took his place instantly.

One of them lunged, a curved blade flashing toward Sarah’s shoulder.

James reacted before he thought.

He caught the nearest guard’s arm and wrenched it, using the man’s own momentum to hurl him sideways. The guard collided with his companion just as the blade swung down—sinking deep into flesh.

Sarah blinked, then smirked. “Thanks!” she called, already spinning into a suplex and dropping the next guard on his own head. “But I had it!"

James slipped a downward sword strike. He countered instantly, driving his fist into the attacker’s gut and following up with a qi-enhanced uppercut. The force lifted the man completely off his feet before he crashed onto the stone.

Two more came at him.

James dropped, then exploded upward, shooting toward the first one's liver, then snapping the other one's temple with a Choy Li Fut strike. Their limbs jerked as their weapons clattered to the ground. James didn’t hesitate—one punch, then another. A brutal hammer-fist cracked against a jaw, sending a soldier spiraling down the steps.

For a moment, only their ragged breathing filled the night.

Then, more figures emerged from the castle’s entrance above.

Sarah swore under her breath.

“We don’t have time for this,” James growled, his qi thrumming hot and urgent in his veins.

They raced up the stairs, hearing the battle that was raging on the upper floors, closer than before, and faced a massive wooden gate.

Sarah met his gaze. No words were needed. They had trained for this.

They stepped side by side, infusing each other, their qi surging in unison. It built between them, expanding like a compressed spring until they jumped toward the main gate, delivering qi-infused flying kicks that broke through the gate, wood shards and splinters bursting out like an explosion.

There, behind towering pillars of black jade, with grotesque serpentine carvings that slithered up the walls and green flames flickering in the braziers, they saw Mei Lin.

She was suspended midair, the Serpent Lord’s hand wrapped tightly around her throat.

James's heart lurched.

Her nine tails lashed violently, but her struggles were growing weaker. A thin line of red qi flickered around her body, trying to resist, but the Serpent Lord’s corrupted energy coiled around her like a strangling vine, suppressing her power.

Her wide blue eyes locked onto his.

James could see it in her; he could feel it through the bond. The fury and the fear.

A choking sound escaped her lips as she clawed at his grip, but the Serpent Lord merely tightened his fingers, watching her with cold amusement.

James saw red.

Before he could react, Sarah launched herself forward, closing the distance in a single breath.

She was inches from striking when the ground split apart beneath her.

Black chains shot up like striking vipers, coiling around her limbs before she could change course. She let out a sharp grunt as they yanked her out of the air and slammed her back into a massive pillar. The stone cracked from the force.

James didn’t hesitate, coming in from the opposite side, his fist drawn back. Black qi chains shot from below. Where did Hong Yaoshi get this incredible power? Was it linked to the castle? James managed to dodge, using his footwork and shifting closer to his enemy.

Every fiber of his being—his qi, his training, his fury—poured into one devastating strike.

His blow connected with the Serpent Lord’s shoulder. A shockwave rattled up James’s arm, his knuckles bruising on impact. But the Serpent Lord was pushed back, clearly injured, letting go of Mei Lin for an instant.

Then, with a lazy flick of the Serpent’s Lord wrist, a wave of pure black qi erupted outward.

James’s vision blurred as the force hurled him back. He hit the stone floor hard, skidding across the chamber as more black chains lashed out, snaking around his arms, his chest, his legs, binding him in place.

His qi flared violently, struggling against the bonds. But they were leeching his energy, draining it like venom through his veins.

The Serpent Lord chuckled.

“Your timing is perfect,” he mused once again. Black chains had already circled all over Mei Lin’s body, holding her in place and wrapping against her neck. Her face turned red as she gasped for air. The sickly black dagger in Yaoshi's other hand glowed black, pulsing like a heartbeat, as he approached Mei Lin.

“NO!"

The foxgirl gasped, her body tensing in pain, but she didn't break eye contact with James.

The Serpent Lord sighed, as if mildly inconvenienced. “I wanted witnesses for this moment. The completion of my ancestor's work.”

Sarah, still pinned against the pillar, gritted her teeth. “Your ancestor?”

The Serpent Lord's lips curled.

“Lady Black Serpent,” he said reverently, lifting the dagger so the black light reflected off the walls. “Estranged daughter of Nu Wa, mother of all serpents, imprisoned by the first Jade Emperor himself. But she granted me gifts, power not seen in thousands of years—like this blade. Every soul it takes feeds her power. Strengthens her consciousness. With this—" He turned his gaze back to Mei Lin, his eyes gleaming with hunger. “I will make this world ours.”

Mei Lin’s breath hitched and she spoke with an effort. “A stem is alive in my fangs,

my stem is the mind of it all, of the dark within.

The dark cannot live without mind,

and the mind is within.”

“Yes, clever fox.” The Serpent Lord chuckled, tightening his grip. “Every warrior I’ve turned, every servant I’ve corrupted—they are all connected through this dagger. A living network, growing stronger with each new addition.”

He turned toward James, his voice dropping to a whisper.

“And when I take you and all of your little lovers, they will all be cauldrons, and you will be my servant, a eunuch, no less.”

James thrashed, his rage pulsing like molten fire, but the qi chains refused to break. His muscles burned from exertion, his qi flaring desperately.

He could feel Mei Lin’s heartbeat slowing, could see the dagger’s glow growing more erratic, feverish—

“LET HER GO!"

The Serpent Lord’s grin widened. “Oh, I think not.”

He took a sharp breath. His muscles were aching, his qi still burning from breaking the Serpent Lord’s chains.

But it didn’t matter.

He would not lose.

He struggled, his qi flaring violently, but the chains tightened, pressing into his meridians, making his power slip through his fingers like sand.

The Serpent Lord laughed.

“Still struggling?” His voice slithered through the chamber like silk. “Struggle all you like,” he whispered. “But this... is inevitable.”

His grip tightened. The dagger’s black glow intensified, poised over Mei Lin's heart.

James struggled against the chains, qi surging through his veins, but the binding was too strong. He had spent weeks trying to throw his qi outward, trying to project it like a weapon—but he had never succeeded.

Not once.

His heart pounded as he saw the Serpent Lord’s blade press toward Mei Lin’s chest.

No. No, NO!

James wrenched against the spirit chains, muscles straining until veins bulged across his forearms. With a roar, he thrust both palms forward, fingers splayed wide. His entire body convulsed as he channeled everything—not just his qi, but his rage, his fear, his love.

It had grown in the past days, his soul sea. Through their quad practice, his qi capacity had risen beyond his imagination.

The entire world around him went silent.

Time slowed down.

It was like an ocean raging inside him, an uncontrollable wave, a tsunami waiting to be unleashed, all coursing through his meridians, through his forearms, his fingers, flowing out.

The energy manifested as a massive, transparent ball of pure, concentrated qi, dazzling and terrible, its resonance vibrating the very stones beneath their feet, a wind that lifted dust, that cracked the stone tiles.

The Serpent Lord barely saw it when it hit him, like a train crashing against a bicycle. The impact lifted him off his feet, dark robes billowing as he was hurled backward, his body flapping like a reed until he crashed against the wall, leaving behind cracks that extended toward the ceiling.

The black chains around them dissolved, disrupted by the attack.

James gasped, suddenly free. He crashed to his knees, gasping as sensation flooded back into his limbs. Blood roared in his ears, his vision blurring at the edges, but he didn't stop. Couldn't stop. In a heartbeat, he was standing, rolling his shoulders and preparing to teach his enemy a lesson.

The Serpent Lord grunted, struggling onto his abdomen, trying to rise. But James was already there, standing over him. Mei Lin and Sarah flanked him, the three towering over the fallen cultivator as he defiantly pushed himself to his feet.

The Serpent Lord's eyes widened in the split second before impact, when James’s fist connected against his jaw. Blood and spittle sprayed in an arc as the Serpent Lord's head snapped violently to the side.

Suddenly, dozens of mind-controlled warriors raced up the stairs, wielding all kinds of weapons, black smoke oozing from their eyes, ready to defend their Lord.

But Hong Yaoshi barely had time to snarl before Sarah was on him.

She caught his still-raised arm, twisting it in an Americana joint lock, a perfect arm trap.

The dagger tumbled from his grasp.

Sarah wrenched his arm further, her voice a low growl.

“Not this time.”

The Serpent Lord hissed, trying to pull free—but Sarah’s grip was like iron.

Mei Lin was panting, her nine tails trembling, but her blue eyes burned with fury as she snatched up the fallen dagger.

“I understood that little poem of yours...” she hissed, lifting the blade and holding it against the light. A tree-like silhouette could be seen inside. “The stem... The stem is here, is it not? Your little friend cannot command in this world. She gave you this... This stem is somewhere inside the blade; the brain of the hivemind is here. This dagger plants seeds in your victim’s hearts. But once the stem is gone, the seeds will die.”

“No!” The Serpent Lord roared, trying to break free from Sarah’s grasp.

With a roar of power, she channeled a massive stream of qi into her grip. Heat seemed to surge from within the dagger, its blade turning bright orange, bright red, then dripping like melted iron into the ground. Something dropped from inside, like burnt matter, turning to black ashes and scattering to the ground.

“No! No!” Hong Yaoshi screamed in agony.

Across the chamber, the mind-controlled warriors froze.

The continuous thread of smoke coming from their eyes faltered, until it stopped.

Like puppets with their strings cut, they collapsed, gasping, clutching their heads, their bodies finally their own again. James could tell they weren't even all from the Jade Serpent Realm. Most of them looked utterly confused.

James stepped forward, fists clenched.

Sarah wiped blood from her lip, eyes burning.

Mei Lin exhaled, tossing the remains of the dagger to the ground.

“He’s afraid!” James said, cracking his knuckles and walking over toward the Serpent Lord.

Mei Lin reached into her robe and drew out her twin daggers, sharpening them against each other.

“Some animals,” she said, lowering her eyes with a vengeful glint, “need to be neutered.”

The Serpent Lord shivered, trying to summon his powers, but it seemed that part of his new powers had faded along with the knife. Now, they would make sure it hurt.


Chapter 22 - Aftermath

Minutes later, another portal ripped open, golden light warping the air and spreading like a sun.

Figures stepped through it, clad in the jade-colored lamellar armor of the Central Realm. They swept through the room, capturing subdued warriors, especially keen on the wounded figure in the center of the room, blood staining his face, chin, and lips, and more blood pooling around his legs.

A commanding figure appeared, wearing armor, a cape, and a golden headband over his forehead.

“I knew you'd find a way,” said the Dragon, looking over at them.

“What happened?” Sarah asked.

“Well, I don't know exactly what you did, but you stopped a massacre and saved lives.”

The Serpent Lord was too beaten to even scream. James could give him that, he was good at not showing his pain.

“How is everybody?” James asked. Through the bond, he knew that Lanlan was alright, but he feared for Dan, Lord Yue Feng, and even the servants.

“See for yourself,” the Dragon said, spreading his hand. A portal appeared behind him, leading to the courtyard of the Jade Moon Palace. The ground had been heaved open, cracks crossing the stone floor, and a few bodies littered the ground. James stilled his emotions, looked back at the girls, shared a nod, and stepped through.

Lanlan’s eyes widened in shock as she took them in. Then, in a blink, she was at James’s side, her hands gripping his arms, searching him for injuries before he could even get a word out.

“You’re okay,” she said, her voice thick with relief.

James let out a breath he hadn’t even realized he was holding.

“We’re okay.”

The forces from the Central Realm had arrived just in time, sweeping through both realms.

Hong Yaoshi had infected dozens, not only volunteers from his own realm and victims in the Jade Moon Realm but across the Spirit Realm. The battle had seemed unwinnable, especially if one had to kill innocents who’d been infected against their will.

The former captives—dozens of them—lay sprawled across the floor, weak and disoriented. Some clutched their heads, their eyes flickering with frantic, confused recognition. Others sat frozen, staring at their own bloodstained hands with dawning horror.

They were people of all walks of life—cultivators in once-grand robes, now tattered and frayed; servants in simple attire, some still wearing the remnants of chains; battle-worn fighters, their armor dented and smeared with old blood, some of which might not have belonged to them.

Some bore deep wounds, still raw from combat, from battles they hadn't chosen to fight.

And all of them, every last one, had been used as tools of war by the Serpent Lord.

James swallowed hard, his fists clenching.

How many of them had been forced to kill? How many had been killed?

A few captives staggered, looking at their surroundings in bewildered terror, some flinching away when Mei Lin knelt beside them.

“It’s alright,” Mei Lin murmured. She placed a soft, glowing hand on the shoulder of a cultivator who trembled violently, infusing him with healing qi, as his lips formed words that wouldn’t come.

Sarah was already tearing strips from the robes of a fallen warrior, using them to bind the wounds of a groaning man beside her.

James exhaled slowly, trying to shake the frustration burning in his chest.

The Serpent Lord was in chains, probably being transported to one of the Central Realm’s prisons, hopefully for all eternity. And most importantly, at least these people were free.

His lovers joined him, Lanlan, Mei Lin and Sarah leaning their heads on his shoulders. He wrapped his arms around them.

But something in the wind told James that it wasn't over.


INTERLUDE 2

THE DAY OF THE ATTACK

The Jade Emperor’s treasure vault was a place of absolute silence. Nothing ever happened there, despite it holding the delicate balance of the Spirit Realm.

Here, behind layers of imperial wards, rested artifacts too dangerous, too powerful, or too sacred to be wielded by any but the gods themselves. More importantly, it held seals that guarded the most dangerous entities across worlds.

Which is why the sound of ragged breathing sent a shiver through the lone guard patrolling its corridors.

His hand instinctively fell to the hilt of his weapon as he stepped forward. He turned a corner and froze in his tracks.

There, lying upon the cold floor, was an elderly man, his once-pristine scholar’s robes tattered and dust-streaked, as if he had wandered for days. His thin hands trembled, his breath coming in shallow gasps, and his eyes flickered wildly around the chamber, as though waking from a nightmare.

“Who goes there?” the guard barked, stepping closer.

The old man flinched, his head snapping up.

“I...” he whispered hoarsely, his voice raw and broken, as if he had been speaking to shadows for hours. “I don’t know how I got here.”

The guard narrowed his eyes. The Imperial Vault was impenetrable—sealed by divine decree. No one could simply wander into this place, only with an Official Seal.

His own head was at risk if a breach was reported.

But as he studied the old man’s face, something clicked in his memory. He was definitely familiar, perhaps one of the ambassadors who frequented the greater palace.

“Sir?” he said cautiously. “You are one of the ambassadors are you not?”

The man blinked. He swallowed thickly, as if the word was only half-familiar to him.

“Yes,” he murmured, voice hesitant, his hands clenching the fabric of his robes. “I... I think so. I am Chen... Please... get me back to my quarters, I... might have drunk too much.”

The guard took another step closer, his eyes scanning the elder for weapons, for signs of injury.

Then he saw it.

The shattered stone seal at the man’s feet.

His breath caught in his throat.

It lay in ruins before him, its once-red script now blackened and curling at the edges, as if burned from within. The stone slab beneath it bore a jagged crack—like something had been forcibly ripped from its slumber.

One of the Containment Seals had been broken. The character that had been inscribed was the word for serpent.

An unholy thing had been bound here.

And whatever had held her had just been broken.

The guard’s pulse pounded in his ears.

“What have you done?” he shouted, pointing his spear at the man.

Chen stared at the broken seal, a slow, dawning horror creeping into his eyes. His hands trembled as he traced the edges of the shattered talisman, his breath quickening.

“I... I don’t remember.” His voice cracked, his entire body shaking . “I swear, I don’t—”

The guard didn’t wait.

Slamming the pommel of his spear against the stone floor, he sent a pulse of qi racing through the chamber, the vibrations echoing like a battle drum.

Within seconds, heavy footsteps thundered through the corridors as more guards rushed toward them, their armor gleaming beneath the lantern glow, drawing their swords in warning.

“Seize him,” the commanding officer bellowed, his voice sharp with urgency.

Two warriors stepped forward, gripping the old man by the arms. The man did not resist—his limbs felt frail and unsteady, as though he himself had only just realized what he had done.

A cold silence fell over the chamber.

The air felt too still, too empty.

The officer in charge rose to his feet, turning to the guards restraining Chen. He reached for the man's chest and opened his collar, revealing a small bloodied wound near his heart meridian. “Take him to the Grand Inquisitor. He will answer for this.”


EPILOGUE

The neon lights of New York City flickered through the apartment window. Outside, the hum of traffic and distant honking mixed with the murmur of the city that never slept. But inside, in their cozy apartment, the world felt small, warm, and safe.

James let out a deep sigh as he sank into their now legendary sofa, a steaming bowl of spicy Korean ramen balanced in one hand while his other arm rested around Lanlan’s shoulders.

To his left, Sarah, wearing purple panties and a sports bra, dug her chopsticks into his bowl, grinning mischievously as she slurped up noodles without a shred of remorse.

Across from them, Mei Lin sat cross-legged on the carpet, wearing an oversized branded T-shirt and yoga pants, her fox tails twitching with curiosity as she poked at a bowl of nachos with jalapeños, melted cheese, and baked beans.

The fox girl was having a blast in New York City. She enjoyed the noise, the lights of Times Square, the greasy food, and the feeling of a giant world about to be discovered. She still had to return to the Spirit Realm and work, but they'd make sure to finish the ritual first.

“So... finally! My first movie!” Mei Lin said, eyeing the HDMI-linked screen as James navigated through their streaming library. “I feel like I've lived under a rock for centuries. These actors must be so skillful.”

Sarah snorted. “More like cheap tricks and a lot of wire-fu.”

Lanlan grinned, settling deeper against James’s side. “Don’t listen to her. This one’s a classic. Kung Fu Hustle is a masterpiece. It's got everything!”

Mei Lin tilted her head, intrigued. “And it’s... funny? You said it’s about martial arts, but also humor?”

James smirked as he clicked play. “Oh, you’ll see.”

The opening notes of the movie’s theme filled the room, and the screen lit up with the bustling streets of 1940s Shanghai. Mei Lin’s eyes widened as she watched the Axe Gang strut onto the screen, their matching suits and menacing dance moves making her ears twitch.

Then the first fight broke out—over-the-top, exaggerated, with impossible physics and ridiculous expressions—and Mei Lin’s jaw dropped.

“Wait... this is insane,” she whispered, her tail fluffing in excitement. “I love it.”

James and Sarah burst into laughter, and even Lanlan giggled.

“Told you,” Sarah said between bites of ramen. “We figured after everything that happened, you deserved a proper introduction to movies. And trust me, kung fu movies are the best place to start.”

Mei Lin, still staring at the screen in fascination, absently reached for the nachos, grabbed a chili-covered jalapeño, and popped it into her mouth, immediately starting to cough.

Her face turned bright red, and she grabbed at James’s wrist. “This one has Sarah's chili.”

Lanlan snorted, barely holding back her laughter, while Sarah wheezed with amusement.

Sarah grinned. “Don’t like it? Guess that means more for me.” She reached for a nacho—only for Mei Lin to dig her hand in first, defiantly munching on another chip despite the heat making her eyes water.

Lanlan chuckled, nestling closer into James’s embrace as the movie continued, the four of them tangled together in a pile of warmth, love, and the scent of spicy broth.

After everything, the battles, the dangers, the near-death encounters, this moment of peace felt almost surreal.

They laughed and cried. The ending of the movie was as over-the-top hilarious as it was epic. Mei Lin totally believed Buddha's Palm technique was probably real.

James let his head fall back against the couch, watching as Mei Lin leaned eagerly toward the screen, completely absorbed. Sarah had kicked her bare feet up onto the coffee table, looking more relaxed than she had in weeks. Lanlan got up and tiptoed to the kitchen.

“So?” Mei Lin said. “You know... it's about time you start planning on upgrading my status. Two wives and an imperial concubine? I deserve more.”

“Yes, she does!” Sarah exclaimed. “And I want another wedding! This time, we’ll take pictures!”

James sighed.

Lanlan’s voice suddenly echoed from the pantry.

“Mm... guys! Who ate all the pork rinds?”

Sarah’s eyes swung toward Mei Lin.

“Aha, Mei Lin, what have you done?” Sarah said, acting all strict. “Bad, nasty Mei Lin.”

“Mei Lin?” James turned, faking a stern gaze. “What are we gonna do with you?”

“She must pay the penalty!” Sarah said. “You must tie her down... on a bed... and spank her!”

Mei Lin gave a mocking grin.

“You must spank her well,” Sarah added, speaking in a fake British accent. “And after you are done with her, you may deal with her as you like... and then... spank me.”

“And me!” Lanlan said from the kitchen.

“Yes!” Sarah exclaimed, hands on her wide hips. “You must give all of us a good spanking. And then, the oral sex!”

End of the Second Book


Thank you for reading my book!

If you enjoyed the story, please consider writing a review on Amazon.


Don’t forget to check out the following FB groups for new and epic recommendations:

––––––––

HaremLit Readers

Harem Gamelit

Dukes of Harem

HaremLit Discord
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