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Chapter 1 - Victory and Peace

Sarah Martinez circled her opponent like a hunter assessing its prey.

She looked badass. And even then, in the middle of a competition, James couldn’t help but admire his wife's curves. Of course, no-gi called for tight shorts, leaving her magnificent legs on full display, tense and ready to destroy her opponent.

The crowd held its collective breath. This was a serious competition, one with an actual cash prize and worldwide recognition, even sponsors lining up with fitness brands and the opportunity to join a big MMA promotion. This was the championship match of the World Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu Federation's open weight division, and Sarah was facing Ana Carvalho, a Brazilian champion with seven consecutive wins and biceps like steel cables.

James was so damn proud of her, and he was sure she was capable of tearing any opponent apart. Not to say she had a bit of an unfair advantage.

The Brazilian shot in for a double-leg takedown. Sarah sprawled with perfect timing, her hips driving down while her hands framed Carvalho's head. For a moment, they were locked in that position, muscles straining against each other.

Sarah was using her natural strength, controlling her breath like an expert, every muscle tight and efficient, without using even a trickle of her soul-sea.

After all, she was trying to keep the competition fair. Her cultivation powers should only be used when it really mattered.

Sarah executed a whizzer counter, a common wrestling move, sliding her arm under her opponent's armpit and using the leverage to make the other woman fall.

Her opponent, however, kept her positioning, trying to catch Sarah, but she managed to evade.

Sarah began feinting a shoot before snapping Carvalho's head down into a front headlock. The Brazilian defended well, creating space and attempting to work back to her feet. Sarah pulled herself back, locking the woman’s head into a guillotine. After minutes of struggle, Sarah's back was on the ground, and she had the woman in her guard, legs wrapped around Carvalho’s ribs.

Suddenly, Sarah swept her opponent, maintaining control of her right arm, transitioning into a mount position. The Brazilian bucked and bridged, trying to escape, but Sarah rode the movement like she was part of it, floating above her opponent's defenses.

“She's setting up the S-mount,” James whispered to Lanlan. “Watch this.”

Sarah locked her legs in the high mount position, putting pressure on Carvalho's chest while isolating her arm. The Brazilian champion tried to frame against Sarah's hips, but it was too late. Sarah fell back, extending the trapped limb into a perfect armbar.

Carvalho grimaced, attempting one last explosive bridge to escape, but Sarah adjusted the angle, her legs clamping down across her opponent's chest and hyperextending the trapped arm at an angle.

James winced. That arm could pop at any second.

The other woman frantically tapped on Sarah’s back.

The referee jumped into action, separating them. Carvalho was left recoiling, in visible pain. Sarah backflipped in celebration before the referee reached for her hand and lifted it in sign of victory.

“Winner by armbar submission, Sarah Martínez!” the announcer's voice boomed through the arena. “Ladies and gentlemen, we have a new International Open Weight Champion!”

James leapt to his feet, punching the air in joy while Lanlan stood up, stretching both arms over her head, almost dropping the beret that covered her cat ears. Beside them, Mei Lin clapped coolly, but James could feel excitement burning through the bond.

***

“To our badass BJJ champ!” James raised his glass of beer, foam threatening to spill from the rim.

They’d escaped the post-fight chaos to Chengdu Heaven, a no-frills Sichuan joint tucked between a laundromat and an herbal pharmacy in Queens. It had become their victory tradition. The championship belt rested on the table like an honored guest, glinting under the glow of red lanterns and greasy overhead light.

“To the goddess of grappling,” Mei Lin added, clinking her glass. Her oversized beret tried—and failed—to hide the twitching of her fox ears.

Sarah rolled her eyes and waved them off. “Y’all are acting like I body-slammed a dragon in the Spirit Realm. I mean, I’m flattered. I really am. But no divine titles were handed out today.”

James grinned. “Yet.”

“I'm just saying,” Sarah said with a shrug, jabbing her chopsticks toward the table, “if choking someone unconscious qualifies you for godhood, then about half the people at that tournament are minor deities.”

“You can fold a grown woman into a human pretzel,” Lanlan said, raising her teacup. “If that’s not a superpower, I don’t know what is.”

Right then, the waiter arrived, balancing a wide, shallow bowl brimming with Sichuan boiled fish. It had tender white slices swimming in a scarlet broth thick with chili oil, crushed garlic, bean sprouts, and a mountain of dried red peppers. The scent hit first: numbing peppercorns, scorched chili, smoky and alive. He followed it with a platter of twice-cooked pork belly, fat caramelized at the edges, and steamed rice bowls.

“This,” James said, reverent, hands folded like he was about to pray, “is why we train.”

“I didn’t suffer through five a.m. hill sprints for medals and belts,” Sarah said, reaching for a chunk of pork belly. “I did it for this exact moment.”

“And the right to destroy people in public,” Mei Lin added.

“Obviously,” Sarah replied, her mouth full.

They fell into the rhythm of the meal, with steam rising off rice, slivers of fish fished from the chili oil, laughter echoing off the brick walls of their kitchen nook.

Once things settled, Mei Lin leaned forward, her expression more serious. “How’s your qi after the match?”

Sarah stretched one arm behind her neck and flexed her fingers. “Honestly? It’s running hotter than usual. Like everything’s unlocked. I felt the shift during the match, you know? Like something clicked into place.”

James nodded, chewing and lost in thought. “You may even have your breakout before me.”

“Very likely, hot stuff,” Sarah said, smug, “you should train more so that you don’t get left behind.”

James sighed. “I get enough training. I’ll show you one of these days. You'll be surprised.”

Sarah popped a slick piece of fish into her mouth and sighed like it was the cure to all mortal woes.

James reached over and tapped her bowl with his chopsticks. “Well, you earned it. And the fish.”

“Anyway,” Sarah said, still grinning as she picked through the broth for more fish, “I’m just glad we’re all here. Victory tastes better when you share it.”

“Especially with numbing pepper,” Lanlan murmured, fanning her tongue dramatically.

“You love it,” Sarah said.

“Tragically.”

“You're terrible,” Lanlan said fondly. “And you love it too.”

“Guilty as charged,” Sarah said with a shrug.

After minutes of filling their tummies, Lanlan cleared her throat, leaning forward on the table.

“Now that you’re all happy and full,” Lanlan said, “I have a request. No more handstand push-ups in the living room. Please.”

“I mean, one time I knocked over a shelf,” James said, raising his hands defensively.

“With three Ming Dynasty vases,” Lanlan replied with a sigh. “And my favorite incense holder.”

“That vase had a crack in it anyway,” he muttered, shrugging.

“From you practicing throwing your qi across the apartment,” Sarah pointed out with a smirk. “To be honest, those vases look expensive as hell.”

Jake cleared his throat, his eyes drifting from side to side. “You know... accidents happen.”

“I’m not saying not to do it, but the living room?” Lanlan said. “Please! We have a practice yard for a reason.”

“Well, I’ll keep that in mind.”

James leaned back and looked at his watch. His belly was about to explode.

“That was an imperial feast, once again,” James let out, his voice heavy. “Shall we settle it?”

After settling the bill, they spilled out onto the sidewalk, the spring evening wrapping around them like a comfortable blanket.

But James knew, with the heightened energy demands of cultivators, they’d be hungry again soon.

“Bubble tea?” Lanlan asked, tilting her head toward a cozy shop across the street.

“Taro with extra pudding!” Mei Lin said before anyone else could answer, already halfway across the crosswalk.

Sarah shook her head, amused. “That girl moves faster for carbs than she does in sparring.”

Inside the tea shop, the warm scent of roasted oolong and sugar syrup wrapped around them. James slipped an arm around Sarah’s waist as they waited for their orders, pulling her close for a quick kiss.

“Proud of you today,” he said softly, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear.

She leaned into him, her voice quiet but steady. “Thanks for always showing up for me. Even when I’m too proud to ask.”

They followed Mei Lin into the shop, and after a few minutes of queuing, their orders were ready. James’s favorite was Brown Sugar Dirty Milk.

“Behold,” Mei Lin declared, her fangs showing. “The foam. The pearls. The glorious excess.”

“Yours looks like a parfait that joined the circus,” James observed, poking the layers in his cup.

“It's called creativity,” Mei Lin replied. “Your mortal milkshakes lack ambition.”

They strolled toward home, sipping their drinks and laughing together under the Manhattan streetlights. Tomorrow would bring training and responsibilities, but tonight was for celebration.

***

“Speech! Speech!” Mei Lin called from the couch, kicking off her heels and sprawling without ceremony.

Sarah set down her championship belt on the coffee table and cleared her throat dramatically.

“I'd like to thank the academy,” she began, “And also whoever invented armbar submissions. This has been a small step for me, a big step for humanity. But mostly, I need to thank my weird supernatural family who let me practice chokeholds on them at three in the morning.” She grinned. “That’s the perfect family for me. Especially James and his weird noises.”

“I do not make noises!” James protested, returning from the kitchen with a glass of cold barley tea. “I make tactical breathing sounds.”

“You sound like a dying whale,” Lanlan confirmed, patting his hand sympathetically. “But we love you anyway.”

Sarah collapsed onto the couch, stretching her legs across Mei Lin’s lap, bare feet on full display. “So, Mr. On-Sabbatical. Any breakthroughs?”

James gave a modest shrug. “Kind of, yeah. I’ve been refining Iron Fist, or I guess they should be called Iron Body techniques. Want to see?”

It called for a bit of breathwork. It blew his mind how his qi control had improved during all this time. All it took was an old esoteric manual provided to him by Yue Xia and countless hours of practice.

He shut his eyes and led his qi across his meridians, concentrating portions of it through his cells and bones, hardening them at will. That, mixed with daily skin and bone conditioning, made his limbs as hard as iron.

He raised his right hand, fingers slightly curled. A faint shimmer rolled under his skin, like light catching brushed metal.

“Eight minutes of sustained hardness,” he said, flexing his fingers and wrist. “Even during footwork drills. And I finally managed to extend it over my forearms.”

Mei Lin leaned in, brushing her hand lightly along his arm. “It’s holding the density really well,” she murmured, nodding. “Much smoother than last month.”

“Congratulations,” Sarah said, arching an eyebrow. “Soon you’ll be immune to bruises and mildly annoying comments.”

“I’m already immune to those,” James replied, deadpan. “I live with you three.”

Lanlan padded in, still towel-drying her hands from the dishes. “I think this calls for a test.”

James grinned. “Get the bat.”

Sarah blinked. “Wait, the metal one?”

James nodded. “Yup. Top of the closet. Bring justice to my forearm.”

Mei Lin let out a low whistle. “Are we really doing this inside?”

“Don’t swing toward the plants,” Lanlan said over his shoulder. “Especially the fen orchid. I’ve only just got it blooming again.”

A few moments later, Sarah returned, wielding a scuffed aluminum baseball bat like she was stepping into a street brawl. She tested its weight with a few idle swings. “You sure?”

James rolled up his sleeve and raised his left arm, holding it out at an angle, braced with his other hand. “Go for it. Just one good hit.”

Sarah looked to Mei Lin, who gave an approving little shrug, tails flicking under Sarah’s knees. “Go on. We’ll sweep up the ego pieces if necessary.”

With a brief windup and a wicked glint in her eye, Sarah stepped forward and swung like an experienced hitter.

The bat rebounded with a hollow thwong and Sarah stumbled back half a step, blinking.

The bat’s shaft was now bent into a sad curve.

“Holy—” she held it up, speechless. “You just... tanked that.”

James gave his forearm a little shake. “Didn’t even sting.”

Lanlan leaned in, inspecting the bat. “Well. That’s definitely not regulation anymore.”

Mei Lin snorted. “What was it for again?”

“Playing baseball. Not that we play anymore. It’s a... sport, of sorts.”

“Never heard of it,” Mei Lin replied, shaking her head.

“I’ll hang this one on the wall,” Sarah said, still staring at the bat like it had betrayed her. “A reminder that James’s arms can now be donated for the city’s plumbing system after he passes.”

James gave a modest shrug. “Anyway, as you see, my effort has paid off. Still working on spreading it to my legs and spine.”

“You’d better,” Sarah said, plopping back on the couch with a thud. “Next time I’m aiming lower.”

“And...” James let out another long breath and sat between the two women. “I have a feeling my breakthrough is near. I can just feel that everything is flowing too hard. Who knows? I might be Jade rank soon.”

“We’ll see who does it first,” Sarah said, playfully punching his shoulder.

“So... now that your techniques are out of the way! It’s time for celebration cuddles!” Mei Lin announced, already unbuttoning her dress.

“Girl, you definitely mean more than cuddles!” Sarah said out loud.

Lanlan cleared her throat loudly, and everyone’s glance swung toward her. “First of all, it’s my turn tonight. Second, didn’t you hear what James said? What if... before we cuddle, we cycle our qi again. Let’s give him an extra push! Who knows what may happen?”

“It's a good time to do it, isn't it?” Mei Lin retorted without shame. “But... I agree, we should see what happens. Besides, we haven't done an actual qi circulation session in days. And I don’t mean sexual quad cultivation.”

Sarah yawned and stretched. “Just cultivation tonight. I just spent four hours fighting off women trying to dislocate my limbs. I'm saving my energy.”

“Proper cultivation it is,” James agreed, already feeling the familiar pull of their bond as they settled into position.

They sat in their usual square on the floor, James in the center, Sarah and Lanlan’s hands resting lightly on his shoulders, while Mei Lin was positioned right behind him, both hands behind his shoulder blades.

He exhaled slowly and let his eyes close.

The world outside fell away.

It began with a hum, soft, subtle, passing from one shoulder to the other. Lanlan’s qi entered first, as it always did, like cool mist gliding over sun-warmed stone. It traced the outer edge of his arm, curved past his elbow, and flowed inward along the Pericardium meridian toward his chest. Her energy was unhurried, self-assured, like a steady stream that never wavered.

Then Sarah’s presence sank in from the opposite side. Her qi didn’t flow so much as embed itself, settling deep into muscle and bone. It moved through his marrow like iron dissolving in water, pressing into his core before climbing upward.

Mei Lin came last, and her energy landed like a lit match. Sparks skittered along his meridians, teasing nerves and lighting up his inner channels with a mischievous heat. Her qi skimmed the Lung pathway, then scattered across his Heart and Spleen with flickering brilliance—erratic, dazzling, but carefully restrained.

Normally, James would have joined them then, offering his own qi to complete the loop, to harmonize with theirs and turn the cycle. But today, something resisted.

As he reached inward, he felt a vibration in his core. His qi pulsed, not gently, and not ready. It felt compressed, coiled tight.

Still, he nudged the gate open, and it surged.

A wave of heat flooded his system, moving up through his Ren meridian and crashing down the Du like a lightning strike in reverse. His chest burned. His limbs trembled. His vision pulsed behind closed eyes.

He gritted his teeth, trying to stabilize it, but the flow wouldn't smooth out. It shook the delicate balance they’d established. Lanlan’s energy tightened, adjusting to shield him. Mei Lin’s qi flared in alarm, then withdrew slightly, cautious. Sarah’s grounding force dug in, trying to hold him steady, but it wasn't enough.

The current buckled.

The collective qi stuttered, then slowed, like floodwaters pulling back, not because they had emptied, but because the riverbed cracked beneath them.

James opened his eyes with a sharp breath. His skin glistened with sweat. The others looked at him with concern but said nothing.

He sat there, heart still racing, and realized what had just almost happened.

He’d brushed against it. The edge of a breakthrough.

But not yet.

There was still something unfinished in him, some imbalance or block not yet resolved. He was close, painfully close. But close wasn't enough.

He lowered his gaze, jaw clenched.

“Damn it,” he muttered. “Not yet.”

All the girls relaxed, letting out pent-up breaths.

“It’s getting oh so close,” Sarah exclaimed, placing her hands on the carpet.

“So close, and yet, nothing happens,” James muttered through his teeth.

“You’ll get there,” Mei Lin said with a wink, her hand rubbing James’s shoulders.

He let his head drop.

“Maybe we need to take a rest,” James let out, feeling like the weight of his head had increased tenfold.

“No tetra cultivation?” Mei Lin said with a pout. “You can convince Lanlan to let us share you tonight! Come on, James! You have a duty to fulfill.”

“I’d...” James leaned down and let his head drop on Mei Lin’s lap. Not so much because he wanted her to play with his hair, more like he was feeling like crap and needed a pillow.

That’s when nausea started prickling at his body.

“Oh, crap,” he muttered. “And I don’t think it was the...” He lurched forward, cheeks filled up. “The...”

He flipped forward, feeling his entrails struggle to let out something repulsive.

The girls leapt out of his way. Sarah was quick enough to bring a plastic bag.

Impurities burst out of his mouth, in the shape of a black goo that smelled like burnt engine oil. The filth that had come out of him made him puke again. This time, it was the fish and the boba tea.

“Shit,” James mumbled, as Lanlan passed him a paper towel.

“Well,” Sarah said with a forced smile, “at least we know that you’re close.”

James leaned back, taking in a long breath, feeling fatigue mount up in his body, making every muscle weigh a ton. “I... hope... it’s worth the wait.”


Chapter 2 - Martial Arts

James didn’t even notice when he fell asleep.

But when he woke, the smell of sizzling chorizo and fresh tortillas pulled him from sleep better than any alarm clock. He padded barefoot to the kitchen, where Sarah stood at the stove wearing nothing but his oversized Columbia t-shirt and boy shorts, her hair pulled back in a messy bun.

“Morning, sleepyhead,” she said without turning around, flipping a tortilla with one hand while stirring scrambled eggs with cheese with the other. “Grab the coffee, would you?”

James kissed the back of her neck, earning a pleased hum, before pouring four cups from the pot she'd already brewed. “What's the occasion?”

“Can't a girl make breakfast for her family without an ulterior motive?” She bumped his hip with hers. “Besides, we've got training this morning, and you'll need fuel.”

Lanlan emerged from their bedroom, stretching like the cat she was, her white hair mussed from sleep. “It smells amazing in here.”

Mei Lin appeared just behind her, completely bare, tail flicking playfully and her nose wrinkling as she sniffed the air.

“Is that...” Mei Lin inhaled deeply, “Chorizo?”

Sarah grinned. “Sure it is! Now that everybody’s here, grab a plate.”

The table was full of Sarah’s masterpieces. She had set out flour tortillas wrapped in a clean kitchen towel, scrambled eggs with melted cheddar, crispy chorizo that filled the apartment with its smoky paprika scent, and fresh pico de gallo with tomatoes, onions, and cilantro diced small. A bowl of guacamole and another of sour cream completed the feast.

“Alright, how do you fold a burrito...?” Mei Lin held up a tortilla.

“Here, watch.” Sarah assembled a breakfast burrito with eggs, chorizo, a sprinkle of cheese, and a dollop of pico. “Roll it tight at the bottom, fold in the sides, then roll the whole thing up.”

Mei Lin's first attempt looked more like a small pillow than a burrito, but she bit into it with joy. Her eyes widened. “Oh! The spices, they're so bright! And the texture...” She chewed thoughtfully.

Lanlan delicately ate her burrito with a fork and knife, which made Sarah snort with amusement. “Babe, you can just pick it up.”

“It's messy,” Lanlan protested, though she seemed to be enjoying every bite.

“That's the point!” Sarah reached over and stole a piece of avocado from James's plate. “Food's supposed to be a little messy sometimes. Life's too short for table manners.”

“So,” Mei Lin said, assembling her second burrito, “We’re planning training today again, huh? Won't our little Yang beast rest?”

“I want him to break through, of course,” Sarah said with a wink.

James took another bite. The burrito was heavenly, like anything Sarah put her effort into.

“If I listened to my body, I’d rather take a cultivation sabbatical after last night,” James said, feeling the flavor in the burrito fade as he remembered his experience. “But you’re absolutely right. I want that breakthrough. I can’t wait. And I can’t wait to know what my element is.”

“I hope it’s fire,” Mei Lin said, rubbing her hands. “It fits you. I think your element will definitely be Yang heavy.”

“I wouldn’t know,” James said. “But I agree fire would be badass. Imagine just throwing fireballs at people. But to be honest, I don’t want to burn out, at least today. I’d like to move my qi around and build it.”

Mei Lin brightened. “You owe me some martial cultivation, my sweet boy. You’ve been so busy with your Iron Body that you don’t let me do my thing.”

Jake gritted his teeth.

“I like your cultivation training, babe, but I did want to feel more confident by improving Iron Body before, you know, we spar again.”

“So, it’s about time you and I practice a bit, don’t you think? A bit of sparring can’t hurt. I’m still the most powerful martial artist, of course, since I’m experienced, but you have the greatest raw potential. Let’s make you reach those limits!”

James hesitated for a moment.

But after all, why not? Why not show off?

“You have my attention, sweetheart.”

“I think our little practice yard is a bit too small,” Mei Lin said. “Why not take a short train ride and enjoy the weather a bit?”

***

The early morning air in Central Park carried the crisp bite of autumn. James stood in the center of a clearing, a circle of ancient oaks that provided natural privacy. Sarah and Lanlan took positions nearby while Mei Lin began warming up by doing full splits and leaning toward her foot. Then she did a full bridge, a handstand push-up, and backflipped back to her feet.

In the meantime, James rolled his shoulders and did a simple quad stretch.

Mei Lin walked over to James, her expression more serious than ever, her ears on full display and her tails whirling softly.

Before James could ask what she meant, Mei Lin darted forward with inhuman speed. Her palm struck out toward his chest.

He barely managed to step back, twisting his spine to dodge.

“Hey!” James protested, but an oblique kick was already pointed at his knee. James twisted away, his breath work moving in, his lower meridians passing qi throughout his entire body.

He dodged, but just barely.

“Come on,” Mei Lin taunted, circling him like a predator. “You're supposed to be some hotshot prodigy cultivator. Show me what you've got.”

She feinted left with a palm strike, then struck with her right. James caught her wrist on pure instinct, but she slipped free like water and tapped him on the shoulder.

“Too slow,” she said cheerfully.

James gritted his teeth, moving his hands up to trap her punches, but Mei Lin interrupted by sweeping his legs. He stumbled, flipped backward, and managed to propel himself on his hands and land on his feet.

“That wasn’t bad at all,” Mei Lin grinned before jumping into a series of quick jabs that forced James to weave and block.

“Now,” Mei Lin said, landing a gentle punch to his ribs, “Stop defending and attack me.”

“I'm not going to hit you,” James said firmly.

“Then what are you gonna do?” Mei Lin's eyes sparkled with mischief. “Afraid I'll hit back?”

She punctuated the question with another quick strike to his shoulder. Then another to his arm. Each tap was light but annoying, like being poked by an insistent child.

“Alright,” James said, but Mei Lin just grinned wider.

The next tap was to his forehead, delivered with a patronizing little pat that made James's eye twitch.

“Mei Lin—"

She booped his nose.

“Okay, that's it,” James said, attempting to trap her hand.

Mei Lin dodged easily.

“There we go!” Mei Lin said, dancing back as James pressed forward.

James threw another punch, then another. Mei Lin blocked some, dodged others, always staying just out of reach but close enough to keep him engaged.

“Come on, babe,” Mei Lin insisted, “It’s no fun if you don’t go all the way. You know I’m more advanced than you.”

“I’m trying to do something,” he insisted.

She let out a sigh.

“Alright, if you insist,” she said, flying back and taking a deep breath.

She breathed in again, her hands moving in an internal kung fu form. James could feel the qi coiling up across her body, like a blazing bonfire in the night, emanating heat and power.

“Are you ready?” Mei Lin said, showing her fangs. “I want my future husband to respect me as the advanced martial cultivator I am.”

“I’m doing what I can,” James said.

“Don’t offend me by hiding your true power from me. Show me your power, or I’ll give you pain.”

“Mei Lin, you don’t need to...”

James barely saw her.

She jumped forward, covering the distance in less than a second, like a missile being shot toward a foreign target.

James didn’t see when her knee connected against his belly, but the effects seemed delayed as well.

He found himself more than ten feet away, his back crashing against a tree.

“Ouch,” he mumbled once the pain of getting the wind kneed out of him kicked in.

His eyes swung forward. Mei Lin was posing like a winner, her tails fanning out.

“Told you!” the fox-spirit said, hands on her hips.

James struggled back to his feet.

Yes, she was more powerful than him. But she was still a girl.

“Are you ready to give it your all?” Mei Lin insisted, striking a bagua battle stance.

James nodded silently.

His body was still sore, but this wasn’t over. Not by a long shot.

“Alright, caught me off guard,” he said, forcing a grin. “But I’m not finished yet.”

“You ready to give it your all, James? I won’t hold back anymore.”

James nodded, taking a Philly shell stance. The next round wasn’t about holding back either.

He gathered his focus, taking a powerful breath, moving his qi across his body, through his skin, activating his Iron Body technique—first on his fingertips, then moving that energy across his palm and into his forearms, his body glowing faintly with the energy that coursed through him.

“Show me what you’ve got,” he muttered.

With a sudden burst, Mei Lin’s form blurred, and the moment her knee came toward him again, he raised his forearms, blocking with the full force of his Iron Body. The impact of her strike resonated through his arm, but his body held firm, unyielding.

He caught a faint glimpse of her teeth gritting in shock, perhaps even in pain.

For a moment, Mei Lin’s eyes widened, surprised at his defense. She attempted to pivot, her qi flaring in response, but James closed the distance, his other hand striking out to grab her by the waist.

Then, he pulled her in—just as she tried to push off—and kissed her.

The shock of the move left both of them frozen for a heartbeat. Mei Lin's tail flicked, her body momentarily still in his grip.

When their lips parted, she stared at him, stunned. A faint blush spread across her cheeks as she blinked in disbelief.

“Guess you weren’t expecting that,” James said with a grin.

Mei Lin’s mouth opened, then closed, and for a long moment, she just stared at him.

Finally, she smirked. “You...”

James chuckled softly, his own heart still racing, though not entirely from the fight. “Yeah, I guess I can surprise you after all.”

But the playful moment didn’t last long. She was back in motion before he could blink, eyes narrowing, a wicked smile playing at the corners of her lips.

“Oh, we’re just getting started, James,” she said teasingly. She stretched her knee and rubbed it slightly. The Iron Body technique had surprised her.“You’ve just sealed your fate.”

She took her stance again, but this time James was ready for her. As she came forward with a series of quick strikes, he found himself moving with more confidence, letting her palm push against his enhanced limbs.

It was too much for her. She then launched into a flurry of punches and oblique kicks. She was usually faster than him and managed to land serious punches on his sternum and shoulder, but his enhanced bones withstood her attack.

James feinted an attack, received a few punches that could have been disabling had they been placed with intent, but placated through his new technique, and finally let out a blazing qi blast that could've felled a tree.

To his surprise, Mei Lin stomped the ground, and a wall of flame whirled before her.

The fire circled like a whirlwind, stopping James's qi blast in its tracks, blending into a conflagration of blazing fire and air. The grass beneath their feet charred at its touch before expanding and erupting into nothingness.

Behind it, Mei Lin stood in a battle stance, left hand forward, her tails flapping.

“Not bad. Progress,” Mei Lin declared, relaxing. “Alright, we’re done for today.” She stretched her shoulders again and began walking over to Lanlan and Sarah, sitting on a picnic blanket.

“Next week we'll work on controlling the direction and intensity.”

“This is way more fun than meditation,” James admitted, collapsing on the grass beside Sarah.

“Told you,” Mei Lin grinned. “Sometimes the best way to find your power is to stop looking for it.”

Lanlan settled beside them, already pulling out a thermos of tea she'd prepared. “Though we should probably work on your form too. That last punch looked like you were swatting at a bee.”

“Hey,” James protested, accepting a cup of jasmine tea, “I caught her, didn't I?”

“You grazed my shoulder,” Mei Lin said. “But your qi projection was spot on, and this new Iron Body power is awesome! You really put on a challenge. That's the important part.”

“I’m toasted again, though,” James said, collapsing on his knees over the picnic blanket, then leaning back and resting his head on Sarah’s thighs.

“I need a White Monster to carry on through the day,” he said.

“How’s your breakthrough?” Sarah asked, running a hand through his hair.

“Just hearing the word makes me wanna throw up the egg burritos,” James mumbled. “But... gotta do it. Gotta pass it through somehow. I’m actually feeling like I’m going through puberty 3.0.”

“Don’t worry then,” Lanlan said with a warm smile. “I’ve got exactly what you need.”

She pulled out a topper and opened it up. The sweet caramelized smell of sesame balls wafted in the air. Sarah picked up one with her fingertips and fed it to him by hand. James took a bite. They were, as usual, infused with qi, and as soon as he chewed and swallowed a bite, he felt his soul sea gain a tiny replenishment.

“Alright,” Mei Lin stood up again, wiping the dust off her leggings. “Ready, my darlings? Who’s next on my kick-ass list?”

Sarah tapped on James’s side.

“Alright, lover boy, time to show this foxy lady what style is the most powerful.”

“You guys are still going?” James asked.

“Of course,” Sarah said, rolling her shoulders and getting ready to go.

***

After training, they made their way back to the apartment, muscles tired and spirits high.

“I'm starving,” Sarah announced, dropping her gym bag by the door. “All your dodging and weaving worked up an appetite.”

“I have snacks!” Mei Lin said brightly, heading to the kitchen where she'd been storing her growing collection of mortal world treats. She returned with her arms wrapped around dozens of colorful bags.

She spread the haul across the coffee table: honey butter chips, spicy Korean corn snacks, and something called “Choco pie" that looked like s'mores in packaging.

“Oh, these are dangerous,” Sarah said, tearing open the honey butter chips. “Sweet and salty at the same time. It's like crack.”

James settled onto the couch, pulling Lanlan down beside him. “What should we watch? I'm thinking of something with good fight scenes after that training session.”

“Bruce Lee? The dragon himself?” Lanlan suggested, curling up against his side.

“Enter the Dragon!” Sarah called from where she was already crunching through chips. “Classic.”

“I've heard of it, of course, but is it actually good?” Mei Lin asked, claiming the armchair and diving into the corn snacks.

“It's legendary,” James said, queuing up the movie. “Bruce Lee was basically the reason every American kid wanted to learn kung fu in the seventies. He may be the reason why martial arts are what they are today.”

They set up the TV on the HDMI, took their seats, and the opening credits rolled in.

“Okay, I have to ask,” Mei Lin said during the opening scene, tilting her head. “Is this really how mortal martial arts are supposed to look? All this dramatic camera work and sound effects?”

Sarah snorted and reached over to steal a chip from Mei Lin’s snack pile. “Some of it’s exaggerated, but Bruce Lee was legit. Like, way ahead of his time. The rest is just movie flair.”

“I’ve seen a few of these before,” Mei Lin said, watching Bruce Lee throw a lightning-fast kick. “The technique is decent. He’s not doing anything super advanced, but his control is incredible. And the way they frame it—very theatrical.”

James grinned. “It’s not about realism. It’s about presence. Bruce Lee had that... mythic energy, you know?”

“Mm.” Mei Lin leaned forward as the fight choreography picked up. “I can see why mortals worshipped him. His movements are simple but clean. Direct.”

James laughed. “That’s basically it. He brought basic principles to life. Like the one-inch punch—”

The fights escalated onscreen—Bruce Lee now taking on multiple enemies in the underground tournament.

Mei Lin’s eyes lit up. “Now this part I like. Not because of the technique, but the tension. The setup. The villain with the iron hand, the mirrored room—this guy gets drama.”

James smirked. “You’re a sucker for theatrics.”

“Says the man who literally leapt off a rooftop to make an entrance last week,” she fired back.

“Fair,” James admitted.

The room grew quiet during the famous mirror scene, the eerie atmosphere drawing all their attention. Bruce Lee stalked through the reflections, wounded but stoic, his breathing steady as he hunted the villain.

“He’s not just fighting the man,” Lanlan murmured. “He’s fighting uncertainty. Perception. Ego.”

“That guy’s got serious villain qi,” Mei Lin said, pointing at the antagonist. “The way he moves, the way he smiles—classic evil master vibes. I bet he monologues before every kill.”

“Oh, absolutely,” Sarah said, eyes gleaming.

By the time the nunchucks came out, even Mei Lin had stopped analyzing. She just grinned, her tails twitching slightly as she watched Bruce Lee tear through enemies with perfect rhythm.

“This,” she said, “is why mortals should make more movies. Most might not even have Foundation rank, but they know how to tell a good story.”

When the credits rolled, the group was sprawled across the living room in varying degrees of blissful food-and-film exhaustion. Chip bags lay in crumpled heaps like defeated enemies.

“I need more of these honey butter things,” Sarah muttered, shaking an empty bag with dismay.

“I’ll take you to my snack guy,” Mei Lin offered. “He’s got new stuff every week. I promise I will buy new varieties every week and keep you entertained.”

James leaned back, his head resting on a cushion. His body still buzzed from the earlier training session, but now it was mellowed by warmth and good company. “Training, snacks, and Bruce Lee. I think we’re winning at life right now.”


Chapter 3 - Birth of Legends

James stirred to the scent of warm skin and tangled sheets. Morning light spilled through the blinds in lazy gold lines, and somewhere under the blanket, a leg that definitely wasn’t his was draped over his hip.

Lanlan was curled on his left side, lips gently parted as she breathed in rhythm with him. Mei Lin was tucked against his right, one hand splayed across his chest like she was guarding treasure. Sarah, as usual, had claimed the upper half of the bed with imperial confidence, arm slung across his shoulders, her head buried in the crook of his neck.

He carefully untangled himself and slipped out from under the covers, padding barefoot into the kitchen to start breakfast. Rice porridge, maybe. Or congee with preserved egg—Mei Lin liked that one. But halfway through setting the kettle on the stove, something inside him stuttered.

He froze.

A pulse of heat rolled up from his core, subtle at first, but sharp as it reached his chest. It wasn’t pain, exactly. It was pressure. Like something waking up. His breath hitched. He focused, reaching inward—and what he found made his skin prickle.

His qi wasn’t moving right.

Normally, it flowed in neat lines, coiling through meridians with a sense of rhythm and purpose. Now it surged unpredictably, overfull, like a reservoir with a broken dam. His limbs trembled from the intensity vibrating just under his skin.

“James?” came Lanlan’s voice, soft but alert. She was sitting up in bed, her spiritual sense clearly triggered by the spike in his aura.

“I’m fine,” he said too quickly, then gripped the counter as another wave of heat rushed up his spine.

The other two were up instantly. Mei Lin blinked at him, then gave a low whistle. “Whoa. That’s not morning stiffness, is it?”

Sarah crossed to him and placed two fingers on his wrist. “His qi’s unstable. It’s building toward something, but the flow’s off—like it’s spiraling without anchoring.”

Lanlan nodded. “Formation time. James, sit down. Now.”

Without further comment, the three women moved around him. Mei Lin pulled the table aside with one hand and dropped into a cross-legged stance opposite him. Lanlan knelt behind him, pressing her palms gently to his back.

They didn’t have to speak. The four of them had done this enough times to fall into the pattern instinctively.

James inhaled deeply and tried to center himself.

He gritted his teeth. His limbs were vibrating. His meridians felt too narrow, like veins meant to carry trickles now forced to channel a flood. The heat had weight, like sunlight compressed into molten metal. He tried to guide it downward into his dantian again, but it coiled and pushed back, refusing containment.

“James?” Lanlan’s voice was calm, but her tone cut through the haze. “Your energy feels... dense.”

He didn’t answer. He couldn’t.

His skin buzzed. Not painfully, but close. The boundaries between his qi and his body felt blurred. He could feel the shape of every channel inside him, lit up with raw force, pressing outward with presence of its own.

“It’s hot!” Mei Lin added, her laughter somewhere between delight and alarm. “In a jalapeño-for-your-soul kind of way.”

He swallowed hard and forced his focus inward.

But it wasn’t listening.

Something inside him had shifted. And it wasn’t going back.

He opened his eyes at the noise. What the hell was that? Had something broken down?

Moss thickened in the corners. Vines climbed the walls like they’d been waiting for permission. Buds burst open along the windowsill planters, spilling petals onto the floor in slow motion.

“Holy shit!” Sarah yelped, jerking upright as the potted fern next to her doubled in size, one frond brushing her cheek like a curious cat. The roots had broken through the pot..

“It's... it's wood element!” Lanlan gasped, her eyes wide with amazement. “James, you're—"

“About to break the lease agreement with this indoor forest,” James managed to joke through gritted teeth, trying desperately to contain the surging power.

A flowerpot cracked with a pop, soil spilling as a vine poured over the edge and down the bookshelf. From the ceiling corner, ivy crept fast and shimmering, curling toward the overhead light.

Mei Lin was almost bouncing with excitement. “Spirit rank! You're crossing the threshold!”

The apartment's wooden floors began to creak, small shoots pushing up between the planks. The quartet scrambled to their feet, breaking the circuit of energy.

“Breathe!” Lanlan said, placing her hands on James's shoulders. “Focus on my voice.”

James closed his eyes, centering himself as branches began sprouting from their bookshelf. With monumental effort, he pulled the raging energy back, compressing it into a tight spiral in his dantian. The wild growth slowed, then stopped.

In the sudden silence, they all stared at their transformed living room. Vines draped over the television. Flowers bloomed from the air conditioning vents. A small sapling had erupted from their fruit bowl.

Sarah poked at a mushroom growing from their coffee table. “Our security deposit is definitely gone.”

James exhaled slowly, feeling different. The qi in his body settled into patterns that felt both strange and right. “Uh... sorry about the jungle?”

Lanlan was examining her old broken flowerpots and the giant monstrous flowers that had outgrown them. “Wood element,” she repeated softly. “Growth, vitality, healing.” She smiled at him. “It suits you.”

“Great,” Sarah deadpanned. “My husband can now literally put down roots.”

Lanlan stood and moved to the balcony, sliding the door open. Then she froze.

The rooftop garden had exploded into life.

Bamboo shoots split their ceramic planters down the middle. Morning glories tangled thick around the railing, spilling over the edge. One creeping jade had torn through the deck and taken hold of the outer wall—stretching down.

“I think... it’s reached the apartments below,” she said.

James let out a sigh. “Shit, now... There’s a lot of foilage to trim. Can I just pull them back... somehow? Anyone know?”

James had never expected wood element. To be honest, Fire element had seemed like the coolest. Wood was... too strange.

“I don’t know much about Wood Element,” Mei Lin exclaimed. “It’s actually kind of rare. And from the little I know, you seem to be a prodigy already!”

“But... what does it mean... just making flowers bloom. I mean... It sounds feminine.. I know, I know Yang elements such as wood are supposed to be masculine in Taoist philosophy, but...”

“It’s not just about making flowers bloom,” Mei Lin said. “It’s more of a creator god kind of thing. Wood cultivators were really popular and advanced in the Golden Age of Cultivation, before the current human era. It actually has to do with much more than plant life. It’s about all kind of organic growth and power. We can get a few manuals to study, but I’ve heard of great cultivators in ancient times that could reinforce and power up creatures and plants. You will be able to heal wounds and help people recover.”

“So... these plants. I cannot make them un-grow?”

“I don’t know, but I don’t think so,” Mei Lin replies. “That would actually go against your thing. It’s about growth. So... Maybe you’d have to manually pick them up. Or make them grow in the opposite direction. I don’t really know.”

James sighed. “Yeah, maybe Yue Xia can give us some info. Any of you happen to know a wood cultivator?”

“I think we should just call her,” Mei Lin said.

The fox girl rushed to the corner of the room, removing her communication pendant. Her tails flickered as she infused qi into its center.  Soon, Yue Xia’s voice echoed from the other side.

“Hello?”

“Hello, dear distant cousin,” Mei Lin said.

“I was thinking of you guys,” Yue Xia’s voice could barely be heard. “Are the other three lovebirds with you?”

“Of course they are,” Mei Lin replied. “Yue Xia, you'll never believe it! James just hit Spirit rank! Yes, wood element! The whole apartment is a botanical garden now!” She paused, listening. “No, we don't need an evacuation... yet.”

Mei Lin looked up, her playful demeanor evaporating.

“What is it?” Lanlan asked, instantly alert.

“Something's happening in the Spirit Realm. Something bad.” She let out a sigh.

“Guys, can you hear me?” Yue Xia’s voice echoed from the pendant. Mei Lin brought it to the center table. “Mei Lin’s coming back to work in the Central Realm for a few days. I’ll give her some reports, confidential ones, you hear?”

James leaned in with curiosity. “What’s happening.”

“I’ll explain soon,” Yue Xia said. “All I can say is, keep the wards set. Maybe send that bodyguard of Lanlan on a few errands. Is he close by.”

“Still living next door,” James said. “He’s been playing Wukong Myth at full volume all day, though.”

“Let the man get off his ass and get to work,” Yue Xia said. “I can’t disclose much now, but... It might have to do with what we dealt with a few months back.”

“What?” James asked. “Don’t tell me. Somehow, Lord Yaoshi returned.”

“I wish it was him, to be honest.”

“Ah,” James replied. “I see what you mean.” He let out a long sigh.

“Alright, I’ve got to go,” Yue Xia said. “Behave yourselves and keep making me proud. I’ll send you a gift basket. Bai bai!”

Her voice faded to a trickle, then disappeared.

“So much for sabbatical,” James sighed, flexing his fingers as green energy sparked between them. “Good thing I have my new wood powers.”

“Oh good,” Sarah quipped. “Because demonic cultivators are famously terrified of ferns.”

James looked around the living room. “We have more pressing matters, though... who's calling the super to explain why we've suddenly started an indoor rainforest?”

“Not me!” all three women chorused simultaneously.


Chapter 4 - Distant Warnings

After an entire day of pointlessly trimming branches and intense bedtime activities, James awoke to the feeling of soft breath against his collarbone and an arm wrapped securely around his waist. For a few precious moments, he didn’t open his eyes. The bed was warm with shared body heat, the scent of sandalwood and fox lilies clinging faintly to the sheets.

Mei Lin lay half-draped across him, her leg hooked over his, her silver hair spread like silk across his chest. Her tails fanned out behind her in sleep, twitching slightly with dreams. She looked almost too perfect to touch—but James wrapped his arms around her anyway, pulling her close.

“Mm,” she murmured, shifting to press a lazy kiss against his neck. “You’re not allowed to get up yet. I claim this mortal.”

“I need to make tea,” he whispered, smiling.

“You need to stay right here,” she said, eyes still closed, fingers tracing idle circles on his ribs. “You caused a forest to erupt in our living room yesterday. Rest. Be ornamental.”

“I thought that was your job,” he teased.

She cracked one eye open, playful and glowing. “Only on alternate Tuesdays.”

James kissed her forehead. “You should get ready soon, shouldn't you? Central Realm doesn't exactly run on fox-spirit time.”

Mei Lin groaned, tails flicking. “Ugh. Bureaucracy awaits.”

Still, she slid out of bed, stretching her lithe form. Then, she began the ritual of dressing for duty.

James sat up to watch, unable to help himself. It never got old.

She started with a tight-fitting underlayer of black and crimson weave. Over that came her imperial robes: deep crimson edged with gold-thread fox motifs down the sleeves.

Lanlan appeared in the doorway, holding a comb and half a piece of toast. “You look like you’re about to sentence someone to five thousand years in a jade prison.”

“I might,” Mei Lin replied smugly, adjusting her collar.

Just then, Sarah—still wrapped in a blanket and clutching coffee like a weapon—walked in, eyes on her phone.

“James, wake up, we've got more trimming to do.”

“Alright, alright,” James mumbled, getting up.

The living room was still an indoor forest. Minutes later, James stood in the center of it all, shirtless and barefoot, holding a pair of gardening shears and looking completely out of his depth.

“Okay,” he muttered, eyeing a flowering vine that had braided itself lovingly around the lamp. “You're going to let go of that without destroying my lighting setup, right?”

The vine didn’t respond. Of course it didn’t. But it also didn’t release the lamp. It flexed instead—like it was stretching after a nap. Or showing off.

“James, I think that one likes you,” Mei Lin called sweetly from the kitchen.

“I think it’s flirting with me,” he replied, using the shears to gently snip a length of ivy from their bookshelf. “I’m married. Spiritually.”

Lanlan poked her head in from the balcony, holding a broom like a sword. “The rooftop garden is... no longer a garden.”

“How bad is it?” James asked, half afraid of the answer.

“Um.” She stepped aside to let him see.

The herbs they'd planted last month were now waist-high and surrounded by thick stalks of what looked like bamboo. Vines dangled from the walls like decorative streamers, flowering in strange, bioluminescent clusters. The tomato plants had staged a coup and overrun the eastern railing.

“Oh,” he said, stunned. “That’s... beautiful? Hey, I trimmed that one myself. It's back and even thicker than before!”

“It’s a forest, James,” Lanlan said patiently. “You made a rooftop forest. I think it got worse while you slept.”

Just then, Sarah’s phone buzzed. She glanced at it and burst into laughter.

“Oh no,” she said, scrolling through a string of increasingly aggressive texts. “Guess who noticed.”

“Building manager?” James sighed, snipping another vine and carefully untangling it from their Wi-Fi router.

Just then, Sarah—still wrapped in a blanket and clutching coffee like a weapon—walked in, eyes on her phone.

She read aloud, deadpan:

“Hey. Something’s growing outta your roof.

Roots cracked the drainpipe and blocked the vents.

You gotta deal with this ASAP or I’m filing a damage report. I’m sending Mr. Rodriguez over.”

James cleared his throat. “Alright, so... I hope this doesn’t turn into a hole in our pockets. It’s one of those things that the neighbors DO notice.”

Mei Lin stepped closer, tugging his robe straight at the collar. “Be good while I’m gone, okay?”

“I always am.”

She raised a brow.

“Ish,” he mumbled.

She pulled him into a kiss, slow and lingering, her hand curling behind his neck. When she pulled back, her voice dropped to a whisper.

And right on cue, at exactly 10:08 AM, a ripple of golden light shimmered into a perfect oval just past the coffee table.

The portal smelled faintly of plum blossoms and bureaucracy.

From the other side stepped Yue Xia, Mei Lin’s cousin and part-time headache. She wore a sleek pale blue cheongsam under an official fox-crest cloak, her expression already halfway into exasperation.

“Do you know what time it is?” Yue Xia said without preamble. “We’re briefing the new mortal-liaison committee, and you’re still in the mortal plane flirting.”

“I was also kissing,” Mei Lin said sweetly.

“You can flirt and kiss on your own time, cousin. Let’s go.”

With a sigh that was half drama, half actual regret, Mei Lin gave James one last glance over her shoulder.

“Keep the bed warm.”

And with that, she stepped through the portal, tails swishing like banners behind her, and the portal snapped shut.

James sat back on the bed, rubbing the back of his neck.

“Yep,” Sarah said from the kitchen, pouring herself more coffee. “Just another Monday.”

“Tell me about it.”

“So,” Sarah said, sipping her coffee. “What’s the plan for today? Fixing the plant uprising? Or pretending this is the new interior design?”

James eyed a vine currently caressing the television. “Option C: selectively prune and hope the landlord doesn’t send an exorcist.”

Mei Lin had work to do.

She was lucky she didn’t have to live in the Central Realm’s Palace Complex, basically the equivalent of the Forbidden City in the Central Realm, home of the Jade Emperor and more layers of bureaucracy than the Department of Justice. At this point, she was lucky she didn’t even have to live in the Spirit Realm. Yue Xia’s help had granted unprecedented privileges. She could lounge and relax in that crazy, wild, chaotic place called New York City. Yes, it was kind of run-down, noisy, bright, and sometimes creepy, but the people she loved the most lived there, including that smart hunk of a husband and the two co-wives she’d die for.

Mei Lin adjusted the high collar of her hanfu for the fifth time, suppressing the urge to growl. Spirit Realm robes were elegant, yes, but wearing simple mortal realm clothes was heaven in comparison. Hanfus were supposed to be comfortable, but this particular variety was hard to put on.

The Imperial Central Court stretched wide ahead, with rows of vermilion pillars rising from carved stone bases,yellow curved roofs catching the light. Imperial color, impossible to miss. Statues of guardian beasts crouched along the eaves, and golden dragons curled above painted panels of qilin and phoenixes, all edged in glinting gold leaf.

A black plaque hung over the main gate, the characters for Heaven’s Mandate carved deep in seal script. Silk banners stirred in the breeze, cloud patterns and longevity symbols rippling.

A herald stood waiting, sleeves tucked tight. He looked mostly human, but a crane’s beak cut down his face, and massive white wings were tucked behind his back.

“Ambassador Hu,” he said in a dry and formal voice. “The Minister of Boundaries will see you now.”

Mei Lin greeted the man with a respectful nod, then passed through lacquered doors.

Minister Wu stood at the center, spine straight despite his age, wrapped in dark slate robes trimmed with silver and long white hair tied into a bun over his head. A jade token hung from his belt, catching the light when he moved, which was as little as possible.

He was human and not an animal spirit. His beard was long and white, his face lined like dried riverbeds, and extremely severe. His eyes were sharp, peering out beneath heavy lids, watching everything, forgiving nothing.

Mei Lin bowed respectfully. “Minister Wu. I’ve brought the monthly report from the Jade Moon Realm.”

He didn’t blink. “Speak up, young fox. And fix your posture. You’ve gone soft among the mortals. I’ve heard you’ve moved with the Triumvirate. Mind your manners when you’re here; I don’t want to see any uncouth barbarian customs transferred into our sacred spaces.”

She straightened without arguing, but her ears gave a brief twitch. She presented a scroll attached to her pouch, presenting it to him.

“We’ve had a surplus in revenue from increased imports,” she said as the man examined it. “You can see the amounts in there. Trade’s flowing as scheduled, permits are clean, and patrols are running on time.”

Wu gave a single nod, almost imperceptible.

“However—” Mei Lin continued, “there’s something we must discuss. We’ve detected fluctuations in the barrier energy. The First Blade reported some disturbances, like unauthorized portals. The local wardens describe it as a growing pressure. There are no authorized transportation devices around.”

Wu's eyebrows rose. “Which side?”

“Neither mortal nor spirit,” Mei Lin said, her voice lowering. “The signature is unfamiliar, but considering what happened a few months back, I think we should keep an eye open. The First Blade suggests....”

“You waited until now to bring this forward?”

“I only confirmed the pattern last night.” Mei Lin pulled a sealed scroll from her sleeve. “The energy spikes occur daily at twilight. Nine minutes each time. No variation. It’s been happening for a few days.”

Wu opened the scroll and scanned its contents. His lips pressed into a thin line.

“Has this been cross-referenced with the Eternal Archives?”

“Lady Yue Xia and an officer from the Central Realm have looked into it,” Mei Lin said. “There’s one match: the War of Falling Stars, a thousand years ago, when the Tenth Hell tried to pierce the veil.”

The minister’s eyes swung toward her.

“You are not to speak of this to anyone else,” he said at last. “Return to your post. I will issue a signed order with the Security Bureau's Seal of the Central Realm, authorizing more security. And keep those ears open.”

“Listen, Master Wu,” Mei Lin said, leaning forward. “I have a suggestion... we should—”

“You have your orders. Now please leave; you are dismissed.”

“Master, I...”

“I have other reports to go through.”

She left the chamber with clenched fists and a pounding heart.

Outside the court chambers, Mei Lin hurried through the gardens, crossing her arms, her nine tails swishing behind her. Bureaucratic stonewalling was exactly the problem with the Spirit Realm.

Her heart ached for her family, James's terrible jokes, Sarah's spicy cooking, and Lanlan's calmness. For a bed big enough for four and mornings tangled in each other's arms, mind-blowing sex, and driving James crazy with pleasure.

It had been just a few hours, but the distance weighed heavy on her.

She stopped by a koi pond tucked in the courtyard shadows, scanned the walkways, then reached into her robes. Her fingers closed around one of their jade pendants. The stone was cool at first, but as she poured qi into it, it warmed gently in her palm.

“James? Sarah? Lanlan? Can you hear me?”

For a beat, there was only the sound of wind in the bamboo.

Then James’s voice crackled through, bright and unmistakable. “Mei Lin! You’re tired of those losers? How’s the empire? Still allergic to casual clothes?”

Sarah chimed in, speaking with a full mouth and something crunchy between her teeth. “How’s the food?”

“Hello, darling,” Lanlan said, calm and clear. “We miss you already.”

Mei Lin pressed the stone tighter. “I miss you too. More than you know.” Her voice dropped. “Food's alright. Had some noodles and dumplings in my quarters. And... that’s not why I called. Guess what the Minister told me?”

“Told you he’ll deal with it?” James mumbled.

“That and to keep quiet.” She sighed dramatically. “Can we expect them to do anything useful? Ever? I’m sure they’ll go back and forth passing this to different offices before making a decision.”

“Expected and... always disappointing,” said Lanlan.

“Nine minutes at twilight,” Mei Lin repeated slowly. “It has all the signs of a ritual. And one of their own ambassadors with access tokens and everything going crazy and breaking a millennia-old seal didn’t even make them double down. With what Dongfeng Long told us, that they didn’t even bother to check... Even after these reports. I don’t know what goes on in the Jade Emperor’s court, but it’s useless.”

James exhaled. “Just be ready. If this goes bad, I don’t want to be caught off guard again. The last time people in charge stalled us... it was a big deal.”

“I wish I was home,” Mei Lin said.

“So do we,” Lanlan said quietly. “Be safe. We love you.”

The pendant cooled as the connection faded. Mei Lin tucked it away just as soft footsteps hurried toward her.

Suddenly, Mei Lin heard something east of her current position. She felt something too, like a burst of energy, probably an explosion of qi. It even felt like a portal opening.

Then came the shouting.

Mei Lin turned her head toward the commotion. A trumpet echoed, and a pair of gate wardens sprinted past the far end of the courtyard, armor rattling and spears in hand.

Her stomach tightened. Trouble? In the central realm?

She crossed the courtyard in a few quick strides, then activated her transportation hairpin. The qi flared beneath her feet, and in a breath, she was at the Eastern Gate.

The moment she arrived, the world felt off.

Dozens of spirits and cultivators were scattered across the open plaza, shouting orders, scrambling to form containment lines. She infused qi into her muscles and leapt toward the roof, distributing her qi upward to land on her toes, a hand pressed against one of the tiles. From there, she stood up and saw it.

One of the gate’s stone boundary pillars, a towering monolith carved with magical texts, had cracked.

The fissure ran from top to bottom, fine as a hair but pulsing with a sickly black glow. A scent of scorched paper and burning iron stung her sensitive nose.

She jumped again, landing behind the rows of cultivators.

Gate Warden Li spotted her and waved her over. The old tortoise spirit looked unusually grim, a human-like face, a long beard, and round glasses, but a massive carapace covered his back.

“Hey, beauty, Mr. Hu,” he said in an extremely slow tone, skipping formality. She could never get used to the Tortoise spirit. Not only did it take him a ridiculous amount of time to get to the point, but he couldn’t help flirting.

Mei Lin stared at the crack. “Warden Li. What’s going on?”

“Looks like trouble.” Li nodded. “Pressure built up all at once. The ward...”

The Tortoise spirit paused. Mei Lin raised both eyebrows.

“Did it breach?” she asked impatiently. “Any signature?”

“No. Not fully. But something made contact....”

“Contact?” Mei Lin asked, raising an eyebrow and letting her eyes swing toward the cracked stone.

He gestured toward a young guard slumped on a bench nearby, wrapped in a medic’s cloak. He was an ox spirit, with arched horns and a goatee. His arm was blackened from the hand to the elbow, veins glowing faintly black beneath the skin. Two healers wearing beads and prayer wheels knelt beside him, murmuring spells, but the corruption wasn't receding.

Mei Lin approached slowly. “What happened to him?”

“He was on the perimeter,” Li said. “When the pillar cracked, he was the first to reach it. Said something touched him.”

“I see,” Mei Lin said softly.

She got closer and crouched next to the guard. “Sir, can you hear me?”

The ox spirit looked up with unfocused eyes. “It saw me,” he whispered. “So many eyes... They saw me! They saw us! They... they’re waiting!”

Before she could ask more, the pillar suddenly flashed black, like night coming from a single source.

“Quick!” shouted one of the commanding wardens, dressed in full-scale armor and a wide helmet with flaps. “Seal the gate!”

Wardens exchanged orders, drawing their spears and circling the gates, while spirit cultivators began reciting mantras.

Li took a step forward, too fast for what Mei Lin could expect from a tortoise. He slammed his staff to the ground, concentric circles of light rising into the air around the damaged column, clinging to it.

Mei Lin stepped backward, standing just outside the circle. She pulled her pendant from her sleeve and poured qi into it. “James.”

His voice came through immediately, tense. “I’m here.”

“Something’s happening,” she said in a hushed whisper. “Not a breach, not yet. But something’s reaching through. One of the guards was touched... His arm’s all black.”

Lanlan’s voice echoed through the magical device. “We’ll start the wards on our end.”

“Alright. I’m coming home,” Mei Lin said. “If something happens, I’ll be there with you.”

Behind her, the ox spirit kept whispering, barely audible under the hum of wards:

“They’re watching now. And they’re coming. She comes, she comes to take it all back.”


Chapter 5 - Emergency Meeting

Mei Lin landed in the center of the apartment, the gate shutting behind her. Before she could take a full breath, Sarah was at her side, steadying her.

“Babe,” James said, rushing toward her and reaching for her hand.

“You look like hell,” Sarah said.

Mei Lin didn't argue. “Jumping back and forth is never easy...” She greeted James with a kiss, then settled back on the long couch. “And get the others.”

Lanlan emerged from the kitchen, drying her hands on a dish towel. “Already on it.”

Then, the doorbell. James navigated around an ambitious fern tendril to reach the door.

When he opened it, Xiao Bao darted between his legs and made a beeline for their couch, grunting what sounded like “Hello" before sprawling out like he owned the place. Jun stepped in after, his hair freshly cut in that trendy K-pop style—sides buzzed short, top left long and swooped to the side. His baggy hoodie hung off one shoulder, and his skinny jeans looked straight out of a BTS music video.

“What's up, guys?” Jun grinned, fidgeting with his round glasses. “Digging the new look? Got tired of the same old same old.”

“I... think you’ve been watching too many Korean dramas,” James said.

“Thanks!” Jun beamed, but his expression shifted as he took in the tense atmosphere. “What's going on?” His eyes darted to Mei Lin, immediately registering her exhaustion.

“Did you watch the places we told you?” James asked severely.

“I got people there; nothing weird so far. Just the qi noise you’re aware of... But... what happened to Miss Hu? In the Central Realm?”

“Come in and take a seat,” Sarah said, already petting Xiao Bao’s head, legs crossed on the couch.

James frowned. “So... tell us what was trying to get through. And if anyone saw it. Any confirmation is Mrs. Snaky Woman.”

“Not trying,” Mei Lin said. “Reaching. If not her, who else? But did I tell you about the physicians opening up the hearts of the dead mind-controlled slaves during the last incident? That signature qi, though, and what happened to the man’s hand looks just like the way that thing spread into their hearts. It’s some kind of cultivation of organic corruption. Like fungi that grow on command. I... think whatever this creature, or person is, whether Black Serpent or not, is capable of things we can’t imagine.”

Xiao Bao whined softly, pressing against Jun's legs. The cloud leopard could sense the tension building in the room.

“So... was this ward in the Central Realm super hard to break through?” Sarah asked.

“Incredibly hard,” Mei Lin replied. “That’s another thing. From what it looked like, they used most of their strength on breaching the ward, although not enough to make a big portal. Cultivators jumped in to reinforce it. But just imagine what they could do in a lesser realm, including this.”

Suddenly, the air shimmered across the room, and a circle of light formed in the center. Yue Xia appeared, wearing her pantsuit. Behind her came Dongfeng Long, all poise and tension wrapped in court robes, hair tied over his head, with a jade-colored headband over his forehead.

“Good evening, family,” Yue Xia said. “I see we have a witness to the latest development. I brought your friendly neighborhood top detective.”

Dongfeng scanned the room, nodding in greeting, then gave a grim hum. “Whatever that was, it lit up three of the outer sensors simultaneously. The leyline pulse was strong enough that it nearly tripped the suppression wards under the Lotus Palace.”

Jun raised his hand hesitantly. “I picked up something on my end too. Those monitoring talismans you asked me to set up around the neighborhood? They started going crazy last night.”

“What did you notice?” Lanlan asked, leaning forward.

“The energy patterns were irregular,” Jun explained, growing more confident. “Nothing like the usual background qi of New York. They peaked exactly nine minutes after twilight. I was going to call you guys right away, but I wanted to double-check my readings first.”

Dongfeng regarded Jun with new interest. “Nine minutes past twilight. That's not coincidental.”

Yue Xia stepped to the table, brushing the surface of the broken jade with delicate fingers. “The qi signature matches what we recorded three months ago during the Chen incident.”

James straightened. “The vault breach?”

Mei Lin sighed, already feeling the tension behind her eyes settle in. “The one no one wanted to talk about. Where Ambassador Chen broke the containment seal on Lady Black Serpent.”

Jun's eyes widened. “Oh, how did I miss that?”

Sarah glanced between them. “Mei Lin. You never told us all the details.”

“I didn't have all of them,” Mei Lin said. “Even Dongfeng Long didn't get access to the whole set of records. But I was briefed when I took over his post.”

Lanlan crossed her arms, her expression sharp. “They said he died in custody. Just tells you how stupid the people in charge were.”

“Yeah,” Mei Lin said. “I can just imagine how they were more concerned about no one finding out the vault had been breached.”

Dongfeng's jaw tensed. “He'd been infected with the dagger before everyone’s noses and made it to the Central Realm and the Palace section. We were too busy dealing with the stuff in here.”

Jun shifted uncomfortably, absently stroking Xiao Bao's fur. “I never liked that Chen guy. Guo was worse.”

“I doubt Chen was really supporting the Jade Serpent Lord,” Mei Lin said. “He was just careless. Guo, on the other hand, I’m glad he met his end, the traitor.”

“But His Excellency Lord Yue Feng issued an order!” Jun said. “Anyone who’d been wounded at night had to report themselves. Chen lied and went into the Central Realm knowing that. At a minimum, he was irresponsible.”

“Right about that,” Mei Lin said. “Anyway, he’s gone and the damage is done.”

Jun's face had gone pale. “And now... whatever came through is still out there?”

“Still watching from the outer rim,” Dongfeng added. “From her spirit dimension. She surely has enough strength to break through. She’s definitely planning where and how.”

Jun stood abruptly, startling Xiao Bao. “I should make tea. Everyone must be tired.” He hurried to the kitchen, his movement a clear attempt to process the information.

The kettle whistled in the kitchen, and Jun returned with a tray, moving more carefully now. “I brought honey,” he offered. “It helps with stress.”

“So she's setting something up,” James said. “Lady Black Serpent.”

Dongfeng's voice was tight. “And the junior guard at the Gate said he saw eyes. Dozens of them. Watching. That she’s coming. It’s obvious. And we’re all fools. We should all pour over the books. I myself sent a request to the Jade Emperor to gather an army. This could be big.”

Jun nearly dropped a teacup. His face had gone pale. “Eyes? I... I've been having strange dreams. After one of those nights. I thought it was because of the horror games I was playing.”

“What was that dream like, boy?” Dongfeng Long asked the bodyguard, eyes narrowed.

“Just... eyes in the darkness.”

“Any female voice?” Dongfeng Long insisted. James remembered some of the affected men in the last incident had dreams, especially of a female voice.

“Yes,” Jun replied, face pale. “But... I don’t really remember anything in particular... It did make me feel terrible.”

Lanlan placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. “Jun, how long?”

“Two weeks,” he whispered. “I thought it was from playing too many horror games.”

Xiao Bao purred sympathetically, nuzzling against Jun's leg.

Mei Lin's tails shifted behind her, bristling unconsciously. “I don't think she's trying to break in. Not yet. I think she's fishing, for who's watching. And where she can go unnoticed.”

“That's... terrifying,” Jun said quietly, sitting down carefully. “She knows someone's watching.”

Sarah leaned against the wall. “So what now? If the Central Realm won't act—"

“They won't,” Dongfeng cut in. “They're still trying to ensure that the vault breach was an accident. I will use the leverage and knowledge I have. Those are my only weapons for now.”

Yue Xia looked at Mei Lin. “Then we prepare. Quietly. The same way she is.”

Mei Lin gave a tired nod. “We'll scan for pulse echoes near other gates. I'll reach out to the Gate Wardens, see if anyone else has felt something strange.”

“I can share my qi fluctuation charts,” Jun offered. “And I’ll try to record my dreams in a notebook or something...”

“They might be crucial,” Yue Xia confirmed. “Dreams often reveal what our conscious minds cannot see.”

Dongfeng turned toward the sealed window, where the last light of twilight hung on the horizon. “If she's moving in the dark between realms... we don't have much time. If she has a grudge against you guys, for whatever reason... I think you should prepare as much as you can.”

Jun carefully collected the empty teacups, his movements thoughtful. “I will create a more thorough schedule with the boys... Maybe I can ask for His Excellency to send more troops. I doubt the Jade Moon Realm will be targeted.”

“Do so only if possible,” James replied.

“Be careful,” Mei Lin warned. “But yes. Any observations would help.”

No one spoke after that. For a long moment, they just stood in the warmth of the apartment, the incense curling through the air like memory, the silence heavy with what they already knew.

And this time, they'd be ready.
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That was just the start of their problems.

The next morning, Steve Rodriguez, the super, had come to check on the neighbor’s complaints. This time, he came with company.

“Mr. Wong, this is Mrs. Sandberg from Legal Services.” He produced a stack of papers. “We have three separate noise complaints, four property damage claims, and—" He consulted his clipboard. "—Mrs. Kim is threatening to sue for $8,000 in damages to her imported curtains.”

“Eight thousand dollars?” James choked. “For curtains?”

“Imported, she claims, and brought receipts.She claims the jasmine that exploded through her paper wall,” Mrs. Sandberg stated dryly. “Plus there's the matter of the blocked fire escapes. That's a $1,200 fine per instance.”

“We're also receiving quotes for plumbing repairs,” Mr. Rodriguez added. “The morning glory incident with the building plumber. Mr. Murphy won't even enter the building now.”

“How much for the plumbing?”

"$15,000. Minimum.”

James felt his wallet physically retreat into his pocket.

“And of course,” Mrs. Sandberg continued, “There's the matter of property modification without permission. Your lease clearly states—"

“I get it,” James interrupted. “What do I need to do?”

“The management company is considering an emergency injunction if the issues aren't resolved within 72 hours,” she said. “That's immediate eviction with forfeiture of deposit.”

After they left, Sarah emerged from the kitchen where she'd been hiding to avoid the legal conversation. “How bad?”

“Let's just say,” James sighed, “I'm really hoping we save the world soon. Because at this rate, we won't have a place to live while doing it.”

Sarah closed the door behind him. “You really can't control it yet, can you?”

“I'm trying!” James gestured at the potted ferns, almost as big as humans. “See? They're responding to positive reinforcement now.”

“That's not helping your case,” Lanlan called from the kitchen. “Come eat before things get worse.”

They gathered at the table where Jun was already seated, playing a mobile game, dark circles under his eyes but sporting his usual cheerful expression. Xiao Bao was curled around his feet, occasionally batting at Jun's shoelaces.

“Any updates from your duty?” Sarah asked, serving herself congee.

Jun pulled down his noise-cancellation headset. “Sorry?”

“Any updates!” Sarah repeated.

“Ah... right....” Jun sat straighter and checked something on his phone. “Yes, the good news is we’ve got ten cultivators from the Jade Moon realm. They came in last night. His Excellency is grateful for saving his dominions. And about my men... I’ve been asking around. Three more bodyguards reported strange dreams. Always the same—multiple eyes watching them. And the qi readings...” He swiped through charts he’d drawn in a notebook and then photographed. “Look at these spikes.”

James peered at the screen. “Huh? They're getting stronger.”

“And more frequent.” Jun yawned, covering his mouth.

“You're being observant,” Lanlan said.

“Has Yue Xia heard anything from the Central Realm?” Sarah asked.

“At least they put out a notice that they’re gonna increase surveillance and reinforce wards,” Lanlan said dryly. “Doubt it’ll make a difference. They’re not sending us any help, I think.”

The jade pendant on the table suddenly glowed. Lanlan caught it, pressing her thumb against its surface. Yue Xia's voice emerged, clear but tinny, like a speakerphone with perfect reception.

“Can everyone hear me?” Yue Xia's voice asked.

“We hear you,” James confirmed, leaning toward the pendant. “What's the latest?”

A frustrated sigh came through the connection. “I have news. None of it good.”

“What happened?” James asked, exchanging concerned glances with the others.

“The Council acknowledged my request,” Yue Xia said, her voice tight with restrained anger. “They'll send the magical equivalent of a strongly worded letter. No troops, no support. They claim there's insufficient evidence of an immediate threat to the Mortal Realm and that they have enough to deal with in the Central Realm.”

“But the readings—" Jun began, his brow furrowing. “I doubt any other realm will face this threat. And New York City doesn’t have as many cultivators as the Central Realm. It could be a massacre.”

“They want a formal investigation. Paperwork. Committees and a seal of approval.” Yue Xia's frustration came through. “By the time they mobilize, we could have a full breach.”

“Jun,” Lanlan said thoughtfully, her fingers still pressed against the jade. “You mentioned qi spike locations earlier. Where exactly?”

Jun brought up a map on his phone, angling it so everyone could see. “Central Park, Times Square, and Wall Street have the strongest readings. But there are smaller fluctuations near Columbus Circle and the Flatiron Building. And... 5th Avenue. That’s relatively close.”

“You’ve positioned the new people there, right?” James said. “Even if the Central Realm won't send official help, we need eyes on those locations.”

“I... also met a few mortal cultivators. They hang out at a martial arts gym. We may convince them to risk their lives with just enough energy drinks.”

“Do it,” Yue Xia nodded from the pendant. “I'll cover expenses. Alright, I’ve got to go.”

The pendant dimmed as Yue Xia's voice faded.

“Take care,” James added. “And keep us informed.”

“Well,” Sarah sighed, leaning back against the couch, “If we can't rely on official help, I guess we're on our own again.”

Mei Lin's eyes suddenly brightened. “Oh! I almost forgot.” She reached into her messenger bag and pulled out several colorful packages. “I went shopping at that market you recommended. More epic snacks!”

She began arranging an impressive array across the coffee table: prawn chips, dried squid, haw flakes, honey-roasted sunflower seeds, and even a metal tin filled with egg waffle cookies. There was a pack of tiny juice boxes with Crysanthemum Drink written in Mandarin.

“You bought all this?” James asked, eyeing the spread with appreciation.

“Well, of course, what do you think?” Mei Lin said with a small smile. “Last time we had some good ones, but these are even better.”

“Oh, these are incredible,” Sarah mumbled through a mouthful of prawn chips. “What did you call these again?”

“Xia tiao,” Mei Lin supplied. “The shopkeeper said they're popular.”

Xiao Bao perked up from his spot on the couch, nose twitching with interest. Jun slipped him a chip when he thought no one was looking.

“You know what's funny?” James said, opening a bag of sunflower seeds. “Here we are, discussing ancient evil and interdimensional threats while stuffing our faces like we're at a sleepover.”

Mei Lin picked up a piece of dried squid, offering it to Sarah. “Try this one. It's... an experience.”

Sarah took a tentative bite, her face immediately contorting. “Tastes like the ocean decided to become jerky.”

“Alright, lovely people,” Jun said, getting up, then proceeding to bow in front of Lanlan. “I have to resume my duties. Thank you for this. And I’ll make sure we work hard.”

Jun had to practically draw Xiao Bao by his collar, the leopard spreading his claws toward the chips.

“Let him take a bag,” Lanlan said. “For heaven’s sake.”

Once the door was closed, the gang exchanged glances, with Mei Lin stuffing handfuls of chips into her mouth.

James let out a long sigh.

“What a day.”

Lanlan appeared beside him without a word and reached for his shoulders. Her fingers found the tight bands of muscle along his neck and upper back and began to knead with slow, deliberate pressure.

“You’re buzzing,” she murmured, more observation than criticism. “Like an overstrung guzheng.”

James exhaled, tension bleeding out of him as her thumbs worked into a knot just below his scapula. “That’s... alarmingly accurate.”

“My darling,” she said. Her voice was light, like a feather teasing his neck. “You need to relax. Let us help you.”


♥♥♥ Chapter 6 - Release

Sarah, already stripped to her sports underwear, pulled him towards the couch. James let them guide him, his body heavy with fatigue. When he was seated, she dropped to her knees and ran her hands up his thighs. “Lanlan’s right. You’re wound up tight.”

Mei Lin sat next to him, her tail curling around his leg. She licked the salt from her fingers and smirked. “We should help him.”

“Oh, yes,” Lanlan purred. She knelt beside Sarah, her white cat ears twitching. “We’re very helpful.”

James didn’t resist as Mei Lin undid his shirt buttons, her fingers nimble and quick. The fabric slipped from his shoulders, and he let it fall, feeling the tension begin to melt from his muscles. She then began to massage his shoulders.

Sarah worked at his belt, confident, unbuttoned his pants, and let them drop to the ground. His bulge was already prominent, and a grinning Sarah began caressing it before pulling down his boxers and setting it free.

“You just have to enjoy,” Lanlan said, her voice low and inviting, falling to her knees in front of him.

He watched as Sarah and Mei Lin exchanged a mischievous glance, a conspiracy of smiles, and then Sarah was on her knees, her mouth trailing over his bare thighs with deliberate slowness. The feeling was dizzying, a slow burn spreading through him, and he let out a low groan, his body electrified.

“See?” Mei Lin said, her lips curving as she slid down beside him, her fingers making a slow, deliberate journey downward. “We always take good care of you.”

The view was incredible—three amazing women on their knees, hungry for him.

Lanlan cradled his shaft with care, playful, teasing. Watching adoringly before closing her eyes and planting a kiss on the tip. Then, with a giggle, she licked it like a kitty lapping its milk. James gasped, hands moving in between her ears, petting her like the good kitty she was. She nuzzled his hand and playfully licked his fingertips before returning her attention to her favorite snack.

She opened her pretty mouth and took him in, her mouth a warm surprise that made him gasp. She pulled away with a little laugh, the tip of her tongue flicking like she was tasting sugar, then dove in again, sloppily letting her catlike tongue swirl around him like she was enjoying a popsicle.

After letting go with a wet pop, her fingers danced over Sarah's back, and Sarah, with an eager look, took him in, her lips full, consuming, bobbing her head with an urgency and passion that made him dizzy.

Mei Lin's mouth was on him as soon as Sarah was done, fast, almost greedy, as if she wanted to win. Her breath was hot, and he felt himself unraveling, his mind losing hold as the world slipped away.

He exhaled, long and deep, his body slack and surrendered. The room was a haze of heat and breath, and they were all caught in its orbit, tangled and close.

“Alright,” he said. “My turn.”

His voice was hoarse, like he’d been shouting across a great distance. He sat up, pulling them with him. Mei Lin laughed, flicked her ears, and stood, peeling off her clothes. Lanlan followed, the silk of her dress slipping down her body. Sarah took her time, her eyes holding his as she took off her sports bra, revealing her two deliciously large breasts, then pulling down her dark panties to reveal the treasure between her legs.

“Over there,” James said, motioning to the bedroom.

They moved together, a tangle of limbs and tails, until they were all on the mattress. Sarah reached back to him, her smile lazy, and he shook his head.

“Turn around, you three,” he said.

Sarah laughed, a low rumble. “Oh, I see how it is,” she said, her voice all teasing warmth. She turned slowly, leaning her round butt back. Lanlan and Mei Lin followed, their tails swaying, hypnotic as they knelt on the bed.

James watched, taking them in. Mei Lin’s nine tails fanned out behind her, a riot of reddish fur over her round ass. Lanlan’s single tail flicked playfully, the same snowy hue as her ears, on a firm but smaller butt. Her body was slender, delicate, like it might melt away if touched too hard.

Sarah was in the middle, her shape fuller, wavy hair framing her back, her face turned to face him.

Mei Lin’s voice was a purr. “You just gonna look?”

James leaned over them, his hands firm, insistent. Mei Lin gasped as he chose her first, caressing her body as she crouched forward on all fours. He entered her, her body tensing like a bowstring about to snap. She pushed her ass back against him, meeting his rhythm as he rocked. He felt her shudder, a ripple that ran through the whole bed, and then she was crying out.

He began using that connection to cycle their qi, feeling a wave of energy that immediately made the fox girl moan and made the world around feel more vivid and stark.

Qi and pleasure built up until Mei Lin came, then he moved to Lanlan. Her shoulders trembled, and a little whimper escaped her lips. She arched towards him, her eyes half-closed, and then he was inside her, filling her, and her whimpers turned to a long, wavering moan. Her fingers clawed at the sheets, and soon she came with a shiver that left her gasping for air.

Sarah was last. She turned to face him, her eyes locked on his. Her smile was slow and wicked, and when he touched her, she was already wet and wanting. She pulled him to her, and he slid inside, her body taking him in all at once. He thrust into her, hard and fast, and she wrapped her legs around him, urging him deeper. Her breath came quick and ragged against his ear, and when she came, it was like a storm, fierce and relentless.

He followed, the last of his energy surging and then leaving him all at once. They were a heap of limbs and tangled sheets, the room echoing with the sound of their breaths.

“See?” Mei Lin said, her voice a lazy drawl. “Told you we’re helpful.”

James lay back, his mind slipping towards sleep. He felt them shift, settling around him, the warmth of their bodies pulling him under. The soft weight of tails draped over his skin, and then the darkness closed in, full and sweet, and his mind faded into a pleasant sleep.


Chapter 7 - Invasion

“Listen, Mr. Wong,” Mr. Rodriguez said softly, through his thick accent. “I know it's none of my business, unless it keeps bringing hazards to the building. But I still don't understand... and I've seen my share of unexplainable things. Just how does this even happen? How can it possibly happen? It looks like a prank to me, except it’s costing you a lot. And believe me, you’ve been good customers so far, but this...”

“Like I said, Mr. Rodriguez, we had a... plumbing issue,” James gestured vaguely at the flowering vines cascading from their ceiling. “And the moisture caused some unexpected growth..."

“Unexpected growth?” Rodriguez said aloud, shaking his head. “What was on that pipe? Nuclear waste? Are these plants gonna turn into Godzilla?”

“Oh, of course not,” James said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Listen. It’s hard to explain. And to be honest, I think you might not believe it.”

Rodriguez waved his hands dismissively. “Listen, Mr. Wong, if this endangers the livelihood of our residents, we don't want this to become bigger than it already is.”

“Of course not, it's... definitely nothing bad. I mean, nothing like zombie plants that are suddenly gonna turn on the inhabitants and choke them to death or anything crazy. Ha. Ha.”

The super’s eyes were wide open. His lips moved, but he didn’t say a word.

“Explain,” Rodriguez insisted.

James cleared his throat. “Well, I guess I should start from the beginning...”

Like a bell saving his boxer-ass at the end of the round, James's phone suddenly buzzed with the default ringtone. It was Jun.

“Jun?” he said into the phone, not even apologizing to the frustrated super. “What? Wait, I can’t really hear you. What do you mean...”

Jun’s voice was agitated, but unfortunately, because of interference, James couldn’t make out a single word.

Suddenly, the Wireless Emergency Alert blared from James's and Rodriguez's phones. The other man glared at it dismissively:

EMERGENCY ALERT

MANHATTAN - FIFTH AVENUE AND 42ND STREET

REPORTS OF UNUSUAL SEISMIC ACTIVITY

STRUCTURAL DAMAGE AND INJURIES REPORTED

SEEK SHELTER IMMEDIATELY

James felt his stomach drop. That was the closest disturbance point to them.

“Mr. Rodriguez,” James said quickly, “I think we should—"

A massive explosion echoed outside, a short distance from there. The windowpane shook, the hanging Taoist chimes stirred as if a strong wind had pushed through.

Sarah was already at the window, staring at the plume of smoke rising from midtown. “James, that's where—"

“I know,” he cut her off.

It was really happening.

The superintendent cleared his throat. “Alright... So...”

“You're absolutely right,” Lanlan said smoothly, leaning on the door and grinning at the man. “We will fill up an entire report and send you an email. But maybe you should check on the other apartments first? I heard Mrs. Liu on the third floor had some pipe issues too. We... have an appointment right now.”

Mr. Rodriguez blinked slowly, still looking at the explosion staining the evening skyline as Lanlan gently shoved him out of the apartment. “Yes... yes, I should check on Mrs. Liu. Third floor.”

The moment the door closed behind him, they exchanged glances.

“What did Jun say?” Lanlan asked, eyes wide open.

“I couldn’t hear a word,” James replied.

“That’s not good,” Mei Lin muttered, biting her long fingernails.

“Lanlan,” James said, pulling on his jacket, “Can you open a portal directly there?”

She was already pulling the hairpin from her bun. “On it.”

She carved the air with her magic hairpin, and golden light began to coalesce, forming a window into the place. Through it, they could see chaos: overturned cars, panicked crowds, and screams.

“Well,” Sarah said, cracking her knuckles, “Looks like it’s time to kick ass and eat dumplings. And I’m all out of dumplings.”

“No time for dumplings,” James said, facing the portal. “Let's go stop whatever came through before it eats Fifth Avenue. And if we’re not back by dawn... Call the president.”

**

Fifth Avenue had become a war zone.

Most regular people were rushing out of buildings and running like madmen, creating a massive, panicked crowd. People abandoned their cars in the chaos. Ahead, NYPD officers had established a perimeter, crouching behind patrol cars with weapons drawn.

James and the girls dropped right on the corner, dodging frenzied people, while a handful of civilians stood around, phones raised to document whatever was happening.

Around the corner where the cops stood, they began to fire. James couldn’t see yet what was behind the building ahead, but it had the officers in a frenzy and made a hell of a noise.

To Dain’s shock, a police truck fell upside down in front of the cops, windows shattering in a shower of glass.

What was that thing? He could feel a fuzzy and powerful qi just up ahead. Was it a cultivator? Could be, but for whatever reason, James expected it to be at least ten feet tall.

Taking a deep breath, gathering qi in his Dantian, James sprinted toward the next city block.

And he froze.

Two monstrous serpents swiveled massive heads, unhinging jaws to unveil a nightmarish array of needle-sharp fangs.

Officers fired at the largest serpent, bullets ricocheting harmlessly off its scales.

James gritted his teeth and rushed forward, his body suddenly lighter as qi surged through his meridians. With a running leap that cleared twenty feet, he landed on the hood of an abandoned taxi and thrust both hands forward.

For a heart-stopping moment, nothing happened. Then, wooden vines exploded from the trees along the sidewalk, thick as his arm and growing at impossible speed. They wrapped around the closest serpent's massive head, yanking it sideways just as it lunged at the officers.

“Holy shit,” James whispered, staring at his hands. “That actually worked.”

The serpent thrashed against its restraints, raw strength tearing through vines even as more erupted to replace them. The officers gaped at James, then at the writhing monster, then back at James.

“NYPD! Freeze!” one of them shouted, swinging his weapon toward him.

“We're on your side!” James called back, lifting both arms and jumping down from the taxi. “Get these people to safety! We'll handle the monsters!”

The officer's reply was drowned out by a terrifying roar from the south end of the street. James turned to see what could only be described as a demon bull charging toward them, eight feet tall, muscles rippling beneath crimson skin, eyes leaking black smoke just like the corrupted in the Spirit Realm.

The creature charged toward the officers, bullets echoing loudly but doing it no harm. It closed in like a berserker train, as cops leapt out of its way. James was too far to stop it. The creature’s horns slammed against one of the men and lifted him up into the air like a ragdoll. He screamed in terror and pain and crashed against the roof of a police car.

Sarah’s voice then echoed through the night. “Hey, you stupid animal, come at me, I dare you!”

The ox spirit lowered its horns again, scratching its hooves against the asphalt, preparing for a charge. A cop tried to blast it off with a shotgun, prompting the creature to turn as quickly as a whirlwind, facing him.

“No! Come to me!” Sarah shouted, but it was in vain. The creature was close to the man in less than the blink of an eye, stuck its horns through the man’s body, and lifted him up like a toy.

The remaining officers ran for their lives, while the creature turned once again to face Sarah, scratching the ground before charging like a locomotive.

She dropped, using its timing to grab one of its front legs and making it veer out of balance. The massive beast flipped out of control, crashing onto its back with an impact that cracked the asphalt.

“These things are strong!” she shouted toward James, rolling away as the ox thrashed back to its feet. “But dumb as rocks!”

Meanwhile, Lanlan, using her lightness qi technique, pranced from streetlight to streetlight, stretching out her hand, hairpin held high, as she summoned lightning from the city power grid, city lights exploding and converging on the second serpent. The creature blazed, its skeleton in full view.

But as soon as the electricity blast faded, the creature kept writhing, coiling up and springing toward her.

Lanlan gritted her teeth in frustration. Golden chains of qi materialized, pinning the serpent in place before it broke free with unnatural strength.

Suddenly, more giant snakes slithered toward the street. They hadn’t been able to kill any so far. These things were strong but weren’t invincible.

At that moment, Mei Lin dropped into the fray like a falling star.

She soared overhead, arms outstretched, her robes snapping in the wind. With a sharp cry, she flung a globe of foxfire at the charging snakes. It struck, bursting in a blast of light and heat. Without slowing, she spun and unleashed a flurry of qi blasts. Each strike landed with a thud, as if they were being punched with a massive hammer. The serpents reeled, scorched and staggering, but still alive.

“Get out of our neighborhood!” Mei Lin shouted.

In the meantime, the ox had gotten up again, its eyes blazing black and more furious than ever.

James channeled more qi into the ground, feeling for the connection to plants, to growth, to life itself. More vines erupted from the trees, thicker and stronger this time. But as fast as he created them, the serpents and ox spirits tore through them.

Wheels ground on the pavement behind them. James turned, noticing that a SWAT team had arrived, black-clad officers pouring out of armored vehicles with assault rifles at the ready.

“Sir! Get down!” one of them shouted at James.

“No, wait—" James began, but the officers had already opened fire.

Bullets tore through the air, some finding their mark in the ox spirit's thick hide. The beast roared in pain but didn't fall. Instead, it lowered its head and charged straight at the SWAT team.

“Shit!” James sprinted toward them, throwing up a barrier of vines between the officers and the charging beast. The makeshift wall tore on impact, but it slowed the ox spirit just enough for the officers to scramble away.

“Your weapons won't stop these things!” Sarah shouted, grappling with one of the snakes. “Get the civilians out!”

To their credit, the SWAT team abandoned their direct assault, on orders from their superiors, and began evacuating people from nearby buildings.

James found himself back-to-back with Lanlan as three serpents circled them, hissing and taunting from different angles.

“This is just the first wave,” Lanlan said, her voice tense. “I can feel more coming.”

“From where?” James asked, infusing qi into his legs and jumping out of reach as a serpent’s head bit dangerously close to his legs. The creature was damn fast, and its breath smelled like roadkill.

“Everywhere,” Lanlan replied grimly, lifting her hairpin to charge. “The boundaries between realms are thinning all over the city.”

Then, she stretched forth her hairpin, electricity flashing toward the serpent’s brain.

In that moment, James leapt over the creature’s head, infusing his fingertips through his Iron Palm technique. Channeling power through his body, he slid his entire hand into the monster’s head, piercing through its reinforced skull.

His hand touched something squishy. Brain matter, for sure, and with an electrifying shiver, the serpent suddenly shrunk down to half its size, taking him with it down to the street. Seconds later, the creature had turned into a pale man with messy hair and a tattered robe, brain matter and blood spilling out of his skull.

James got up, making a grimace of disgust at his own hand and wiping it on the pavement.

“Alright, so they’re not just snakes... they’re... beast spirits.”

“And very well-trained,” Lanlan said, dodging the maw of another, stretching forth her hairpin and sending captured lightning up into its mouth. The creature writhed in agony.

“They’re resistant to electricity, though. It weakens them but can’t kill them. And probably fire too.”

Sarah, however, had managed to choke out one of the oxen. It collapsed face-down against the pavement, having turned into a cultivator with short horns and a messy beard.

Mei Lin soared above another snake, fell right in front of its face, and pushed fox fire into its eyes. The serpent churned and writhed in agony. Then it was James who leapt over its head and punched through its brain, killing it instantly.

A helicopter buzzed overhead, light flashing on the street. James sighed. He didn’t know if it was part of the police force or a news helicopter. So much for keeping the Spirit Realm secret. Was his face gonna be on the news all of a sudden? Could that get him out of debt? He didn’t have any interest in fame whatsoever.

Now, the priority was to protect his city.

The army of demonic spirits, however, kept coming at them. Noise echoed from different points, and if he attuned his qi sensitivity, most of the current legion of crazy animals seemed to be coming from the same place. It appeared that a single portal was the source of all the demons on Fifth Avenue.

At that point, James could see more than a dozen more. He noticed some of them weren’t even in monster animal shapes. They were like regular beast spirits, wearing dynastic robes, sporting long shaggy manes, some of them even holding weapons such as swords or spears. As soon as they noticed James and his wives, they charged and let out war cries.

“Shit,” James said, standing shoulder to shoulder with his women.

“Try one of your new techniques!” Sarah encouraged him. He nodded, breathing in.

James was actually feeling exhausted.

He exhaled slowly, feeling the hum of life beneath the concrete, and then he pushed, flickering his qi. The asphalt split with a groan as thick wooden spikes, extending from the trees on the sidewalk, erupted upward, wrapping around a handful of the newcomers, impaling a serpent, wrapping around a charging bull, and blocking the way of the humanoid cultivators.

These new powers were cool, but using up his qi in such a way was beginning to make him dizzy.

Sarah darted past, ducking beneath a charging ox spirit in human-like form. The attacker had fists like sledgehammers.

The man threw a wild haymaker, but overcommitted. Sarah grabbed his horn and twisted, sending him crashing into a streetlamp. Another charged with fury in its smoky eyes. She vaulted and executed a judo hip throw, snapping the attacker’s neck against the concrete.

Lanlan raised glowing barriers as debris rained down. Civilians sprinted behind her cover, disappearing into alleys and side streets. She deflected falling bricks with one hand and hurled bolts with the other, jaw clenched.

Mei Lin attacked from above. She hurled foxfire into the crowd of monsters, followed by a rapid volley of qi blasts. Each strike sent beasts sprawling, some bursting into flame; then she landed near James without breaking stride.

For every spirit they brought down, two more took its place, coming from the same spot. At that point, James could see over fifty animal spirits, some transformed into crazy-looking snakes and giant bulls.

His eyebrows started to weigh on him, and the plant army he had summoned had grown slow.

“It’s getting a bit too much, don’t you think?” Sarah asked, wiping sweat from her brow.

James took a battle stance, ready to give his best, but felt as if his fists weighed much more than they should.

Would he be fast enough to use his boxing? Sarah was already engaging with one—a woman with bat wings and a skimpy robe. She hurled powerful kung fu palm strikes and wide kicks. Sarah was trying to get in to clinch and throw, but the woman was lightning fast.

James stepped forward, trying to help, but his muscles reacted much too slowly.

At that moment, Jun dropped into the street between them, along with a group of Jade Moon realm cultivators in torn jackets and street gear, jeans streaked with ash, hoodies scorched at the sleeves.

And so they charged, blending strikes with surging blasts of qi. One punched a serpent spirit with thick scales and a nasty face through a wall. Another flipped over an ox spirit and drove a palm into its chest, pushing through skin and bone. Jun himself helped Sarah by distracting her attacker, allowing Sarah to overpower her and take her to the ground, wrapping her legs and arms and sinking in a choke.

“Your Highness!” he said, looking at Lanlan. “We’ve cleared the east side,” he said. “It’s worse than we thought.”

The cultivators fanned out. Qi lit up the smoke-choked sky. They moved like they'd trained for this all their lives, dropping beasts left and right.

James stood, bleeding and shaking. Mei Lin stepped beside him, fire gathering at her fingertips.

They weren’t winning yet. But now, they weren’t alone.

And yet, the damn creatures kept coming. James himself had to box, bob, and weave through spear attacks, managing to break a club and a sword with his Iron Body technique.

That was also getting him tired.

By the time the first military helicopters roared overhead, James was on one knee. His arms trembled. Cuts lined his forearms, smoke curled from his scorched jacket, and blood trickled into his eye.

“You’re burned out,” Mei Lin said, placing three fingers along his spine. “You used too much of your new power, too soon. I’ll try to infuse some of my own qi into you.”

He looked up at the sky, teeth clenched as he felt a rush of energy emerging from Mei Lin’s fingertips.

“We can’t hold much longer.”

“We need to regroup,” Lanlan panted, helping an elderly woman she’d found wandering aimlessly get to the SWAT team. “We can't keep this up forever.”

Sarah nodded, sweat streaming down her face. “They're targeting something. This isn't random.”

“I forgot to tell you. It seems like they’re going to the museum!” Jun shouted. “They're all converging on the Met.”

James frowned. “Wait... Why?” he mumbled. “Is there an exhibition they wanna see or what?”

“Ancient artifacts, perhaps?” Lanlan explained. “Some have power, real power. Objects from other realms that mortals thought were just art or historical objects.”

“Then I say we go,” James said with an effort. “I think they’re slowing down. The bulk of their forces might already be here. I guess it’s gonna be a night at the museum.”

A thunderous crash rolled in from uptown, the kind that made glass tremble. It sounded like a building falling, or something large tearing through one. No one said a word. They exchanged quick glances, breaths still heavy from the fight, and turned north in unison, feet pounding the fractured pavement.

Then, Lanlan extracted her hairpin and opened up a new portal.

They crossed it, appearing in front of the Met, smoke curling over the rooftops. The air stank of ozone and burning fuel. The grand steps were choked with twisted barricades, overturned cruisers, and shattered police shields. The massive doors had been ripped clean off, hurled into the street like scrap. Bullet casings gleamed on the marble. Inside, the pop and crack of gunfire echoed through the cavernous halls, followed by the roar of something inhuman.

James stepped forward, fists clenched. “We’re too late for quiet.”

They entered at a run.

James led the way, his every sense alert for danger.

To his surprise, the ground was littered with bodies of invading spirit beasts.

They found a squad of soldiers in black, in the Greek and Roman gallery, firing desperately at what appeared to be a massive serpent woman—human from the waist up, serpent below—with scales that shimmered hypnotically and wild white hair framing her entire body.

“Fall back!” James shouted to the soldiers. “We'll handle this!”

To his surprise, one of the soldiers turned to him with obvious relief. “James Wong? Thank God. We've been waiting for you.”

James blinked in confusion. “You know who I am?”

To James’s shock, the man lunged at the creature and began throwing qi blasts and shooting at her with bizarre-looking 17th-century guns.

The serpent woman, however, didn’t even flinch, dodging like she was playing dodgeball.

The man turned, revealing East Asian features and, more surprisingly... James could feel a very refined and advanced qi.

“Captain David Jiang, 107th Tactical Response,” he said, dodging a Roman bust being hurled his way, cracking on the floor. “Also, Eighth-generation Earth Realm cultivator.” He gestured to his squad. “We're all cultivators. Been hidden in the military for decades.”

James's jaw dropped. “There are cultivator units in the U.S. military?”

“Where did you think we'd be?” Jiang grinned tightly. “Meditating in mountains? This is the 21st century. Actually, it’s an old CIA program. Cold War. Continued in secret. Shouldn’t talk about it. We keep tabs on every cultivator. Anyway, no time to explain.”

James scratched his head.

Another soldier fired a burst at the serpent woman, who laughed as the bullets dissolved into green mist before reaching her.

“Catch up later,” Sarah interrupted. “Snake lady first.”

Jiang nodded. “She's after the Chinese antiquities section. Something called the Jade Emperor's Seal. We've been holding her here, but we're running out of ammo and qi.”

James flexed his fingers, feeling the wood energy gathering in his palms. “Then let's finish this quickly. I've got a plant problem to explain to my super.”

Together with Jiang's squad, they attacked. She turned toward them, green eyes flashing, fangs sparkling, and a forked tongue slipping out to lick her own lips.

“The four lovers,” she said. Her voice slithered through the air, cold and unnatural. “The Supreme Goddess will be pleased when I bring you in chains.”

James glanced at Lanlan and Sarah. “Goddess?”

“Questions later,” Sarah replied. She moved into position.

In a blink, the serpent spirit closed the distance, stretching out a clawed hand. James slipped just in time to deflect a slicing strike.

One of Jiang’s soldiers lunged to intercept her. He was too slow. She stepped inside his guard and drove her hand through his bulletproof vest, breaking through bone and flesh with a nauseating crunch. Her fingers closed around his heart, and she pulled it free in one smooth motion, still beating. The man collapsed, lifeless, and she dropped the heart without even looking.

Another soldier opened fire. She weaved through the bullets, her movement a blur. She turned sharply and flicked her wrist. A splash of venom arced through the air and struck the man’s face. He screamed and dropped, the poison burning into his flesh.

James breathed, put his hands together, and threw a qi blast. She dodged, flipping forward with a midair tail whip that caught him full in the chest. He flew back through a shattered display case.

“Don’t let her touch you!” Lanlan called out. She raised a barrier as the serpent woman closed in on Sarah, her claws dripping venom.

Sarah crouched, then shot, trying to grapple her torso, but the serpent slipped like a koi fish escaping a fisher. Her long tail whipped forward, twisted around Sarah’s arms, lifted her with unnatural strength, and threw her into the wreckage of a collapsed exhibit in the next room.

Glass crunched, and James grunted in shock.

Sarah coughed, dazed, under the broken wood. Through the bond, James felt only her determination.

The serpent woman slithered back toward him, laughing, her claws raised. “Your tricks are over, little mortal.”

James could feel something in Sarah’s mind. She was planning something.

Sarah said nothing. She stayed crouched, hidden in the debris.

The serpent lunged.

Sarah exploded upward and to the side, something silvery flashing in her arm.

The serpent woman snarled in pain. James then noticed a gleaming jian sword in Sarah’s left hand.

A line of black ichor slashed across the serpent’s side. She howled in fury, jerking back, eyes wide with shock.

James, still rising, blinked. “Where the hell did that come from?”

Sarah’s breath was ragged, but her stance was solid. “About time to put that old kendo class to good use.”

“Alright,” James said. “Let's kick ass!”

James felt his new power surge. He slammed his palm against the marble floor. The ground trembled, and soon thick wooden spikes erupted in a wave toward the serpent woman's lower body. She hissed in pain as several pierced her scales, pinning her momentarily.

“Jiang!” James shouted. “Now!”

To his surprise, Jiang and two of his men raised that strange, elongated, old-school looking gun and shot to kill.

The serpent woman screamed in agony.

“Spirit-piercing rounds,” Jiang said, cocking his rifle. “Custom load. Taoist fu lu forged into bullet form. Works like a curse and a blade.”

“You dare—!” she said, blood pooling from her body and raising her clawed hands to attack. Jiang and his gang began reloading their guns.

Before she could unleash whatever came next, silvery filaments of light snapped into place around her limbs. Lanlan stood nearby, threads of light qi flowing from her hands, weaving through the air and sealing the serpent’s movements in a net of glowing sigils.

Then the atmosphere twisted.

A ripple tore open beside the captive, and out stepped a fox spirit cloaked in crimson and gold robes. His nine tails spread behind him in a slow, threatening arc. Red-gold hair, tied in a topknot, framed a sharply handsome face, and his amber eyes gleamed. Long ears atop his head twitched once as he took in the scene.

“Lady Xiu,” the fox spirit said smoothly, “We haven't time for games. Secure the artifact.”

James froze, sensing the newcomer’s qi. That guy was powerful and didn’t hide it.

The fox spirit turned, noticing them for the first time. His eyes widened fractionally.

“The mortal cultivation bond,” he said, sounding almost amused. “How fortunate. The Supreme Goddess will be pleased.”

His hands moved in a blur, tracing a mudra. Before James and the girls had time to disperse, a whirl of flame scorched toward them.

Lanlan stretched out her hand. A golden shield materialized before them, absorbing the worst. But the impact still sent them skidding backward, the marble floor cracking beneath their feet.

“James, I need more power!” Lanlan called, her voice strained as she pressed both hands forward.

James placed a hand between her shoulder blades, channeling his qi directly into her meridians. The connection between them flared, bright and strong, their energies harmonizing instantly. Lanlan's shield expanded and held.

Sarah circled behind a toppled statue and launched herself at the fox spirit’s blind spot, aiming a knee toward his kidney.

He turned just in time. One hand lashed out to intercept, but she twisted midair and slashed with the jian. Steel grazed his side, drawing a flicker of blood and a startled growl.

Three of Jiang’s men opened fire. Spirit-piercing rounds screamed through the chamber as he dodged. He stumbled back a step as the bullets echoed nearby.

James surged forward. Vines tore through the floor, lashing at the serpent woman. She dodged and shredded them with her claws, but more kept coming, fast and relentless.

“He's bleeding!” Sarah shouted. “Press him!”

The fox snarled and raised his hand. Golden fire spiraled around him, building fast.

“Stop him!” Lanlan shouted. She cast a net of light qi that coiled around his tails. “He’s about to blow up the whole room!”

James slammed his hands to the floor. Spikes shot up from the cracked marble, aiming for the fox’s feet. More gunfire lit the space around them.

The fox flinched.

“Enough,” he growled. His tails cracked the floor as he slashed the air. A rift opened in front of him, dark and burning.

“Fall back,” he snapped at the serpent woman, breathing hard.

“But the seal—”

“Not worth dying for,” he cut her off. “They were ready. We tell the Supreme Goddess.”

The serpent woman snarled but backed toward the rift, fangs bared.

Sarah sprinted forward, sword raised. The fox whipped his tails again, unleashing a wall of golden flame. Heat forced her back as she shielded her face.

“Next time,” the fox said, his voice sharp and mocking, “you won’t get the chance.”

He stepped through the portal. The serpent woman followed. The rift snapped shut with a sound like tearing cloth.

Flames flickered out. Smoke curled through the wrecked chamber. Silence followed, broken only by the fighters’ ragged breathing.

The sudden silence was almost deafening. James looked around at the toppled statues, shattered glass, bullet holes in priceless artifacts, and wooden vines still growing from cracks in the floor.

“A Goddess,” James said, helping one of Jiang's injured men to his feet. “They keep mentioning a goddess. I wonder who that‘ll be..."

Jiang nodded grimly. “This is just the beginning. Elite cultivation masters don't serve just anyone. Whoever their mistress is, she's powerful enough to command spirits of the seventh and ninth rank.”

James cleared his throat.

“I’m pretty sure I know who she is...”

Jiang raised an eyebrow.

“Spirit Realm stuff...” James said with a shrug.

“And interested in us specifically,” Lanlan added, her face troubled. “They recognized us.”

James felt a chill. This wasn't just a random attack; this was personal. Was she still upset with them for ruining her joint plans with Hong Yaoshi? Had it been part of her plan all along? What about this Jade Emperor’s Seal?

“Listen, I know you’re an interesting study subject,” Jiang added. “But... hell, you’ve got people after you that are almost as bad as Al Qaeda.”

“With magic powers? Yes...”

Jiang sighed, looking from side to side as if to ensure no one was overhearing him.

“Listen...” Jiang said. “No, I won’t keep a tab on you or arrest you or lower your social credit. We’re actually pretty independent, kept just in case this kind of situation were to arise. We know Miss Michelle Hu... the... you know, the Fox Lady who deals with realm transport. Her Chinese name is Yue Xia. She doesn’t say much, but we do know her. Please tell me what’s going on and what we can do to help.”

James let out a long breath.

“Listen, the last thing I want is to be on the news. I don’t want to deal with politics. Can I sign an NDA or something? But if we can protect this city and this world, well, I guess we’re on the same team.”


Chapter 8 - Resistance

“You took down a serpent woman and a fox spirit at the Metropolitan Museum?” Yue Xia's voice rang clear through the jade pendant. She sounded both impressed and concerned. “And they were after an artifact called the Jade Emperor's Seal?”

“Yes,” James replied. “They retreated through a portal when we countered them, but they'll be back. They mentioned a 'supreme goddess' who would be pleased to have our heads. Wonder who that’d be... And that Seal... We think we got it. Lanlan found it among the broken display cases. The sign said it’s some kind of Shang Dynasty imperial seal, made of gold, jade, and everything fancy. Jiang said they also stole some ancient cauldrons from other museums and exhibits.”

“Take care of that seal with your life, James Wong!” Yue Xia snarled through the jade token, more serious than he’d ever heard her.

The four of them sat in Captain Jiang's black SUV. Sarah nursed a cut on her forearm, the jian sword still bound to her waist, while Lanlan applied a cooling salve to Mei Lin's bruised ribs.

“And... Lady Black Serpent is after you. This confirms our worst fears,” Yue Xia replied after a pause. “This is honestly the worst crisis any realm has faced in a while. The Mortal Realm is just the beginning.”

“What about the Central Realm?” Lanlan asked, leaning toward the pendant. “Are they under attack as well?”

“No,” Yue Xia's voice grew tight with frustration. “And that's part of the problem. The Jade Emperor's court is deliberating because they say they haven't witnessed any direct threat. The wards in the palace itself cracking under pressure apparently don’t count anymore. The chaos in the Mortal Realm is being dismissed by some factions as... localized.”

“Localized?” Sarah scoffed. “Serpent spirits are tearing apart Manhattan! Have you seen that thing? They brought out damn SWAT teams, and they couldn’t do a thing.”

“I hate their politics,” Mei Lin muttered darkly. “The Central Realm's isolation has made some of them indifferent to suffering elsewhere.”

Jiang, who had been monitoring communications on his tactical tablet, looked up. “We've got reports of similar incursions in at least three other locations across the city: Times Square, Wall Street, and Central Park. All coordinated, all happening within minutes of each other.”

Yue Xia's voice rang clear. “You need a secure base of operations immediately. I have a facility in Long Island City. It’s an old warehouse converted for Spirit Realm operations. I've used it for decades as a waypoint between realms.”

“A warehouse?” Jiang raised an eyebrow.

“Not just any warehouse,” Yue Xia's voice carried a hint of pride. “It's warded against spirit detection, stocked with supplies, and has enough space to house a small army. The address is 37 Austell Place. I'll activate the defensive arrays remotely.”

“We need to gather our forces,” James said. “Jiang, how many of your military cultivators can you rally? Plus, all the ones you kept tabs on.”

“Twenty-three active duty, another fifteen reserves I can call up within the hour,” the captain replied without hesitation. “All trained in combat against spirit entities, though none of us expected anything on this scale.”

“Dongfeng Long is pressing the Jade Emperor's court for action,” Yue Xia said. “He believes he can secure permission to send a contingent of Spirit Realm warriors, but the Accord of the Ten Thousand Realms limits direct intervention. He's trying to find loopholes.”

“We can't wait for bureaucracy,” Sarah argued. “People are dying now.”

“I know,” Yue Xia's voice softened. “That's why I've already taken certain... unofficial actions. Dan is preparing a strike team from the Jade Moon Realm. They should arrive within hours.”

“My brother is coming?” Lanlan's ears perked up.

“With Lord Yue Feng's tacit approval,” Yue Xia said. “Officially, they're coming for a 'training exercise' with mortal realm cultivators. Unofficially, they're combat-ready. There are some loopholes they can exploit, like Jun’s strike force, protecting someone in particular, and so on. Unlike Central Realm officials who really can’t do anything without express authorization.”

The SUV rocked as another explosion echoed from somewhere uptown, a plume of smoke rising against the Manhattan skyline.

“We should move,” Jiang said, starting the engine. "37 Austell Place, Long Island City. We'll coordinate from there.”

As they drove through chaotic streets, James activated his own modern-made token: his cellphone, reaching out to Jun. “Jun, it's James. Gather everyone you can trust. Meet us at a warehouse in Long Island City.” He relayed the address, adding, “Bring whatever weapons and talismans you have.”

“On it, boss,” Jun replied, the sound of activity audible in the background. “This area is clear. Xiao Bao just killed a few of these demonic newcomers trying to disguise themselves as mortals.”

“That cat is smarter than most people,” Sarah mumbled as James ended the call.

“Cloud leopard,” Lanlan said, raising a finger.

“If it’s Lady Black Serpent, not that there’s a big chance that it’s not her, what exactly is she trying to do?” Mei Lin asked, wincing as the SUV hit a pothole. “Conquest? Revenge?”

“I think her usual goal has always been there. That is, mind control,” came Yue Xia's grim reply. “Just like her plan with the knife. According to the most ancient records, Lady Black Serpent believes in a 'unified consciousness' under her control. Not separate minds and souls, but one vast network with her at the center.”

“Checks out. Mind control on a cosmic scale,” James murmured.

“Precisely. And the Jade Emperor's Seal... I better not disclose anything yet until I talk to Dongfeng Long, but it can't be good.”

“We’ve got it,” James said, exchanging a glance with Jiang. The cop had retrieved an artifact that he claimed fit its description. It looked like a simple imperial seal, with a golden dragon knob and multiple bone script characters in a beautiful inlay.

“I hate it,” Lanlan said, her face paling beneath her fur. “What she did to my home... so many people died because of her. Innocent people. We need to stop her no matter what.”

Traffic had come to a complete standstill ahead of them. Jiang swore under his breath, then swerved onto the sidewalk, pushing through frightened pedestrians who were rushing in the opposite direction.

“Shortcut,” he explained as they bounced over a curb.

They crossed the Queensboro Bridge in record time, Jiang's military credentials getting them past checkpoints that were already being set by National Guard units who looked far out of their depth.

The warehouse at 37 Austell Place looked unremarkable from the outside, with weathered brick, loading docks with rolling steel doors, and a small parking area littered with debris. But as they approached, James felt the hum of spiritual energy. There were protective wards and concealment arrays all around. This was no ordinary building.

“Authorization code,” came a disembodied voice as they approached the main entrance.

“Jade Moon rises over Eastern waters,” Yue Xia's voice replied through the pendant.

The doors slid open silently, revealing an interior that bore no resemblance to the decrepit exterior. Polished concrete floors stretched across an open space the size of a basketball court. Everything was pristine, modern, and clearly designed for operations.

“Welcome to the Long Island City Warehouse,” Yue Xia said through the pendant. “One of three such facilities I maintain around the world.”

“Three?” Sarah whispered, taking in the impressive setup. “How long have you been preparing for something like this?”

“Centuries,” came the simple reply. “The Spirit Realm's official non-intervention policy never sat well with me. Some of us believe in being prepared.”

Jiang reached for the communications hub.

“Miss Hu...” he said.

“Captain Jiang,” Yue Xia addressed him directly, “The northeast quadrant has tactical and communications equipment compatible with your systems.”

“This is impressive,” James admitted, turning a slow circle to take in the facility. “But will it be enough?”

“That depends on what happens in the next few hours,” Yue Xia replied. “Both in Manhattan and in the Jade Emperor's court. Dongfeng Long is calling in every favor he's accumulated over three thousand years to secure authorization for direct intervention.”

“And if he fails?” Mei Lin asked quietly.

The pendant was silent for a moment. “Then we fight with what we have. The four of you, Jiang's forces, Dan's team when they arrive, and whatever civilian practitioners we can recruit.”

“We've faced worse odds,” Sarah said, stretching her shoulders.

“Not really,” Lanlan countered with an honest sigh.

“First time for everything,” Mei Lin added with a weak smile.

Minutes later, the warehouse doors opened again as Jun arrived with his team, a mix of young bodyguards from the Jade Moon Realm and civilian practitioners he knew. They looked rough, with defined muscles and tattoos—possibly members of a triad. Xiao Bao padded silently by the bodyguard’s side.

“Okay, I'm impressed,” Jun admitted, taking in the warehouse's true interior. “You guys have been holding out on me.”

“Actually, Yue Xia has been holding out on all of us,” Mei Lin replied with a wry smile.

As more allies arrived—doctors with subtle spirit awareness, civilian cultivators who had been hiding in plain sight among New York's population, and even a few police officers with spiritual lineages—the warehouse transformed from a facility into a command center.

Jun helped point out the invasion’s entry points on the map, while Yue Xia entrusted Mei Lin to store the Jade Emperor’s seal in her personal safe.

“Are you sure?” James asked through the pendant. “Shouldn’t, like... Dongfeng Long take it or something?”

“I trust my own facility,” Yue Xia insisted. “It has the most advanced technology and the most potent spirit wards. It’s safer here than in the Central Realm, even if Dongfeng Long were to protect it himself.”

“Alright, if you say so,” James replied, still doubtful.

Jiang cleared his throat, presenting James and the girls with a city map on his tactical pattern.

“There,” Lanlan said after a moment, pointing to the pattern emerging across the island. “It's not random. They're establishing anchor points for a massive array. Doesn't it look too much like an octagon?”

“What are they trying to do?” Sarah asked, though her tone suggested she already knew the answer.

“I can only speculate,” Mei Lin whispered. “Could it be to summon her? A physical manifestation in our realm? Maybe she cannot pass through the gates they’ve created. At least, not yet. That’s all I can think of.”

The jade pendant glowed again, Yue Xia's voice now carrying an edge of urgency. “Update from the Central Realm. The Accord of the Ten Thousand Realms is being invoked formally. This means all official transit between realms will be suspended soon.”

“They're shutting the gates?” Mei Lin gasped. “But that means no reinforcements, no supplies!”

“The conservative faction fears contamination,” Yue Xia explained bitterly. “They're using Lady Black Serpent's attack on Earth as justification to seal themselves off completely. Dongfeng Long is still fighting the decision, but...”

“But he's losing,” James said.

“Yes,” Yue Xia said softly. “However, there's one opening. Before the gates close, the Jade Emperor has granted a single audience to representatives from Earth. It’s your chance to plead our case directly. To be honest, it’s not the Jade Emperor’s favor that you have to win, but the majority of the court. You have to prove how important it is.”

James and the girls exchanged glances.

“Who would go?” Sarah asked.

“All four of you,” Yue Xia replied without hesitation. “The quad bond makes you unique, representatives of both realms in a single cultivation unit. If anyone can sway the court, it's you.”

James scratched his chin.“We can't just leave. Not with the city under attack.”

“You might have to,” Jiang interjected. “If we can get them on our side, it’s our only chance.”

“If the Jade Emperor commits forces from the Central Realm, we stand a chance,” Yue Xia added. “Without them...”

She didn't even need to voice it.

The last thing James wanted was hordes of mind-controlled New Yorkers causing a massacre.

“How long do we have to decide?” Lanlan asked.

“The transit window closes by tomorrow morning,” Yue Xia replied. “Only authorized gates can be opened; if anything else is detected, the perpetrators might be executed. After that, the gates seal completely under the Accord's provisions, and if the Accords are not followed, curses may befall the court and the whole universe.”

James set his jaw. He had to make a choice: stay and fight a losing battle or journey to the Central Realm in hopes of securing the help they desperately needed.

“We need to prepare for both possibilities,” he finally said. “Jiang, I need you to keep doing what you're doing. Helping, rallying people. Continue establishing our defense network. If we do go to the Central Realm, we need to know the city is in capable hands.”

The captain nodded sharply. “Consider it done. I've already begun coordination with National Guard units and the NYPD. They don't fully understand what they're facing, but they're following our guidance.”

James nodded in acknowledgment.

“And us?” Sarah asked, gesturing between the four of them.

“We prepare for a journey to the Jade Emperor's court. Which means we need to know exactly what we're walking into.”

Lanlan nodded in understanding. “Me or Mei Lin should brief you again on Central Court Etiquette. Breaking etiquette before the Jade Emperor would be... unfortunate.”

“That's putting it mildly,” Mei Lin added, following her.

James felt the quad bond resonating with determination. Just Sarah was hesitant. James understood. She wanted to stay and protect her home and its people.

Suddenly, Jiang’s phone rang. The soldier answered the phone and moved away. To James, it sounded like he was being briefed on a terrible event. And suddenly, the call cut off, leaving Jiang asking if there was someone still on the line. The man looked disturbed.

“There was an attack!” Jiang exclaimed, looking at James. “Something big just took out two National Guard checkpoints on Park Avenue!”

James stared. “Big? What do you mean?”

Jiang stared at his own phone as he tried dialing another number. “That is the question... They mentioned some creature, some thing...”

“Can you contact them again?”

“I’m on it,” Jiang replied. “It’s big. Maybe... they need real reinforcements. With real powers.”

James cleared his throat. “Then... maybe we have one more bad guy to take down before our rendezvous with the Ruler of Heaven. What do you say, girls?”

All three of them nodded, Sarah rolling her shoulders, Lanlan taking in a deep breath and centering her qi, while Mei Lin cracked her knuckles, mischief in her eyes.

Jiang moved over to another table, grabbed something, and brought it to them. “If you go then, could you handle one of these?”

He presented them with one of those fu lu guns.

“I’m not familiar with the Jack Sparrow gun variety, but I’ve got a decent aim.”

“Then, it’ll do.”

Despite everything, James found himself smiling. With these women beside him, even the end of the world seemed manageable.

Then, Lanlan lifted her hairpin and split open the space before them.


Chapter 9 - The Beast Beneath

“So, it should be downstairs,” Jiang's radio crackled as they descended the museum's main staircase. “That’s the last thing we heard.”

James paused, concentrating, trying to read the qi of whatever was beneath.

“I still kind of want to know what it is,” James said. “It’s not a serpent, it’s not a bull or a dragon. What the hell is it?”

“All I know is, you four are the best chance we’ve got,” Jiang’s voice echoed through the radio.

Jiang had shown James the record of the call he’d received. It had been something out of a horror movie.

The creature, which the soldiers who sent the recording merely described as a “thing,” could apparently spit fire and had the strength of a bullet train.

And, as far as James knew, the special units who had faced the creature were all dead or missing.

“I have a suspicion,” James said. “That we've probably wandered into the wrong John Carpenter film.”

“Is this a reference to The Thing?”Sarah asked.

“I certainly hope not,” James said, clearing his throat. “But we better be ready.”

“Now that’s creepy,” Sarah said. “But, to be honest, we’ve been through worse. We’ve fought a literal mind control army and an overpowering psycho cultivator. And we kicked their asses! And...”

“We ended up cutting up that guy’s balls,” James said. “That was honestly kind of psycho and barbaric.”

“He did deserve it, though,” Sarah said.

“Indeed, it was just desserts,” Mei Lin added.

“Anyway! I think we can achieve anything together,” Lanlan exclaimed. “Especially if we work together!”

Suddenly, the ground echoed as if a truck had been dropped in the basement of the building.

“Whatever it is, it’s not just moving,” he said. “I’m pretty sure it knows we’re here.”

As if encouraged by his words, a thunderous roar echoed from the depths below, powerful enough to rattle the museum's walls. That was definitely no slithery snake. It sounded more like a lion, or rather, a choir of angry lions ready to pounce on their prey.

“What the hell was that thing?” Sarah demanded, hand on the hilt of her sword.

Before anyone could answer, the ground beneath them cracked. A single massive fissure split the floor like someone had taken a cosmic can opener to it.

“Everyone back!” James shouted, centering his qi, preparing to summon his new powers.

The ground erupted, broken tiles and concrete bursting across the room.

James had to rely on his senses to dodge a massive boulder that almost seemed intent on crushing them. After that, a dark, massive shape emerged from the fissure.

It was the last thing James expected to see.

With blazing red eyes, a bluish face that looked more like a carnival demon, and reddish fur framing it like a lion’s mane. Its body was like that of a dragon, with massive claws and horns that curved like a ram's.

“Is that a Nian?” Mei Lin gasped, her tails standing on end. “But that's impossible. They only appear during—"

“Chinese New Year,” Lanlan said, her face pale. “It’s in the name! And we're nowhere near February.”

“Wait,” James said. “Nian demons are real?”

The Nian roared again, steam billowing from its nostrils as it fixed them with its burning gaze, standing in front of them and scraping the ground like an angry ox.

It turned out they were real and creepy as hell.

“Lady Black Serpent must have disturbed its hibernation,” Lanlan said.

The beast snorted again before charging directly at them with the force of a runaway train.

“Get creative, people!” James yelled, diving to the side as a paw-like hammer reached for him. Massive claws sunk into the floor where he'd been standing, leaving gouges in solid concrete.

Sarah shifted forward, attempting to intercept it, but the Nian was faster than its bulk suggested. Its tail, tipped with what looked like a morning star, swept across her path. She barely managed to roll under it as it smashed into the ground.

That could've dented a tank.

Mei Lin made a mudra, then hurled a burst of foxfire at the beast. The creature didn’t even budge. It stood, its muscles relaxing as if it was getting nothing but a splash of water.

“It’s resistant to fire,” the foxgirl exclaimed.

The Nian's response was to open its massive jaws and breathe a stream of actual fire. The group had to jump out of its way and hide behind the pillars.

For a moment, James thought he was literally toasted. He tried to prompt Lanlan through the bond, hoping she could summon a shield. As if on cue, the magic shield appeared before their eyes, saving their asses.

James could tell what happened to the SWAT team. They had probably been burned to a crisp.

“Okay, that's enough,” Lanlan muttered, keeping the hasty barrier that barely deflected the flame's edge. “James, can you—"

“Working on it!” James pressed his hands to the floor, sending wood qi spiraling through the foundation.

Roots burst out of the ground, snapping to bind the creature, but it ducked under the first wooden trap and charged straight through the second in an explosion of splinters and leaves.

“Clever boy,” it rumbled, with a voice that sounded like a deep gorge. “But the old tricks won't work on me.”

“You can talk?” James managed, dodging another claw swipe.

“He can talk!” Sarah said in surprise.

“I've been awake since the Shang Dynasty,” the Nian replied as it tried to bite Lanlan in half, but the catgirl tensed and snarled like a kitty, moving out of harm's way. “I've seen every cultivation technique you mortals can devise.”

“How about some new school, then?” Sarah said defiantly.

“Alright, let's give this thing what it wants,” James exclaimed. “Eat this, stinkface!”

That was when James pulled out his fu lu gun and shot right at the monster’s chest.

The bullets bounced off like they were made of plastic.

James cursed.

The beast roared in what might have been pain or amusement – it was hard to tell with Nians – and swatted at Sarah with one massive paw. She ducked, but the follow-up tail strike caught her across the middle, sending her flying into the wall.

“Sarah!” James called, redirecting his qi to catch her with a cushion of vines before she hit the wall.

“I'm good!” she called back, pulling herself up with a grimace.

Mei Lin seized the opening, launching herself at the beast's head with all nine tails blazing. The Nian tried to catch her, but she was too agile. The fox girl began hurling bursts of flame. The creature didn’t even flinch.

James felt through the quad bond that his companions were starting to flag. Their qi burned low, and the rhythm of their breathing had grown ragged. Lanlan’s barrier flickered at the edges. Sarah moved slower, her steps heavier. Mei Lin’s foxfire dimmed with every burst.

“We need to change tactics,” James said. “We're going to try something stupid.”

“Story of our lives,” Sarah said as she slid under a jet of flame. “What's the plan?” she called.

James drew in a sharp breath and forced his qi to cycle hard and fast, feeling it coil through his meridians like a storm. He pushed both palms toward the arched ceiling of the tunnel and released a massive qi blast. The stone groaned, cracked, and dropped in a controlled collapse directly on the creature below.

Dust exploded through the tunnel. Stone and steel crashed down like a landslide. The roar of impact echoed like thunder.

James staggered back, heart pounding. “Please be enough,” he whispered.

A moment passed. Then the rubble shifted. A deep snarl rose from beneath the debris, low and furious.

“Remember the old legends?” James shouted as the rocks began to roll aside. “What scares a Nian?”

Lanlan’s eyes went wide. “Loud noises. Red colors. Firecrackers!”

“We're in New York City,” Mei Lin said, grinning through the sweat on her brow. “The loudest place on earth.”

“Exactly,” James said, already fumbling for his phone. “Sarah, keep it busy. Lanlan, Mei Lin — we’re taking this party outside. That means run!”

They took off, boots slamming against the tunnel floor. Behind them, the Nian shrieked and gave chase, claws gouging sparks from the concrete as it bounded after them.

“Left!” James yelled, guiding them into a narrower corridor. “Maintenance tunnels!”

“Can’t outrun it forever!” Sarah said, gasping as she ducked under a rusted pipe.

James pulled out his phone, nearly dropping it mid-sprint. He hit Jun’s number.

“Jun! It’s James! Emergency!”

“Boss? What’s—"

“No time. Get everyone. Buy every firework in the borough. Get them close to the museum. Every single one.”

“What? Why?”

“We're fighting a Nian and about to get eaten!”

A beat of silence.

“You know what? I’m not even going to ask. Where do you want them?”

“Just call when you're ready! I don’t care if the stores are closed — kick in the doors if you have to!”

They reached the tunnel's mouth, but the roar behind them drew closer.

James turned and shouted over his shoulder. “Hey! You overgrown furnace! Your breath smells like burnt cabbage!”

The Nian snarled. It reared back and exhaled a jet of flame as wide as a truck.

James dodged, feeling the heat scorch past. The group paused just long enough to glance at each other. Then, he slammed his palms to the ground. Thorny roots burst upward, coiling like serpents and wrapping around the Nian’s legs. Lanlan joined him, her hands glowing as she threw qi chains into the fray. The air shimmered with force.

The Nian snarled, ripping the bindings apart like thread. Fire built in its throat again.

“We have to hold it here!” James yelled.

The beast crouched, eyes locked on him.

“What are you planning, you damn human? I’m done with this game!”

It shook, shattering vines and spirit binds, preparing to lunge at them.

James spun, but the Nian’s bulk filled the tunnel, cornering him. Its paws crashed around him like falling walls. Heat blazed from its throat.

“Time to die, little human,” it growled. “Time comes for everyone.”

“James!” Sarah screamed.

She dove, jian raised — but the Nian's tail snapped sideways and flung her back like a doll.

Meanwhile, fire exploded from the beast's mouth.

James summoned everything he had. Wood burst from the tunnel floor, a layered shield of hardened roots and bark. The flames hit it with full force.

The barrier caught fire instantly. The wood writhed, blackened, and began to dissolve into ash.

James took the moment, however, to cartwheel away from the creature as his barrier collapsed.

James had to think fast, looking for a weak spot. The creature’s entire body was covered in the same greenish scales. When he’d shot the gun, it had bounced off.

Its eyes found him again, and it turned, but James managed to infuse qi into his body and leap away from the next fire-breathing session.

That was when he heard his phone vibrating. A single notification.

Jun: We found a truckload full of them.

The bond echoed through his mind, into the minds of his lovers.

It was time for their plan.

Their desperate plan.

James rushed up the staircase, sprinting with everything they had.

They scrambled up the slope, emerging into the bright Manhattan dawn as the four of them tumbled onto the street, followed by eight hundred pounds of mythological fury.

“Plan, James!” Sarah yelled, dodging a swipe from claws the size of a machete.

“Calling an audible!” James shouted back, calling Jun, his phone pressed to his ear. “Jun! Forget the delivery—just light them all off! Everything you've got!”

“All of them? At once?”

“Now!”

In the distance, the first firework shrieked into the sky. Then another. Then what sounded like an entire warehouse of pyrotechnics going off simultaneously.

The Nian's head snapped toward the sound, its ears flattening against the cacophony. And suddenly, this massive, monstrous creature looked like a frightened dog.

More than that. It seemed to have kicked into a freeze response, panic in its eyes.

“It's working!” Lanlan shouted as the beast hesitated, confused by the distant explosions.

“Not enough!” James called back. The Nian shook its massive head and refocused on them, fire building in its throat. “We need to—"

James saw the only spot in the creature's body not protected by those indestructible scales. As the creature pouted in confusion, James sprinted forward.

Right toward its mouth.

“JAMES!” Sarah screamed.

James even had time to crawl up through its fangs, gun forward. It smelled like benzine and death.

James leveled the gun at its palate and fired.

The bullets sang. The creature's entire body convulsed as the enchanted bullets disrupted its qi flow from within.

James dove for the teeth and rolled clear just before they slammed shut.

The Nian staggered back, roaring in pain, smoke pouring from its mouth.

James hit the asphalt hard, rolling to absorb the impact. Through blurred vision, he saw the Nian stumbling backward, shaking its massive head as if trying to dislodge something from its mouth.

“James!” Sarah was suddenly there, helping him to his feet. “What the hell were you thinking?”

“That... was definitely... option Z,” he gasped.

The Nian let out one last, echoing roar. Its body shuddered violently. Cracks of golden light split across its hide like breaking porcelain.

Then it began to come apart. Not in blood or gore, but in unraveling energy, disintegrating into glowing shards of light and smoke. Fire flared from within as its massive frame cracked, splintered, and blew apart like a dying star.

The last fragments scattered to ash on the wind.

Silence followed.

“Did you just... shoot a Nian in the mouth?” Lanlan asked.

“From the inside,” James replied, wiping what he really hoped was just drool from his face. “One out of ten, would not recommend.”

“You smell like... I don't even want to know what you smell like,” Mei Lin said, pinching her nose and keeping her distance.

Jun's voice crackled through James's phone, which had somehow survived the ordeal: “Boss? The fireworks worked, but now the fire department is here asking questions.”

“Jiang should clear that up. Alright, catch you later.”

James hung up, looking at his companions. “So, we just scared away a Nian with fireworks, and I survived being swallowed by a legendary beast. All before breakfast.”

“You're buying breakfast,” Sarah declared. “And decontamination showers for everyone. Especially you.”

“Agreed,” James said, looking down at his Nian-saliva-soaked clothes. “But first, we have... a job in the Spirit Realm.”

“Can we at least wait until after James stops smelling like dragon bad breath?” Mei Lin pleaded. “He needs a shower.”

“Dragon breath,” Lanlan said. “Nian, not dragon. There's a difference.”


Chapter 10 - Journey to the Jade Court

“This is a terrible idea,” Sarah declared, adjusting the sash of her hanfu, undoing it, and retying it again. “Leaving New York while it's under attack? What happens if more crazy mythological animals show up while we're gone?”

James understood her concern. They had established a fragile perimeter around parts of Manhattan. Captain Jiang and his military cultivators, along with Jun's gangsters, were all they had, and the network of civilian practitioners was growing. But the situation remained precarious.

“We don't have a choice,” James replied, checking himself in the mirror and making sure he didn’t look like a dynastic hobo. “We need answers and allies. If the Jade Emperor's court is debating our fate, I'd rather be there to make our case personally.”

“Besides,” Lanlan added, her cat ears twitching beneath an elaborate double-bun hairstyle, “The attacks have slowed in the past hours. It's like they're regrouping.”

“Or waiting for something worse,” Sarah muttered darkly, attaching her sword to her waist.

“You really like that thing, huh? Don’t you worry about the museum claiming it?”

“Well, let’s say I’m borrowing it,” she said. “And it did save your ass. It’s no simple sword, you know. Yue Xia told me it can absorb qi if it’s being wielded by a qi practitioner.”

“And how come you’re so good at it?”

“I did like a bit of kendo when I was a geeky weeb back in junior high, you know? The rest, well, enhanced qi.”

“It does look cool,” James said. “Just saying, hope they don’t sue you or something.”

The group grabbed their travel packs, and Lanlan soon opened a portal and jumped into Central Park at midnight, at the center of Sheep Meadow. The grass around them was withered and black, but the location remained a natural nexus point between realms, closer and safer than the Taoist temple.

“Anyway, I still don't understand why all four of us need to go,” Sarah persisted. “One of us should stay behind.”

James nodded. “It’ll be just for a day maximum. We’ll come back if Jiang needs us. And, come on, we’re basically gonna meet the ancient Chinese gods. If anyone could help us, it’s them.”

“I don’t think gods quite describe what they are,” she replied under her breath.

“In any case,” James said, “they’re the most powerful beings around.”

“I think Sarah has a point,” Mei Lin said. “The problem is, the four of us have been invited. We cannot say no to the Jade Emperor, or have one of us skip.”

“My lovelies,” Lanlan said, stepping forward. “Unfortunately, we’ll be behind schedule if we keep arguing. Dongfeng Long is waiting for us, and who knows how many court officials.”

“Alright,” James said. “Let’s do it.”

As the others took their positions, James closed his eyes, placing a hand on Lanlan’s shoulder and feeling the familiar hum of their bond.

She pulled up the hairpin again. It began to glow faintly. Together, they channeled their qi into the catgirl, their energies intertwining, and a golden glow emerging across them.

The air before them rippled, then tore open with a sound like breaking glass. This gateway looked rough-edged and volatile, sparks of energy crackling along its perimeter.

“Hurry,” Lanlan urged. “It won't hold long.”

One by one, they stepped through into blinding light.
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James had visited the Spirit Realm before, but the Central Realm was something else entirely.

He found himself standing on a vast plaza paved with marble so pure it seemed to glow from within. Around them, impossible architecture stretched toward the heavens, with curved roof towers that seemed made of crystal, massive golden pagodas that seemed to be built out of precious jewels, and gardens with trees and flowers of soft pastel colors.

“The Celestial Court,” Lanlan whispered, her voice filled with awe. Even she, raised in the Spirit Realm, seemed overwhelmed by the majesty of the place.

“Keep close,” James murmured, noticing the stares they were attracting from the committee of immortals and groups of soldiers who apparently were there to greet them. Some looked entirely human, while others displayed more exotic features, such as scales, feathers, or animal ears.

“Wong family,” a familiar voice called.

They turned to see Dongfeng Long approaching. His human form remained, subtle scales gleaming at his temples, and his eyes glowed with internal fire. His armor was a deep emerald embroidered with gold, with his robe hanging from one shoulder.

“Dongfeng Long,” James greeted him respectfully. “Thank you for meeting us.”

Dongfeng Long shook his head. “You made it. It’s dangerous, but here we are; let’s make the best out of it.”

“We had to come,” James said firmly. “Hope it all works out.”

The Dragon sighed, looking over at the other guards, then leaning forward and lowering his voice. “Walk with me. What I'm about to tell you shouldn't be overheard.”

He led them away from the main plaza, down a quieter path lined with trees with leaves of shades of pink and peach. James noticed immortal guards watching them from discreet positions.

“Listen, James Wong, the Accord of the Ten Thousand Realms is not merely a treaty,” Dongfeng Long explained. “It's a binding oath enforced by heavenly law. When the Realms separated eons ago, the Jade Emperor back then swore upon his immortal essence that the Central Realm would never again directly interfere in Mortal Realm affairs. And if such an oath is broken even by them, without the entire court binding a new accord, that could mean curses and chaos for the entire universe.”

“But why did they even swear such a thing?” Sarah pressed.

“The last time we intervened directly, the consequences were... apocalyptic. What mortals remember as the Great Flood was actually the aftermath of a war between realms. Millions died.”

“We're not asking for an invasion,” James pointed out. “Just help against creatures that aren't from Earth. Where were they, even?”

“The creatures attacking New York originated from the Tenth Hell. It exists outside the normal structure of all the Realms, a prison dimension created to contain entities too dangerous to destroy. She was locked in there for thousands of years.”

“That seems like a design flaw,” Sarah muttered.

“It was intentional,” the Dragon countered. “To ensure that even in moments of crisis, no single immortal could act rashly and potentially cause greater harm.”

“So what's the proper authorization?” James asked, focusing on the practicalities. “Who can give permission to intervene?”

“The Jade Emperor himself,” Dongfeng Long replied. “With his current seal on paper, which can only happen after a majority vote in court. This seal is the literal Mandate of Heaven. Hence why I've arranged for you to petition the court. It's unprecedented for mortals to address the Celestial Court directly, but these are unprecedented times.”

James nodded, determination settling over him. “When can we see him?”

“Tomorrow morning,” the Dragon said. “I've called in every favor I've accumulated over three thousand years to secure you an audience.” He looked at them seriously. “But I must warn you—the court is divided on this matter. Some factions believe Earth should handle its own problems. Others see this as an opportunity to renegotiate the Accord entirely.”

“And what do you think?” James asked.

Dongfeng Long's eyes flashed. “I think Lady Black Serpent's return threatens all realms, not just Earth. The Accord was never meant to prevent us from addressing common threats.” He rolled his shoulders. “But I am merely one voice in the court.”

They had reached an elegant pavilion overlooking a placid lake, its surface rippling softly beneath the reflection of moonlight and drifting starlight. Fat koi fish, the size of small dogs, glided beneath the surface in flashes of orange, black, and gold. White lotus blossoms floated along the water’s edge, their scent subtle and soothing.

“You'll stay here tonight,” Dongfeng Long said, gesturing toward the lacquered wooden structure with its gently curving roof and carved jade inlays. “My servants will attend to your needs and escort you to court later. Rest well—you’ll need your wits about you tomorrow.”

He bowed and departed quietly.

Almost immediately, a small group of servants emerged from within the pavilion. Their garments were patterned with plum blossoms and flying cranes. They bowed deeply, then guided the group into the heart of the residence.

Inside, the rooms unfolded around a central garden lit by paper lanterns. Every corner of the space was steeped in subtle opulence: walls painted with mountain landscapes, low tables set with fresh fruit and steaming dumplings, soft cotton slippers placed neatly by silken beds. James set his pack down by the door of his room, feeling more out of place than ever among the refined calm.

“I’m going to check the perimeter,” Sarah said suddenly, moving toward the outer walkway.

“I’ll help,” Lanlan added, casting a final glance toward the koi pond before following her.

“Have fun, girls.”

Mei Lin cast him a glance and walked toward him, her hands reaching for his shoulders. She started massaging him.

“You’re really tense, James. It doesn’t help.”

“I figured.”

“I’m here for you if you want to plan,” she said, reaching up to kiss him on the cheek.

“We’ll figure something out. Wanna take a walk?”

She sighed. “I honestly don’t want to answer questions if I run into someone from court. I’ve had too much to deal with. I’d rather stay here and read.”

“Alright then. I’ll just take a short walk to see what the place is all about. I’m sure I’m allowed to, am I not? I hope it’s not another North Korea-type place where we're being surveilled.”

“You should be fine,” she said. “Yeah, I guess... your first time in the Central Realm, you should check something out, but... why not do something a bit more productive?”

James knew what she was thinking. And even without the bond, he could see the way she looked between his legs and licked her lips. Perhaps the walk should wait a bit...

She grinned wickedly, her fangs showing, and wiggled her finger invitingly, her tails flapping excitedly.

James advanced toward the fox girl, removed his slippers, and knelt on the bed. He leaned in and kissed her.

♥♥♥

James sighed and let his head fall back against the pillow as Mei Lin's fingers began to untie his sash. Her eyes glowed with excitement. He felt her warm breath against his skin as she leaned closer, her lips parting in a knowing smile.

Mei Lin opened his robes, letting the fabric fall away. His arousal stood before her, as hard as stone. The room thickened with anticipation as she gazed at it like her plaything, opening her mouth teasingly, leaning in and planting a kiss across its length.

James's breath hitched, his eyes closing as she wrapped her fingers around him, her grip firm and gentle.

Her tongue darted out, tracing the veins beneath his skin. He jerked in response, silently pleading for more, but Mei Lin expertly built the tension, each stroke bringing him closer to ecstasy without letting him fall over the edge.

“I’m the best, am I not?” she said with a wink.

“I...” James said, enjoying the view, hands moving and sliding through her reddish hair, between her fox ears.

She planted another kiss, then nuzzled her nose against his shaft. He felt her warm breath against him, the flutter of her eyelashes against his thighs, as she took him deep and began to work, her cheeks hollowing with each determined pull, sending shivers down his spine. Her other hand cupped him gently, adding another layer to the sensations overwhelming him. James pressed down her head, fighting to let her set the pace, to control his pleasure. Mei Lin's eyes remained locked on his, her pupils dilated with desire.

Her movements grew urgent, her mouth moving faster as she sensed his body coiling like a spring. Each stroke brought him closer to the brink. With a final, desperate groan, he reached his peak, arching off the bed as he spilled into her welcoming mouth. Mei Lin swallowed every drop, her eyes never leaving his, as if to drink in his essence along with his release. The world shattered around him, lost in the pleasure she had created.

As the storm subsided, leaving only gentle aftershocks, Mei Lin looked up at him, her eyes gleaming with tenderness. She licked her lips, savoring the taste of him, before leaning in to kiss him softly.

♥♥♥

“Alright,” James said, releasing a pleasant sigh. “That was fantastic.”

“Feel better?” she asked.

“Amazing,” he said, getting up and fixing his robe once again.

“Alright, lover boy, enjoy this walk of yours,” she said, getting to her feet and pulling out a book from a nearby shelf. “I’ll be ready when you’re back, if you want it.”

“Just need a little rest.”

Left alone, James wandered onto the pavilion's balcony, staring out at the impossible landscape of the Central Realm, still reeling from another amazing time with Mei Lin. He leaned on the wooden railing that looked down a vast cliff.

He could almost forget that the world was in danger. That his world was in danger.

This place was a dream. He’d thought the Jade Moon Realm looked like something out of a video game, but this was even more impressive.

“Beautiful, isn't it?” a soft voice asked from behind him.

James turned to find a woman standing in the shadows of the balcony. He hadn't heard her approach, which immediately put him on alert. She stepped forward into the moonlight, and his breath caught.

She was striking, tall and willowy, with high cheekbones and eyes of such a deep green they appeared like emeralds. Her skin was pale as moonlight, with the faintest suggestion of iridescent scales at her temples and along her jawline. Her hair, black as midnight, fell to her waist in elegant waves. Her robe was gray, with perhaps a little too much cleavage on display, and plenty of sideboob.

“I don't believe we've been introduced,” James said carefully.

The woman smiled, revealing teeth that were just too sharp to be human. “My apologies. I am Lady Dao Xi, Advisor to the Minister of Boundaries.” She performed a graceful bow. “And you are James Wong, the mortal who ascended to Jade rank through quad cultivation. You're quite famous in certain circles.”

James raised an eyebrow. “I wasn't aware we were celebrities.”

“The first successful Triumvirate cultivation bond in over ten thousand years, now a fully functioning Quadruple Cultivation bond? Of course you are.” She moved closer. “After all, one of you achieved wood element manifestation so quickly after breaking through.”

A faint alarm bell rang in James's mind. How did she know about his element? That information wasn't widely shared. Perhaps their recent movements in the city had been the talk of the town without their knowing.

“I make it my business to know about unique cultivators,” Lady Dao Xi said, seemingly reading his thoughts. “Particularly those who approach talent that hasn't been seen since the age of myth.”

“We're just trying to protect our home,” James said modestly.

“Admirable,” she agreed. “But perhaps limiting. Have you considered what you might achieve with proper guidance? Your potential is barely scratched.”

James narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”

Lady Dao Xi's smile widened fractionally. “Your wood element is rare and powerful, but you've barely touched its true capabilities. I specialize in... unconventional cultivation techniques. Ancient methods forgotten by most. My element is wood too, by the way. Perhaps you could progress faster if you were to take a... mistress.”

She reached out, her fingers stopping just short of touching his arm. Even without contact, James could feel the power radiating from her, cool and deep, like the depths of an underground lake.

“For instance,” she continued, “Did you know wood element masters can command not just plants but life itself? Healing wounds instantly, extending lifespans, even—in the most ancient texts—bringing back the recently deceased?”

James's eyes widened.

“Is it possible to learn this power?”

“Not from someone from the Central Realm. Wood element is a path to abilities many consider... unnatural.”

“I see.”

“I would be willing to share such techniques,” Lady Dao Xi said softly. “In the interest of... cross-realm cooperation.”

“Why would you help me?” James asked, suspicion warring with curiosity.

She tilted her head, studying him with those fathomless green eyes. “Let's say I have a vested interest in strengthening ties between realms. The current separation serves fewer than you might think. And I've always dreamed of having a prodigious disciple. You've progressed faster than anyone in history.”

From inside the pavilion, James heard Sarah calling his name. Lady Dao Xi stepped back into the shadows.

“Consider my offer,” she said. “When you wish to learn more, ask for me. I’ll be wandering these pavilions. I will watch your career with great interest.”

She moved backward, and between one blink and the next, she vanished.

“James?” Sarah appeared at the balcony door. “Who were you talking to?”

James hesitated, staring at the spot where Lady Dao Xi had been. He knew better than to trust anyone. But if he could take knowledge from her and apply it, especially things as powerful as she’d been talking about, he could do much good.

“Just a court advisor,” he said finally. “Offering help.”

Sarah's eyes narrowed. “What kind of help?”

“Advanced cultivation techniques,” James replied honestly. “She claims to be a wood element cultivator and that she knows useful skills.”

“Suspicious timing,” Sarah noted. “Everyone's suddenly very interested in us.”

James nodded, but couldn't deny the pull of curiosity. The ability to heal could save countless lives in New York. And yet...

“Let's get some rest and focus on tomorrow's audience,” he said, taking Sarah's hand. “One celestial problem at a time.”


Chapter 11 - Gardens

The Central Realm's morning light was unlike anything James had ever experienced. It was softer than Earth's sun but somehow more vibrant, casting hues that were almost pink. He'd woken early, restless energy thrumming through his meridians, especially with his newfound power.

Sarah, Lanlan, and Mei Lin were still sleeping in the luxurious guest quarters. Everything thrummed around him, and he found that somehow, his energy resonated with the world around him. It was almost as if he needed to be part of it.

He made his way to the pavilion's gardens, in between pink and peach-colored trees, treading over light green grass and feeling a soft breeze. There was nothing that could hinder him; every semblance of weakness, every physical limitation seemed to fade.

Finding a secluded section between trees, James began his morning practice.

He took a deep breath and started with the basic forms, channeling qi through his meridians. His palms took on the familiar metallic sheen, but here in the Central Realm, with spiritual energy so rich and pure, he felt much more powerful.

James struck out at the air, instinctively adopting a boxing stance. He jabbed, crossed, bobbed, fighting an imaginary opponent; he switched his footwork and began again.

He blocked, his forearms enhanced. He tried passing that energy across his sternum, up through his neck, then back toward his fists.

He whirled, qi drifting across his meridians, into his veins, like alternating currents, including raw power, and a kind of energy that was still circling deep within him, ready to do more than just flow.

He let a trickle of it through as he whirled. The grass beneath his feet began to grow; the trees stirred, as if on cue, as if waiting for his command.

“You're approaching it wrong,” a melodious voice said from behind him.

James spun, regaining a Philly shell stance, to find Lady Dao Xi emerging from behind one of the spiral trees.

“Lady Dao Xi,” he said, keeping his full battle stance. “I didn't realize anyone else was up this early.”

She smiled, hands behind her robes.

He had seen many attractive women in his life. His wives were all 10/10s.

But this woman was something else. Something he’d never had. She had a dominant air that was entirely different and alluring at once. Her skin looked ageless, of course, and Mei Lin and Sarah had lived for centuries. But this woman had a deeper air of maturity.

He had never been that much into MILFs, with notable exceptions. But this one really gave credence to the acronym. That face radiated both severity and kindness, those features, the open cleavage, with plenty of sideboob and a notable figure that had to be watched and appreciated.

And she was truly aware of that.

James tried to push those thoughts away. He was determined not to let this woman get into his pants, and he doubted, anyway, that the other three girls would even stand her.

“I'm often awake before dawn,” she replied. “The gardens are most beautiful in these quiet hours.” She gestured toward his hands, which still gleamed with the Iron Palm enhancement. “Wood element and Iron Palm. The two energies are fundamentally different in nature.”

James lowered his hands but didn't dismiss the technique. “What do you mean? That one is Yin and the other Yang?”

“More or less. Iron Palm is about rigidity, permanence, unchanging strength,” she explained, moving closer, extending her pale, delicate hand to examine his. James let her have it. She began massaging the sides of his palm. “Wood element is about growth, adaptation, life itself. You're trying to make them cooperate when you should be letting them dance together.”

James cocked his head. “I actually think of them as separate. Iron Body techniques are more of my martial cultivation aspects. The wood element stuff is something else.”

“That is the problem,” she said. “Shouldn’t we work to integrate all of our aspects? The soft and the hard, the sweet and the bitter. That’s what great cultivators are, are they not?”

“I guess.”

Despite his wariness, James found himself intrigued. His wood element had been growing stronger since his breakthrough, but he'd struggled to integrate it smoothly with his other techniques.

“Show me,” he said.

“Show me some of your energy techniques,” Lady Dao Xi suggested, settling onto a moss-covered stone. “I want to see how your qi manifests.”

James nodded, extending his palm and channeling energy.

“I don't want to disrupt the scenery too much. The gardener's doing a good job, but...”

He made a few vines sprout out of the ground, curling upward.

“I can do a lot of that, but I can't control it.”

“Impressive,” she said. “But watch this.”

Lady Dao Xi raised her hand, and the air around her shimmered. Suddenly, wooden stakes erupted from the ground in a perfect circle around her, forming an intricate defensive barrier. She made flowers bloom between them, then made them recoil, and surprisingly, the branches themselves began to wane, reducing in size or simply drying up and falling to the ground.

“Can you do that yet?”

James hesitated. He knew if he tried, he'd ruin the entire garden. It'd look flashy, but it'd make someone upset.

And her point had already been made. For all that power, he couldn't really control it.

“Advanced manifestation,” she explained as James stared. “Control, real control over organic matter. This is the ultimate power.”

She gestured again, and the trees throughout the grove began to move. Not growing, but actually bending toward her as if acknowledging a superior presence. Ancient pines bowed their massive trunks, delicate flowering branches reached out like hands seeking to touch her robes.

“They obey,” she said simply. “Not because I force them, but because they recognize true mastery.”

James watched in fascination as she demonstrated technique after technique—vines that grew in impossible spirals, flowers that bloomed and released specific pollen on command, roots that could burrow through solid stone with ease.

“There's a point where you can change life. I could take one of these lovely flowers and transmute it, change it, in order to turn its pollen into a deadly venom.”

“That's incredible.”

“Now,” she said, her tone shifting to something more serious, “Let me show you something truly advanced.”

Lady Dao Xi reached out and plucked a small cicada from a nearby branch. The insect buzzed angrily in her cupped palm, its iridescent wings catching the morning light.

“Wood element isn't just about plants,” she explained, holding the cicada delicately between her jade-tipped fingers. “It's about life itself. All life.”

James watched as she began to channel her qi into the tiny creature. At first, nothing seemed to happen. Then, gradually, he noticed changes. The cicada's carapace began to thicken, its wings took on a metallic sheen, and its size increased by nearly half.

“What are you doing to it?” James asked, both fascinated and disturbed.

“Improving it,” Lady Dao Xi replied matter-of-factly. “Strengthening its natural defenses, enhancing its life force. Wood element can modify the building blocks of life, planting a seed of advanced evolution within its essence.”

The cicada in her hands now looked more like a tiny armored warrior than an insect.

“This is one of the most sophisticated wood element techniques. This is evolution through qi infusion.”

She held the transformed cicada out to James. “Kill it.”

James blinked. “What?”

“Crush it. Use your Iron Palm technique. It should be simple enough.”

“I don't want to kill it,” James protested. “You just enhanced it, made it stronger.”

Lady Dao Xi's green eyes glittered with amusement. “I insist. Consider it... a test of my work.”

Reluctantly, James gently took the cicada from her hands and attempted to crush it between his fingers.

The insect didn't even seem to notice the pressure. Its enhanced carapace was like trying to crush a piece of steel. James increased the pressure, but the cicada remained completely unharmed.

“Impossible,” he murmured, staring at the tiny creature that had somehow become nearly indestructible.

“Not impossible,” Lady Dao Xi said, her smile taking on an edge that made James suddenly uncomfortable. “Merely advanced. That little cicada is now harder to kill than most demons.”

She took the insect back, and with a casual gesture, released it. The enhanced cicada flew away, its metallic wings creating a strange humming sound as it disappeared into the canopy.

“This,” she said, turning back to James with that unsettling smile, “Is what true wood element mastery looks like. The power to change life itself—to improve it, strengthen it, make it serve your will perfectly.”

“This is...” he began.

“Rare,” she finished for him. “You could be my disciple. Think about it. With proper guidance, you could master techniques lost to history.”

“All I want is to protect the people I love,” James said.

“And you will.”

Lady Dao Xi gestured, and the air around them shimmered.

“There were ancient cultivators performing techniques that defied belief. Masters who could give birth to planets with a gesture, others who could transmute stone to living wood with a touch, still others who commanded vast networks of life across continents. The Golden Age of cultivation,” she said softly. “When wood element masters were revered as the bridge between the immortal and mortal realms. They could heal any wound, extend any life, even...” she paused dramatically, “Bring back the recently dead.”

“Alright. That sounds frankly cool. I’m not much of, you know, a competitive guy. All I want is to protect the people I love. Why would you teach me?” he asked, narrowing his eyes. This woman was hot as hell, definitely powerful and interesting. She was also suspicious as hell. He'd have to ask Dongfeng Long about her. James even suspected she could be on Lady Black Serpent's side. She was either a dragon or serpent spirit herself. “We barely know each other.”

She laughed graciously. “Perhaps I admire those who challenge convention. A quad cultivation bond? Unheard of for millennia. Yet you've made it work through sheer determination and mutual trust.” She moved closer again, close enough that he could smell her subtle perfume—like orchids after rainfall. “I respect whatever creates power.”

“Sarah, Lanlan, and Mei Lin are part of that innovation,” James pointed out. “Any training would need to include them.”

“Of course,” Lady Dao Xi agreed readily. “Though some techniques require... individual attention to master properly. You and I are wood element. It especially responds to the cultivator's personal connection to life itself. Leadership is another thing. Imagine I'm just stating this as a possibility. Imagine if we could turn that tetra cultivation arrangement into a five-point star. What if we complete the Wu Xing? What element are your wives? Not all have broken through, have they? We could add two more people. Imagine the power we could hold? We could be the most powerful cultivators in history.”

James nodded slowly, still processing the implications of what she'd shown him and the obvious megalomania in this woman.

He was not really interested in unending power. And if holding that much power was a risk in and of itself, he’d rather not take it. But the implications of all that were overwhelming.

And he forced himself not to think of that woman. He already had enough. It had to be wanted by all the girls. They had to love her as much as he loved them. And... he didn’t see that happening.

His own mind and the head between his legs had other ideas.

As if reading his thoughts, her hand, lacquered with black nail polish, positioned itself on his lower abdomen, close to his dantian.

“So much power contained in here. Your potential... I think no one in thousands of years has the path laid out for him. I could guide you, harness you, and your partners in a new direction.”

James swallowed. Was her hand moving lower? Part of him wished it was.

“Do you want it? What would you do to get what you want? What you need?”

Phew. James couldn’t help it. The guy below had a mind of its own.

“I'll consider your offer,” he said, stepping back. “But for now, I should return to my companions.”

“Naturally.” She performed a graceful bow. “I'll be available whenever you wish to explore your potential further, James Wong. The Central Realm so rarely receives visitors of such... unique qualifications.”

She glided away through the garden paths; James let out a long breath.

That was suspicious, but also stimulating.

“So, would you meet with me?” she said, retracting her hand. God, he wished it had stayed there and gone lower. “I heard you are to meet the Jade Emperor tonight. Why not have a training session with me before your meeting? In the afternoon, perhaps.”

“Sure,” he said, almost involuntarily.

She grinned, absolutely pleased. “But be serious about it, or else I'll be really upset.”

James knew she was trouble. If not a traitor or a spy, she had the vibes of a harsh and demanding woman.

But his instinct was to investigate her, find out who she was, and be absolutely cautious. He'd ask Long for more information on her.

“Alright,” she said. “I must go. Think of what I say. Depending on how eager you are, I can make this session... unforgettable.”

She disappeared among the foliage. He was so absorbed that he almost missed the soft sound of approaching footsteps.

“Learning new tricks without us?” Sarah's voice echoed as she emerged from the path, followed by Lanlan and Mei Lin.

“Couldn't sleep,” James admitted, dismissing his techniques as the others joined him in the grove. “The spiritual energy here is incredible. I felt like I needed to blow off a little bit of steam.”

“The gardens are gorgeous,” Lanlan said, her cat ears twitching as she sensed the enhanced plant life around them. “And that tree...” She approached the pine he'd been working with, running her fingers along the spiral bark. “Did you do this? That’s incredible.”

Mei Lin's tails swished thoughtfully as she examined the grove. “You weren't alone, were you? I could sense another spiritual signature here. Someone powerful.”

“And she was making you horny too,” Sarah pressed, fists against her hips.

“Yeah, that was actually Lady Dao Xi,” James admitted. “She offered to help me understand wood-element cultivation better.”

The three women exchanged glances, and James felt a pulse of concern through their bond.

“Be careful with her,” Lanlan warned quietly. “Court advisors often have their own agendas.”

“Sounds like it,” James agreed. “Yeah, I can feel that she does have ulterior motives.” He lowered his voice. “She also could be on the wrong side, to be honest. But the techniques she showed me could be genuinely useful.”

“We'll explore it together,” Sarah said firmly, slipping her hand into his. “Whatever training you receive, we share through the bond anyway. She... has other motives, though.”

She gave him a glance that was a tad too accusatory.

“You see right through me, and... of course... I am keeping an eye out. She wants me to meet her before I talk to the Emperor.”

Sarah crossed her arms. “I see. Like I said, I could tell the friend down there was interested.”

“I don’t need any of that. She did basically imply that she’s interested in joining our arrangement.”

Sarah gasped, casting a glance at Lanlan and Mei Lin.

“This woman! The audacity!”

Before James could respond, a melodious chime echoed through the gardens. Golden light began to coalesce near the grove's entrance, forming into the familiar figure of Dongfeng Long.

“Good morning,” the Dragon said, stepping forward, already clad in his formal robes. “I trust you slept well?”

“As well as can be expected,” Mei Lin replied with a nod. “The accommodations are magnificent.”

Dongfeng Long smiled. “Excellent. Because I've arranged something special for today. An imperial banquet in your honor—a formal welcome to the Central Realm and, I hope, a brief respite from your efforts.”

“A banquet?” Sarah said. “There’s always time for food!”

The Dragon smiled. “But first, you should understand what you'll be experiencing. An imperial banquet in the Central Realm is more than a meal. It is more than what can be expected even in other Realms of the Spirit World. The ingredients are more than just cultivator cuisine. You will see for yourself.”

Lanlan's eyes widened. “Do you eat like this, Mei Lin, when you come here?”

The fox-girl grinned. “Every once in a while.”

“The finest food in this universe,” Dongfeng Long confirmed. “Imperial Lacquered Phoenix, wine made from grapes that grow on the Tree of Wisdom, fruits from the Garden of Eternal Spring. Tonight, you'll taste foods that mortals have dreamed of for millennia.”

“Peaches of immortality?” Mei Lin asked hopefully, her tails practically vibrating with excitement.

“Among other delicacies,” the Dragon replied with an amused smile. “The Jade Emperor himself has contributed items from his private stores—a significant honor.”

James felt a thrill of anticipation despite everything. After weeks of fighting, investigating, and traveling between realms, the prospect of a genuine celebration was appealing.

“When?” he asked.

“At midday, as the Central Realm's three moons reach alignment,” Dongfeng Long replied. “The celestial timing will enhance the spiritual properties of the feast. But first, you have the morning to explore the court, perhaps meet with other officials who could support our cause.”

As they followed the Dragon back toward the pavilion complex, James couldn't help but feel a mixture of excitement and unease. The morning's encounter with Lady Dao Xi had revealed new possibilities for his cultivation, but it had also raised questions about her motives and the complex politics of the Central Realm.

“James,” Lanlan said quietly as they walked, her voice low enough that only he could hear through their bond, “Promise me you'll be careful with Lady Dao Xi. Something about her feels... off.”

“I promise,” James replied, squeezing her hand gently. “We're in this together, remember? All four of us. Even if she's doing something evil, let's say she pulls up a black knife of mind control, you'll be the first to know through the bond.”

***

The imperial dining hall stretched before them like something from a dream. Carved ruby pillars rose to a ceiling painted with gold, and the air itself seemed to shimmer with concentrated spiritual energy. James had never seen a table so magnificent, with jade inlays depicting dragons and phoenixes.

“Welcome to a true celestial feast,” Dongfeng Long said, his form more draconic here than it had ever been on Earth. Scales glittered along his temples, and his eyes held depths of ancient fire. “These foods are not merely sustenance—they are cultivation aids that mortal realms have not tasted for millennia.”

The first course arrived carried by servants.

“Peking Phoenix,” their host explained. “Raised in the gardens of the Western Paradise, fed on golden cicadas.”

Mei Lin's tails quivered with excitement as she took her first bite. “It is like tasting enlightenment.”

“Try these,” Dongfeng Long suggested, indicating a plate of fruit that looked like peaches but glowed with a soft pink light. “Peaches of immortality from the imperial orchards.”

James bit into one cautiously. The flavor exploded across his tongue—sweeter than any earthly fruit, but with an energy that made his qi channels sing. He felt years of fatigue melting away from his bones.

“Now that you've experienced true celestial cuisine,” Dongfeng Long said, settling into his chair, “Perhaps you can better understand what we're truly fighting for. But first, there's something about Lady Black Serpent's plan that you must know.”

Sarah looked up from her phoenix, suddenly alert. “What kind of something?”

“The Jade Emperor's Seal,” Dongfeng Long said, his voice taking on the weight of cosmic importance. “You must understand what she truly seeks to accomplish.”

James set down his immortal peach. “We know she wanted the Seal from the museum. And those cauldrons. What could that be about?”

“It's not just any artifact,” the Dragon continued. “That seal was once the source of the Mandate of Heaven itself. It was stolen by the final Shang Emperors and tampered with. Once it had the power to bind the universe.”

Lanlan's ears flattened against her head. “But how did it end up in the museum?”

“We, and the Celestial Court itself, all thought it had no power anymore. The Jade Emperor has his own seal, with power that is binding across all realms. But... we have deduced, and she probably has too, that it can be recharged.”

“Recharged?” James asked.

“The cauldrons that have been stolen were once used for human sacrifices during the Shang Dynasty. It seems like the Seal can be activated again with tremendous willpower and a massive price.”

“What kind of price?” Mei Lin asked, though her voice suggested she already feared the answer.

“Eight hundred human souls,” the Dragon said, his voice dropping to almost a whisper. “The Seal can be charged by the passionate will of the people.” He paused, swirling his wine thoughtfully. “Or through souls that believe they are willing. The cosmic law that governs the Mandate doesn't distinguish between true choice and the illusion of choice.”

“So, she's using the mind control as a loophole.”

“Precisely. Her black daggers don't just corrupt; they make the victims believe they want to serve her. In their minds, they're choosing to give their lives for a glorious cause. We don't know if this is what will happen, but she thinks the universe will accept this as a willing sacrifice.”

The magnificent feast suddenly tasted like ash in James's mouth. “Eight hundred people. She's been building up to this for weeks.”

“In accordance with Shang Dynasty rituals, she has been creating a massive octagonal array across Manhattan.” Dongfeng Long's draconic features hardened. “Once she collects all eight hundred, she won't just rule the realms—she'll literally become a rogue Jade Emperor, with power over space, time, and reality itself, to issue curses and bounties and to steer reality in her favor.”

The Dragon met each of their eyes in turn. “If she succeeds, even the current Jade Emperor will be powerless to stop her. She will reshape the cosmos according to her will.”

“We need to find every possible way to beat her,” James said. “I am determined to get even stronger. No matter what it takes.”

James set down his cup, his brow furrowed. “Before we leave this topic... I need to ask you about someone.”

Dongfeng Long looked up from his wine. “Who?”

“Lady Dao Xi,” James said. “She approached me. Just... showed up while I was walking past the eastern gardens. Said she’d been watching my progress. She offered to teach me Wood Element esoteric techniques.”

Dongfeng Long’s expression grew unreadable. “Interesting.”

“I thought it was strange,” James continued. “She was polite and flirtatious, but I couldn’t read her. She didn’t talk much about herself. Just said she wanted to help and knew everything about us—”

“She never mentioned where she’d been?” the dragon asked, eyes narrowing slightly.

“No,” James said. “Nothing. Why?”

Dongfeng Long exhaled slowly, folding his hands. “Because Lady Dao Xi has been in deep cultivation for millennia. Voluntary seclusion. She walked away from the Celestial Courts during the final years of the Shang Dynasty. No one has seen her since. Until now. She returned a few weeks back and began meeting again with Minister Wei, who was her colleague back then.”

James stared at him. “And she just shows up again... right when all of this is happening?”

“That is what troubles me,” Dongfeng Long said. “Dao Xi was once a serene and principled immortal. But absence changes even the most virtuous. If she has returned stronger but offers no explanation... you are wise to be cautious.”

James’s jaw tightened. “I’ve been wondering if she’s working with Lady Black Serpent. Or maybe... being used by her. It even crossed my mind that it could be her.”

Dongfeng Long nodded slowly. “She was ambitious before, regarding her personal development. It is known that many sages go mad in seclusion...”

James leaned back, eyes narrowing. “Then I’ll play the student. Let her think I’m open to whatever she’s offering. And while I’m learning, I’ll be watching.”

Sarah gave him a sidelong glance. “Good. Because if she tries anything, I’m setting her robes on fire.”


Chapter 12 - Ambitions

“This is actually stupid,” Sarah said, arms crossed tightly over her chest. It was rare to see her this upset. It wasn’t a good sign by any stretch.

“I know it sounds risky—" James said.

“Sounds? It is risky,” Sarah interrupted. “Meeting some mysterious cultivator lady alone? After everything we've been through?”

Lanlan seemed more contemplative, or at least, less bothered by the concept. She sat cross-legged on one of the silk cushions in their borrowed pavilion. “We need information,” she acknowledged. “And she clearly knows things about wood element techniques that even Central Realm masters consider rare.”

“See?” James gestured toward Lanlan. “It's reconnaissance. I'm not actually going to do anything.”

Sarah snorted. “Except put yourself in the perfect position to get manipulated, poisoned, or who knows what else.”

“I'll be careful,” James promised. “And I'll keep our bond open the entire time. If anything feels wrong, I'll leave immediately.”

“And what if you can't leave?” Sarah challenged. “What if she's way more powerful than you expect?”

James had considered that. “That's why I want you both nearby. Not visible, but close enough to intervene if necessary.”

The plan wasn't ideal, but they needed every advantage they could get. If Lady Dao Xi genuinely had knowledge that could help them fight the invasion back home, it was worth the risk. If she was a demonic cultivator, he was about to find out.

“Fine,” Sarah finally conceded. “But we're staying within striking distance. And if you feel even slightly weird, you bail. No heroics.”

“Promise,” James said, kissing her forehead.

When night fell over the Central Realm—a spectacular cascade of stars unlike anything visible from Earth—James stood alone on the pavilion balcony. Sarah and Lanlan had positioned themselves one level below, concealed but ready to act.

James took a deep breath and whispered to the night air, “Lady Dao Xi.”

For a long moment, nothing happened. Then, like smoke coalescing into form, she appeared at the far end of the balcony. Tonight, her robes were deep green with silver embroidery.

“You called,” she said, her voice like silk sliding over stone. “I'm pleased.”

“I'm curious,” James said, maintaining a respectful distance. “About these techniques you mentioned.”

Lady Dao Xi smiled, moving closer and smirking. James would almost call her glance seductive. “Curiosity is the beginning of wisdom,” she said. “And you are wise to seek advantages in these troubled times.”

James noticed she wore ornate silver rings on each finger, each tipped with what looked like a polished jade claw. Decorative, perhaps, but unusual enough to note.

“What exactly can you teach me?” he asked.

“Let us start with something practical.” She gestured to a potted plant near the balcony railing—some exotic Central Realm variety with luminescent blue flowers. “Your current control of the wood element allows you to grow and shape plants, yes? To accelerate their natural processes?”

James nodded. “Essentially.”

“A beginner's application,” she said, not unkindly. “The true power of the wood element lies in its connection to life force itself. Watch.”

She extended her hand toward the plant. Her qi, cool and dark green, flowed visibly from her fingertips. The plant responded dramatically, not just growing but transforming. Its stems thickened, flowers brightened, and most surprisingly, it began to move with apparent intelligence, tendrils reaching toward her like a pet seeking affection.

“Rudimentary consciousness,” Lady Dao Xi explained. “The wood element at its highest level allows not just control of growth, but infusion of awareness.”

Despite himself, James was impressed. “You're giving the plants sentience?”

“A simple form, yes. Imagine the applications in your current predicament—plants that could serve as sentries, as warriors.” She lowered her hand, and the plant settled back into immobility. “All living things are connected by qi. With proper technique, that connection becomes direction.”

She moved closer. “But such techniques require... proximity during instruction. May I?”

She extended her hand, intending to guide his qi flow directly. James hesitated, remembering Sarah's warnings.

Through their bond, he felt a spike of alarm from both women below.

“Perhaps a demonstration first,” he suggested.

Annoyance flickered in her eyes, quickly masked by another smile. “As you wish.”

She turned toward a larger arrangement of plants near the pavilion door. As her qi flowed into them, they grew rapidly, forming a curtain of vegetation that blocked the entrance to the pavilion.

“Privacy,” she explained. “Some techniques are... guarded jealously by the court.”

James narrowed his eyes. “I prefer to keep the exit accessible.”

Lady Dao Xi laughed. “Are you afraid of me, James Wong? I thought you were braver.” She moved closer still, her robes rustling softly. “Or perhaps... distracted?”

The temperature on the balcony seemed to drop as she closed the distance between them. Up close, her beauty was even more striking—and more obviously inhuman. The scales at her temples caught the starlight, and her eyes had subtle vertical pupils.

“I'm focused on learning what might help us,” James said firmly.

“There are many forms of... learning,” she replied, her voice becoming even more sultry. “Many exchanges of power.”

She reached out, her finger nearly brushing his cheek. James stepped back.

“You like me, don’t you?”

Alright, she was going for the kill.

“Listen, my lady. You’re beautiful, no doubt. But I am married and intend to be loyal to them. I’ve told you... we’d have to agree... if...”

Her smile revealed teeth definitely too sharp to be human. “But surely you've wondered what it would be like to experience the power of someone truly powerful? Someone who could show you mysteries beyond mortal comprehension? James Wong, look at me. Look at the being I am, the woman I am. This is your chance. You could be mine! Wouldn't that be sweet? I have never taken disciples before, but as soon as I heard of you and your progress, I knew I had to have you. And as soon as I saw you in person, once I felt that soul sea of yours, I was sure.”

Her qi unfurled around them like a cocoon, surprisingly powerful and tinged with something that felt ancient and cold. It pressed against James's senses, simultaneously repellent and oddly compelling.

“I'm satisfied with my current arrangement,” James said, taking another step back and maintaining eye contact. “Let's focus on the techniques.”

Lady Dao Xi sighed dramatically. “So... limited.” She moved with sudden speed, her hand darting out to grasp his wrist. Her touch was cool and dry, her grip unnaturally strong. “Perhaps you need a demonstration of what real power feels like! Don’t you see me? I can show you my glory and my power.”

This was going too far.

She leaned in and planted a kiss on his lips.

James took a step back.

“What are you doing?” he snarled.

Her eyes snapped open, as if offended.

“Alright, enough. Listen, this is not what I need.”

“You want me, admit it, James. You were born to be mine. To be by my side. Do you have any idea how unique you are? Together, we could rule the worlds!”

“Not interested,” James said, heading to the door. This had been enough to prove she was kind of a serious megalomaniac. He wasn't sure she was on the enemy's side, but the vibes were all wrong.

And then, James felt her qi grow cold.

Her voice echoed loudly, as if she spoke from within a canyon.

“Who do you think you are to reject me like that? See what I’m offering. See what I’m offering you and take it. Or you, James Wong, will know the price of rejecting ME.”

This was another level of crazy.

Suddenly, vines surged from around the room, wrapping around his wrists.

To his shock, what had seemed like simple wood became hard like metal, like some sort of organic, warm iron that bound his wrists and ankles and raised him above the ground.

The vines pulled him back, forced him to look at her, and then to kneel.

Dao Xi’s teeth were clenched as she watched from above.

“I wanted you to be mine of your own will. I know you desire me! But your foolishness makes you reject me. Don’t you see I’m better than your foolish little bitches? They’ll all worship at my feet soon. They could stay with you, you and me, as equals, them as our slaves. But you... you want to be punished, don’t you?”

“You’re crazy,” James said, again infusing his arms to break through the bands, but he was starting to worry. They really didn’t give in that easily.

“Don’t worry, James Wong, you will get to be my pet. There's still a chance if you beg, if you admit that I am superior.”

The branches tightened against him. James felt the pressure of it, like the weight of an ocean trying to crush him.

Through their bond, he felt Sarah and Lanlan's alarm spike to outright panic.

“That's enough,” James said firmly, channeling his own qi into his arms. With an effort, he managed to break the branches; then, at his command, wood burst from the ground, a spike intended to push her off her feet, but it broke even before touching him.

Lady Dao Xi smiled wider. “Yes, fight back. Show me your strength. I will enjoy breaking you, showing you who’s destined to be your owner.”

She blurred forward. James dodged a finger jab to his face, blocking with his forearm.

Suddenly, he felt a finger pressed against his wrist, and James felt a sharp pain—like a needle penetrating his skin. Instinctively, he pulsed his qi outward in a defensive burst, knocking her back several feet.

“What did you just do?” he demanded, examining his wrist. A tiny puncture mark was visible, already seeping a droplet of blood mixed with something dark and oily.

Lady Dao Xi's demeanor changed instantly. “Simply offering you my... perspective,” she said. “Soon you'll understand my vision much more clearly.”

James felt it then—a foreign presence trying to worm its way into his qi pathways. The sensation was horribly familiar, reminiscent of the corrupted servants they'd fought in New York and the possessed warriors from their previous encounter with the Jade Serpent Lord.

“You're trying to control me,” he realized aloud. “Like those serpent spirits and ox demons. You work for her... don’t you?”

Lady Dao Xi laughed like a devil.

With focused effort, he channeled healing qi to the puncture site, trying to neutralize whatever she had injected. His newly awakened wood element responded, green energy flowing through his meridians to isolate the foreign substance.

Lady Dao Xi watched, her eyes widening slightly. “Interesting. You can already purge corruption? Perhaps I've underestimated your progress.”

Keeping his eyes on her, James backed toward the balcony railing. “Who are you really?”

Her laugh was no longer musical but cold and mocking. “I've had many names across the ages. To some, I am Dao Xi. To others, the Lady of Scales. But my true disciples know me as the one who will unite all realms under a single consciousness.”

A chill ran down James's spine as the pieces clicked into place. “Lady Black Serpent.”

Her eyes flashed with pleasure. “Very good. Though I prefer my formal title: Supreme Goddess, First Empress of the Unified Realms.” She sketched a mocking bow. “At least, that's what you'll call me once my seed takes root in your mind.”

James's fists clenched. “That's not going to happen.”

“No? Look around you, mortal. Look at how easily I move through the Jade Emperor's court.” Her smile was triumphant. “Ministers, advisors, guards—so many already serve me without even knowing it. One touch from my talons...” She held up her fingers, which now gleamed with an oily black substance. “And their will becomes my will.”

James set his jaw. “The court is compromised.”

“Not completely. Not yet.” Lady Black Serpent—there was no point in thinking of her as Dao Xi anymore—moved in a slow circle around him. “The Jade Emperor himself remains... resistant. And a few key figures, like your friend the Dragon. But soon enough...”

“That's why the Central Realm won't help Earth,” James realized. “You've influenced enough officials to ensure the Accord remains strictly enforced.”

“Divide and conquer—a strategy as old as warfare itself.” She shrugged elegantly. “By the time the Central Realm recognizes the threat, both Earth and the Spirit Realm will already be mine. And with their combined power, even the Jade Emperor will bow.”

The girls were taking long, but James knew they were coming. He had at least gathered enough info. It was mind-blowing and revealed a massive problem, but he’d been... successful?

A surge of qi from below warned James that Sarah and Lanlan were moving into position. He needed to keep Lady Black Serpent talking just a bit longer.

“Why target us specifically?” he asked. “There are more powerful cultivators.”

Her expression turned covetous. “Your quad bond is unique—a connection across realms that defies the normal boundaries. Such a bond, properly harnessed, could accelerate my plans considerably.” She tilted her head, studying him. “Besides, I've always appreciated those who defy convention. Four lovers bound by qi instead of just two? Delightful. I wanted to take you four as my little cauldrons, ideally, with you willing, to grow in power four times as fast. It’s a disappointment that it’ll be forced, but it’ll happen regardless.”

James felt the foreign energy pulse in his wrist again, trying to spread. His wood element fought against it, keeping it contained, but the struggle was draining his energy quickly.

“You won't win,” he said, partly to keep her attention, partly because he believed it. “We stopped the Jade Serpent Lord. We'll stop you too.”

Lady Black Serpent laughed, the sound echoing unnaturally across the balcony. “That fool was a mere low-ranking servant of mine. He was a little snake barely out of its egg, while I, I am the Goddess of Serpents.” Her form seemed to shimmer, momentarily revealing something much larger and more serpentine beneath the humanoid disguise. “And unlike him, I don't rush blindly ahead. I've spent centuries placing my seeds carefully, building my network piece by piece.”

She gestured, and the plant barrier blocking the pavilion door parted to reveal a familiar figure—Minister Wu, the elderly man from the Boundary Department, his eyes empty and leaking black smoke.

“See? Your audience tomorrow was never going to happen. The Emperor's schedule is managed by those loyal to me.”

Minister Wu moved stiffly to stand beside Lady Black Serpent, his movements jerky and unnatural.

“What did you do to him?” James demanded.

“Gave him the grandest purpose in existence,” Lady Black Serpent replied simply. “As I'll improve all living beings. One unified consciousness, one shared purpose. No more conflict, no more division between realms.”

“Just slavery,” James countered.

“Order,” she said. “Perfect, harmonious order. All bound to me!”

The foreign energy in James's wrist pulsed again, stronger this time. He grimaced, redoubling his efforts to contain it.

Lady Black Serpent noticed his struggle. “Fighting only makes it spread faster. Surrender to it, and the pain stops. Many find the transition quite... peaceful. Or better yet, fall to your knees and call me Goddess. If you’re good, I'll let you be a pet and treat you nicely.”

“I'd rather not,” James gritted out.

Where were the girls?

“You have little choice. Within hours, my seed will reach your dantian. Once there, it will bind to your core essence.” Her smile was almost pitying. “Your quad bond actually accelerates the process. The connections already forged between souls are perfect pathways for my influence.”

That was the final piece James needed. The corruption could spread through their bond, affecting all four of them. He had to warn the others.

“Now!” he shouted through the bond.

The wood barrier and the wall collapsed in a massive explosion. Sarah and Lanlan vaulted through, Sarah attacking with a sweeping kick aimed at Lady Black Serpent's legs while Lanlan attacked with a binding spell.

The serpent woman evaded both attacks. Minister Wu lurched forward like a puppet, throwing himself in front of his mistress to absorb Lanlan's binding spell.

“How predictable,” Lady Black Serpent sighed, sounding genuinely disappointed. “I'd hoped for a more intimate conversation before your little bitches intervened.”

“We've heard enough,” Sarah snarled, positioning herself protectively in front of James. “You're done here.”

Lady Black Serpent's expression hardened. “I've existed since before your species learned to make fire. I am never 'done.'" She gestured, and Minister Wu lurched forward again, taking a wide step, his fist aiming at Sarah’s.

James struggled to his feet, the foreign energy in his wrist throbbing painfully. “Sarah, he's just a puppet. Don't hurt him.”

“Working on it!” Sarah replied, dodging Minister Wu's attacks while moving closer to Lady Black Serpent.

Lanlan moved to James's side, her hands glowing with healing qi as she examined his wrist. “She infected you?”

“Tried to,” James replied. “My wood element is fighting it, but it's strong.”

Lanlan's expression darkened. “We need to get you to a healer immediately.”

Lady Black Serpent snarled a laugh. “No Central Realm healer will help you. Not with my seeds planted throughout the court.” She began backing toward the edge of the balcony. “I'll leave you to your touching reunion. By morning, James will grovel at my feet—and through him, all of you.”

“You're not going anywhere,” Sarah growled, breaking away from Minister Wu to lunge at Lady Black Serpent.

The serpent woman's form shimmered again, and she suddenly grew—expanding into something much larger and more monstrous. Her humanoid disguise fell away, revealing her true form: like a lamia, an enormous serpent tail with iridescent scales and a woman’s torso.

“Another time, little mortals,” she hissed, her voice reverberating with power.

Before any of them could react, she launched herself over the balcony railing, her serpentine tail undulating through the air as she fled into the night.

Minister Wu collapsed like a marionette with cut strings, black smoke still leaking from his vacant eyes.

“We need to tell Dongfeng Long,” Lanlan said urgently, still examining James's wrist. “The court is compromised.”

James nodded, fighting against the pulsing pain in his arm. “And we need to get back to Earth. Now I understand why the attacks slowed. She knew we would come.”

“Leaving her army ready to finish what they started,” Sarah grunted, checking Minister Wu for signs of life.

James looked at his wrist, where his own energy battled against the spreading black corruption. Lady Black Serpent's “Seed” was fighting hard, but so far, his natural defenses were holding it at bay. If she’d managed to touch him in the heart, he’d be a zombie.

“How do we fight something like that?” he wondered aloud. “She's ancient, patient, and has agents everywhere.”

Lanlan's expression was determined as she channeled more healing qi into his wrist. “The same way we always do. We work as one.”

Sarah joined them. “First things first. We get that poison out of you, warn the Dragon, and get back to New York.”


Chapter 13 - Escalation

They raced across the marble roads and pleasant groves of the Central Realm, knowing that they wouldn't be pleasant much longer.

Dongfeng Long stood in a clearing, close to the accommodations where they’d stayed, sword drawn.

“What happened?” he growled, facing them with a swift turn.

“She’s here!” James exclaimed. “She’s been here all along. Lady Dao Xi wasn’t working for her. It is her!”

The dragon’s eyes blazed green, realizing the implications. The scales around his temples became more vivid, as if he lost his cool for an instant.

At that moment, a loud explosion echoed beyond the grove, close to the main palace.

“I felt something was wrong... The barriers,” the dragon hissed. “Something’s happened. We must go and defend them!”

“Wait... Mei Lin should be here,” James said, glancing toward the building where they’d stayed.

Lights were, however, off, and James couldn’t feel it through the bond. He scanned for her presence, unable to find her.

“She’s not there. And there's no time to waste,” Dongfeng Long hissed. “They must have broken through the barrier.”

James, Sarah, and Lanlan sprinted through the celestial gardens, following Dongfeng Long as explosions rocked the immortal city around them.

James ran while making an effort to explain what happened.

“She's accelerated her timeline,” Dongfeng Long growled in reply, leading them down a hidden path between two buildings. “Your rejection forced her hand.”

James grimaced; the pain in his wrist throbbed. He kept trying to keep Lady Black Serpent's seed but couldn't fully purge it.

“Where are we going?” Sarah demanded, vaulting over a fallen statue. All around them, immortal beings fled in panic as more explosions lit the night. To James’s shock, he could already feel foreign qi suddenly appearing, much of it dark, belonging to advanced cultivators of the demonic persuasion.

Then he saw them: fox and ox spirits invading the Central Realm, holding all types of weapons and carrying daggers around their belts, identical to the one the Jade Serpent Lord had once used for his evil purposes.

Celestial soldiers rushed, wearing scale armor and holding long spears, but even the elite of the highest realms seemed outmatched. James tried to join the fight, or at least throw a few blasts of qi at the enemy forces, but that couldn't stop a few demonic invaders from stabbing the hearts of the defenders and turning them into slaves with smoke in their eyes.

And if things were bad here, they’d be even worse back home.

“I need you to get out,” the Dragon said, pulling them into a clearing away from the chaos. “It's our only chance to get you back to Earth before the lockdown tightens. I... had come to tell you that the court officials had delayed your meeting with the Jade Emperor when this—"

Suddenly, a figure stepped onto their path. It was one of the Jade Emperor's personal guards, his golden armor now tarnished with creeping black corruption, eyes leaking the dark smoke of Lady Black Serpent's control.

His expression had morphed into a horrid mask with a sickening grin. He began drawing a long scimitar.

James took a fighting stance. In his experience, advanced warriors under her control kept their fighting skills.

The Dragon, however, swept his arm in a dismissive gesture. A wave of concentrated qi slammed into the guard, sending him flying backward through a wall.

“Well,” James said. “That’s certainly out of the way.”

All around them, the conflict was spreading like wildfire, court officials turning on their colleagues, immortal guards fighting each other, ancient alliances shattering in moments of betrayal.

“Mei Lin!” Lanlan cried out in relief.

The fox spirit approached them, her court robes torn and singed, a cut bleeding freely across her cheek. “Oh thank the heavens,” she gasped. “I've been trying to find you since everything went mad!”

“Are you okay?” James asked, instinctively checking her eyes for signs of corruption.

“I’m fine,” she replied, understanding his concern. “But it's spreading fast. Half the Boundary Ministry turned within minutes of each other. Many had already been infected.”

“Lady Black Serpent revealed herself,” Sarah explained quickly. “It was lady Dao Xi. Tried to corrupt James, failed, and apparently decided to launch her full assault.”

Mei Lin's eyes widened as she noticed the darkness lingering in James's wrist. “You're infected?”

“It is... well, contained,” James said firmly. “For now. Lanlan and my element are keeping it dormant. But what about the Jade Emperor? Is he corrupted too?”

“I don’t know,” Mei Lin replied, turning toward Dongfeng Long.

Dongfeng Long's expression was grim. “Damn her. She fooled us all. She must have killed lady Dao Xi and stolen her likeness. About the Jade Emperor, his inner sanctum is sealed by powers even Lady Black Serpent cannot easily breach. But even if he willed it, without the rest of the court, the Accord of the Ten Thousand Realms remains in effect—no official forces can be sent to Earth.”

“So we're on our own,” Sarah concluded.

“Aside from Jade Moon Realm practitioners and a handful of others, yes. But we’ll keep an eye on you and... well, try to solve this mess.”

The Dragon turned, waving his hand and summoning a portal, faintly painting a glimpse of the New York City skyline.

And it looked like all hell had broken loose.

“Wait,” James called out. “What about you?”

“I'll hold the line here as long as possible. Don’t let her ever reach the Seal, and don’t let her complete her sacrifices. If you see her, call me.”

James nodded and passed through the portal. The world twisted, stretched, and with a sensation like being pulled through the eye of a needle, they were gone.

They materialized in Central Park, exactly where they had departed, except the serene meadow was now a war zone.

The skyline of Manhattan was barely visible through thick smoke. Fires raged unchecked across Midtown. The air was filled with the sounds of battle, gunfire, explosions, and the roars of otherworldly creatures.

“Holy shit,” Sarah breathed, shock in her eyes as she stared at the sky.

Up ahead, a group of people shuffled down the sidewalk, students walking around, as if fleeing a terrorist attack. At first glance, they looked normal—until one of the hippie-looking girls turned her head.

Thick tendrils of black smoke curled from her eyes.

Another woman followed close behind, moving like a raging zombie. All around, civilians moved like puppets, slack-jawed and blank-faced, smoke trailing from their sockets in lazy spirals.

Lanlan stood beside him, ears flattened, her gaze hard. “She’s gotten to them. So fast?”

“Jiang didn’t call through the jade amulet,” James said, looking at his phone. “All this time.”

He looked around. Streetlights flickered, and in the distance, the sky itself seemed to pulse.

“We need to get to Yue Xia’s warehouse,” James decided. “Regroup with Jiang and the others.”

They ran across Sheep Meadow; James's phone buzzed in his pocket, functional after their interdimensional journey. He checked it, surprised to find service still operating.

“Jiang?” he answered.

“Wong! Thank God.” The captain's voice was strained, the sound of gunfire echoing in the background. “We tried to call you, but even Yue Xia’s couldn’t work. It's gone completely sideways here!”

“We're back in Central Park. What's your situation?”

“The warehouse is compromised,” Jiang replied tersely. “Had to evacuate to the secondary location: Empire State Building, 86th floor. We've fortified the observation deck. And... we lost the Seal...”

“You... what?”

“We’ve lost some of our best men to her... People began swarming the place; we fought, but... my God, Wong... Our own people turned against us. It was like you told us. We couldn’t stop it.”

Shit.

“I told you!” James said through his teeth. “Who took it?”

“The same fox warrior we faced... Wong, we’ve lost so many; we’re trying to regroup, but everything happened so fast. Thousands of invaders came with those daggers... They began stabbing civilians here and there. They’re like zombies. There are zombies all around. And... it’s been happening for an hour or so.”

“Alright. The Empire State Building? You’re there?” James mumbled, perplexed. “Why there?”

“So the octagon, she’s building it again; she’s secured it, and it’s all glowing green with some sort of magic power,” Jiang explained. “But the zombies avoid the Empire State... we think it must have some magical protection. Yue Xia claims there are some wards in there. Get here if you can, but be careful. Streets are overrun.”

The call cut off abruptly. James relayed the information to the others.

The girls had all paled in shock.

“They have the Seal,” Lanlan said, eyes wide open. “We have to stop them.”

“The Empire State is on the other side of Midtown,” Sarah pointed out. “That's almost two miles through a demonic war-zone.”

“Then we'd better get moving,” James said grimly.

They set off at a run, keeping to cover whenever possible. They passed the bodies of several National Guard soldiers, their faces frozen in expressions of terror; a few were running amok, smoke in their eyes.

Or... not exactly amok. James noticed how they seemed to be moving toward a certain goal.

As they reached the edge of the park at Fifth Avenue, they got their first clear view of the city.

“Dear gods,” Mei Lin whispered.

Manhattan had become a nightmare. Demonic cultivators wound between skyscrapers, stabbing people. Winged demons circled in the smoke-filled sky. On the streets below, zombified humans moved in patterns, their eyes leaking black smoke as they systematically marched toward the buildings in the city, now clearly visible as pillars of sickly green light shooting into the sky, forming a perfect octagon across Manhattan.

Many of those humans, James thought, had been selected for her human sacrifice campaign. She’d have her hundreds of willing sacrifices to fuel the Jade Emperor’s Seal.

“She’s converting the entire island into her ritual,” Lanlan realized aloud. “Using the natural energy grid of Manhattan itself as a conduit.”

“Great, our villain's a feng shui expert,” Sarah muttered. “So how do we break the ritual?”

“Either take back the seal and destroy it or disrupt the anchor points,” Lanlan said decisively. “There must be something that’s receiving the energy, perhaps those ancient cauldrons. Even one broken connection should weaken the entire array.”

James studied the nearest anchor point. As far as the old notes had said, it seemed to be Grand Central Terminal, but no green light seemed to be emanating from it. There seemed to be a bit of commotion going on in there, though. “That's our first target, then.”

James felt a sudden pulse of pain from his wrist. The dormant corruption stirred, responding to the proximity of Lady Black Serpent's power all around them. Through sheer force of will, he pushed it back down.

“James?” Lanlan asked, concern in her voice as she sensed his discomfort through their bond.

“I'm fine,” he insisted. “Let's go.”

They raced cautiously down Fifth Avenue, staying close to buildings for cover. The normal bustle of Manhattan was eerily absent, replaced by the occasional sprint of corrupted humans or the slithering passage of serpent spirits, along with the frightened civilians trying to flee amidst the distant sounds of sporadic gunfire and inhuman roars.

They altered course, moving east across 42nd Street. As they got closer to Grand Central, the sounds of battle grew louder, with automatic weapons fire, explosions, and qi techniques being deployed. When they finally reached the terminal, the scene that greeted them was one of chaos and courage.

A mixed group of military personnel and civilian cultivators had formed a defensive perimeter around the entrance, holding their own against waves of corrupted humans and smaller serpent spirits, but they were clearly outnumbered. At the center of their formation stood a familiar figure: Yue Dan, Lanlan's brother, his twin swords flashing as he cut down an attacking ox spirit in humanoid form.

“Dan!” Lanlan shouted with relief.

Her brother's head snapped up, golden cat eyes widening in surprise. “Lanlan? What the hell are you doing here?”

Before she could answer, a massive serpent spirit in beast form smashed through the terminal's windows, sending glass raining down on the defenders.

“Talk later,” Dan growled, returning to the fight.

James and the others charged into the chaos. He slammed his hands to the ground, and thick vines tore through the concrete, wrapping around the serpent spirit as it lunged for the station steps. Sarah drove her blade into a flanking ox demon, pivoting just in time to parry another strike. Lanlan blasted through two spirits with a burst of focused qi, then vaulted off a shattered column to engage another in midair. Mei Lin hurled arcs of foxfire through the crowd, setting enemy formations ablaze and clearing space for pinned defenders to rally. The clash was brutal and fast, but their momentum carved a path through the enemy line, forcing the invaders to pull back and regroup.

It wasn't until they had pushed back the immediate wave of attackers that Dan approached them, blood splattered across his lamellar armor, his expression grim but determined.

“You picked a hell of a time for a family reunion,” he said, clasping forearms with James in greeting.

“You came!” Lanlan exclaimed. “That’s excellent!”

Dan's eyes narrowed. “Father arranged transit for a small strike force. We've been trying to disrupt the ritual array, but they keep reinforcing the anchor points. This was one of them, and we’ve managed to recover.”

“Is it just you and this force?” James asked.

“Us and others,” Dan confirmed. “Father is holding our realm against internal betrayals. I'm leading this team.”

“Any progress?” Sarah asked, checking her improvised weapons for damage.

Dan shook his head. “We've hit three of the eight anchor points. Disrupted two, including this one, but one was reestablished within hours. It seems like they’ve got many of those ancient sacrificial trinkets. And there's something else...”

He led them inside the terminal, where his forces had established a command post in the main concourse. The normally bustling space was eerily empty except for their fighters and the wounded being treated on makeshift pallets.

“Each anchor point is guarded by one of her elite servants,” Dan explained, pointing to a map they'd annotated. “Cultivation masters from various realms, all corrupted to her will. We... heard that your friends lost the Seal. That’s a big problem.”

“Tell me about it. And by the way, we've met another serpent woman up in the Central Realm,” James said grimly. “Turned out she was Lady Black Serpent herself.”

Dan's eyes widened. “In person?” He cursed under his breath. “That explains the mess. Our intelligence suggested she was still partially bound in the Tenth Hell, working through proxies. How powerful is she?”

James sighed.

“Strong, but... I have a feeling we could beat her.”

“I have a feeling you’re a bit too confident.”

“Well, she could be here now,” Sarah said. “We have to either take the Seal or stop their ritual. We don’t want her to become... well, a Supreme Goddess.”

“We need to hit all eight points, one by one,” Dan said. “Break the pattern completely before she can complete her spell.”

James studied the map. “We'll need coordinated attacks... simultaneous ones.”

He trailed off as another pulse of pain shot through his wrist. This time, it was stronger. He glanced out the windows of the terminal, toward the sky above Manhattan.

“No time to waste, then,” Dan continued, pointing at the map. “I have teams ready to hit these two points.”

“And the Empire State Building?” James asked. “Jiang and the others are holding position there.”

“Central command point,” Dan said. “Also where we've gathered the civilians we've rescued. It's as safe as anywhere can be right now.”

A soldier approached, handing Dan a jade token. After a brief conversation, he set his jaw and frowned deeply.

“Spirit Realm update,” he said. “Multiple betrayals in Father's court. Yue Xia is holding the Eastern Gate, but she's cut off from the palace.”

They had all sensed the gravity of what they faced and the cost of failure. Lady Black Serpent’s vision of “unified consciousness" meant the end of free will itself.

Dan nodded in agreement. “We move in ten minutes. Rest while you can.”

As the others prepared, James found a quiet corner to examine his wrist. The corruption had spread slightly. Thin black lines now extended maybe an inch from the puncture site. His wood element was still containing it, but the constant proximity to Lady Black Serpent's power was making it harder.

Sarah took his hand in hers, examining the wound. “How bad is it?”

“Manageable,” James said honestly. “As long as we end this quickly.”

“James Wong, master of understatement,” she sighed, touching his face gently. “Promise me something?”

“Anything.”

“If it gets worse—if you feel it taking over—you tell us immediately. No heroic last stands, no sacrificial plays. We face this together or not at all.”

James nodded, pulling her close. “No choice.”

Through their bond, he felt Lanlan and Mei Lin's agreement, warm and steadfast in his consciousness. The quad bond had been tested before, but never like this. It would need to be stronger than ever for what lay ahead.


Chapter 14 - Into the Nest

The portal spat them out in Bryant Park.

“There’s the library,” he said, pointing across the street. “Let’s kick some ass!”

The New York Public Library loomed ahead, its stone lions flanking steps that should have been crowded with tourists.

Instead, corrupted humans shambled between the columns.

“Shit,” Mei Lin muttered.

Lanlan opened a small portal with her hairpin. “Alright, I’ve been here too many times already to know a shortcut. Back entrance. Service corridor.”

They slipped through into darkness. Emergency lighting cast red shadows down empty hallways.

James felt the corruption in his wrist pulse, responding to whatever was filling this place. Through the unwanted connection, he sensed movement above them. Lots of movement.

“We're not alone,” he whispered. “They’re in this section too.”

Sarah's hand went to her weapon. “You feel it? I can feel the qi of a handful up there...”

“Too many. This thing in me is responding; it’s like... it’s trying to make me go crazy and follow them.”

Sarah paled, concern in her eyes.

“Don’t worry, it’s under control,” he said. “It just advanced a teeny tiny bit. As long as we mess up her plans, I’ll be fine.”

“Told ya,” she muttered. “Don’t strain yourself. Anything weird, please tell me, James.”

“It’s alright,” he replied.

She leaned in and placed a kiss on his lips.

“Let’s go,” she said softly.

They crept forward, following the service corridor toward what James hoped was a stairwell. The silence was oppressive, broken only by their careful footsteps and the distant hum of emergency power.

A door marked “Staff Only" stood ajar ahead. They slipped through into a wider hallway lined with offices. Nameplates on doors: “Dr. Robert Cohen, Medieval Manuscripts.” “Prof. Elizabeth Liu, Ancient Texts.” “Special Collections Access.”

James ignored the offices and paused at the door at the end of the hall. Something felt different about it. The corruption in his arm was reacting strongly.

“This way,” he said, testing the handle, but it was locked.

Sarah stepped up to the door, eyed the lock, then grinned. “Alright, step aside. I've always wanted to do this.”

Before anyone could ask, she spun, chambered her leg, and unleashed a qi-enhanced kick. The door exploded inward off its hinges with a crunch.

To their surprise, the door led into another staircase that ascended. Strange, nondescript hums and ancient languages echoed above.

Mei Lin’s ears twitched. “Something’s happening up there.”

They rushed through the broken frame into the narrow staircase. Heat hit them like a wave.

By the third floor, sweat clung to their skin and the air shimmered.

Lanlan wiped her brow. “What’s causing this heat?”

James touched the wall. The stone was warm, almost fevered. “Something big. Something that runs hot.”

They reached a landing marked “Main Reading Room - Staff Access.” Through the door's glass panel, James could see the vast space beyond, with rows of long tables, towering bookshelves, and in the center...

“Holy shit,” Sarah breathed.

It looked like something out of a horror movie.

At its center stood a Shang dynasty sacrificial cauldron thrumming with dark energy, dark fluid dripping from its rim and staining the floor. Black smoke coiled from its mouth, staining the ceiling tiles and casting shadows that moved against the light.

A white-haired serpent spirit woman stood next to the cauldron. James recognized her as the same one they'd fought at the MET, wearing a human form instead of that of a Lamia. She was flanked by an entire troop of demonic spirits, most of them cultivators or martial artists of some level. Their qi brimmed with evil intent and power.

But the people that stood beyond made James shudder. There were perhaps hundreds of humans positioned beyond the troop, like mindless robots, standing close by, each of their eyes trailing black smoke. One by one, they marched willingly before the altar, each of them taking a knife to their own necks.

James watched in horror as an innocent elderly woman, smoke pouring from her eyes, knelt before the altar, took the already bloodied knife, and slit her own throat.

He moved forward, ready to break down the door and stop it.

“We’re outnumbered!” Sarah hissed. “Let’s at least figure out what to do.”

“How can we watch them die!” James said through his teeth.

Suddenly, eyes fixed on them through the glass pane. An ox spirit was the first to notice them, currently in a Minotaur-like form, with a massive hairy torso, horns, and a bestial snout.

Then the ox spirit charged through the door, pushing it off its hinges and cracking part of the wood as James and his wives scrambled back. The creature was seven feet tall and thick with muscle, swinging a steel mace that howled through the air. James barely ducked. The mace carved a crater into the wall where his head had been.

He stepped in fast, fists up, feet grounded. The ox came at him again, wide arc from the left. James deflected with a sharp elbow block, the impact rattling his bones. Wood qi surged down his spine and into his limbs, reinforcing his frame.

He drove a punch into the ox's gut, twisting at the waist for power. The spirit grunted but didn’t fall.

The mace came down like a hammer. James dropped his stance, and vines burst from the floor to catch the blow. The wood groaned, cracked, and split under the force, buying him just enough time.

The ox spirit ripped through the tangle and raised the mace again.

He inhaled sharply, qi surging down his arms. His forearms gleamed with his Iron Body technique as he stepped into the second strike and blocked with it.

The weapon shattered on impact. Shards of steel sprayed across the floor, leaving nothing but a faint paper cut on his wrist.

The ox spirit froze for half a heartbeat.

James didn’t.

He pivoted on his heel and slammed a fist into the cultivator’s jaw. The first blow staggered him. The second, an uppercut, lifted him clear off the floor and dropped him.

Behind it, corrupted humans rushed in. Black smoke poured from their eyes as they sprinted forward, screaming wordlessly. Serpent spirits moved behind them with knives out, slicing through the gaps in the crowd.

Sarah met the first wave head-on. She vaulted over a display case and kicked a charging man square in the chest. He slammed into two others and fell.

Mei Lin hurled foxfire into the hallway. The flames carved a line through the crowd, forcing the serpent spirits to split and circle wide.

“They’re trying to pin us down,” Lanlan said. “We need to destroy the cauldron now!”

Then, the white-haired serpent woman lunged at them. James ducked, caught her wrist, and spun into a shoulder throw. She landed on her feet, a dagger flashing in her palm as she pushed it toward James.

Branches and vines that he’d already summoned responded, blocking her forearm and pushing her back.


Chapter 15 - Disruption

The serpent woman passed her knife to the other hand, and with a flick of the wrist, tore through the vines, releasing herself from James’s grasp. Leaning forward with superior strength, she freed her torso, snarling in anger and finally slithering out.

“You cannot stop what is coming,” she hissed, her forked tongue flicking between needle-like teeth. “The Supreme Goddess rises!”

“I’ve heard that before,” James replied, centering his qi as he shifted into a defensive stance.

The serpent spirit launched herself forward, her claws aimed at James's throat. He pivoted at the last moment, channeling qi through his meridians. His hand shot out, not to strike but to summon.

Wooden barriers erupted from the library floor, wrapping around the woman’s limbs. He added wood on wood, tangling them together and making sure this time, he kept her from moving at all. They formed a lattice of wood that caught the serpent spirit, constricting around her tail and arms.

Behind her, he added layers upon layers of wood to separate the mind-controlled humans from them, pushing up thick vines, swallowing half the room to keep them away from the real battle.

Meanwhile, the serpent woman shrieked in rage, thrashing against the restraints and managing to snap a few of the branches. “Your pathetic plants cannot hold me!”

James didn't waste breath arguing. Instead, he poured more qi into the wooden construct, willing it to grow thicker and stronger, its roots burrowing deeper into the foundation. The serpent spirit's struggles slowed as the living wood constricted.

Across the lobby, Sarah was engaged with two more ox spirits—massive men with bronze skin, curved horns emerging from their foreheads, and fists the size of puppies. She ducked under a hammer-like fist that would have shattered her skull, using the ox spirit’s momentum against him. With a twist of her hips, she executed a hip throw, sending the eight-hundred-pound creature crashing into a table. The impact cracked the table, but the ox spirit merely grunted and rose again.

“They just don’t stay down,” Sarah called, evading the second ox spirit’s charge.

“Aim for the meridian points!” Lanlan called out from behind the central desk. Lightning arched from one of her hairpins, connecting to the faint LED lights above, redirected into a burst of blue-white light that slammed into a charging serpent man. The smell of scorched flesh filled the air as the creature collapsed, twitching.

This one was much weaker than the ones they’d fought first.

With her other hand, Lanlan traced sigils in the air. Golden threads spiraled outward, binding the limbs of the possessed humans and dropping them harmlessly to the ground before they could keep hurting themselves.

Mei Lin fought nearby, flames trailing from her hand like a comet’s tail. Her foxfire burned bright red, slicing through the smoke. She twisted and flipped, countering every move of the four serpent spirits flanking her.

Lanlan lunged toward the bloodied cauldron. Sparks danced between her fingers as she tried to wrap it with her qi bands. But a serpent spirit dove across the altar, intercepting her and casting a disruptive shield.

“James! A little help here!” Sarah shouted. She parried one blow from an ox spirit’s mace, ducked a second, and rolled to avoid a third. The second ox swung closer, forcing her back toward a shattered display case.

James shifted his weight, dropped into a low stance, and redirected his qi. His vine barrier held the serpent spirit at bay, but he had no time. He slammed a palm to the floor, driving qi into the marble. Roots surged outward, exploding from the tiles in a shockwave. Vines lashed toward the ox spirits, tangling one’s legs and yanking it off balance.

“Sarah, now!”

One solid roundhouse kick caught the ox’s chin. The creature’s head snapped sideways as it dropped like a felled tree. She then lunged toward its head, locked it into a headlock, and with increased qi energy, unsheathed her sword and flawlessly cut off the head of the spirit. It dropped to the ground while the neck jetted blood.

James felt the strain of maintaining multiple wood constructs at once. His control had improved the more he used the techniques, but creating and directing living wood required constant attention and energy. He could already feel the serpent spirit beginning to break free of her restraints, her scaled body glowing with malevolent qi as she burned through the wooden bonds.

The cauldron pulsed again, veins of green light creeping through it.

“That cauldron!” James called. “Break it!”

Lanlan staggered upright, eyes locked on the relic.

“Cover me,” Lanlan snapped, leaping forward.

James and Sarah moved to cover her as Lanlan circled the cauldron, eyes narrowed in focus. Sparks danced between her fingers as she raised one of her hairpins, drawing power from the room's circuitry, exposed wires, and the lingering static in the air.

The black smoke hissed, recoiling from her like a living thing.

She planted her feet, raised both hands toward the ceiling, and then brought them down with a sharp cry.

A bolt of lightning arced from the overhead lights, surged through her hairpin, and struck the cauldron dead center.

The ancient bronze groaned, its surface warping. Cracks formed along the etched sigils, then burst in an explosion of fragments.

“That’s one nexus down,” Lanlan said, brushing soot from her coat. “Let’s find the next.”

Outside, a furious howl echoed across the city, powerful enough to shake the library's foundations. Through the windows, they could see the pillar of green light that had been shooting from the library's roof flicker and fade.

“Now she’ll definitely get upset,” Mei Lin said, narrowing her eyes, worry and determination seeping through the bond.

James steeled himself for another round of battle, reaching deep into his reserves for more qi. He was exhausted, but the battle had to continue.

The white-haired serpent spirit snarled and spat. “This changes nothing,” she hissed. “The Supreme Goddess comes.”

Summoning the rest of her strength, the snake woman burst through her restraints, coiling up, furious eyes trailing James.

Before she could move an inch, however, Sarah’s jian sword burst out of the woman’s torso, black blood flowing down in shock.

The woman collapsed on her knees, her eyes brimming with rage, her claws reaching out once more, but Sarah’s qi burned bright through the blade. The light in her eyes faded, and she fell face-first against the ground.

No one said a word.

A pulse of power rolled in from the distance, brushing against the edge of his senses.

***

“Something's wrong,” James hissed, clutching his arm as they evacuated the library.

“Seems like she’s angry,” Lanlan said.

Sarah steadied him as he stumbled. “Your arm?”

“It's not just that,” James said, scanning the churning clouds above the city. “Something's coming. Something big.”

As if responding to his words, the storm clouds in the near distance, roughly above Times Square, began to swirl in a counterclockwise spiral, forming a massive vortex. Lightning the color of toxic waste flashed within the clouds, revealing glimpses of something enormous coiling within the storm.

“She’s probably very angry,” James said slowly.

The vortex ahead swelled, swirling with clouds that glowed like a churning nuclear storm. At its center, a single point of viridian light flared, small, distant, and bright.

James felt something pulling his arm toward that light, like a very faint yearning lodged in that single part of his body.

It was her. She had come to New York.

And then, all hell broke loose.

Around her, the fabric of reality fractured. Dozens of portals tore open across the heavens, each rimmed in the same sickly jade light. Some opened up close to them, and through them poured her armies—serpent spirits, fox spirits, bat spirits, and ox demons descending like rain, their war cries echoing off the buildings of Manhattan.

James looked up, teeth clenched. “That’s bad.”

“Really bad,” Sarah said, pulling James away from the hypnotic sight. “The Empire State Building. Now. Let’s go; it doesn’t matter if they can track us. They already know we messed up this cauldron anyway.”

Lanlan opened another portal, and they leapt through the chaos-filled streets, using lightning qi, dodging abandoned vehicles and corrupted humans stumbling around like malfunctioning robots.

James retrieved his phone and called, hoping to get an answer. Thank the heavens, the other line answered.

“Jiang, come in. We've got a major problem.”

Static hissed for a moment before Jiang's voice broke through. “Define 'major,' because I'm looking at things coming through a hole in the sky that's redefining my concept of 'problem.'"

“She's breaking through directly,” James confirmed. “Maybe she realized we just pooped in her cake.”

“Get to the Empire State Building,” Jiang ordered. “Dan's team is regrouping there after hitting another cauldron. We need to coordinate a response.”

James glanced back at the multiple portals; he noticed some close by and many on the rooftops of buildings, now allowing smaller serpent and fox spirits to pour through. Hundreds of figures emerged: serpent spirits, fox spirits, and ox demons, all in different transformations—some in full beast form, others in humanoid garb, some in black armor, and some in tattered robes.

The tenth hell was invading New York.

“This is never gonna end...” James said, his eyes fixing on the black daggers many of them carried, identical to the one the Jade Serpent Lord had used, capable of planting control seeds in victims. But these were mass-produced, an entire army equipped with the means to turn the city into Dawn of the Dead.

As if confirming his fears, the demonic troops landing in Times Square immediately spread out in disciplined formations toward different parts of Manhattan. Civilians who had been hiding in buildings, unaware of the portal opening, suddenly found themselves confronted by these otherworldly soldiers.

From their position, they could see one such encounter unfolding. A family that had barricaded themselves in a deli emerged, as if looking for a safer place. A male serpent spirit, tall and dressed in black, intercepted them immediately, his black dagger flashing as he began to give chase.

Sarah dropped from the ledge without a word and sprinted toward them. Mei Lin landed beside her, foxfire blooming in her palms. She launched a blazing arc across the street, cutting off the spirit’s path and exploding on the road.

Then, James hit the ground behind the serpent. A vine snapped out, wrapping around his throat, tightening until the spirit’s head collapsed forward.

Mei Lin turned to the family, her tails flicking. “Move!” she shouted.

The parents hesitated, shielding their children. Then the mother grabbed her son’s hand and ran. The father followed, clutching his daughter.

Dozens of new spirits emerged from alleyways and rooftops. More black daggers glinted in the chaos. The sky tore open again, portals blooming like wounds, and hundreds more began pouring through.

“We need to go,” Lanlan said, swinging her hairpin. The air split open, revealing a glowing portal.

James shoved the civilians through first. The children cried out, eyes locked on James and the battle behind them. Then he pushed Sarah through, followed by Lanlan. Mei Lin flared one last wave of fire behind them and dove into the light.

Black daggers sliced through the smoke, striking where they had stood seconds before. Too late. They were now before the Empire State Building’s entrance.

“Go!” James shouted at the family. “It’s safe!”

They continued their dash toward the Empire State Building, which now stood as an island in a city rapidly falling to corruption. The family managed to get close without much trouble, SWAT cars circling the area, special ops cops lowering their weapons after confirming they weren’t zombies. They let them through.

“Jiang should be inside too,” James said, watching and running toward the building.

However, their own portal seemed to have drawn attention, as new enemy portals opened around them, demonic cultivators pouring out. A squad of fox spirits rounded the corner ahead of them, black daggers gleaming in the strange half-light. Their leader, the nine-tailed male with aristocratic features and cold eyes they had met before, spotted them immediately.

“The quad cultivators,” he snarled. “The Supreme Goddess will be pleased.”

James leaned toward Lanlan, whispering in her ear, “Can you teleport us inside?”

“It’s guarded with powerful talismans, for security, perhaps. I can’t really do it,” she replied. “We have to enter through the front door.”

The fox spirits attempted to surround them, each of them adopting fighting stances, qi visible around their frames. Then the first attacked with blinding speed, his dagger aimed at Sarah's heart. She pivoted at the last second, catching his wrist and redirecting his momentum, but another fox was drifting into the opening, his own dagger flashing toward her exposed back.

Mei Lin intercepted the second attacker, her hand whipping forward to knock the dagger from his hand, then aimed a kick at his knee.

Sarah managed to throw another spirit to the ground and applied a quick armbar, snapping his joints. She rolled forward, unsheathing with a swift motion and cutting through another’s chest like a samurai.

James focused on creating a defensive perimeter, wooden spikes erupting from the asphalt in a ring around their position, plants from nearby buildings extending to join his constructs, forming a barrier that bought them precious seconds to organize. Then he moved in to punch one of the foxes in the nose, knocking him out cold.

But for every enemy they knocked down, two more seemed to appear, emerging from side streets and alleys in an effort to capture or corrupt rather than kill them.

“We need to break through,” James said. “Make a run directly for the Empire State.”

“Too many of them,” Mei Lin countered, deflecting another attack. “We'd be overwhelmed before we made it halfway.”

James felt the corruption in his wrist pulse again, stronger than before. Through it, he sensed Lady Black Serpent's focus shifting, her awareness turning toward them like a searchlight. She knew exactly where they were.

“She's coming,” he warned the others, feeling her presence growing closer. “We need to move. Now.”

As if summoned by his words, a shadow flashed across the street, charged with an overwhelming qi that made James turn in surprise.

Lady Black Serpent landed with a whisper of silk and venom, her feet touching the cracked pavement as if it belonged to her. She stood in her human guise, tall, beautiful, and terrifying. She wore black robes, and her long black hair drifted around her like it had a will of its own. Eyes like polished malachite locked onto James.

“James Wong,” she said. “I offered you so much! Now, your pain will be greater! I will enjoy every second of turning you to my side—the hard way.”

She lifted one hand, and black energy coiled around her fingers.

Her elite guard phased into view one by one, stepping from portals in the air and shadows on the ground. Serpent spirits, fox assassins, and stone-faced ox warriors closed in from all sides, dozens of them, each armed with jagged black daggers.

“We have to surrender,” Lanlan said, too calmly.

James turned to her, alarm rising, but caught the flick of her eyes toward the narrow alley to their right. Through the quad bond, the real message hit like a pulse of lightning: stall, redirect, escape.

He nodded. “Maybe she's right,” he said loudly. “We’re surrounded. We can’t win this.”

Sarah's jaw tightened, but she stepped back. Mei Lin moved too, hands open, posture lowered. Each of them shifted subtly toward a runner’s stance.

Lady Black Serpent smiled. “Wisdom, at last. I'll give you a chance! Kneel before me, beg for forgiveness, and I may consider making your punishment less severe. If you prove that you’re devoted and loyal, I may even give you a prize!”

She extended her hand, as if to let him kiss it. Power shimmered around her, bending the light and warping the air. “If you submit now, you’ll be part of something eternal.”

James dropped to one knee and slammed both palms into the street.

The ground ruptured. Vines exploded from the cracks, roots burst from sewer grates, and ivy surged outward like whips. A wall of greenery slammed into the advancing spirits, tangling blades, smashing weapons from hands, and breaking the formation.

Tendrils of wood moved toward the ancient spirit. Her face contorted in rage, and with a mere flick of her wrist, branches and leaves disintegrated at once.

They sprinted for the alley as chaos erupted behind them. Fire, roots, and screaming spirits filled the street. Lady Black Serpent’s voice cut through it all, no longer amused.

“Who do you think you are, trying to fool me like that? Face me! I will bring out torture the likes of which you have never even imagined!”

James didn’t look back.

In that brief window, all four of them bolted for the alley, James bringing up the rear to maintain the wooden barrier between them and their pursuers.

They sprinted through the narrow alley, emerging onto a parallel street that was clear of enemies. Without slowing, they changed direction, now running east instead of north, away from both Times Square and the Empire State Building.

“Where are we going?” Sarah asked between breaths.

“Breaking their pursuit pattern,” James said, feeling the corruption in his wrist. It was calling to him. “Then circle back to the Empire State from another direction.”

They weaved through side streets and service alleys. They knew not to use Lanlan’s portals, as they let out massive explosions of qi that could be traced. They encountered small groups of corrupted humans or lesser spirits, but these were easily outmaneuvered or quickly subdued.

After minutes of running, they paused in the shadow of a parking garage to catch their breath and reassess.

“She’s diverting forces to find us,” Mei Lin reported, her fox senses detecting movement patterns throughout the surrounding blocks. “I can feel them!”

“We need to contact Jiang,” Lanlan said, trying her comm unit again. “Let them know we’re coming in from the east side.”

But only static answered her call. James checked his phone, finding no signal.

“She’s jamming communications,” he realized. “Cutting us off completely.”

“So we’re on our own,” Sarah grunted, her expression hardening with determination. “Nothing new there.”

James nodded, then winced as another pulse of pain shot through his arm. He pulled at his sleeve, noticing how black corruption had spread further, now reaching almost to his elbow despite his best efforts to contain it with his wood element.

“James,” Lanlan said, noticing his discomfort. “How bad is it?”

“Getting worse,” he admitted. “Being this close to her amplifies it. The seed responds to her presence.”

“Can you keep fighting?” Sarah asked bluntly, though her eyes betrayed her worry.

James nodded. “As long as necessary. But we need to get inside the building. Together with Jiang and Dan's forces, we might have enough strength to push back.”

“And the ritual array?” Mei Lin asked. “With her physically present, does disrupting it still matter?”

“More than ever,” Lanlan said firmly. “First of all, hundreds will die. They will find a way to hasten it in order to charge the Seal. I don’t even know where they’re holding it now. That's why she brought her elite guard to secure those locations.”

James considered their options.

Then, his phone rang once again. Jun was calling him.


Chapter 16 -  Underground War

“Boss!” Jun's voice crackled through James's phone, the sound of gunfire echoing in the background. “Thank the ancestors you picked up!”

James pressed the phone closer to his ear, trying to hear over the chaos around them. They were still hiding behind the overturned cars four blocks from the Empire State Building.

“Jun, where are you?” James hissed.

“Empty house near Grand Central. Listen, I've got backup coming—Yue Xia's here with reinforcements from the Spirit Realm. But you need to get away from there. That old serpent has too many forces converging on your position.”

“How do we reach you?” Sarah asked, leaning close to the phone. “The streets are crawling with her people.”

“We’ve found a way: these subway tunnels,” Jun replied. “The old pneumatic postal system connects to Grand Central. There's an access point three blocks south of you. We got there through that one, one of the cultivation guys here told me. It’s a maintenance entrance behind that old fancy building with the spire...”

“Chrysler Building, right?”

“That’s the one... I'll guide you from there.”

He looked at the girls.

“They’re close to the Chrysler Building. Jun and his gang, and Yue Xia too. Should we?”

“Sounds good,” Lanlan said.

Lady Black Serpent's voice suddenly boomed across the city, amplified by spiritual energy: “These fools think they can hide from their goddess! Surrender now, and your suffering will be brief!”
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Twenty minutes later, they were crawling through maintenance tunnels that hadn't seen human traffic in decades. The journey to Grand Central had been a nightmare of narrow passages, rusted ladders, and the constant fear of discovery.

Now they finally reached the utility tunnel beneath Grand Central Station. It smelled of rust, stagnant water, and decades of accumulated grime. Emergency lighting cast harsh shadows on concrete walls as James pressed his back against the cold stone, trying to catch his breath.

“This is insane,” Sarah muttered, checking her sword in the dim light. Blood from a cut on her forehead had dried into a dark line down her face. “We're hiding in a sewer while that psychopath turns the entire city into her personal army.”

“We should be close,” Lanlan said absently.

“Great. Good to know our standards haven't completely collapsed,” Sarah replied dryly.

Mei Lin sat against the opposite wall, her tails drooping with exhaustion. “How many octagon points are still active?” she asked, though they all knew the answer would be depressing.

“At least four,” James said, examining his infected arm in the flickering light. The black corruption had spread past his elbow now, creeping toward his shoulder in thin tendrils that pulsed with each heartbeat. “Maybe five. Dan's team managed to disrupt one more after we hit the library, but...”

He didn't need to finish. They all felt it through their bond—the weight of an impossible task. Lady Black Serpent had centuries of planning, an army of corrupted spirits, and now a physical presence in their realm. Meanwhile, they were four exhausted cultivators hiding in a tunnel, watching James slowly succumb to spiritual corruption.

“We need a new plan,” Lanlan said quietly. “Running from building to building isn't working. She's always one step ahead.”

“Because she knows where we're going,” James realized. “I’m pretty sure she can almost sense my location. I... have a feeling she’s playing with us.”

Sarah's expression darkened. “James... It sucks, but... I don’t want to lose you. I’d rather you lose an arm than lose your life.”

“Sarah—"

“I'm serious. If that thing is a tracking device and can mess you up forever, right now.”

James held up his infected arm, studying the black veins that now covered most of his forearm.

Suddenly, his phone buzzed. The display showed Jun's number.

“Jun?” James answered, surprised the call went through.

“Boss!” Jun's voice crackled with static but was audible. “Thank the ancestors you're alive. Where are you?”

“Under the utility tunnel. How are you getting through? She's been jamming communications.”

“Listen, I'm coming to you. I've got backup.”

“Jun, it's too dangerous—"

“Already on our way. And boss? Xiao Bao’s ready to help. I don't know what that means, but he's been acting weird all day. Like he knows something's coming.”

The call cut off, leaving them in tense silence.

“Backup?” Sarah asked hopefully.

James shrugged. “We'll find out.”

Minutes later, the air in the tunnel shimmered with golden light. A portal opened, considerably more stable than Lanlan's emergency gates, and Jun stepped through. He looked tired but determined, his tactical vest scorched and his hair singed from whatever fighting he'd been doing.

Behind him came Yue Xia, and James barely recognized her. Gone were the elegant court robes and perfect composure. Her hair was pulled back in a severe bun; she wore practical dark clothing, like a ninja-spy, and her fox ears were flat against her head in combat readiness.

“My friends,” she said, nodding to the group. “You look terrible.”

“Thanks for the pep talk,” Sarah replied. “Please tell me you brought good news.”

“I brought functional news,” Yue Xia corrected, pulling out a jade communication token that hummed with power. “And a direct line to Captain Jiang.”

She activated it, and Jiang's voice filled the tunnel, clear despite the interference.

“Wong? Report your status.”

“Alive but cornered,” James replied. “What's your situation?”

“Empire State Building is holding, but barely. Lost contact with Dan's team an hour ago. The fox spirit commander hit their position with everything he had.” Static crackled. “James, the ritual array is accelerating. She's not waiting for slow corruption anymore. They're doing forced conversions with those daggers—hundreds of people every hour—and I’ve heard they’re transporting another altar to the places we disrupted. We could teleport there and fight and keep destroying them, but we’re losing people each time.”

“How many nexus points are still active?” Lanlan asked.

“Four confirmed, possibly five.” Jiang's voice grew grim.

James gritted his teeth. “How much time do we have?”

“Estimations suggest she needs at least six hundred souls more. At current corruption rates, and if they find another cauldron... maybe four hours. Five at most.”

James felt the corruption pulse in his arm, stronger than before. Through the unwanted connection, he sensed Lady Black Serpent's satisfaction. She was close to achieving her goal.

“Jiang, we need to coordinate one final push,” James said, making his decision. “All remaining forces, everything we've got. Maybe attack her... Last time we fought against her disciple, once we disrupted the dagger, all the mind control slaves fell. I think it works like an evil pyramid scheme. Of course, we can’t destroy every dagger. It all connects to her. I think... if we kill her, everything she’s doing falls apart.”

“James,” Sarah said quietly, “in your condition—"

“My condition might be the key,” he interrupted. “This corruption connects me to her, right? Let's draw her out.”

Yue Xia's ears perked up with interest. “But the risks...”

“Everything's risky now,” James said firmly. “We can't keep playing defense. We hit her directly, all of us together, and we end this.”

Jun stepped forward, Xiao Bao padding beside him. The cloud leopard looked up at James with unusual intensity, as if trying to communicate something important.

“Boss, I've got maybe fifteen defenders left. All cultivators, all ready to fight. Plus whatever Yue Xia brought from the Spirit Realm.”

“A strike team,” Yue Xia confirmed. “Small but elite. My cousin's court sent what they could without violating the Accord of the Ten Thousand Realms.”

James looked around at the faces gathered in the dim tunnel. Exhausted, wounded, outnumbered—but not defeated.

“Then we do this,” he said. “One coordinated assault on Times Square. We finish her permanently.”

“The corruption in your arm,” Mei Lin said. “If you give in...”

“Then I trust you three to finish what we started,” James replied simply.

Through their bond, he felt their love, their fear, their absolute commitment to stand with him regardless of the consequences.

Jiang's voice crackled through the communicator. “Whatever you're planning, do it fast. I'm seeing massive troop movements toward Times Square. She's gathering everything for the final phase.”

James stood, rolling his shoulders despite the pain in his infected arm. “Then let's not keep her waiting.”

***

Yue Xia opened one massive portal, delivering them to a rooftop that offered a clear view of the nightmare unfolding below.

Times Square had been transformed into something from the worst fever dream. In the center, where the red steps normally hosted tourists, stood another black cauldron, filled with malevolent power.

Around the altar, hundreds of corrupted humans knelt in perfect circles, their eyes streaming black smoke as they chanted in unison. The sound was horrible—not quite human anymore, like a choir of the damned.

“Where is she?” Sarah asked, scanning the scene below.

Jun pointed skyward. “There.”

Lady Black Serpent floated two hundred feet above the cauldron, but she had changed again. Her skin glowed with internal light, her hair flowed in impossible spirals around her, and her black robes billowed despite the lack of wind.

“Let’s hit her while she's distracted,” Sarah said, hand on the hilt of her sword.

“No,” James said, feeling the corruption pulse stronger as Lady Black Serpent's attention swept across the city. “She knows we're here. This is what she wants—a final confrontation. She's drawing us in.”

“Then we don't disappoint her,” Mei Lin said, her fingers beginning to glow with gathering foxfire.

James vaulted from the rooftop. Wood qi flooded through every tree root in ten blocks. Planters exploded as vines shot toward the square. Window box plants became whips. Weeds in sidewalk cracks stretched toward Lady Black Serpent's forces as he landed right beneath them.

Three ox spirits charged at him. James blocked the first one's war hammer with his Iron Body forearms. The second ox swung a fist. James ducked, grabbed its wrist, and flipped it into the third attacker.

Sarah landed behind corrupted civilians. Black smoke poured from their eyes as they turned toward her. She grabbed the first man's collar and spun, using his weight to take down three others. A woman lunged with a kitchen knife. Sarah caught her wrist, twisted, disarmed her, then swept her legs.

“Lanlan!” Sarah shouted. “Restraints!”

Golden qi threads spun from Lanlan's hairpin, wrapping around the civilians' ankles and wrists. Dozens dropped to their knees, immobilized but unharmed.

Now Sarah could fight the real threats. A serpent spirit slithered toward her, fangs dripping. Sarah ducked the bite, drove an elbow into its ribs, then grabbed its head and slammed it into the pavement.

Mei Lin hit the square's eastern edge. White-hot foxfire caught two ox spirits, igniting their bodies and eliciting horrid screams. A serpent spirit tried to wrap around her from behind. Mei Lin grabbed its tail and channeled fire into its body. The creature screamed and burned away.

Jun's team emerged from concealment. Jun fought with a dao sword, cutting through spirits while his team handled corrupted humans with takedowns.

Yue Xia faced the fox spirit commander; she leapt toward him, and their clash shook the ground.

Xiao Bao moved through the battlefield. His claws opened throats. His teeth found necks. He was death on four legs.

Lady Black Serpent's laughter echoed across the battlefield as her forces met theirs. “Yes! Show me your power before I claim it!”

The battle was brutal. Foxfire clashed with serpent venom. Lightning split the air while corrupted spirits fell by the dozens. James's vines wrapped around ox demons while Sarah's fists shattered defensive formations.

But for every enemy they dropped, two more seemed to take their place. Lady Black Serpent's reserves were vast, and she was drawing power from the ritual circles to strengthen her remaining forces.

“We're being overwhelmed!” Jun called out, his back against James's as they fought through a crowd of corrupted humans.

“My pet,” she said, her voice reaching him clearly despite the chaos. “Come to me willingly, and I will make your companions' deaths quick.”

“Counter-offer,” James replied, channeling everything he had into his next attack. “Go to hell.”

He slammed both hands to the ground and poured his entire soul sea into the wood qi network. Every tree root, every buried seed, every trace of plant life in the area responded to his call; massive root systems erupted from the subway tunnels, tearing through asphalt and concrete.

“Impossible!” she snarled. “You are mere beginners!”

“He's not alone,” Sarah said, appearing beside James.

But there was no time to investigate. Lady Black Serpent's rage exploded outward in a wave of destructive energy that shattered windows for blocks in every direction.

“Enough!” she screamed, her beautiful features contorting with fury. “If you attempt to humiliate me, then you will burn!”

She raised both arms, and the air around her began to warp with gathering power.

“Everyone down!” he shouted, but it was too late.

The forty-story office building above them groaned, twisted, and began to collapse. Thousands of tons of steel, concrete, and glass tumbled toward the street in a cascade of destruction.

“The subway entrance!” Lanlan pointed toward a stairwell twenty yards away.

They ran. James felt his qi channels burning from overuse as he tried to maintain protective barriers above them. Chunks of debris hammered his wooden shields.

Sarah reached the subway entrance first, holding the door as the others dove through. Jun appeared with Xiao Bao, then Yue Xia, her fox magic flickering as she deflected falling concrete.

Mei Lin and Lanlan came last, the catgirl creating a momentary shield as the building's facade crashed down.

“James!” Sarah screamed from the subway entrance. “Come on!”

But James was twenty feet behind them, his barriers failing as massive concrete slabs crashed down. He dove forward, but something the size of a car slammed into his back, driving him face-first into the pavement.

The world went dark as tons of debris buried him alive.

His wood qi was the only thing keeping him from being crushed instantly, but he could feel it failing. Above him, concrete groaned and shifted. Below him, the pavement cracked under the weight.

The corruption in his arm exploded with pain as Lady Black Serpent's satisfied laughter echoed through his consciousness. She thought she had won, thought she had finally broken them.

But even as the building settled above him, even as his qi reserves hit empty and his barriers began to crack, James smiled.

Because he could feel something else through the corruption connection—Lady Black Serpent was exhausted. That massive display of power had cost her more than she wanted to admit. Her perfect human form was flickering at the edges.

From the subway tunnel, he could hear Sarah screaming his name. They were safe. That was all that mattered.

James pressed both hands against the concrete above him and began to push back. Wood qi flooded through every root system in the city, drawing power from Central Park itself.

It was time to claw his way out and end this war.


Chapter 17 - Final Confrontation

James clawed his way out of the rubble like a man rising from his own grave. His hands were bloody, and his wood element felt drained, but he was alive. Above him, green lightning split the sky as an ethereal figure floated two hundred feet in the air.

“James!” Sarah's voice cut through the chaos. She and the others were fighting on Fifth Avenue, surrounded by the debris of their war.

He pulled himself to street level and saw the scope of the destruction. Lady Black Serpent hovered above Manhattan.

“Behold!” her voice boomed across the city, amplified by spiritual energy. “I am the Empress of All Realms, perfected in human form! Your city now bows to me and calls me Supreme Goddess. It's about time you do too.”

The hordes of corrupted humans paused in their pursuit; the ones close to the bloodied altar stood, all gazing up at the skies. And then, like myriad pilgrims, devotees to their strange goddess, they fell to their knees.

Jun appeared from behind an overturned car, Xiao Bao at his side. The cloud leopard was still enhanced from James's earlier power boost—larger than normal, his muscles defined under silver-touched fur, his eyes blazing with predatory intelligence.

“Boss!” Jun called, breathing hard. “Good to see you're alive. But what should we do?”

James looked at Xiao Bao, who was staring up at Lady Black Serpent, fangs clenched in a snarl. The leopard's ears were flat against his head, and a low growl rumbled in his throat.

“Bring him here,” James said, kneeling.

Xiao Bao leapt toward him. James placed both hands on the leopard's head, feeling the wild qi coursing through the creature's spiritual channels.

He had seen Lady Black Serpent do it before. With the pain and fatigue he felt, he could only fear that it could drain him to the point of unconsciousness.

However, this seemed like adding a new fighter to their team. And James suspected that if his power waned even more, Lady Black Serpent would be confident of his defeat.

“This might feel strange, but I need you to trust me,” James murmured.

He shut his eyes, remembering Lady Black Serpent's teaching about the beetle...

“Boss... what are you doing?” Jun asked.

He channeled a trickle of wood element energy into Xiao Bao's spiritual pathways, not forcing change but encouraging what was already there. It felt... natural.

The leopard's eyes widened as power flowed into him, his body accepting the enhancement like it had been waiting for this moment his entire life.

Xiao Bao's muscles expanded, bulging up; his claws extended to twice their normal length, and silver qi began to radiate from his fur like moonlight. But it was his eyes that changed the most; they now held the focused intelligence of an apex predator awakened to his true potential.

“Whoa,” Jun breathed, taking a step back. “What did you do to him?”

“Made him what he was always meant to be,” James said. Xiao Bao was now the size of a small tiger, his presence radiating the calm power of a creature that knew exactly what it was capable of, tensing muscles and snarling as if stalking its prey. “It should wear off soon, but... it should make him more powerful.”

The girls watched him from the fray, and James called them to approach slowly. Sarah and Lanlan knelt beside him, the catgirl beginning to infuse him with qi.

James tried to keep it low in order to mask it.

But it was too late.

Lady Black Serpent's attention turned toward them, her perfect features twisting with disdain. “There you are! How persistent you mortals are in your futility. But it matters not. You will kneel and call me Goddess!”

She gestured, and her elite forces began to advance. The fox spirit commander from the museum led the charge, his nine tails whirling. Behind him came serpent spirits, their scales gleaming like obsidian, and ox demons that shook the ground with each step.

“She's sending everything at us,” Sarah said, readying her sword. “This is it.”

“Then we give her everything we've got,” James replied, feeling the quad bond pulse with shared determination.

The fox spirit dove from the air with sword extended. Sarah met him head-on, catching his wrists and using his momentum to slam him into the pavement. The impact cracked the asphalt, but the fox rolled away and came up snarling.

Two serpent spirits flanked Sarah while she fought the fox. Their fangs dripped venom as they struck from both sides. Sarah ducked one bite, but the second serpent's coils wrapped around her legs.

Sarah managed to push them away, but James noticed how her face went pale and she gasped for air.

Suddenly, Sarah doubled over, clutching her stomach. Her pale face flushed red. Sweat poured down her temples as her knees touched the ground.

“Sarah!” James shouted, but she held up a shaking hand.

Her body convulsed. She began retching. The serpent spirit around her legs loosened its grip, sensing something wrong.

“I can't... something's happening...” Sarah wheezed, her qi flickering wildly.

Then her eyes rolled back, showing only white. Her body went rigid, back arching impossibly.

Lightning burst from her skin—not electrical, but pure spiritual energy crackling like a storm. The power exploded outward in a shockwave that shattered windows around her.

When the light faded, Sarah stood in a crater of her own making.

“I can feel every grain of concrete in this city,” she said, her voice now carrying an echo of power.

The serpent spirits stared in shock. Sarah stood alone, eyes fixed on her own hands.

As if a sudden realization had struck, she gestured at her enemies.

The ground cracked, gravel and concrete rising up as if on command.

With a flick of her wrist, the floating debris shot forward like bullets. One serpent dodged frantically as chunks of pavement hammered into the building behind it. Another received a clean rock to the face and fell back, knocked out cold.

The third serpent tried to strike. Sarah pressed her palm to the ground, and a spike of concrete erupted from the street directly beneath the creature's body. The serpent shrieked as stone pierced its scales, black ichor spraying across the pavement.

“Stone element,” James breathed. “She's manifested the stone element!”

Meanwhile, Mei Lin faced three ox demons at once. Her foxfire blazed as she danced between their hammer blows. One ox swung a massive fist at her head. She ducked, spun, and drove foxfire directly into its knee. The demon screamed in agony and stumbled.

The second ox tried to grab her with both hands. Mei Lin leaped straight up, landed on its shoulders, and channeled fire into its skull. The creature's eyes went blank as it toppled backward.

James fought through a pack of serpent spirits, his vines erupting from every surface. One serpent tried to bite his neck. James caught its head with his Iron Body hands and crushed its skull in a splash of blood. Another wrapped around his waist. He grabbed it with both hands and tore it in half.

But more kept coming. Fox spirits leaped from rooftops. Ox demons charged through his vine barriers. Serpent spirits slithered between the debris.

“There are too many!” Jun called out, his dao sword slick with black ichor as he cut down another attacker.

But Lady Black Serpent had seen enough. Her perfect features twisted with rage as she descended from the sky, radiating killing intent.

“Enough games!” she snarled, landing with enough force to crack the street. “I will end this myself!”

She moved fast, like a rattlesnake reaching for its prey. Her hand shot out toward James, fingers extended like spears.

But their little smart cat did what he was supposed to do.

The enhanced cloud leopard leaped from a pile of rubble, silver qi blazing. His claws, now sharp enough to cut steel, raked across Lady Black Serpent's perfect face.

She shrieked in shock and pain as four parallel gashes opened from her temple to her jaw. Blood spilled down her cheek—the first time any of them had managed to truly wound her.

“Impossible!” she screamed, swatting at Xiao Bao. But the leopard was already gone, having bounced off and landed behind a chunk of concrete.

“It's time!” James shouted. “Jun! Cover us, we're doing it.”

The girls were already in position.

Then, they attacked as one. James sent every vine in the area reaching for her legs. Sarah raised stone spikes from the ground beneath her feet and created a cell made of stone and gravel.

Lanlan added her power, creating chains of pure golden qi that flowed like liquid light. The chains joined with James's vines, wrapping around Lady Black Serpent's arms, her waist, her neck.

Mei Lin hit her with concentrated foxfire hot enough to melt steel.

Lady Black Serpent stood at the center of the assault, her perfect form wavering as the combined attack pressed against her defenses. The gashes on her face began to smoke and burn.

“You think you can defeat a goddess?” she roared, power building around her hands.

But James could feel something through the corruption in his arm: she was afraid. For the first time in millennia, Lady Black Serpent faced opponents who could actually hurt her.

“You're no goddess,” Sarah said, raising her hands. The entire street began to rise and fall like ocean waves. “You're just an old bitch who hasn't learned to cope.”

Stone spikes erupted all around Lady Black Serpent, a cage of earth mingling with spirit and wood vines.

Sarah’s stones began raining down on the woman, drawing blood.

James tried something new. He attempted to alter the composition of the vines, concentrating on each of them individually.

It felt like he had done it a million times before. He watched as they thickened around the woman's legs.

Concentrating on the vines, he could even make them shrink or gather at certain points, becoming denser.

He ordered the wood to press against the woman's legs. She struggled, but after a moment, the woman was on her knees before them.

“Impossible!” Lady Black Serpent snarled, her composure finally cracking. “You are mere amateurs!”

“Amateurs and pissed off,” Sarah replied, sweat running down her face from controlling so much matter at once.

Lady Black Serpent found herself caught and struggling, unable to escape in any direction.

She thrashed against the restraints, her perfect features contorting with rage.

“You cannot hold me!” she snarled. “I am eternal! I am perfection incarnate!”

Sarah drew the ancient jian sword she had taken from the museum. The steel blade gleamed in the unnatural light.

“Finally get to use this properly,” Sarah said, testing the weapon's balance. “Ancient Chinese craftsmanship versus ancient Chinese evil.”

She raised the blade above her head. “Mei Lin! Light it up!”

She placed her hands behind Sarah and directed her qi and her fire through Sarah, into her blade. The ancient steel caught the flames and held them, becoming a beacon of cleansing light that hurt to look at directly.

“This is for everyone you hurt,” Sarah said, her voice carrying across the battlefield. “For every person you corrupted, every life you destroyed.”

Lady Black Serpent's eyes widened in genuine fear. “No! I am the mother of serpents! I am—"

“History,” Sarah said, and drove the flaming blade straight through Lady Black Serpent's heart.

The ancient goddess screamed. Not in pain, but in disbelief that such a thing was possible. The purifying fire spread through her perfect form, burning away millennia of accumulated corruption and malice.

But she wasn't finished.

With her last strength, Lady Black Serpent began to implode. All the power she had absorbed from the sacrifices turned inward.

“She's going to take the city with her!” Lanlan shouted, pouring more energy into her binding chains to try to contain the implosion.

The air around Lady Black Serpent began to warp and bend. Windows shattered for blocks in every direction. The very fabric of reality seemed to be tearing.

Lady Black Serpent's perfect features began to blur at the edges. Her jade-green robes flickered like a dying flame. Her skin became translucent, then transparent.

“This... cannot... be...” she whispered, her voice fading with each word.

As Lady Black Serpent's perfect form began to unravel from the edges inward, something small and heavy tumbled from the folds of her dissolving jade-green robes.

The Jade Emperor's Seal hit the cracked pavement with a dull thud, no longer blazing with stolen power. Without Lady Black Serpent's corruption feeding it, the artifact had returned to its original form—a beautiful imperial seal of jade and gold.

“There,” James said, pointing at the Seal as the last wisps of Lady Black Serpent's essence scattered on the wind. “She had it with her the whole time.”

The remaining enemy forces began to stir around them. But instead of confusion, the fox spirit commander's eyes blazed with fury as he saw his mistress's final dissolution.

“No!” he roared, his nine tails erupting with desperate fire. “You killed her! You killed the Supreme Goddess!”

The fox spirit launched himself at James with claws extended, his spiritual energy crackling with rage and desperation. Behind him, the surviving ox demons and serpent spirits rallied, their loyalty to their fallen leader driving them to one final, suicidal assault.

“She was eternal!” the fox spirit screamed as he struck. “You mortals will pay for this blasphemy!”

James raised his hands to defend himself, but Jun was already there. The bodyguard's dao sword intercepted the fox spirit's claws, sparks flying as spiritual energy clashed with enhanced steel.

“Jun!” James called out.

“I've got him, boss!” Jun replied, pressing his attack. The fox spirit was powerful, but grief and rage made him sloppy. Jun's blade found gaps in his defense, drawing blood.

Meanwhile, three ox demons charged toward Sarah. She was exhausted from her breakthrough and the battle, but her new stone powers responded instinctively. Concrete spikes erupted beneath their feet, impaling the first demon. The second leaped over the spikes, only to meet Xiao Bao in mid-air.

The enhanced cloud leopard's claws raked across the ox demon's throat. The creature fell, clutching its neck as silver qi burned through its spiritual channels.

But the fox spirit commander fought with the fury of the desperate. He broke free from Jun's assault and dove toward James.

Xiao Bao intercepted him.

The cloud leopard's enhanced form blurred through the air, his silver qi blazing. His claws caught the fox spirit's neck. The man crashed into a pile of rubble, his body going limp.

The last of Lady Black Serpent's forces lay defeated.

That's when the sky split open again—but this time, the light that poured through was golden and pure. A massive portal tore across the heavens, and through it came the armies of the Central Realm.

Hundreds of celestial soldiers in gleaming armor descended like falling stars, their weapons blazing with righteous qi. At their head flew Dongfeng Long, his dragon form magnificent in the morning light, scales gleaming like emeralds.

He landed beside the Seal and immediately shifted to human form, his eyes taking in the scene with satisfaction and relief.

“The mind-controlled officials in the Central Realm suddenly collapsed when Lady Black Serpent died,” he reported without preamble. “The Jade Emperor's true advisors were finally able to reach him. The moment he understood the full scope of the threat, he dispatched us immediately.”

“Perfect timing,” Sarah said dryly, gesturing at the defeated enemies around them.

Dongfeng Long's expression grew serious as he approached the scene. He carefully lifted the Jade Emperor's Seal, wrapping it in a cloth that shimmered with protective enchantments.

“This will be returned to its rightful place immediately,” he said. “The cosmic balance must be restored.”

James felt a weight lift from his shoulders as the artifact disappeared into Dongfeng Long's care. The Mandate of Heaven was safe.

Around them, the celestial soldiers began securing the remaining enemy forces. Those who lived would be sent once again to their prison realms.

The war was truly over.

Above them, the churning storm clouds began to break apart. The sickly green lightning stopped. The unnatural darkness lifted like a curtain being drawn back. Stars appeared one by one, then dozens at a time.

Across the city, people started sitting up in the streets. A businessman in a torn suit blinked and looked around in confusion. A woman in scrubs shook her head and pulled off the jade collar that had been around her neck. A teenage boy dropped the handle of the corruption dagger he'd been carrying and stared at his hands like he’d never seen them before.

“Where am I?” someone called out.

“What happened?” asked another voice.

“Why does my head hurt?”

The questions echoed across Manhattan as thousands of people woke up from their nightmare.

Across the city, jade daggers crumbled to dust. Possessed humans collapsed and then sat up, blinking in confusion as their minds were freed. Emergency sirens began to wail—not in panic, but in the organized response of a city beginning to heal.

James felt the quad bond humming with triumph and exhaustion. Sarah's new stone powers settled into her spiritual channels like they had always belonged there. Lanlan's golden chains faded but left her glowing with renewed energy. Mei Lin's eyes sparkled with satisfaction.

And Xiao Bao sat licking his paw like nothing unusual had happened.

“So,” Sarah said, dismissing the handle of her now melted sword, “anyone know a good place for victory dinner? Because I'm starving.”

“Guess I'll make some food; not looking like there's anything open at this hour,” James said, pulling all three women into a group hug. “Do you think our apartment problem would be let go?”

“Beats me,” Mei Lin said, leaning into the embrace. “We'll figure it out.”


Chapter 18 - Homecoming

After crashing in their bed like a human puddle and enjoying hours of uninterrupted sleep, the morning sun streamed through the apartment windows.

James stood in what had once been his living room, which now looked like a jungle. Vines still cascaded from the ceiling like green waterfalls. The bookshelf had been completely consumed by a flowering tree. The couch was barely visible beneath layers of ivy and moss.

“Well,” Sarah said, stepping over a root system that had erupted through the hardwood floor, “at least it smells nice.”

James closed his eyes and extended his awareness through his wood element. The difference was remarkable. Before, controlling plant growth had been like trying to direct a river with his bare hands. Now, with his power stabilized and his understanding deeper, it felt more like conducting an orchestra.

“Everyone stand back,” he said, placing both palms against the wall.

He channeled his qi, speaking to the plants not with force but with gentle persuasion, tuning in to the life around him and pulling it back. The response was immediate. Vines began to retract like time-lapse footage played in reverse. The flowering tree that had consumed their bookshelf slowly withdrew its branches, revealing the damaged furniture beneath. Moss peeled away from the walls in neat sheets.

Within minutes, most of the invasive growth had retreated back to its original planters and window boxes. What remained were normal-sized houseplants in their proper places.

“That's incredible,” Mei Lin said, running her fingers along a vine that had just finished retracting into a small pot. “You have complete control now.”

“The plants remember where they came from,” James explained. “I'm just asking them to try to go back.”

But while the supernatural vegetation was gone, the damage it had caused remained: cracked walls, broken floors, shattered windows, and furniture that looked like it had been through a blender.

“We still have a problem,” Lanlan pointed out, surveying the destruction. “This looks like a construction zone.”

Hours later, a sharp knock echoed from the front door.

James exchanged glances with the others. “That's probably—"

“Mr. Wong!” came Mr. Rodriguez's voice through the door. “Open up! We need to talk!”

James took a deep breath and opened the door. Mr. Rodriguez stood in the hallway, but he wasn't alone. Behind him was a woman in an expensive suit who could only be the new building owner, two men who screamed “lawyer” from their briefcases and stern expressions, and Mrs. Kim from upstairs, still clutching what appeared to be the remains of her imported curtains.

“Mr. Wong,” the woman in the suit said briskly, “I'm Patricia Azarian, owner of this building. We need to discuss the extensive damage to your unit and several others.”

“And my curtains!” Mrs. Kim added, waving the fabric remnants. “Eight thousand dollars ruined by your... your jungle!”

One of the lawyers stepped forward. “Mr. Wong, our assessment shows damage in excess of twenty-five thousand dollars. We'll need to discuss liability, insurance claims, and potential criminal charges for—"

“Wait,” Lanlan interrupted smoothly, appearing at James's shoulder. “Before we discuss anything, I'd like you to meet someone.”

She gestured, and from the kitchen emerged an elderly Chinese man wearing a crisp white shirt and wire-rimmed glasses. He carried a leather briefcase and had the careful, measured movements of someone who handled precious things for a living.

“This is Dr. Hao,” Lanlan said. “He's an expert in Chinese antiquities from Sotheby's auction house. Dr. Hao, would you please show them what we discussed?”

Dr. Hao bowed politely to the assembled group. “Certainly, Miss Lanlan.” He opened his briefcase and withdrew a folder thick with documents. “I've been examining some pieces from Miss Lanlan's family collection. Quite remarkable pieces, actually.”

“I don't see what your pottery has to do with property damage,” Miss Azarian said impatiently.

“Please, bear with me,” Lanlan said sweetly. She moved next to the sofa and returned carrying a blue and white porcelain vase. It was beautifully made, depicting a coiled dragon.

Dr. Hao's eyes lit up. “Ah yes, this one. Ming Dynasty, Xuande period, circa 1425. Notice the cobalt blue underglaze and the imperial dragon motif.” He pulled out a magnifying glass and pointed to tiny details. “The brushwork here is exceptional. The reign mark on the bottom is authentic.”

Mrs. Kim leaned forward despite herself. “It's lovely, but I still don't understand—"

“This particular piece,” Dr. Hao continued, “based on its provenance and condition, would likely sell at auction for approximately two hundred thousand dollars.”

The hallway went completely silent.

“Two hundred...” one of the lawyers started.

“Thousand?” Patricia Azarian finished weakly.

Dr. Hao nodded professionally. “Conservative estimate. Miss Lanlan has several pieces from her family inheritance. This one, for instance.” Lanlan produced another vase, this one with a different pattern. “Also Ming Dynasty, but Chenghua period. Chicken cup design. Quite rare. Perhaps five hundred thousand at auction.”

“Holy shit,” Mr. Rodriguez whispered, then caught himself. “Sorry, ma'am.”

“The thing is,” Lanlan said conversationally, “I have so many of these collecting dust. My mother—rest her soul—was quite the collector. I've been thinking of downsizing.”

She looked directly at Mrs. Kim. “For instance, Mrs. Kim, I understand you lost some expensive curtains? Perhaps you'd accept this Xuande vase as compensation? I'd hate for you to be out of pocket because of our... plumbing issues.”

Mrs. Kim's eyes went wide. She looked at the vase, then at Dr. Hao, then back at the vase. “But... but that's worth...”

“Much more than your curtains, yes,” Lanlan agreed. “Consider the extra as an apology for the inconvenience.”

“And the building repairs,” Lanlan continued, turning to Patricia Azarian, “I assume this would cover everything? This Chenghua vase should more than handle that, with enough left over to upgrade the plumbing throughout the building. Prevention, you know.”

Patricia Azarian stared at the second vase like it might bite her. “You're... you're offering to pay for all the damage? With antique vases?”

“Well, Dr. Hao would handle the auction process, of course. All properly documented for tax purposes.” Lanlan smiled innocently. “I just want to be a good neighbor.”

“Miss Lanlan,” Dr. Hao said formally, “if you're serious about consigning these pieces, I can have the paperwork ready by this afternoon. Sotheby's would be honored to handle items of this caliber.”

“And the legal issues?” one of the lawyers asked, though he sounded much less aggressive now.

“What legal issues?” Patricia Azarian said quickly. “If Miss... Lanlan... is willing to cover all damages and then some, I see no reason to pursue any action. These things happen. Plumbing problems, gas leaks causing unusual plant growth... perfectly explainable.”

Mr. Rodriguez nodded vigorously. “Gas leak. That's what I'll put in my report. Definitely a gas leak.”

Mrs. Kim was still staring at the vase in her hands. “This is really worth all that?”

“Conservatively,” Dr. Hao confirmed. “Though I'd suggest keeping it insured.”

“I... I don't know what to say,” Mrs. Kim whispered.

“Say you'll forgive the inconvenience,” Lanlan suggested gently.

“Forgiven!” Mrs. Kim clutched the vase to her chest. “Completely forgiven! You're wonderful neighbors! The best!”

Miss Azarian was already calculating in her head. “If there's enough left over after repairs, perhaps we could upgrade the common areas as well? New carpeting in the lobby, fresh paint...”

“Whatever seems appropriate,” Lanlan agreed.

The lawyers looked disappointed but resigned. Without any damages to pursue, their services weren't needed. They mumbled something about reviewing documentation and quietly departed.

Within ten minutes, the hallway had cleared except for Dr. Hao, who was making arrangements with Lanlan about pickup times and auction schedules.

James closed the door and turned to face his companions.

“You’ll give them away?” he asked. “Really?”

Lanlan shrugged. “I have too many from back home, from the time the immortals spent back on Earth in the good old days. Too many to count. Consider it an investment in domestic tranquility.”

“You just gave away a fortune in antiques,” Sarah pointed out.

“To solve a problem that could have cost us our home and probably led to awkward questions about supernatural plant growth,” Mei Lin countered. “Seems like a fair trade.”

“I’m worrying about my holdings being down and inflation, and it turns out you have millions in ancient crockery,” James said, shaking his head. “What are we doing living here? We could buy the entire building.”

“Living here is just perfect, isn’t it?” Sarah said. “Besides, I don’t want a cheat code for life. I love earning every single penny and using it wisely. It’s good to have something to fall back on.”

“Anyway,” Lanlan added with a smile. “Just remember this the next time you decide to break through to a new cultivation level in our living room,” she said pointedly.

“I'll try to give you advance warning next time,” James promised.

Through the windows, they could hear Mrs. Kim excitedly calling her daughter to tell her about the “family heirloom" she'd just received from their thoughtful neighbors.

“Well,” James said, looking around at their still-damaged but now-legally-cleared apartment, “I guess we should start shopping for new furniture.”

“After breakfast,” Sarah said firmly. “Saving the world makes me hungry, and dealing with building management makes me hungrier.”

“Dim sum?” Mei Lin suggested hopefully.

“Oh yes,” Lanlan agreed.

As they headed toward the kitchen to plan their morning meal, James reflected on how strange his life had become. Yesterday he'd been fighting an ancient evil goddess for the fate of all realms. Today he was dealing with property damage and helpful neighbors.

Somehow, both felt equally important.

The quad bond hummed with contentment as they began planning their day. Whatever challenges lay ahead—supernatural or mundane—they would face them together.

As they always had.


Chapter 19 -  Secret Accords

Three weeks had passed in peace.

James stood atop the Empire State Building's observation deck, surveying the recovering city. Manhattan bore the scars of battle: broken windows, damaged facades, streets torn open by supernatural forces, but the signs of healing were everywhere. Construction crews worked around the clock on repairs, while volunteer groups distributed food and supplies to affected residents.

Most importantly, the people were recovering. Thousands who had been corrupted by Lady Black Serpent's influence had awakened from their nightmarish enslavement with fragmented memories and trauma, but were physically unharmed. Many had died horrible deaths as sacrifices for Lady Black Serpent’s evil, and they were being honored as victims.

Government and privately funded trauma counseling centers had opened throughout the city, staffed by therapists and social workers—some of whom happened to be cultivators using their abilities to provide deeper healing while maintaining cover.

The cover story for the general public involved a terrorist attack combined with an experimental hallucinogenic gas—thin, but sufficient given how few people fully remembered what had actually happened. Those who did know the truth—military cultivators, Spirit Realm allies, and civilian practitioners who had fought alongside them—had formed a loose coalition dedicated to monitoring for future incursions.

“Admiring your handiwork?” Sarah's voice pulled him from his thoughts. She and Lanlan joined him at the railing, handing him a cup of Starbucks coffee. Sarah was as beautiful as ever, this time wearing a formal suit, her hair in a ponytail, and thick-rimmed glasses that made her look like a sexy nerd. But her eyes were bright, her energy vibrant through their bond. Lanlan wore a double-bun hairstyle and a white and red qipao that made her look adorable.

“Just thinking about how much has changed,” James replied, accepting the coffee gratefully.

Sarah nodded. “Three weeks ago, we were fighting for our lives. Now we're heading to a classified interdimensional summit.”

James chuckled. “Not exactly how I expected my sabbatical to go.”

Mei Lin appeared behind them, wearing a peach-colored hanfu, nine tails hidden beneath her dress, ambassador's seal prominently displayed on her ceremonial sash.

“The delegation from the Central Realm will arrive in one hour,” she announced. “The Jade Emperor's personal representative is going to be there. It’s unprecedented!”

“Look at you,” Sarah teased. “All grown up and leading secret negotiations between realms.”

Mei Lin's appointment as chief diplomatic liaison between the realms had been unexpected but fitting. She’d be working shoulder to shoulder with Yue Xia. The position came with the highest security clearances. Cultivation remained one of the most classified subjects in human government.

“I'm terrified,” Mei Lin admitted, her tails twitching anxiously. “This is the first time Central Realm officials visit Earth, representing the Jade Emperor, in over a thousand years, and it has to stay completely secret.”

“You'll be amazing,” James assured her. Through their bond, he sent a wave of confidence and support. She relaxed, her shoulders dropping, drawing strength from their connection.

“Anyway,” Mei Lin interjected, “we should start preparing for the ceremony. And there's something else. Captain Jiang mentioned your parents will be there.”

James nearly dropped his coffee. “My parents? What do they have to do with this?”

Mei Lin's expression grew mysterious. “I think that's something you'll need to ask them.”
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This particular conference room in Federal Plaza had been transformed for the occasion. Spirit Realm craftsmen had worked alongside human technicians to create a space that honored both traditions while maintaining secrecy. Protective arrays were set in the form of Taoist chimes to prevent surveillance and future corruption.

Representatives from both realms filled the room, but in much smaller numbers than a public ceremony would have allowed. Captain Jiang stood with a select group of military cultivators, all in dress uniforms with no visible insignia that would identify their supernatural abilities. Director Jiao from Homeland Security's Supernatural Threats Division conversed quietly with Deputy Secretary Morrison from State. A handful of civilian practitioners who had fought alongside them were present, but only those with the highest clearances.

Dongfeng Long stood near the center of the room, dressed in almost fully human form and even wearing a black three-piece suit, with a jade-green tie featuring Chinese dragon designs.

And there, speaking quietly with Captain Jiang, were James's parents.

Robert and Linda Wong looked exactly as they always had. His father wore a conservative business suit, his mother an elegant black dress. James had known about their cultivation for some time now, but seeing them in this setting still felt surreal.

“Mom? Dad?” James said as he approached them. “I didn't expect to see you here.”

His mother smiled. “Hello, James. Captain Jiang thought we should be present for this.”

“Couldn't miss our son being officially recognized by the Central Realm,” his father added with quiet pride.

So he finally showed up.

James nodded. His mother used her qi primarily for health and longevity, allowing her to be the energetic homemaker she'd always been. His father applied his cultivation, apparently, with literal surgical precision in his work as a neurosurgeon. Neither had reached Spirit rank or manifested an element, but they understood the world James had entered.

“You've gone so far beyond what we ever achieved,” his mother said softly, her eyes bright with pride. “Spirit rank with wood element at your age... your father and I never dreamed of reaching such heights.”

Suddenly, a hush fell over the gathering as a shimmering portal opened at the far end of the room, a perfect circle of golden light, stable and elegant.

Through it stepped a procession of Central Realm immortals, with auras so powerful that the air itself seemed to bend around them. At their center walked a figure of such majestic presence that James found it difficult to look directly at him—not because of any physical brightness, but because his very essence seemed to transcend normal perception.

“The Jade Emperor's Emissary,” Lanlan whispered, her voice filled with awe.

The Emissary—who appeared as an elderly man with a long white beard—approached the center of the room. When he spoke, his voice resonated with clarity throughout the space, requiring no amplification.

“The barriers between worlds that once served as protection became isolation,” he began. “In this isolation, ancient evils found opportunity. Through cooperation, those evils were thwarted.”

He gestured, and a scroll materialized in the air before him, unrolling to reveal text that shifted between languages—visible to each person in their native tongue.

“Today, we establish new accords between realms. Not walls, but bridges. Not separation, but cooperation. The Central Realm acknowledges its responsibility to all realms and pledges a new era of balanced oversight, to be conducted in the shadows, as has always been necessary for the protection of those who cannot protect themselves.”

The formal ceremony proceeded, establishing protocols for communication, transit between realms, mutual defense, and cultural exchange—all while maintaining the absolute secrecy that protected ordinary humans from knowledge they weren't ready to handle. Mei Lin stood proudly as her role was officially recognized—Ambassador of Harmonious Relations, with authority to move freely between realms and speak with the voice of both, operating under the deepest classification levels.

Then, the Emissary turned his gaze toward James.

“James Wong, step forward.”

James moved to the center of the room, aware of every eye upon him. Through the quad bond, he felt unwavering support from Sarah, Lanlan, and Mei Lin.

Murmurs stirred through the chamber. Civilians, spirits, and cultivators alike stared. A few of the older masters exchanged disbelieving glances. The sect leaders on the far platform leaned forward in their seats.

“Your advancement to Spirit rank through quad cultivation is unprecedented,” the Emissary stated. “Your quick progress and your actions during this crisis demonstrate rare understanding. Your ascension through cultivation ranks is prodigious. You and your wives single-handedly saved this world and ours as well. Without, of course, diminishing the contribution of all your allies. In recognition of these achievements, the Jade Emperor bestows upon you the title of Guardian of Living Balance, a role to share with your partners in order to defend all realms.”

James bowed his head in reverence.

“Furthermore,” the Emissary continued, “the Jade Emperor offers you another rare honor—the greatest a mortal can aspire to. First, the Investiture of the Gods. That is, inclusion in the register of deities, with immediate elevation to immortal status and a place among the celestial hierarchy. You will be allowed to reside in the Celestial Palace, along with the gods. You'll spend your days training. Your partners may stay on Earth, as only one name can be added to the list per century, but you may eventually make your partners ascend too, as your essence will be enhanced with divine powers.”

This time, the silence shattered.

A low gasp swept the crowd like a wave. Someone in the back muttered a prayer. One of the eastern elders rose from her seat in stunned reverence, her head bowed before sinking back wordlessly. Several junior cultivators stared at James as though they’d just seen a mountain rise out of the street.

An Earthborn. A New Yorker. Offered divinity.

A fox spirit leaned over to her companion and whispered, not quietly enough, “That hasn’t happened in five dynasties.”

Even Sarah looked stunned. Mei Lin’s brows lifted, her tails twitching once behind her, speechless. Lanlan just exhaled quietly, a flicker of pride in her eyes.

And James—at the center of it all—stood very still.

No one moved. No one dared speak.

James felt the weight of the opportunity. They were offering immediate immortality, a place among the gods themselves, and power beyond anything mortals could achieve.

But it would also mean separation from the mortal world, from the organic process of discovery that had brought him this far, from the balance between realms that defined their quad bond.

He had seen the movies and read the books. He knew about the Investiture. If he took it, he couldn’t stay on Earth. Even if it was to be its defender, he’d have to live somewhere else.

“I am deeply honored,” James said, bowing respectfully. “But with my full respect, I must decline the Investiture.”

The murmur grew louder. Declining such an offer was almost unthinkable.

“My strength comes from growing,” he glanced toward Sarah, Lanlan, and Mei Lin. “Our quad cultivation works because we grow together. I love... to defend those I love. But it's because I can share with them. I love spending time with them.”

He straightened, meeting the Emissary's ancient gaze directly. “I wish to continue serving both realms, to help protect the new bridges we're building, but I want to find my own path to ascension. I will advance through the ranks by my own cultivation, with my companions, discovering what we can achieve together.”

For a moment, the Emissary was perfectly still. Then, the corner of his mouth curved in what might have been a smile.

“The Jade Emperor suspected you might answer thus,” he said, his voice carrying a hint of approval. “It is precisely this understanding of balance that makes you worthy of the offer—and worthy of finding your own way.”

He placed the medallion in James's hand. “The title and rank of Guardian stand. You accept the responsibility without the elevation to godhood.”

“I do,” James confirmed.

“Then the Jade Emperor extends his second summons,” the Emissary continued, his tone becoming more serious. “The Jade Emperor requires your immediate presence in the Central Realm. There are matters of cosmic importance that require your unique understanding of balance between realms.”

This time, the silence in the room was complete. A direct summons from the Jade Emperor was not a request—it was a command that could not be refused.

“I... when?” James asked, suddenly feeling very small despite his new rank.

“Tomorrow at dawn,” the Emissary said firmly. “The portal will open for you at the designated time. This is not an invitation, Guardian Wong. This is a necessity.”

James felt a chill run through him. Whatever the Jade Emperor needed, it was urgent enough to summon him soon after this ceremony.

The Jade Emperor needed him.

“I understand,” James said, though his voice betrayed his nervousness. “I will be ready.”

***

Hours later, the four of them had escaped to the rooftop garden of their Manhattan apartment building, joined now by James's parents. The city lights sparkled below them, and the stars shone unusually bright above, as if the barriers between realms had thinned just enough to reveal more of their glory.

“Guardian of Living Balance,” Sarah mused, lounging on one of the cushioned benches. “Sounds fancy.”

“It sounds like responsibility,” James said, but without regret.

“You could have accepted the Investiture,” his mother said softly. “Become a god. Your father and I are so proud of how far you've come.”

James shook his head. “And miss out on figuring it out together? No thanks. It’s meaningful, though. I learned from you that the purpose of things is important. What purpose would that serve? Just that I don’t die? I want to live. And living means... knowing that I can die.”

His father chuckled. “Your mother uses her qi to keep our family healthy and strong. I use mine to save lives in the operating room and become one of the best. You're using yours to protect entire realms. We all found our own purpose.”

Mei Lin had finally changed out of her formal attire into something more comfortable. She poured rice wine into six cups. “To declining godhood,” she toasted with a mischievous grin.

“To finding our own path,” James replied, raising his cup to meet hers.

Their cups clinked together, and the quad bond pulsed between them, deeper and more harmonious than ever before.

“So what now?” Sarah asked, stretching languidly. “Back to normal life? You've still got months left on your sabbatical.”

James laughed. “Normal? After everything we've seen?”

“We protect both realms,” Lanlan said simply. “We continue our cultivation, explore the new potentials we discovered during the battle. And we do it all while keeping the world's biggest secret.”

“And we keep an eye out for the next threat,” Mei Lin added. “Lady Black Serpent is sealed away, but there are other ancient forces out there.”

“Always looking for the next fight,” Sarah said, though her eyes remained serious.

James gazed out at the city— their city, which they had fought to protect, where realms now intersected in new and promising ways, all hidden beneath the surface of ordinary life. The wood element stirred within him, responding to the life flourishing all around them, from the parks below to the tiny container garden they had established on the rooftop.

“Not looking for fights,” he said gently. “But ready for them when they come. Still, never ready for that conversation with the Jade Emperor.”

Balance, after all, was not the absence of change but the strength to move with it, adapt to it, and grow through it. And in that, they had only just begun.


Epilogue: The Celestial Court

Lanlan’s portal flared with golden light, presenting a view into the Central Realm. James let out a sigh and waved a final goodbye to his wives.

Then, he stepped through, and the noise of New York vanished as if it had never existed.

He found himself standing on a wide stone platform. It rested high above a forest of soft pastels, nestled in a cradle of glorious mountains. Around him rose pagodas and buildings with golden roofs. Silk banners hung from balconies, bearing ancient calligraphy, fluttering gently.

Attendants in ceremonial robes and warriors in scale armor waited silently near the platform, as well as a small carriage next to a staircase. None spoke, but their eyes watched him closely.

A man approached, dressed in purple robes and a guan hat with flaps extending from each side. His bearing was official, face serene but unreadable.

“James Wong of the Mortal Realm,” he said. “I am Wei Zheng, New Minister of the Celestial Bureaucracy. His Imperial Majesty awaits.”

James gave a quiet nod.

Wei Zheng gestured to the carriage, lacquered in dark wood and inlaid with gold. Two horned deer waited in harness, their hides smooth and gray, eyes alert.

James stepped inside without a word. Wei Zheng joined him, and the carriage began to move.

They traveled along a stone path that wound through an ancient forest. Otherworldly pink-leafed trees filled the air with a clean, resinous scent. Shafts of light broke through the canopy above, creating shifting patterns on the path. Occasionally, they passed by small shrines or bridges arching over narrow streams.

After some time, the forest gave way to a wide clearing, and the Celestial Palace came into view, a massive compound taking up the whole plateau, with massive gates, lintels spelling out their names.

Crimson columns supported sweeping roofs edged with gold. Courtyards opened like scrolls, one after another, and great staircases climbed toward massive spaces with carved monuments. It was vast, solemn, and breathtaking.

The carriage slowed as it approached the first gate.

Wei Zheng turned toward James. “From here, you will walk.”

James stepped out onto the stone path. Ahead, guards in golden armor stood at attention beneath a gate carved with dragons and clouds.

The gate opened as if with a mind of its own.

James squared his shoulders and walked forward. Rows and rows of soldiers, each of them as tall as giants, watched as he passed through, climbing the staircase toward the main palace building.

As it opened, James observed in awe. Golden columns lined the chamber, each carved with phoenixes, cranes, and dragons that shimmered in the natural light filtering through narrow windows high along the walls. Above, the ceiling rose in tiers like a pagoda turned inward, painted in deep blues and golds, with murals of heavenly battles and starry skies.

Incense drifted lightly through the air, carrying the scent of sandalwood and plum blossom. The silence was complete, but not oppressive. It felt respectful, as if the room itself was listening.

The Throne Room was close.

The true weight of the moment struck James as his eyes fell on the figures assembled before the throne.

He recognized them from countless stories, paintings, and childhood memories. Yang Jian, the ancient god also known as Erlang Shen, stood near one of the pillars, his third eye closed but somehow still radiating awareness. He was taller than James had expected. His famous hunting dog sat at his feet, though the creature was the size of a small horse, and its eyes glowed like stars.

Nezha, the legendary boy of ancient legends, looked no older than twelve, with eyes full of endless energy, golden wheels under his feet, keeping him afloat. Yet there was nothing childish in the way he held his spear. He watched James, cocking his head with curiosity. A hundred questions popped into James’s mind. How many centuries had Nezha stayed as a boy? Did he still think like one?

Lei Gong, the Thunder God, stood with his arms crossed, his mallet resting on his shoulder. He was massive, easily eight feet tall, a thick beard framing his square face. When he shifted his weight, James could swear he heard distant thunder.

A beautiful woman stood next to them. Chang'e floated rather than stood, her feet not quite touching the crystalline floor. The Goddess of the Moon wore robes that seemed to be cut from the night sky itself, complete with tiny stars that twinkled as she moved. Her beauty was otherworldly, but her eyes held the sadness of someone who had made difficult choices and lived with the consequences.

And there, near the front of the assembly, was a figure that made James's childhood rush back in a flood of recognition. Laozi himself stood quietly, hands folded in his sleeves, looking for all the world like any elderly scholar.

“You look nervous.” The voice came from beside him, and James turned to find Nezha had approached. “Why?”

“I’m terrified,” James admitted quietly. “Why? I guess because I’m meeting the gods.”

“Good. Shows you’re not completely stupid.” Nezha's grin was warm. “I’ve seen the biggest idiots ever come into these halls. Some people, even some mortals, think the gods should be praying to them instead.”

“Thanks, I guess,” James muttered.

Yang Jian overheard and chuckled. “He has humor. That's promising.” The Erlang God's third eye opened briefly, fixed on James with an intensity that made his skin prickle, then closed again. “Interesting. Your qi signature is unlike anything I've encountered.”

“Is that good or bad?” James asked.

“Unusual,” Yang Jian said. “But then, most worthwhile things are.”

Lei Gong rumbled something that might have been an agreement. “The Thunder Courts have been watching your progress with interest, young cultivator. You improved quite fast.”

James found himself relaxing slightly despite the surreal circumstances. These weren't remote, judgmental deities; they were individuals with their own personalities and perspectives. They were... people. Powerful beyond his comprehension, yes, but somehow still approachable.

“May I ask,” James said to Nezha, thinking of the legends he had seen so many times as badly animated low-budget cartoons. Maybe it was stupid to run his mouth with these figures of legend... But it just felt right. “What it was like? Fighting the Dragon Kings when you were so young?”

Nezha's expression grew thoughtful. “Scary.” He shrugged. “But thinking you’re invincible helps. Of course, especially when you’re actually invincible. It... sounds dumb now that I think about it.”

“The key,” Yang Jian interjected, “is to acknowledge that fear and face it.”

Before James could respond, the air in the chamber changed. The background murmur of conversation ceased. Even the ever-present sense of movement and energy stilled.

A figure emerged from the golden mural behind the throne.

He looked like a wise middle-aged man with a long black beard, wore robes of golden silk embroidered with white dragons, and the elaborate mianguan headdress that marked his supreme authority—plaques hanging like a curtain before his face. Yet beneath the formal regalia, his face was kind, almost grandfatherly, with eyes that held the depth of eternity but also unmistakable warmth.

James felt an overwhelming urge to prostrate himself, to kowtow until his forehead touched the crystalline floor. The weight of cosmic authority pressed down on him like the bottom of an ocean.

But somehow, he remained standing.

“James Wong,” the Jade Emperor’s voice was gentle and firm. “Son of two worlds. Guardian of Balance. Bridge between realms.”

“Your Imperial Majesty,” James managed, his voice steadier than he felt. He inclined his head deeply, the movement feeling both natural and necessary.

“You have done well, young cultivator. The serpent's corruption has been cleansed from the boundaries between realms. The balance that maintains all existence remains intact.” The Jade Emperor descended from his throne, each step somehow making him seem more human while losing none of his cosmic authority. “But I have summoned you here for more than congratulations.”

James felt his stomach tighten. “Yes, Your Imperial Majesty?”

“The defeat of Lady Black Serpent has allowed us to renegotiate the Accord of the Ten Thousand Realms,” the Jade Emperor explained, his voice carrying the weight of momentous change. “For too long, the barriers between realms served as both protection and prison. Ancient laws prevented divine intervention even when mortal realms faced extinction.”

Ne Zha stepped forward eagerly. “We couldn't help you give her what she deserved! It was maddening, watching from the sidelines.”

“The old accords were written in a time of different threats,” Yang Jian added. “They assumed that isolation would prevent contamination between realms. But as you discovered, isolation can also allow corruption to fester unchecked.”

The Jade Emperor nodded. “The new accords shall establish protocols for divine intervention. Should another ancient evil rise—and they will—the Celestial Court can respond directly.”

“The Mortal Realm will no longer stand alone against forces it cannot comprehend,” Chang'e added. “Though you proved admirably that mortals are far from helpless.”

James felt a mixture of relief and apprehension. “What kind of threats are we talking about?”

The Jade Emperor's expression grew serious. “Lady Black Serpent, for all her power, was merely a mid-tier demonic cultivator. In the ancient wars, we faced beings who could devour entire realms, entities that existed before creation itself, corrupted immortals whose power rivaled our own.”

“The Nine-Headed Demon,” Ne Zha said, clenching his fist as if ready for a challenge. “The Bone Dragon of the Void. The Mad Sage of the Thirteenth Hell. Any one of them could have destroyed your world in minutes.”

“Lady Black Serpent was dangerous because she was cunning and patient,” Yang Jian explained. “But in terms of raw power, she barely qualified as a regional threat in the ancient conflicts.”

James felt a chill run down his spine. If what they faced was considered minor...

“Do not despair,” the Jade Emperor said gently, somehow sensing James's thoughts. “You have proven that mortals can grow, can adapt, and can find strength in unity that even immortals struggle to achieve. Your quad cultivation is also unprecedented. It is a gateway to great power.”

Laozi stepped forward, speaking with his creaky and wise voice. “The young man has shown us that wisdom and compassion can be as powerful as any supernatural ability. Perhaps more so.”

“Which brings us to the true purpose of this audience,” the Jade Emperor continued. “James Wong, we have already granted you a rank. You will serve as our voice to humanity and humanity's voice to us.”

“I...” James began, then paused, thinking of his wives waiting for him in the mortal world, of Jun and Xiao Bao, of the ordinary people whose lives had been threatened by forces they couldn't understand. “I'm honored, Your Imperial Majesty. I accepted your honors back in my home realm and understand the basic duties I received... But... I apologize if this sounds foolish, but may I ask what this would involve, exactly?”

“Living your life,” the Jade Emperor said with gentle amusement. “Continuing your cultivation with your remarkable companions. Protecting those who cannot protect themselves. The only difference would be that when threats arise that require divine intervention, you would serve as our coordinator in the mortal realm.”

“Also,” Ne Zha added with a grin, “You'd get to come here every now and then. The food here is amazing.”

“The responsibility is significant,” Yang Jian warned, though not unkindly. “You would be privy to knowledge that could drive mortals mad. You would face threats that most beings never dream of.”

“But you would not face them alone,” Lei Gong added, whirling his mallet. “Should you need the power of storms, call upon our name. I’ll be there. And to be honest, this place gets boring.”

Chang'e drifted closer. “The Moon Palace opens its gates to you and your family. In times of darkness, seek the wisdom of lunar cultivation.”

Laozi approached last, arms pressed against each other, hidden under his sleeves. “Young James,” he said quietly, “Remember that the Way which can be spoken is not the eternal Way. Trust your instincts over doctrine, your heart over hierarchy. The path you walk has never been walked before—do not let others' maps confuse your journey.”

The old sage pressed something into James's hand—a small coin, warm to the touch and inscribed with oracle bone characters.

“A communication token,” Laozi explained. “When the way forward seems unclear, or when threats emerge beyond mortal comprehension, this will allow you to contact the Celestial Court immediately.”

James looked at the token, then at the assembled immortals, then thought of everything he had to protect. “I will do my best,” he said.

The Jade Emperor smiled, and for a moment the cosmic authority faded, leaving only a wise, kind face. “Then welcome, Guardian of Living Balance, James Wong, to the defense of all realms.”

The throne room began to shimmer around the edges, reality preparing to return James to his own world. But he found himself reluctant to leave, afraid that this moment—standing among legends, accepted as an equal—might fade like a dream upon waking.

“Go now,” the Jade Emperor said. “Return to your wives, your friends, your mortal life. But know that you carry with you not just our blessing, but our partnership. The Celestial Court remembers its allies, and you have earned our eternal friendship.”

***

“James!” Mei Lin threw herself into his arms, followed immediately by Sarah and Lanlan. “You were gone for six hours! We thought—"

“Six hours?” James looked out the window, noting that the sun had indeed set. “It felt like twenty minutes.”

“Time flows differently in the Celestial Court, even more than just in the Central Realm,” Lanlan said softly. “What happened? What did they want?”

James looked at the communication token in his palm, then at the faces of the women he loved, then at Jun and Xiao Bao hovering anxiously nearby. How could he explain standing among legends, being acknowledged by the supreme deity of their pantheon, accepting a role that would change everything?

“Just to explain my new role, I guess. They renegotiated the Accord of the Ten Thousand Realms,” he said, settling onto their couch and pulling them close. “The Celestial Court can now intervene directly when realms face existential threats. I’m basically a liaison between realms now.”

“Which you accepted,” Sarah said, reading his expression.

“Also, apparently Lady Black Serpent was just a mid-tier threat compared to what's out there in the ancient conflicts.”

“Mid-tier?” Mei Lin asked.

“There are beings called the Nine-Headed Demon and the Bone Dragon of the Void,” James said, watching their expressions carefully. “Any one of them could have destroyed our world in minutes.”

Lanlan went pale. “Those have been locked away. But their power is way beyond what we’ve experienced. If we were to face them...”

“We wouldn’t face them alone,” James assured them, holding up the communication token. “We'll have backup now. Divine backup, and no more cosmic bureaucracy holding us down.”

Jun appeared from the kitchen carrying a tray of tea. “So,” he said, “Does this mean we're officially in the god business now?”

“Apparently,” James laughed, accepting a cup of tea. “I met Nezha, by the way.”

“The kid?” Sarah asked. “We should watch his movie! It just came out.”

Xiao Bao padded over and settled across James's lap with a contented purr, apparently satisfied that he had returned safely.

“Well,” Sarah said, curling up against James's side, “At least we know where we stand now. Cosmic liaisons with divine backup.”

“And a really good excuse for why we can't make it to boring social events,” Mei Lin added, settling on his other side.

“Speaking of social events,” Lanlan said, lifting the remote control, “I vote we celebrate James's promotion to cosmic diplomat by watching something completely mindless.”

“What did you have in mind?” James asked, feeling the contentment of being home wash over him.

“I found this show about people competing to make cakes that look like everyday objects,” Lanlan said brightly. “Apparently it's very soothing.”

“After meeting the Jade Emperor and learning about ancient demons that could devour realms,” Sarah said, stealing the remote, “watching people make cake purses sounds perfect.”

As Lanlan queued up the show and Mei Lin distributed snacks, James tried to take it all in.

He was James Wong, Guardian of Living Balance, Liaison between Realms, protector of the cosmic order.

But right now, with his wives curled against him and the ridiculous sight of someone trying to make a cake that looked exactly like a hamburger filling the television screen, he was exactly where he belonged.

“You know,” Sarah said drowsily as someone on screen triumphantly revealed a cake shaped like a taco, “for cosmic liaisons, we live a surprisingly normal life.”

“Normal is relative,” James replied, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “But I wouldn't change any of it.”

Outside their window, Manhattan sparkled in the late afternoon. And in the Celestial Court, immortal beings went about their eternal duties, secure in the knowledge that the mortal realm was in good hands.

Balance, after all, was not the absence of chaos but the strength to find peace within it. And in that, they had only just begun.

The End


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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