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One
Ashley Sheng let out a slow breath through his nose. Lifting his face to the ceiling, he closed his eyes and wondered—not for the first time—why he was still here.
He could always just go home.
Go home to his parents and become a rogue cultivator, then just live his own life for himself.
Just him, his parents, and his sister.

“Don’t forget Moira and Tala,” Locke said, the ever-present reminder and annoyance. “Chosen One.”

He couldn’t deny he’d have to take Moira, his Owl slave and lover, with him. Along with Tala-Tala, the Kin swordswoman who was also his slave.
Both of which he’d free in a heartbeat if he could.

“And really, Yue will follow you. Chances are Mei would, as well,” Locke offered. “You’d really only be trading one set of problems for another.”

Closing his eyes tightly, Ash wasn’t going to respond to that. There was no reason to, and no point in doing so. He’d often found that responding to Locke only encouraged the sarcastic bastard to continue.
Instead, Ash focused himself inward. Toward his Dantian and the Qi Sea that it held.
A massive, deep ocean made out of liquid concrete greeted him. It was more solid than liquid, but it did flow—which was impressive in its own right.
The single large vortex spun in one direction. The whole thing was a giant roiling wave that was just waiting to crash.
Momentum at its finest.
Standing at the very center of that vortex was a massive, glowing golden pillar. Reaching from the bottom of the Sea, it stretched straight up to the ceiling of it.
Didn’t… didn’t something break… earlier?
It’d been less than a week since Ash unleashed his adoptive brother—a dark morass of evil and corruption—onto the world.
In that time, so much had changed that he wondered how anything could ever go back to how it used to be.
He’d spent most of that week under guard, not seeing much of anyone, and primarily training by himself. The Deng family still had a few holdouts here and there, so the regular sect training schedule hadn’t yet started again.
Looking at the area above his Dantian, he didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. The Qi Sea was contained and the whole of it was intact. Everything appeared to be functioning as it should.

“It’s the middle Dantian,” Locke reported helpfully. “You unlocked it. Though I don’t recommend doing anything with it at this time. We’re not ready. I wouldn’t even look at it if I were you or you’ll be tempted to do something.

“Honestly, it shouldn’t have opened until much later. Once you are a middle grade Mortal Refiner.”
Taking Locke at his word, Ash had halted the inspection of his middle Dantian. He was right after all. If Ash did look at it, he’d likely be unable to resist studying it and trying to figure it out.
Then he’d probably start messing with it.

“We’re a peak level eight. Two levels from being able to start our mastery of Body Refiner after our tribulation,” Locke offered. “Admittedly, we’re only slightly stronger than Tala-Tala and Moira at this point. Even Yue is stronger than we are, a low nine. Mei is a peak nine, and Jia a peak ten. Likely whatever treasure she picked up in the vault helped increase her power level.

“I wouldn’t worry about it, though. I’m sure any of them, except Jia maybe, would happily let you be a house-husband, Chosen One.”

“Only a level eight? I thought we were higher,” Ash complained.

“We lost some when you popped open the middle Dantian,” Locke explained. “It’s alright. It was a sustainable loss and we won’t even notice it.”

“Ashley Sheng,” said a cool voice.
Opening his eyes, Ash found a middle-aged master standing in front of him.
“Come with me, the sect leader will see you now to interview you about what you claim,” said the older man. “Best you don’t lie to him, you little monster.”
Little monster? Hm.
I get the impression that even without the Deng being around, it won’t be any easier here.
Walking him through two rooms and another hallway, Ash wondered just where the sect leader’s quarters were. Was he being taken to his study? His practice hall? His bedroom?
Ash had no idea about what went on here at the Jade Fist, outside of what he knew from the Outer Sect.
And lately, all he’d had to do was think.
Think, and think, and overthink. To the point that overthinking was the only thinking available to him.
Really don’t know much of anything, actually. Other than that it’s probably the third or fourth best sect in the area.
I mean… our original goal is long over. Help out Jing and Yan. And they’re both… gone, I guess.
Gen asked us what we wanted to do.
We were really just here because… because the Deng family started a fight and I ended it. And now they’re done too, or at least, not really a direct problem anymore.
They can’t go bother Mother Far or Father Duyi.
We told Gen we wanted to get into the Inner Sect to become stronger.
That still fits but… does it? Does it really?
“Enter and proceed into the next room. Knock gently on the door and wait. Do not speak unless spoken to, be respectful, and kowtow three times to him,” instructed the elder who’d brought him here.
“Ah… yes,” Ash said. He’d been somewhat lost in his own thoughts. To the point that he hadn’t even noticed where they’d gone or where they were.
Growling, the older man shook his head, shoved the door open, and then unceremoniously pushed Ash through it.
Stumbling forward several steps, Ash grumbled and glared back the way he’d come. The sheer lack of face Ash was being shown wasn’t just the casual arrogance he found everywhere, this was directed specifically at him.
Deng ally, I’ll see you burn one way or another. Just you wait.
Adjusting his clothes, Ash looked around the room where he now found himself.
Sitting on the ground not far away was a man in his later middle age. His eyebrows were raised up, his dark eyes curious, and his hair a black that was fading away to gray.
“To be honest,” said the man in a soft murmur. “I didn’t expect him to treat you kindly, but I didn’t think he’d go that far. It would seem the Dengs got closer to me than I ever imagined.”
Ash froze, staring at the man.
He hadn’t expected the sect leader to be in the entry room.
Now that he thought about it, the man who’d brought him here clearly hadn’t either.
Shrugging his shoulders at that, Ash wasn’t sure what to say.
This was the sect leader of the entirety of the Jade Fist. It was a man who likely had enough power to end Gen Sheng’s life.
To this man, Ash was likely less than an ant.
“I’m sure you would have done fine,” Ash muttered. “Not so sure about the outer disciples though. Probably would have all become Deng puppets or dead.”
Blinking slowly, the older man was staring at Ash.
Not sure if he’d overstepped himself, Ash just stood there staring back at the sect leader.
“Yes, well, it would seem I’ve become rather lax in my elder years. You may call me Bao Jade. I understand I owe you for keeping a number of my students, masters, and former students and masters, alive,” said the sect leader. Holding one hand out, he indicated the spot in front of himself.
Getting the gist of the invitation, Ash came over and sat down in the indicated spot.
“Gen is much as I remember him,” Bao murmured, his eyes boring into Ash now. “Older, and more wrinkly, but the same fiery man whom I knew. The same man that would happily crush someone who disrespected him and think nothing of it.
“Along with a large number of people I didn’t expect to ever see again. All quite healthy, all quite whole, and all quite in the service of one Gen Sheng. Thankfully, Gen is one man I’ve never had to worry about, nor do I think I ever will have to.”
Nodding his head at that, Ash was actually glad to hear that. It meant that if he really did have a problem, Gen would be able to help him far more greatly than he thought.
“Surprising to me, considering Gen was made a cripple. His genius and fate stolen from him in the blink of an eye without anyone the wiser,” Bao explained. “You’re unsurprised by this. Any of it. You’ve heard it all before and do not even bat an eye.”
Shit.
Uh.
“It’s quite alright. To be fair, Gen has told me more than enough,” Bao said with a predator-like smile. It made the hairs on the back of Ash’s neck stand on end. “I didn’t have to work too hard to figure out the rest. It isn’t as if I’ve been blind to all that was going on around me. I simply didn’t expect their timeline.
“Though I do think that has more to do with you than they would have liked to admit. You were single-handedly breaking apart their entire plan.”
“I… was only—”
“Helping family, yes,” Bao finished for Ash, cutting him off. “Which is actually true, much to my surprise. You joined the Jade Fist only to assist your brother and sister. You being an Outlander and adopted into the Sheng family, I can definitely see how you would value what family you had.”
Nodding his head, Ash didn’t bother to say anything. It was now quite apparent that Bao had dug into him.
“From there you simply… broke… the Deng family. Tore apart their plans, stole one of their leading daughters for your own harem, maimed and destroyed those who stood against you, and healed Gen. Even going so far as to somehow wind him up to the point that it’s as if he never stepped off the cultivation path. He likely could have done far more with the time and gotten further with it, but he isn’t that far behind either,” Bao finished, holding his hands up at his sides. “All because the Deng family robbed your sister, and converted your brother to their schemes. You brought down a leading sect family, just for that.”
There was a spark of anger in Ash’s heart at those words. He did do all of those things, because of what’d been done to his family.
And he’d do it again.
“Now, now, there’s no need to get angry. I’m not scolding you,” said Bao with a small smile. “If anything, I agree with your actions. I think I would have taken them myself.
“I certainly know Gen would have. More so now than previously. I imagine he’s quite glad to have distant family show up and crush his enemies with him. It’s always good to do such a thing with family.”
Not knowing how to react anymore, or what was even expected of him, Ash just shook his head and held up his hands in defeat.
“I’m not sure what you want from me,” Ash said.
Bao stared hard at him for several seconds. He just watched him, practically staring through him.
“You really—no. You don’t. Not even a single scrap in you,” Bao murmured, then laughed softly. “Well. You’ll be happy to know the sect has already recovered. I’ve gone ahead and opened up recruitment to all the lower schools beneath us with students who were marginally edged out by others.
“We’ll likely have a very large number of new students from all levels and ages joining next week. We’ll proceed as if nothing had happened or changed at all.”
“Okay,” Ash said, feeling rather confused now. He got the feeling Bao had been expecting something of him but hadn’t found it.
“Good. I understand someone in your alliance is an expert alchemist?” asked the sect leader.
Dangerous territory there… dangerous.
“Yes, she’s inherited and purchased quite the legacy that I hadn’t even realized was available,” Ash said. He hoped that’d cover most of the questions, but he wasn’t sure.
Bao’s response to that was to tilt his head to one side and watch Ash.
Saying nothing, Ash did his best to return the stare.
“Yes… well… I look forward to seeing what she can do. Gen seems to think he’ll be gaining another honor from it,” said Bao. “He’s become practically insufferable about it. Beyond that even, he seems to think the Jade Fist is going to have a significant increase in its economy.”
“Yes, well, Ying Yue—she’s our alchemist—is a grandmaster of the free-merchants guild. I think anywhere she sets up shop would likely see a boost to the economy,” Ash offered in way of explanation.
“I’ve seen your weapons by the way,” countered Bao. “You have two slaves that have power equal to that of… well… I think they could do quite the number on a good many of our students. They’re also apparently still gaining in power. Using their own abilities from their home veils, as well as some they’ve picked up from our own veil. Do you know what a Fated One is?”
“Based on the name, they must be very special,” said Ash, feeling like an absolute idiot. But there really wasn’t a way to go back from this point. “But no, I’ve never heard the term before.”
“Fine,” Bao said with a shake of his head. “I’ll leave it be. Though I’ll not be able to assist you if this is the way you want it. When you’re ready to shake off your peasant’s garb and admit to your abilities, I’ll be more than willing to elevate you.”
Unable to respond to that, Ash once more sat there like a log. There wasn’t anything he could say.
“You may head back now. I imagine your harem is waiting for your return,” Bao said. “The curfew will end tonight as well, and everyone will be going about their normal business. This war with the Deng is over.
“Mostly because there are no Deng left. I decided this was a bit more than a good old fashioned sect war and intervened. No one can prove that, of course, so… let’s keep that a secret.”
There was a cold threat behind those words. A promise that Ash wouldn’t like what would happen if he decided to test out Bao’s request that his statement was to be kept private.
“Of course,” Ash murmured, getting quickly to his feet.
And just like that, his meeting with Bao Jade, the sect leader of the Jade Fist, was over.
***
By the time he got back to his home—house number one, the lowest possible rank—it was dark out. Gen had somehow caught him on his way back and then pumped him for information and answers.
Only when he was satisfied with the information he got from Ash, did Gen let him leave.
Closing the door, Ash stood there in the dark quiet of his home.
He was glad to be here. The space inside of his ring, the Hall, was actually quite comfortable.
But it wasn’t home.
This was as close to home as he got right now.
“Welcome home,” came a soft growl from the interior of his living room.
I think it’s Tala.

“It is,” Locke confirmed.
Walking into the room, Ash found Tala sitting on a couch. She had her long legs crossed, and her large two-handed sword rested against one knee. Her tall, rabbit-like ears were both swiveled toward him, and her bright-green eyes were clear and curious.
Her delicate features and pretty visage belied the fact that she was actually a fierce warrior, and a prideful one at that.
“You’re late,” Tala said, her arms folded under her breasts.
Opening his mouth, Ash considered how to reply. Then he started to laugh.
“I am,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. He didn’t have any other answer. He was also doing his best not to comment on the fact that Tala was acting more like an annoyed wife than a soul-bound slave.
“In the future, you will notify my elegant self if you’ll be late. I do not like sitting up and fretting over what’ll become of me if you should happen to get yourself killed,” Tala grumbled.
Oh. Huh.
That makes more sense than her worrying about me, doesn’t it?
“Do you understand me?” Tala asked.
“I do. I’m sorry, Tala. You and your elegant self definitely deserve better attention,” Ash said.
“Hmph, better. You may come over and massage me now,” Tala said, giving her black hair a flick. “My neck, shoulders, and the base of my skull. You will use your fingertips, except for my shoulders, where you’ll use your palms.”
Rolling his eyes, Ash didn’t bother to argue.
This was Tala’s way. Her prideful, lying, self-absorbed way.
It wasn’t just her personality either, it was the culture where she’d grown up that had made her this way.
“Of course, dear. Yes, dear. May I kiss your cheek, dear?” he asked in a flat, meek voice.
“I… well… of course, you may,” Tala said, then tilted her head to one side toward him. “Thank you for asking formally rather than forcing it on my elegant and lovely self.”
Not bothering to correct the Kin, Ash simply started to rub her neck and shoulders instead. He was willing to debase himself a bit to keep in Tala’s good graces. She’d been rather friendly and cooperative with him as of late and it’d been extremely helpful.
“I’m waiting,” Tala said, her cheek still tilted toward him. “Or would you prefer my other cheek? I do find my right side to be better. At least, in my own opinion. Though both sides are clearly splendid.”
Turning her head in the opposite direction, she presented the other cheek to him.
I swear to god that I’m—
At the end of his patience, Ash growled. And then—deciding he didn’t care—he leaned over Tala’s shoulder and kissed her on the lips instead, holding her chin with one hand as he did so.
He held the kiss for several seconds, then broke it off and patted her on the back of the shoulder.
“Goodnight,” Ash muttered and then left the Kin there. He just wanted to go to bed. Nothing else mattered right now.
Sleep would help wash the day away.
If he was really lucky, Moira would be awake and waiting for him.
Opening the door to the bedroom, he got his answer.
Moira was sitting in the middle of their bed.
Her white and black hair hung loosely around her face, framing her giant yellow eyes and making them almost brighter. Her large wings were pressed to her back in their natural place. She was naked, with her lovely, muscled body on full display.
Waiting for him, just as he’d hoped she would be.



Two
“Well, that’s curious,” Mei said, leaning to one side at the table. She rested her face on her hand and quirked a brow. “It almost sounds like he was expecting something else of you.”
Mei’s blue-black hair draped behind her head like a raven’s wing. Her light brown eyes were as light as they came, to the point that they practically glowed. They looked both amused and concerned about what Ash had just told her.
Mei was an abnormality in this world, though. She had curves in her hips and chest that weren’t actually considered attractive here, but would fare better back home.
In this land, physical beauty wasn’t viewed the same way.
“Yes, clearly he thinks you’re more than what you say,” Yue stated, her brows low over her eyes as she stared hard at Ash.
The young merchant was always far too serious when it came to Ash.
Her light-brown hair was cut short, though pinned close to her head. Her hazel eyes had a slightly fanatic edge whenever she looked at him for too long.
Especially if they were alone.
Ash knew beyond a doubt that Yue was in a strange sort of zealous puppy love with him. One that he didn’t quite understand if he had to be honest.
“Tala and Moira agreed,” said Ash. The two women had decided they would spend the day digging around for information. They wanted to know more about what was going on and weren’t willing to wait for Ash to find out.
Considering they couldn’t train with him, that did seem like a fair use of their time. He couldn’t fault them for it.
Yue sniffed lightly at that, then nodded her head once.
“Of course, they did. They know better,” said the young woman. Then she stood up and tapped the table twice with her fingertips. “I’m going to go make some pills for you, Ash. We need to get your cultivation higher. If what the sect leader said is true, we’ll probably be called to assembly today. I’ll see you then.”
Yue left Mei’s home quickly, closing the door behind her.
“At long last, I have you all to myself,” Mei said, holding a hand out to her side with a wide smile. “Why don’t you show me your petals, Ash?”
Snorting at that, he rolled his eyes.
“You’re never going to forgive me for that, are you?” Ash asked. He’d deliberately gone out of his way to infuriate Mei when she was still part of the Deng family. Before she’d crossed the lines and joined his forces.
And he’d done it by being extremely suggestive toward her.
“Maybe I just really want to see your petals,” Mei said, smiling at him, showing her bright-white and quite straight teeth. “Come on, just flip your robe up and let me get a peek? I’m curious to see how you feel against my fingers. Isn’t that how you phrased it?”
“Oh, come on, Mei. Let it go already,” he replied, laughing outright now.
Sighing, Mei pouted at him, tapping her pinky against her lips.
“I don’t want to let it go,” she murmured. “I enjoy it too much. You’re fun to tease because you get bashful about it. I know I’m not as slim as so many others, but I—”
There was a timid series of knocks on Mei’s front door.
Looking toward the door, Mei had a confused look on her face.
“Jia wouldn’t knock if she was here. Nor would she come around today. Not with Yue still shunning her and knowing that she’d be here today,” said Mei, talking through her thoughts. “Anyone else I’d be willing to receive would just enter… so… who would come to my door?”
“Any other petals you’re trying to get a look at?” Ash teased, grinning at her.
“The opposite actually,” Mei said, still looking toward her front door. “You’re the only one I’ve been chasing at all. I‘ve declined everyone else.”
“Everyone else?” Ash parroted back.
“Mhm. Since I’ve been separated from the Deng family, I’ve been approached by a number of families with young men and aspirations,” Mei said. Standing up from the table, she walked over to the door. “Yes?”
Other men…? I didn’t even… consider that.

“Outside of her body proportions not matching the standards of beauty here, she’s extremely pretty,” Locke said. “There is a pile of correspondence in her room which appears to be from at least sixteen different families seeking her hand. As a cultivator, she’s very skilled and would be considered a genius. Her natural talent is only a smidgen below Jia.”

Wait, you can read her letters?

“I can even tell you who’s at the door. It’s her cousin, the one you saved,” Locke said. “You seem to forget that I can scan everything around us. A door doesn’t exactly preclude me from doing that.”

Turning in his seat, Ash glanced toward where Mei stood at the door.
She’d opened it now and was having a conversation with someone beyond it. Her voice was low in volume. It was clear she didn’t want Ash to hear what she was saying.
Mei made a chopping motion with her hand.
“No!” she said quite firmly. “And that’s that.”
“Yes,” said a muffled voice from beyond the door. “Ashley Sheng? Can we speak!?”
Trying to shut the door, Mei was clearly done with whoever it was.
“Ashley Sheng!?” called the voice again. “You saved my life! My life is yours!”
Stomping her foot in frustration, Mei was clearly quite aggravated. Whoever she was trying to push out of her doorway wasn’t leaving. They had apparently wedged a foot or an arm between the door and the frame, preventing it from closing.
“Why are you doing this?” complained Mei.
“Because it’s right,” said the other party.
Mei deflated, her shoulders dropping partially, and she pressed her forehead to the door.
She muttered something to the other individual and got a response.
Opening the door, Mei stepped to one side.
Ash didn’t have a problem recognizing who the visitor was. It was Mei’s cousin. The same one who’d had been matched up against Jia in the tournament. Her control had been exemplary.
She looked significantly similar to Mei, though far more slim and athletic.
Stepping into Mei’s house, the young woman rushed over to Ash.
Up close, he realized she was prettier than even Mei or Jia. She’d been blessed several times over.
A genius, a beauty, and born to a great family.
Before he could say anything, the woman dropped to her hands and knees, prostrating herself before Ash and slamming her forehead to the ground.
“You saved my life, Ashley Sheng,” said the Deng woman. “You saved my life, spared me the Deng fate, and put me with those who supported the sect. Even when I had not done so.
“In several ways, you spared me and saved my life. Gave me something which was no longer mine by right. That means that my life is yours. I’m yours to do with as you see fit. Please instruct me.”
“Uh,” Ash said, then looked at Mei.
Everything she’d said had been correct, up to a point. He had saved her life, and he’d put her with those who needed medical aid amongst the ones who had supported the sect instead of those who hadn’t.
He also hadn’t specified there was anything wrong about her when Gen had questioned him. He’d merely stated that she was a victim as well.
However, as far as he was concerned, he didn’t own her.
Looking frustrated and angry, Mei came over to stand near her cousin. Her arms were crossed over her chest as if to flatten it down.
Maybe I should tell her I like them big? Nothing against less, but…
Giving his head a tiny shake to clear his thoughts, Ash held his hands up in a neutral gesture.
“By all rights… Na is correct to offer you her life,” Mei said, lifting her chin up slightly. “Though I’ve informed her several times that there’s no need for this. That she should simply live her life to the best of her ability.”
“I’m yours, Ashley Sheng,” Na said defiantly, clearly disagreeing with her cousin. “Instruct me.”
“Right. Go wait outside while I discuss this matter with Mei, then,” Ash told her. He had no intention at all of allowing this to go on. He just needed to check with Mei to make sure he could cut her loose.
“Of course, Master Sheng,” Na said, lifting her head up and giving him a smile. The force of it nearly knocked a hole straight through his head with its beauty. Getting to her feet, the lithe woman left the house, closing the door behind her.
Letting out a slow breath and shaking her head, Mei was the picture of annoyance and exasperation.
“I’ve told the stupid girl many times that you would want no part in this. She doesn’t believe me or doesn’t care, I know not which,” Mei said, putting her hands on her hips.
“And… if it were you in her position?” Ash asked. He wanted to know what would be Mei’s expectation. With any luck, it’d clue him in on which way he could take this.
“I… well… I suppose I’d be offering myself to you as well, if the roles were reversed,” Mei admitted gruffly. “Hmph. You’ll remember, though, I tried to survive on my own without your assistance. You chose to help me.”
“I did,” Ash said with a grin. “And I’d happily choose to do it again. You were quite brave, Mei.”
Smiling at him now, Mei lifted one shoulder and leaned toward him.
“Oh? Flattery, now? If you want to see my petals, you just have to ask as any good suitor would,” Mei purred at him, her annoyance vanishing.
“Later,” Ash said, waving a hand at her in dismissal. “So, she’s in the right? Offering herself to me?”
“Yes, given the situation and circumstances. There’s no reason for her to, though,” said Mei, her tone moving toward neutrality. “She and I both know where all the Deng treasuries are. Even if I had half a mind to try and take a portion of them, I’d never have been able to carry everything. She has more than enough to live on, beyond any definition of comfort.”
“Oh? I had no idea,” Ash remarked.
“I haven’t had much time to go look with the lockdown, but I do plan to go snooping. Most of my old family is either dead, in prison waiting to be executed, or enslaved,” Mei stated with a negligent wave of her hand. “Serves them all right for what they did to me.”
“Can I order her to be free? To go away?” Ash asked.
“Of course. Others might take that as an insult to her—and she might see it that way herself—but it’s perfectly acceptable,” Mei answered. “It wouldn’t kill her or anything. I mean, it isn’t as if her family can judge her.
“And anyone who would judge her for being dismissed would already be judging her for being a Deng. A moot point, if you ask me.”
“Got it. So I can just dismiss her,” Ash said.
“You can. However, she won’t likely accept it and will do as she wills anyway,” Mei admitted. “I’m afraid Na was one of the more headstrong in my grouping.”
“Grouping?” Ash asked.
“Yes, grouping. All Deng children were assigned to groups and taught how to fight in both a group situation as well as by themselves,” Mei explained. “It was an easy way for us to be all the more powerful since we were a family.”
“Alright. I’ll just get rid of her and—”
“Master Sheng, the house elder is coming,” Na called from the front door.
“Ah, it would seem it’s time for that assembly after all, I guess,” Ash muttered. “I was honestly hoping it’d just be information spread about. There’s no reason to have everyone gather just to listen. Everyone already knows what happened.”
“Not everyone. I’m sure there are those who were simply in closed-door training,” Mei murmured. Pulling out the chair next to Ash, Mei sat down in it and crossed one leg over the other. Reaching up, she lightly adjusted her dress, pulling it a bit one way and then the other.
She’s primping? Why?
“Send him in, Na,” Mei said, after reaching up to lightly run her fingers through her hair.
Almost immediately, the door opened.
The house elder who’d graded Ash on his Spiritual Sense walked in, eyeing Na in a strange way. Then he looked ahead and froze, staring at Ash and Mei.
“Oh, ah… yes,” said the house elder. His eyes were slowly moving toward Mei, only to jump back to Ash. “There is an assembly in the next hour. Everyone is required to attend this event. Attendance will be recorded.”
“Wonderful,” Ash said under his breath.
“Thank you for your time, House Elder Zi Xin,” Mei said, giving him a flat, cold smile. Ash had never even bothered to learn the man’s name.
“Of course, Mei,” said the house elder, giving the young woman a very wide smile. “Ashley Sheng, you may leave now.”
I’m going to what now?
“No, he won’t be leaving,” Mei said. “And if he does leave, I’ll simply follow him to his home. And I’ll just put this out in the open and state it as clearly as I can.
“I’m not interested in you. I speak for me and no one else does. I have no familial allegiance other than to the Sheng family and my master is and will remain, Gen Sheng.”
“That is no way to speak to me. You will address me as your house elder when in the presence of others,” Zi Xin shouted at Mei. Then he turned a wild glare on Ash. “Ashley Sheng, leave immediately!”
Ash knew where this was going. Knew what this little toad was going to attempt to do.
He’d been polite to Ash previously, but clearly, he was only wearing a mask. Now he’d revealed his true colors and Ash didn’t care for them one whit.
He was going to end it here and now. And just like last time with the Deng family, he didn’t care if it caused problems.
Mei was part of his group now. His family here at the Jade Fist.
Protecting her was a given.
“Don’t break any of his bones,” Mei requested, as she reached over to lay a hand on Ash’s arm. She’d apparently picked up on Ash’s mood. “Just beat him black and blue. Gen can cover for that much without losing any face at all.”
“Oh,” Ash said, getting up to his feet. Flexing his hands, he opened them and closed them twice rapidly.
Since he’d run from his one-time brother, he hadn’t done much in the way of sparring.
Stiff and rusty was a polite way of putting how he felt.
“You have no idea what you’re—”
“Yes, I do,” Ash interrupted, holding his hands up in front of himself and getting into a neutral pose. “And it’s the same way I got into it with the Dengs. What’s your family name again?”
Zi Xin looked as if someone had just poked him between the eyes. Ash could practically see the man re-evaluating the entire situation.
“I’m your house elder. How dare you—”
“You’re a frog, attempting to force yourself into the home of a young woman who doesn’t want to talk to you,” Ash interrupted. “Again, what’s your family name, House Elder Zi Xin?”
Might be easier to kill him and store his body, actually. Dump it much later.
In fact, let’s do that.
Something must have changed on Ash’s face because Zi Xin suddenly took two steps back. His hands came up in front of himself in a defensive posture.
Slowly, he began backing up toward the door. Whatever he’d seen had spooked him to the point that he didn’t wish to be here any longer.
“Go, Zi Xin, and do not come back to Sheng Street,” Ash muttered. “If you come down my street again, you’ll have to pay the tax. You’re no longer welcome here as the house elder. I’m the house elder on Sheng Street.
“You can call me grandfather and pay your taxes like a good toad if you come back. Otherwise, I’ll make you wish you’d never raised your voice to me.”
Zi Xin turned and fled, darting out the doorway and running away.
Snorting derisively, Ash stood up straight.
“I swear this sect is full of more rubbish than a trash can,” Ash growled.
“It’s about normal, honestly. Power is strength, not kindness,” Mei murmured. A warm hand slipped into place around Ash’s forearm and dragged him back down into the chair. “Though I’m very appreciative that you stood up for me as if I was your woman. I could feel the power and violence in your words. I swore I felt you decide to kill him as well. Your killing intent was palpable.”
“Yes, Master Sheng was extremely powerful. It gave me chills,” Na said from the door. She’d closed it and now remained standing there. “Zi Xin’s family name is Zhou. Zi Xin Zhou.”
“He’s been rather forceful in his pursuit of me,” Mei explained, her fingers lightly stroking back and forth along Ash’s arm. “It will be quite wonderful when the information starts to spread that I’m your woman and you’ll not accept anyone pursuing me. That should curtail all of it quite cleanly.”
“That’s not what happened at all,” Ash exclaimed, looking at Mei with disbelief.
“It’s exactly what happened. It’s what he’ll tell people, and what I’ll agree with,” Mei said, smiling at him, showing off her lovely teeth. “The terrifying Ashley Sheng refusing to leave the young, family-less and vulnerable Mei Deng. Forced to join the Sheng Alliance, she must now entertain Ashley privately at his request. Even going so far as to throw a house elder out of her home when he asked Ashley to leave her alone.”
“Yes. That’s how the story will go. Everyone loves a good romance,” Na said from the door. “I had no idea Master Sheng had such strength of heart. It was stunning to watch.”
Mei wrinkled her nose and stuck her tongue out between her teeth. Then she leaned forward toward him, laying a hand on his cheek and tilting her mouth toward his ear.
“You could always just show me your petals,” she whispered to him privately. “I might let you off the hook if you listen to my demands and do as I tell you.”
Ash had no response.



Three
“Everyone looks like they’re staring at me,” Ash mumbled. They were standing off to one side of the assembly area.
Mei, Na, and Ash had been joined by Moira and Tala. Yue and Jia had yet to find them. He didn’t think they’d attend without finding the rest of their group.
“That’s because they are, Master Sheng,” Na said from his left.
“You apparently attacked a house elder?” Tala asked, her long ears twitching one way, then another. “I’m missing some of the details, but that seems to be the recurring theme. You threw a house elder out of… oh. You threw a house elder out of Mei’s house and refused to leave.”
Tala turned her lovely face toward him and gave him a flat stare.
Unable to maintain contact with her frosty green eyes, Ash looked ahead toward the front. Hopefully, where someone would show up soon and end this, so he could go home.
Then again, it was likely Tala would go home with him. She’d been cold to him and avoiding him since he’d kissed her the night before.
He didn’t regret doing it, she’d had very soft lips, though he did regret angering and upsetting her.
“Ah, that spread faster than I expected,” Na said. “I’m surprised Zi Xin spread the information so quickly. He’ll lose a great deal of face for it.”
“I don’t think he spread it,” Mei said, shaking her head. She was holding Ash’s right arm with her left and had his forearm pressed into the side of her chest. “If I had to guess… someone was watching Sheng Street and then questioned him a bit.”
Ash got the impression by “questioned him a bit” she meant someone had interrogated him. Possibly by force.
Those who supported the Deng family want to know what’s going on.
“You’re not exactly helping dispel the gossip,” Ash said gruffly, trying to pull his arm away from Mei without harming her.
Except that she had a grip on him that’d require him practically flinging her off to break it.
Damn Earth cultivator. Far too much strength.
“Am I supposed to? That’s news to me,” Mei murmured and then laughed softly. “Stop struggling. I’m not letting go. Unless you’re planning on throwing me, this arm is mine.”
“You’re becoming aggressive,” Moira said from behind him.
“I… suppose I am,” Mei admitted, then shrugged her shoulders. “Or at least more honest about it. Certainly more honest than our pretty rabbit friend.”
“True. I can appreciate your honesty,” Moira said.
Ash shook his head. He wasn’t stupid or dense.
Mei had acted interested in him from the day she realized what he was. It made him nervous, however, that he couldn’t figure out if she was interested in him, or what he was.
Truth of the matter was that if he knew she was interested in him, he’d probably try to make a move on her. His attraction to Mei was strong.
“Finally,” Tala growled, as a group of older men and women walked out to the front of the assembly stage.
His master, Gen Sheng, was one of their numbers. He was a short man, walking with a cane he didn’t actually need anymore.
He had short white hair, a face full of wrinkles, neutral brown eyes, and maintained a quiet and powerful aura.
The crowd began to hush as the delegation stopped at the center of the platform.
“Welcome one and all,” said a woman in her forties. She had black hair and dark brown eyes. She was very attractive for an older woman and would have likely been a real beauty in her youth. “I am Master Zha. I am now the Head of the Outer Sect disciples. Every master in the Outer Sect reports directly to me.
“This is all due to what occurred recently. Nothing will change at this time as far as how we will conduct ourselves.”
Nothing? Really? That seems… odd.
“I get the impression that these types of… wars… are far more common than you or I suspected.”
“—a number of losses,” continued Master Zha, smiling and showing her teeth. “Master Sheng and I have spoken with the sect leader and successfully petitioned to recruit from other sects.”
Ash noticed Gen nodding his head at that. He didn’t look annoyed or even like he was paying much attention.
He had the calm look of a man who approved of what was being said, knew what would be said next, and cared not at all.
“There you are, Ashley,” said a voice from his left. In the next moment, Yue was there, standing almost hip to hip with him.
“Some of you may have noticed a significant number of newly arrived students. They’re all the best that other sects had and we’ve brought them here to join the Jade Fist,” Master Zha explained, putting her hands on her hips. “And with so many new faces, it’s about time we had a tournament to determine everyone’s strength.
“And by tournament, I mean a true fighting tournament. One-on-one fights until only one remains. Everyone will participate. The bottom five percent will be dismissed from the sect. There’s no room for them here with all the new recruits we’ve brought in.”
Harsh.
There was a general feeling of unease permeating throughout the entire audience now. Ash didn’t worry in the least about this tournament. So long as he could get past the five percent barrier he’d just lose on purpose after that.
He didn’t really feel like dealing with a tournament right now.
“This will occur in exactly three weeks. The annual alchemy examination will be in two weeks. Starting tomorrow, I will personally speak with each and every outer disciple to ensure your class placement. The day after tomorrow, regular lessons will begin, regardless of whether I’ve spoken with you yet or not,” Master Zha said. “I’ll also be testing and interviewing every master, house elder, and instructor’s assistant. I don’t plan on leaving any weeds behind.”
In other words, she’s going to hunt down anyone who’s still affiliated with the Deng and eliminate them. As well as Deng family members.
“That would include Na or Mei if they weren’t attached to you, I imagine. You won’t be able to shut Na out as easily. Unless you don’t care if she dies, which, let’s be honest, we really shouldn’t care. She’s little more than another Deng genius without anything we want.
“Well… outside of a throw or six in the bedroom. Real beauty, that one.”
“With that all being said, I’m going to introduce our newest Master, Gen Sheng, and ask him to close our assembly,” Master Zha concluded, then stepped to one side, indicating the older man.
Gen smiled politely at the new Outer Sect Headmaster and took several steps to the front of the group.
“I’m Gen Sheng,” Gen said, resting both hands on his cane. His words were soft, almost to the point that it was difficult to actually hear him. Though Ash heard him perfectly. He also heard the steel in the old man’s voice. “I will not accept any more personal disciples, so stop asking. I’m also now in charge of Outer Sect security, and some of the security for Jade Fist city. If you have concerns, bring them to me. That is all, you may go.”
Smirking at that, Ash looked around the assembly area.
He couldn’t see anyone that would be “security”, but he got the impression there was likely a large number of older men who were around. Those former members of the Open Hand who’d joined Gen and lived through the battle.
Ash could imagine them sticking around to work with Gen. They owed him.
He’d given them back their cultivation, provided them with a way to strike out at the hated Deng family, and granted them their revenge.
Gen had delivered on everything he’d promised them and then some. Now they were his, well and true.
It was no wonder that Master Zha had quickly worked to ingratiate herself with Gen and incorporate him into her plans.
“Oh, I recognize you. You’re my new neighbor,” Yue said, her head turned around toward the rest of the group.
Following her gaze, Ash found she was addressing Na.
“Yes, that’s right. I challenged for their home just this morning. They were so confused they actually attempted to fight me. I imagine they’ll have to figure out what to do with house number one hundred as it’s unlikely they’ll be able to keep it for long,” Na said, smiling at Yue. Then the young woman bowed her head toward Yue. “I’m Master Sheng’s personal attendant, Na Deng. I’m available at his leisure—and pleasure—in whatever way he wishes, for as long as he allows me to live.”
Yue’s eyebrows shot up at that and she looked at Ash.
“She’s one of the people I saved,” Ash said with a shrug of his shoulders. “She’s just wasting her time. I have no need of her or a personal attendant.”
“Then… then I shall take my life and trouble you no more,” Na said, immediately bowing deeply at the waist toward Ash, and then collapsing to her hands and knees while pressing her forehead to the ground. “My death will not trouble you, I swear. I’ll make sure I leave my corpse in a place that will not be found.”
“That’s not necessary. You can just live your life and—”
“I swear, my death will not trouble you, Master Sheng,” Na repeated, interrupting him at the same time. “I’ll take my leave now.”
“Ashley!” Moira hissed, glowering at him. Her large eyes demanded that he immediately fix the situation.
Damnit. Of course, she identifies with her.
Damn, damn, damn!
“Stop. That’s… stop. Stop. No killing yourself,” Ash commanded.
“Are you taking me into your service then?” Na asked, not having raised her head. She was still prostrate on the ground at his feet.
Moira nodded her head once definitively, glaring at Ash.
“Yes,” Ash said, checking a sigh and keeping himself from rolling his eyes. He really didn’t have much room to work with this. “I’m taking you into my service.”
“I understand. I’ll serve you in every way, Master Sheng. I’m yours in all things,” Na said. “May I rise, Master Sheng?”
He really didn’t understand why Na was throwing herself at him like this, but he didn’t see another way out right now.
“Yes, please do. You’re making a scene,” Ash muttered. More than a few people had noticed what was going on and were watching.
“Thank you, Master Sheng,” Na said. Lifting her head, she placed her hands on his boots and then lowered her face down to the tops of them. “Thank you, Master Sheng. Instruct me in whatever way you wish, and I shall attend to it.”
“Oh, my fu—get up. Now. Stop this,” Ash growled.
Na sat upright, then got to her feet, bowing her head thrice toward Ash.
“Yes, Master Sheng,” Na murmured. “Of course.”
“No more of that. No more bowing, no more prostrating, no more… no more of any of that,” Ash said. “If you do… if you do, I’m going to get rid of you and I don’t care what happens. Do you understand? And don’t call me Master Sheng.”
“Of course, Master Sheng. I will obey your orders. But I must humbly decline the last one. You are my master, Master Sheng,” Na said her eyes wide. “And any child I bear for you will serve your family as well.”
“What? That’s just stupid!” Ash said.
“Why?” Yue asked, sounding confused. “It would be right for her to bear children that would serve your family.”
“Because… because you don’t just… turn children into slaves,” Ash said, feeling very strange about this.
“They’re not slaves, they’re familial servants,” Mei said, also looking at Ash as if he were odd. “Should she bear your children, they would serve your family, which is their family.
“Unless you’re saying that her children would be part of the clan?”
“Clan?” Ash asked. He was feeling extremely bewildered now.
“Yes, a clan,” murmured a voice from behind him. Turning his head, Ash found Gen standing there.
“The Sheng clan. Your personal branch of the Sheng clan. Because that’s what you need to start preparing for. If you do have her bear your children, you’ll have to decide if they’ll be familial clan servants or Sheng children,” Gen said, nodding his head. “I would suggest familial servants at first, then turn them into an Ashley Sheng branch family down the road.”
“Oh, that’s a good idea,” Mei agreed, nodding her head.
Ash just stood there, not really comprehending the full context of the discussion.
The fact that they were talking about forcing children on Na, and then making those children servants, wasn’t something he could really wrap his mind around.
“The process to have a clan recognized takes time,” Gen continued, looking around at those gathered nearby. “It’s good that you’re all discussing it now. The Sheng family never truly had a registered clan, so you’ll have to start from nothing. I look forward to being one of the first honored elders.”
“I’ll handle that,” Yue declared. “I’ve been meaning to make connections with the Realm Lord’s court. It’ll be a good excuse, and greasing palms to get a clan registered is very normal.”
“What can we do for you, Master?” Mei asked, smiling at Gen. Ever since being accepted as a student, she’d been extremely deferential to Gen.
“Mmm, nothing, really,” Gen said, leaning onto his cane. “I was just curious about what was going on. It seems I have yet another student to instruct.”
Na nodded her head rapidly at that.
“Fine. It makes me glad to be stealing away the few remaining geniuses of the Deng family,” Gen said, with his wolf-like smile. “Though I do wonder who else will try to move onto Sheng Street, as you call it. There are another five homes on your little path.
“And given your victories, there’s definitely a good deal of confusion now about which way the ranking of houses goes.”
“Not to mention the Essence,” Yue said. “It’s all moving toward Ash’s house. I heard it used to go the other way.”
“Yes,” Gen said, with a small smile. “That does seem to be the case now, doesn’t it? Hmph.
“Well, I’m going to go check in with Master Zha. She and I have been working closely since she was brought in. She’s from the Mountain Bear sect, you know. The sect leader recruited her personally to handle this matter.”
Ash detected something else in Gen’s words. It wasn’t just admiration for a co-worker. If Ash had to put a name to it, he’d almost think it was familiarity or tenderness.
Everyone bowed their heads and pressed their fists together toward Gen.
Smiling wider at that, Gen bowed his head in return and then began to slowly walk away. Making not a single noise as he did so.
“He’s… very strong,” Na murmured. “I wasn’t able to deduce anything of his power.”
“Yes, our master is a very wise and powerful man,” Mei said, then laughed softly. “Though I find it rather amusing that he’s sleeping with Master Zha. I wonder if she initiated that, or he did.”
“Your thinking runs the same as mine, huh?” Ash asked.
“Indeed. I hope they find comfort in one another,” murmured Mei.
“He’s so much older though,” Tala said.
“There are those who will chase power, rather than the person,” Yue said with some disgust.
Ash imagined everyone added, “Like Jia” to the end of her statement. No one had any doubts as to what Jia had wanted from Ash, and why she’d challenged him previously.
While Mei was willing to overlook it for Ash’s sake, as were Moira and Tala, Yue seemed determined to keep Jia away from him to one degree or another.
“She didn’t know what she wanted,” Ash countered. He’d been defending Jia since they’d had a talk about it. He imagined he’d be doing that for a while yet.
“Foolish girl,” grumbled Yue.
“Yes, foolish,” Ash agreed. “And very apologetic. I expect you to work at forgiving it, Yue. Not to actually forgive her, not yet, but to at least work at it.”
“Ashley, she—”
“Made a mistake,” Ash said with a smile, catching Yue’s eyes with his own. “For me, Yue? Just work at it?”
Yue’s cheeks slowly reddened as she held his gaze.
“Okay, Ashley,” she murmured, nodding her head minutely. “For you.”
“Speaking of Jia. She’s not far away. I think she’s waiting for you to separate from the group, or for Yue to leave.”
“Now. You’ll need to forgive me, but I do need to go track down Jia,” Ash said, turning to Mei. “I’ll need my arm back for that.”
“No, you won’t. I’ll go with you,” Mei said, her fingers still clamped tight to him. “You’ll need to keep me around for a bit anyway. Who knows what Zi Xin might do?”
“I’ll go clean your home and make sure it’s tidy, Master Sheng,” Na said. She didn’t bow, but it was clear she wanted to do so. Then she turned and left immediately.
“I’ll go get the paperwork started,” Yue said, still gazing at Ash. Her infatuation with him was showing right now, but he did press her somewhat directly when he asked her to do it for him.
Her body turned to leave long before her head followed suit, her eyes locked to Ash for several steps before she truly left.
“Spar?” Moira asked Tala.
“Yes. I’m afraid your idiot lover violated my elegant self,” Tala growled. “I’ll need to work off the shame and filth of him.”
“You violated Tala?” Mei asked, her tone tight and pinched.
Give me an arrow to Jia?
Immediately an arrow appeared and pointed off to one side of the assembly area.
“Kissed her,” Ash said, dragging Mei along with him. “I kissed her. She was demanding that I rub her back and shoulders and kiss her cheek. So I kissed her on the mouth and refused to rub her back.”
“Oh. Hm,” Mei mused. “That’s not very kind of you. That is a form of violation, my Ashley. You should apologize to her later for it.”
“Uh-huh,” he replied. He had no intention of doing that.
Then he spotted Jia. She was wearing a very pretty blue dress, her hands clutched together as she watched him approach.
The dress flattered her slim, athletic figure and made her midnight black hair and black eyes all the darker.
“I hate that I’m envious of her figure and that she can wear blue so well,” Mei grumbled.
“And I think you’re beautiful just the way you are,” Ash disagreed. “So leave it be. Jia’s in a bad place right now.”
“Oh. Well… thank you, Ashley,” Mei said, her fingers immediately starting to stroke the back of his arm again.
“Good afternoon, Ash, Mei,” Jia said, as the two stopped in front of her.
“Afternoon, Jia,” Ash said with a smile. Since she’d dropped the bomb on him that her brother was coming, she’d been considerably warmer with him. Including asking him to dinner several nights in the last week.
“Jia,” Mei said. Then she disentangled herself from Ash and walked over to the other woman. Wrapping her arms around her, she hugged her. “It’ll be well. Ash defends you and asks everyone to give you the chance to earn your place again. Just a bit longer. It’s really just Yue now. Tala is just… Tala.”
Jia sucked in a slow breath, her arms tightening around Mei.
Then she let out a soft sob.
“Okay. Thank you, Mei,” Jia murmured, turning her face into Mei’s hair.
“Of course. I understand what you’re going through,” said Mei, lightly stroking Jia’s back.
Ash stood there, not really sure how to proceed or what to do.
He was happy that it seemed Mei was willing to go beyond just letting Jia work her way back into the group.
Then again, knowing how Mei’s mind worked, she might be doing it for Ash’s benefit.



Four
“You,” said a voice from Ash’s right.
Looking over, he saw a young man with a number of people behind him.
Ash knew none of them.
Ignoring them, he looked back at Jia and Mei who were talking quietly to one another. They were still hugging each other.
“You dare ignore me? Such lack of face!” shouted the same voice.
Again, Ash looked at the speaker. He realized at that point that the man was talking to him.
“Look,” Ash said, not wanting to deal with this. “You can just… go away. I don’t know you, I don’t want to know you, and realistically… I just want to go home and take a nap.”
He’d briefly considered making a comment about wanting to watch two girls hug, but he didn’t feel like making the attempt at humor.
It’d go unappreciated and only he would probably find it funny.
“My name is—”
“Something I won’t remember,” Ash said, interrupting the young man. “So there’s no point in telling me. I’m not going to accept a challenge to fight, I won’t take a wager, there’s nothing you have that I want, and I don’t care what you or others think about me.
“So… just go find someone else. Kay? Kay.”
I swear. It’s like everyone wants to fight just to fight. It’s stupid.
“Many wish to experience the challenge of adversity. Others just want to grind people under their boots. He could be either.”
Ash looked back to Mei and Jia. The two women were still holding one another, but now they were both looking at the young man and the other newcomers.
“What?! How dare you!” shouted the young man.
Sighing, rolling his eyes, and tilting his head back, Ash faced the heavens.
“Oh, my fuck. I don’t want to deal with you. Please just go away,” Ash said.
“Fine, maybe I can just borrow your women there and—”
Ash instantly felt a red-hot flame of anger leap up from the pit of his stomach.
Activating Spring Step, then turning and dashing toward the young man, Ash appeared to practically materialize in front of him.
Grabbing him around the throat, Ash lifted him off the ground and glared into the man’s face.
Growling, Ash said nothing at first and merely held the fool off the ground.
Everyone around them had either taken a step back, fallen on their ass, or stood frozen.
“What was that?” Ash ground out.
The young man croaked something that Ash couldn’t make out.
Feeling like he couldn’t hold the idiot up for much longer, he put the young man back down on his feet.
“Speak, dog, or I’ll show you why you can call me your father after I beat you black and blue and take everything you own,” Ash hissed.
“Sorry, I’m sorry,” gurgled the idiot, both of his hands desperately holding onto Ash’s wrist.
“Fine, you can all pay a tax to me now for bothering me. Everyone take out something worth at least five spirit stones,” Ash commanded. “If you have nothing to give me, you’ll be coming back with me to Sheng Street.”
Everyone immediately began digging into their pockets, bags, and spatially-hidden storage spaces.
A small pile began to form next to Ash’s foot.
“I… I don’t have anything. I’m sorry. Please, forgive me,” said a young woman with light brown hair, and ghostly white irises and pupils. Her eyes were moving everywhere but him, and she clearly didn’t want to meet Ash’s eyes.
“Report to Sheng Street, house number one, tonight. You can earn your forgiveness,” Ash said between his teeth. Then he lightly pushed the idiot away from himself. “The rest of you can leave.”
The gang of ten people broke apart and went scurrying off in almost every direction.
Shaking his head, Ash didn’t really understand what the point of that had been. Bending down at the waist, he started collecting everything that they’d thrown down for him.
Most of it turned out to be fairly worthless or not that useful.
Whatever. Yue can just sell it all.
Dumping it all into his ring, he figured he’d sort it out later.
Or have Yue do it. She’d already said she wanted to go digging around in everything they’d stolen from the Deng family and catalog it.
“That happened with far more speed than I was expecting,” Jia said from his left.
“What, that they called you my woman? Blame that on Mei and the fact that she was hugging you. She had me do something stupid and then didn’t correct it,” Ash grumbled.
“But I am your woman, Ash,” Mei said lightly with a laugh. “So there was no reason to correct it. And no, she means what just happened. With the Deng family… gone… there’s a bit of a power vacuum.”
“Huh,” Ash grunted. He vaguely understood what she meant, but he didn’t quite see the connection here.
Mei stepped up to Ash’s right side, and slid her arm around his hips, pulling him close against her side.
It was a decidedly different way to hold him than she’d ever done previously. Then she grabbed his right arm and wound it over her shoulders.
“Now, listen to me as I’ll be your older sister in this,” Mei said, after letting go of his arm and pulling back the arm she’d put around his hips. Turning, she began guiding him back toward their homes. “I am a little older after all.
“Now, this is a very simple matter. With the Deng family no longer existing, there’s going to be a mad grab for power. Someone has to be at the top, after all. There’s going to be a large number of people—new and existing alliances, new groups, and new gangs—all stepping forward to try and claim their piece. Their own power.”
“And that means attacking anyone and everyone they deem as a target,” Jia finished. “I did not know anyone in that group, nor had I even seen them before. They might be some of the new recruits.”
“That’s just stupid,” Ash muttered, contemplating withdrawing his arm from Mei’s shoulders. Except, he didn’t actually want to. She felt really good at his side.
Warm and soft in all the right ways.
His thoughts were getting slowed down by her presence and it felt like they were starting to drag through mud. After a few seconds of walking along fighting it, Ash gave up.
“I’m afraid this is partly because of you being an Outlander,” Mei said, her hands clasped in front of herself. “This makes perfect sense to me, as I’m sure it does to Jia and Yue.”
“Yes, it makes sense,” Jia agreed. “More so for them attacking Ash. As you yourself stated, he is an Outlander.”
Ash wasn’t listening to them very much anymore. He was thinking about Mei and what she wanted from him. Wondering if maybe he’d been running away for no reason.
He’d find out eventually if Mei wanted to be with him for him, or for being a Fated One. There wasn’t really a reason to not move forward with her, other than fear.
And he was done being afraid of such a lovely woman.
Somewhat brazenly, he curled his arm around Mei and laid his hand against her neckline. His thumb lightly brushed against her throat.
Mei didn’t pull away. She kept walking along beside him as if nothing had changed at all.
“That’s a good point,” Mei said. “He probably looked like an easy target.”
Then she turned her head toward him and gave him a wide smile, showing off her teeth. Slowly, to clearly make sure he saw it, she reached up and laid her hand atop his. As if to let him know she knew where his hand was, and liked it.
“Suppose we’ll see what happens with that woman he told to visit. We can pump her for information,” said Mei, returning her eyes to the front and letting her hand fall back to her side.
The fear of what Mei wanted was gone. He’d cross that bridge when he got there, and he realized that maybe he didn’t care anyway.
Although now, he had a different fear.
Ash’s heart was pounding because Mei was a really pretty woman, and she had liked when he put his hand on her.
***
“Master Sheng, a young woman is here,” called Na from his front door.
Sighing, Ash leaned forward and put his face in his hands.
“Moira, do you think Mei would care if I put Na in the Hall and left her there?” Ash asked. “Forever?”
“I think… she deliberately distanced herself from Na in public. However, I have seen her speak with her cousin several times in private before today,” Moira said. She’d been sitting with him at the table, quietly reading a book. “I had the impression she was trying to help Na without letting on that she was. If I had to guess, she was eventually going to get you to help her.”
“She was,” Tala grumbled. She sat on the other side of the room, as far from Ash as she could be while still being in the room with him. Her anger at him hadn’t cooled one bit. “Na wanted to present herself to you days ago, but Mei told her repeatedly to wait. She was concerned it’d be too obvious and she didn’t want you to think she was using you.”
“Damn,” Ash mumbled against his palms.
Jia had left sooner than he expected on their way back home, claiming that she needed to pick up a few things at Yue’s place.
Mei had insisted they walk around for a while. Ash had no reason to decline, and so they spent the better part of an hour simply wandering around the sect.
Ash had kept his arm around Mei, and Mei had chattered the entire time about anything and everything. It’d felt a lot like a date.
“I thought things went well with Mei during your walk,” Tala offered. “She’d forgive you for getting rid of her cousin.”
Apparently, he was far more obvious than he thought he was.
“Send her in, Na. Then go home for the night,” Ash said, turning around in his seat to face the door.
“You will address him as Master Sheng,” Na said in a low voice outside the door. Ash almost didn’t hear it, but with everything that was changing with his body, his hearing was quite good now. “If you show him disrespect, I’ll batter you until your teeth fall out, then bury you in a pit. Speak when spoken to, and do not open your mouth otherwise. Do what you’re told. If he tells you to get in his bed to pleasure him, get in his bed and pleasure him until he’s satisfied. If he tells you to die, then die. Understand?”
“I’m sorry. This is all a mi—”
“Shut your mouth. Do you understand? Do what he tells you, no matter what it is,” Na hissed, interrupting the other party.
“Yes, I understand. He is Master Sheng. Do what I’m told,” mumbled the woman. “No… no matter what it is.”
“Mm, never mind. I like Na. She understands strength. You must keep her,” Tala whispered, leaning toward Ash. “You will consider that your apology for assaulting my elegant self.”
“Fine, but I might assault you again later,” Ash said, throwing a dismissive hand gesture at Tala.
“Hmph. I might strike you next time,” Tala countered.
Moira only chuckled at that, not looking up from her book.
“—really? I didn’t realize. Fine. Now close your mouth and remain silent,” Na finished. Then the door opened and she stepped inside. Pulling a second woman inside by her wrist, Na then pushed her forward. “Master Sheng, this is Chunhua Liu, previously of the Ice Maiden School. She’s here at your leisure.”
Chunhua hadn’t changed her clothes from when he saw her earlier, though they were cleaner now. The robes clearly had been washed and dried in a hurry.
Her brown hair was also pulled back in a small braid. Once again, her ghostly white eyes were moving everywhere but Ash.
“I personally evicted everyone from houses five through ten, Master Sheng,” Na murmured softly, putting her hands together. He could practically see her need to bow to him. “I will retire to house ten and act as the sentry. Goodnight, Master Sheng.”
She did what now?
“Did what I would have recommended you to have done if I thought about it. I’ve gone ahead and put together a workup for Na, as well. We should put some time into her. And then maybe something else into her.”
Stepping outside, Na closed the door.
Chunhua stood there, her fingers clawing into one another, looking at the ground.
“Good evening, Chunhua,” Ash said, deciding to play this one slow and gentle.
“Good evening, Master Sheng,” Chunhua said, then bowed deeply to him at the waist for several seconds. “I’m… I’m here to service you as you may wish.”
Scan her. I want to know everything you can tell me.

“Long since done, Chosen One,” Locke said smugly. “She isn’t a cultivator in the same way you and everyone else is. She’s more akin to a sorceress and is best addressed as that. My understanding is that it’s roughly the same, but they use spells to attack, rather than anything based in martial arts.

“Tomato, tomahto, potato, potahto, unemployed, job seeker.”
Okay. But what about her? Any talent? Any uses? Is she an idiot?

“I have no idea about the last two, but I can tell you she has far and away an above-average talent. More so than even Jia or Mei. If she were at the height of her strength, she’d probably beat you at yours. Her abilities don’t match her capabilities however, nor does her cultivation,” Locke explained. “Consider it as such—she’s a formula one racing car with a scooter engine.”

Oof. Alright.
We’ll just… yeet her skills into orbit or something and start over.
“Your vocabulary is always so… interesting. But… yes. We can change her skills, correct her cultivation, and carve a rune into her back that will bring her up to a power level equivalent to Mei’s. The same rune would, of course, bind her to you but that’d be the trade-off.
“Did I mention Mei is stronger than Jia as of today? She’s pushing herself a great deal. I also get the impression she’s been bartering for pills with Yue.”
“Service me?” Ash said, repeating back her own comment as he leaned back in his seat. Wondering how to take this to where he wanted it.
“I… yes. Of course I will, Master Sheng. As you like. I’ll… do that… for you. Immediately. Would you prefer me to do it here or in your bedroom?” Chunhua asked, her words faltering and coming out almost as nonsense. Her face had become as pale as a sheet. She started walking toward Ash with determination in her steps, however.
“What? No! No, neither here nor there,” Ash said, then sighed. He wasn’t good at this type of thing. “No. First, tell me what that was about. Why were you with those people? Back at the assembly.”
“They’re… all from my old sect,” Chunhua murmured. “We were the best our sect could offer to the demands of Bao Jade. The geniuses. We thought it’d be best to stay together.”
“Hmm. Fair. And that idiot who tried to challenge me?” Ash asked.
“Ah… he’s the strongest… of our group. He thought we should target some people and start ‘earning’ as he called it,” Chunhua said. Her face was slowly getting its color back. “In our previous sect, I didn’t really know him. I mostly stayed near my older sister. She’s a master there. I didn’t know anyone here, so I joined his group today. I didn’t know he would do that, though. I swear, Master Sheng.”
She joined his group for protection. Just a minute ago she was willing to service me, even though she didn’t want to.
I’d say that’s either extreme adaptability or cowardice.
I wonder which it is.
“What if I made you the strongest?” Ash asked, tilting his head to one side.
“I… what?” She sounded quite confused.
“What if I made you the strongest of that group?” Ash repeated. “Made you more powerful than everyone else. What would you do?”
“I… don’t know,” Chunhua admitted, shaking her head. “I’m not very strong. My talent is poor and… and I don’t… I don’t know.”
“Would you be my puppet?” Ash asked.
“Your puppet?” She replied tonelessly.
“My puppet. If I made you the strongest of that group, would you be my puppet?” Ash asked.
“I’m yours to use, Master Sheng.”
“That’s not an answer at all. Answer me, Chunhua. Would you be my puppet?” Ash tried again.
“I would be whatever you told me to be,” said the young woman, her eyes slowly coming up to meet his.
Locking her gaze with his own, he stared at her. Her white eyes were strange and almost discomfiting.
But he wasn’t going to look away nor was he going to let it bother him.
He could just barely see a resolute will inside her—to survive, adapt, overcome, and do what she must to move on. She would do what must be done.
Even if it meant harming others.
Or killing them.
Cowardice wasn’t her problem.
A lack of power was.
“Chunhua, you may leave,” Ash said, nodding his head. “Or you can stay if you choose.”
“I may leave?” Chunhua asked, her fingers tightening into one another.
“You certainly can,” Ash confirmed. “Or… you can stay.”
Chunhua processed that. Her mind grinding through the statement several times over.
“Why… would I stay?” asked the young woman.
He wanted her to ask that question. Wanted to see if she would reach out to grab what he could offer.
But he wanted her to want it.
“Why would you stay? Because I can give you power,” he said simply. “I can give you enough power to crush that entire group you were in.”
“And… for that power… you want me to be a puppet,” Chunhua murmured. She’d clearly been paying attention. His previous questions dictated his need.
“Indeed. You will be mine, Chunhua, for this power. Mine,” Ash said, spreading his hands apart in front of himself. “I will brand you, open you up to power, and make you a woman to be feared. But mine.”
“A woman to be feared,” she repeated slowly, her chin gradually lifting until she faced him head-on.
“One who would survive nearly anything. But you’d be mine. Will you be mine, Chunhua?” Ash asked.
He wouldn’t make the offer ever again to her. Those he needed in his alliance, needed to be bold.
If what Mei and Jia had said was true, the Outer Sect was likely to become awash in alliances, fights, robberies, and people struggling to improve their lots in life.
All through the misery of others, just like the Deng family.
“I will be yours, Master Sheng,” Chunhua declared. “If you make me a woman to be feared, one that will survive, I will be yours.”
“Great. Take your clothes off, come over here, and lay down on the table,” Ash said. “I’m going to have to hurt you to make this work, I’m afraid. And you’ll likely spend the next day or two refilling your Qi Sea after I rupture it.
“But in a week or so… you’ll be the strongest from your sect. If we have to rush it, we can use pills and get you up and moving in a day, I’d bet.”
“Rupture… rupture my Dantian and empty my Sea,” Chunhua said with a shuddering breath. “I understand, Master Sheng.”
Lifting her hands, Chunhua quickly unbuttoned her robe from the neck down to her navel, and then shucked it off.
Standing naked before him, Chunhua had a figure that was right up there with Mei’s. She was also incredibly toned and looked extremely fit.
She’s gorgeous. Damn. It’s a wonder she isn’t being pursued.
Or is that the bias of this culture again?
Pale and slim as possible.
“Please treat me gently and as a woman you love, Master Sheng, I’ve never known a man, and ask for your kindness,” Chunhua said, and then bowed her head to him. “I’m yours and do not consider this forced. That should be said clearly.”
Why does everyone go straight to that?
Is it that common here?
This whole place is so fucked up.
Going to make my own sect. Have men get their nuts cut off for that kind of shit.
“I’m afraid… Chunhua… that this will actually not be as fun as sex would be,” Ash said with honesty. Carving into someone was excruciating, as far as he knew.
There was no pleasure in this act at all.
“Far worse,” Moira said, turning her face away. Apparently, she didn’t want to think about it.
“I would have preferred sex,” Tala mumbled to no one, staring at her feet.



Five
Blearily, Ash opened his eyes.
And immediately regretted it.
The light hurt his eyes and it felt like someone had poured sand in them. On top of that, his head hurt, his hands ached, and he felt exhausted.
Groaning, Ash rolled over partially, trying to find Moira. He planned on snuggling into her and going back to sleep.
Except she wasn’t there.
“Because it’s already past breakfast. They let you sleep in.”
Letting out a soft huff, Ash still wanted to go back to sleep.
Working on Chunhua last night hadn’t gone very well. Her Dantian had resisted being split open at first, and he’d had to work at it. Apparently, Locke had undersold her a bit.
The woman was going to be a ferocious sorceress once he got her “filled out” with the right abilities.
Unfortunately for her, wounding her to the point where he could start her over wasn’t easy or simple.
He’d ended up having to start carving into her back with runes. First, he had to drain her of her Qi, so he could actually break her Dantian. After that, he’d added additional runes that would store extra power for her, as well as acting as capacitors and resistors based on her need. Effectively giving her a lot more control over her spellwork.
As a sorceress, she’d suffer from overuse of Qi since all her spells were external to her body.
After having done something similar to Moira, Ash knew it would work and make her all the stronger.
The process had just turned Chunhua’s back into a living work of art from her shoulders to her waist. Runes upon runes upon runes.
The woman had endured it all while only throwing up her last meal and urinating herself once. She didn’t pass out as Tala had.
Not until they were done.
Sitting up in his bed, Ash raised his hands and scrubbed at his eyes.
Today’s our last free day, isn’t it?
“Yes. Normal lessons begin tomorrow. I wonder if they’ll teach anything of use. It isn’t as if they hand out abilities.”
Probably just all fighting. As much as they want to train up a new genius that will be associated with themselves, they’re also afraid to do so.
Afraid their student will join another sect as soon as they get some power.
“Which is a valid fear. If we ever opened our own sect, we’d have to be ready and willing to make sure that sort of thing didn’t happen.”
Ash could argue that fact, but for now, it was irrelevant.
Getting out of the bed, he wandered into the living room in nothing but his pants. He really wanted to get a drink. His mouth felt insanely dry.
Curled up in the corner on a bedroll was Chunhua. After she’d passed out, Ash had cleaned her—as well as the poor table where he’d worked on her—then set out a place for her to sleep and dumped her into it.
He didn’t think she’d be up and about today, and it was better that he kept an eye on her here.
Slowly, Ash realized he wasn’t alone in the room.
Everyone was here.
Jia, Mei, Yue, Moira, and Tala were all sitting around a table eating food. Each one of them was now staring at Ash as he stood in the doorway to his room.
“Pervert,” Tala said with a sniff, her eyes remaining on Ash.
“You know, I could have sworn I already ate breakfast, but I’d be happy to have seconds,” Mei said with a flirty tone.
“You’re horrible,” Yue muttered, making an annoyed face at Mei. She’d turned bright red by this point and looked away from Ash.
Feeling embarrassed and foolish, Ash turned around and went back into his room to look for a shirt.
“What?” Mei asked with a laugh. “Can you blame me? Did you look at him? I can admit I’m attracted to him. Can you?”
How the shit am I supposed to go back in there after that? Why didn’t you warn me?

“Because I’m not your babysitter, Chosen One,” Locke said with a laugh. “If you don’t even want to scan your surroundings from time to time, that’s on you. As to how to go back in there?

“Simple answer, don’t. Ask Mei to join you in the bedroom. Everyone else will leave after that, even if you get her into the bed.”
I mean… I could do that. I did… have a lot of fun just talking to her.
Walking around.
Moira is great in bed and she’s never shy with showing her feelings when we’re alone. Just never in public.
In private, Moira was attentive and gave him everything he could ever want. She was an extremely generous lover.
But whenever he tried to express his feelings to her in public, she got overly embarrassed and shut down, or shut him down.
Public displays around people Moira didn’t know was something she couldn’t tolerate.
With Mei, it had been different. It’d been really nice to be out in the open with Mei. To just be free and not care at all what people thought or did.
“Hey, Mei, would you care to join—”
There was a loud knock on the front door, interrupting Ash.
Huh?
Before he could even find a tunic, someone had already opened the door.
“Master Zha?” asked Na, sounding extremely surprised.
Apparently, she’d gone and answered the door.
“Good morning. I may have the wrong house,” said Master Zha. “I’m looking for Ashley Sheng.”
“This is Master Sheng’s home,” Na immediately replied. “He’s currently dressing. My name is Na Deng. I’m Master Sheng’s personal attendant. Would you please come in? May I serve you some tea?”
“Ah… thank you. That’d be… oh. Hello, there.”
There was a chorus of greetings in response.
Staring at the tunic in his hands, Ash felt like laughing at his own luck. Master Zha had just met his entire alliance, in his home, sitting around his table.
“Don’t forget the naked young lady in the corner.”
Fuck.
“Yes, yes. Good morning to you all. I didn’t expect to find you all here, but I suppose I shouldn’t—who’s this? Why does she reek of blood and sickness? What’s going on here?” Master Zha asked.
Struggling to get his tunic on quickly, Ash was already leaving his bedroom before he got it settled.
“Her name is Chunhua Liu,” Ash said, adjusting his tunic. “She came to me for power and brokered a deal. She’s recovering.”
Master Zha was standing near the table, looking at Chunhua. The Outer Sect Head was dressed and appeared exactly as she had the other day.
The rest of his group were all standing around the table nearby, while Na ignored everyone and focused on preparing tea.
Ash had assumed that Master Zha likely knew more than she’d let on. Especially if the sect leader clued her into it, or Gen let it slip during pillow talk.
Focusing on the woman, he utilized Sneaky Peeky. He got an answer he’d wondered about the other day.
She was a rank nine Spirit Refiner.
A red box quickly unrolled itself with the information he was looking for when he considered her. The contents were exactly what he was expecting.
What would you like your tombstone to say?
“Ah,” Master Zha said, nodding her head once. Looking like she mentally dismissed poor Chunhua in that same moment, the older woman smiled at Ash. “You’re being far more honest with me than Gen led me to believe you would be.”
“Master Gen wouldn’t spend time with you if you weren’t of worth,” Ash said, pressing one hand to the other and then bowing his head to Master Zha. He didn’t see a problem with buttering up Master Zha for Gen. If anything, he might actually reward Ash later for his efforts. “He mentioned you and stated his own personal opinion on the matter. I see no reason to argue with him.
“How may I assist you today, Master Zha?”
The master of the Outer Sect disciples hadn’t reacted to Ash’s words in any outward manner. The only give away he had was a new small box that had appeared next to the red one.
Elevated heart rate, breathing rate increased. Completely suppressed through concentration and abilities.
Speaking of Gen and his supposed view of Master Zha had affected her.
“I’m here to discuss you and what you did,” Master Zha said, taking a seat at the table. Na came over and set a teacup and saucer in front of the older woman, as the rest of his group took their seats at the table again. “I suppose it’s a good thing you have your harem with you as well. This is your full harem, isn’t it?”
“I don’t ha—”
“Yes, it’s his full harem at this time,” Mei said, interrupting Ash before he could finish.
“Good, good. Reminds me of my youth,” Master Zha said with a soft laugh. “Though I think I might have been a bit more of a free spirit than you. I had more men on hooks than there were days in the month. Ahh… I miss it on some days, not so much on others.”
Ash knew harems weren’t uncommon, but he hadn’t figured they were as common as they were. It seemed sects were breeding grounds for the strong to take advantage of everyone else.
“You know, I have a niece I think you should meet. More like a daughter to me after my sister died,” Master Zha said, picking up the teacup and inhaling its fragrance. She seemed rather pleased with the scent. “Her talent isn’t so great, about middling, but she’s an aspiring young thing. She’ll achieve many things even outside of a pure cultivation standpoint. Not a genius, but nearly so. Intelligent. Very pretty. Extremely so.”
Uh.
“I’m finding it harder and harder to take care of her as she gets older. I have to let her grow and experience life and I can’t keep stepping in for her,” Master Zha said taking a sip of her tea. “She’ll have to venture out into the world much sooner than I’d wish. I think she could serve your group quite well. I brought her with me. She’s maybe a few years older than you but I don’t think that matters. I’ll introduce you to her later.
“I’d be deeply appreciative of you receiving her well and keeping an eye on her.”
There was an undertone there. She expected Ash to take her into his harem and care for her. In return, Master Zha was likely to take care of him.
A strange and almost cold exchange for someone who was more like a daughter.
But that was the way of the world here.
Even if Ash didn’t quite agree with it or like it.
That’s just how it was.
“I am sure Ash will greet her and consider all possibilities,” Jia murmured in a polite tone before Ash could shoot the whole thing down. He didn’t want to deal with another person to handle. “If such an arrangement were to… fit… I believe we could easily incorporate her.”
“Splendid, splendid,” Master Zha said, taking another sip of tea. “You know, I wasn’t quite sure what to expect when I came here, given all that I’d heard from others. This seems far more mundane.”
Walking over to the table, Ash took the only open seat between Mei and Jia. Putting his hands together on the table, Ash tried to look open and available to the Outer Sect master.
Almost instantly, he was rewarded with a hand on his rear end from Mei that he couldn’t really react to.
A hand that slowly squeezed his bottom once. Then remained there, casually fondling him.
I swear to god, I’m going to have to beat her.
“Well, I’ll get straight to it,” Master Zha said. “I’m going to need a blade that works for me. I have a list of targets I need eliminated or neutralized. Most are underground Deng supporters or just those who won’t support my leadership.
“I can’t act against them directly as it would violate oaths on my cultivation, nor can I use the resources of the sect, such as Gen and his people. However, it doesn’t violate those oaths if students were to take care of such issues for me. It could be said it’s simply the cultivator’s journey and path. Dismissed as the price we pay when we train and learn.”
“Could we perhaps discuss what we could expect for each elimination?” Yue asked. “It would help us plan on who we could take care of and in what order.”
We’re going to what now?
“Certainly. That’s not a problem,” Master Zha said. “You’re Ying Yue, yes?”
“Indeed I am, Master Zha,” Yue said with a smile and bob of her head.
“Good. I’ll be betting on you heavily in the Alchemy trial. I need you to win by a very large margin. Alright?” asked the master.
“Oh, of course. Would you make some wagers on my behalf?” Yue countered.
“Not a problem,” Master Zha said with a smile. “Regarding the targets, I can get you a list with rewards for each.”
Ah… I think… I think I drastically underestimated what this would be like.
We’re… essentially the Deng family now. Aren’t we?
“Indeed. Did you expect it to go a different way? This is the way of the world.”
Yeah! I did! This is horrifying!
“Are there any limits to how we do it?” Tala asked. “I could just break into a house and take care of it.”
“Nothing that would get the sect leader involved, or force me to investigate,” Master Zha said with a shake of her head. “It’ll have to be according to sect rules, or leave no trace at all that would alert anyone.”
“That makes sense,” Mei murmured, her hand sliding back and forth across Ash’s rear in a familiar way. “I’m sure we can accommodate that. Any concerns with us taking power otherwise?
“We have goals and we’re going to try and meet them. I’m sure we’ll come into conflict with others.”
“No, no concerns,” Master Zha said with a wide smile. “Just make sure they fall within the guidelines of the sect so I don’t have to look into it. That or rile up any important families or clans.
“If you do, I’ll have to act within the interests of the sect first, my own second, and yours last.”
“In other words,” said Moira. “If we kick off another Deng war, we’ll have to solve it without your help.”
“That’s correct. Though I imagine Gen would get involved, he’s much less beholden to the rules than I am,” Master Zha mused. “As an outsider, a new master, and someone taking over for the Deng family, I’ll need to cultivate my allies carefully. Gen, well… Gen is Gen.”
Gen would kill for me.
“He very much would. I have no doubt of that.”
At that moment, Chunhua took the opportunity to start gagging in her sleep.
Everyone turned to look over at the sleeping woman.
Rolling partially out of her blankets, Chunhua got to a semi-upright position supporting herself up by her arms. Her hair was coiled up behind her head where Ash had pinned it for her.
Beautifully naked and showing off her heavens-gifted assets, she looked amazing to Ash.
Then she promptly threw up all over the floor. The vomit was a dark color that bordered on brown, as if she were going through a second black day all over again.
Retching up everything she could, Chunhua’s back and shoulders were heaving as she gasped for breath in between.
Getting up quickly, Ash made his way over to the young woman. Using his Essence, he projected it out of his hand quickly and used it as a thin frictionless surface like a piece of paper.
Sliding it over the floor, he was able to gather up most of Chunhua’s vomit. Adding flaps to the sides allowed him to catch everything else as she kept throwing up.
After a full minute, it seemed she was empty.
“I’m sorry, Master Sheng,” Chunhua moaned. “I’m so sorry. I’ll work it off.”
Reaching over, Ash gently patted the woman on the back of the head. He knew she was in a great deal of pain, recovering from a Dantian wound, and was dealing with a drained Qi Sea.
She was in a bad place, to say the least.
Slumping into her bedroll, Chunhua passed out immediately.
Closing up his Essence around the vomit, he looked at the floor.
“I’ll take care of that and her, Master Sheng,” Na said, appearing at his side with a small pot of water. She started to scrub the floor with a wet rag.
Nodding, Ash left the Essence pod to one side. He’d dismiss it later into the grass.
“Hm,” Master Zha said, staring at Chunhua. Her eyes were calculating and it was clear her thoughts were on what she’d just seen. “Well, I think that’s everything I wished to discuss today. I’ll take my leave and let you return to… whatever it was you were doing.
“Though I will remind you that having a child at this age makes it very difficult to cultivate. You should be taking lightning vine oil, Ash.”
Turning her teacup over on the saucer, Master Zha stood up and gave Ash a polite, if shallow, bow of her head.
She was gone in moments, the door closing behind her before anyone could respond.
“She saw Chunhua’s back,” Yue said.
“Yes. She did,” Jia confirmed. “We will need to make sure Gen knows she saw it.”
“You know, originally I was glad for Gen sleeping with her. Now I fear it might actually be both a blessing and a curse,” Mei muttered.
Ash was watching Chunhua. As far as he could tell, she was healing up rather well, but in the same breath, her getting sick was outside his expectation.
Kneeling in close to the woman, he laid a hand to her cheek and tilted her face toward him. Staring hard at her face, Ash tried to push at her with his ability to scan others. To see into them and what was going on with them.
This was usually all done by Locke, but he hadn’t said anything was out of the ordinary. Which made Ash feel like maybe Locke had missed something.
Digging into Chunhua, he slid into the closed Dantian in her head.
Wedging himself into it, he forced himself in. Sliding into the Meridians he began working his way down toward her lower Dantian.
When he reached it, he found it was as empty as it should be.
No pillar, no Sea, nothing.
As dry as a bleached bone in the desert.
When he moved into her connected Meridians, he found the problem.
Her body was that of a woman who’d opened her Dantian, filled her Sea partially, and expanded her Meridians.
Whatever cultivation method she had was passively bringing in Essence in tiny amounts.
That included whatever filth was attached to it, without it being filtered or channeled through her Dantian, because she was empty of all Essence.
In digging through her, in inspecting her Dantian and Meridians, he found Locke’s earlier analysis of her correct.
She had amazingly wide Meridians and an impressively huge Dantian. Everything about Chunhua screamed out that she’d be a frightening person later.
She’d just never been given the chance to show that to anyone.
“Ah,” Ash murmured, pulling himself out of Chunhua. He knew how to fix the issue and it wouldn’t cost him that much.
Just a few compliments to Yue, maybe a smile and a head pat. Then ask her for more pills.

“I didn’t even think to look that deeply. I’m sorry, Chosen One,” Locke apologized.
When he came back to himself, Chunhua was staring up at him with wide lazy eyes. Like she was half asleep and half awake.
Pulling out a handful of pills from his inventory, Ash simply forced them into Chunhua’s mouth. They’d dissolve just fine and complete their purpose.
Flooding Chunhua with Essence and kick-starting her Dantian, so she could start processing the Essence without the filth of the world.
“Sorry, Master Sheng,” Chunhua mumbled, her mouth quite full, her eyes sliding shut again.
Smiling, Ash just patted her gently on the side of her head.
She was a brave and stoic thing, who hadn’t complained in any way. He was looking forward to turning her into a monster.
Pulling the stack of transference papers out of his ring, he laid them down atop Chunhua’s face.
Instantly, the young woman passed out as her mind was literally flung into the abyss that his transference papers always caused.
“Na,” Ash said, standing up.
“Yes, Master Sheng?” Na asked, coming over to him quickly.
“Lay down on the ground,” Ash commanded, selecting the stack of papers from his storage space that Locke had prepared for Na.
“Of course, Master Sheng. How should I best service you? Should I take my dress off or just pull it up to my hips?” Na asked, reaching down for the hem of her dress.
“Shut up and lay down,” Ash demanded. He was getting tired of everyone assuming he wanted to rape them.
“Yes, Master Sheng,” Na said, dropping to the ground instantly. Grabbing her dress she hiked it up to her hips, exposing her very naked privates to Ash. “Please, enjoy me, Master Sheng.”
Rolling his eyes, he pulled the papers out and dropped them on Na’s face.
The young woman stiffened up and immediately passed out.
Picking her up under the neck and hips, Ash set her down in the bedroll next to Chunhua. He pushed the two young women together, figuring they could keep each other warm. Then he flicked the blanket up over them and turned to the rest of his group.
“If people want to use us as pawns, we’re going to have to be ready,” Ash said simply. “Master or not.”



Six
Ash had somehow managed to get out of his house, off Sheng Street, and into the sect proper without anyone accompanying him.
Na and Chunhua were still unconscious, snuggled up in the single bedroll.
Mei and Moira had gone off somewhere with Tala, leaving Jia and Yue with Ash.
That turned into a rather angry and accusatory discussion between Yue and Jia. Ash had gotten out at that point, figuring that they were grown women who could talk out their issues without him butting in.
He had something he wanted to talk about with Gen alone, so it worked out rather well.
All the information, the demands, and the requests to murder people from Master Zha had set Ash’s teeth on edge.
To the point that he really wasn’t sure if he wanted to continue in the sect at all anymore.
Master Zha was an ally, but he felt like the way she was handling things really wasn’t that different than the way the Deng had handled everything.
If the Sheng family became a puppet to Master Zha then that’d be a problem in and of itself. If she became no better than the old family head of the Deng, then it’d be depressing at the very least.
I was hoping to better the sect. Make it easier for people like… well… like Yan.
Caught up with nowhere to go, no way to get out, and slowly being ground down to the point where there’s nothing they can do.
Forced to join a family, clan, or alliance that’ll use them for little better than a shock troop or worse.
I mean… if I hadn’t taken Chunhua the way I had, how would she have ended up? Will that little alliance of theirs survive?
Or will they just be tasked to join another alliance and turned to whatever purpose that is?
“I think it’s safe to say that the alliance might have survived, but she would not have. Likely forced into a harem, killed, or turned into a ‘shock troop’ as you called it.
“Mei and Na would have been killed by Zha outright, I think.”
And that right there is the problem. Isn’t it?
Chunhua is… she’s amazing.
“She will be amazing. Right now, she’s worth very little.”
But that’s the exact problem. Exactly that.
A diamond in the rough, left sitting in the sun, and with no one noticing. Treating her as… nothing.
No one from her alliance bothered to try and stop me from taking her away. They didn’t speak on her behalf. Nothing. They just… wrote her off as if she were already gone.
Ash shook his head, rage and indignation bubbling up from deep inside him. He’d dealt with a life of never feeling like he was worthy. Like he didn’t measure or stack up.
Now he was watching others go through the same thing without any ability to change it.
I at least had martial arts to rely on. To fall back on. To work with.
What did Chunhua have?
Nothing.

“For every Chunhua, there is a Mei, Na, or Jia,” Locke said.
No. That’s not the way to look at it.
For every Mei, Na, or Jia, a talented person with the ability to move upward, there’s a number who are missed that could have been so much more.
The sect isn’t here to train anyone at all unless they own them. It’s why classes that actually teach must be purchased. Why abilities have costs.
Please, borrow from us, go into debt, and buy abilities. Then remain. Forever.
“That is an available option, though. Yan could have taken a loan out and built herself on it.”
And been forever in debt.
There’s got to be a better way. I need… I need to see more sects, I guess.
Looking at the grounds around him, Ash realized he was walking through the sections dedicated to teaching. Where classes were held.
Those classes here—near the middle of the path—were all those one could attend without paying. Discussions regarding a Dao, Qi Seas, Wells, and Meridians. All sorts of esoteric information that would help one on the path, but provide nothing in the way of strength or power.
If one wanted that, you had to pay. Classes which gave that were significantly further away from the center here. Further out where the teacher could collect payment, and make sure no one was attempting to learn for free.
I’m not against capitalism. In fact, they should get paid. But shouldn’t it be the student paying the sect, then the sect paying the teacher? Like back home?
“I’m not sure how much you can apply your own background’s systems in this case. As you saw from Zha, even the sect leaders and masters are out for themselves. Gen was very generous with you.”
Feeling ever more down about the world he was in, Ash moved on, heading for the library.
Ash was desperately hoping this conversation was going to go better than the one he’d had with Zha or Locke. Today had been a wake-up call that he really didn’t want.
Moving on quickly, Ash got to the library and went straight to the back of it. Gen kept most of the more interesting tomes back here, and he tended to show up faster if one was in this section of the library.
Before he’d even made it to a shelf, Ash felt Gen appear without hearing him. No one ever really heard Gen.
“Good afternoon, Disciple Ashley,” said Gen.
“Good afternoon, Master,” Ash said, turning in place and pressing one hand to the other in front of himself. “I come to you, seeking your counsel.”
Gen’s eyebrows shot straight up to the top of his head. Then he held a hand out toward the table.
“Please, have a seat and discuss it with me,” Gen murmured.
“Thank you, Master,” Ash said earnestly, taking the indicated seat. “Master Zha came over this morning.”
“Ah. I thought she might. It would sound as if she sought you out first,” Gen murmured, taking the seat next to Ash.
“Maybe. Maybe. I’m not sure. All I know is I’m… I’m not comfortable with what she said. At all, really,” Ash said, folding his hands in his lap. Unable to keep his calm or cool, Ash felt his thoughts rapidly spiraling outward.
“And what is it she said?” Gen asked in a gentle tone.
“She… clearly knows more about me than I’d like,” Ash said, getting to that part first. “I assumed you told her what she needed to know, or the sect leader did. It is what it is, even if I don’t like it.”
“I did tell her what she needed to know,” Gen admitted and nodded his head. “Most of it was what she’d find out from the sect leader anyway. She knows nothing of how truly… different… you are, Ashley.”
“I’m glad to hear that. But… that wasn’t really the big problem. The issue I have is… well… she wants me and my alliance to take care of problems for her,” Ash said, lifting his head up and meeting Gen’s eyes. “She wants me to eliminate people who would make trouble for her. She’s going to give us a list and what we can earn for each… elimination.”
Gen had a momentary flicker of surprise on his face which was wiped out as quickly as it showed up.
“I see,” Gen said.
“Then… she also more or less told me to turn her niece, who apparently she thinks of as a daughter, into a member of my harem and to care for her,” Ash said, holding his hands up partially in an expression of confusion. “I mean, what do I say to that? I can say no and risk her wrath, but given that she also just asked me to murder people on her behalf, I’m not sure I can say no.”
“That’s… a very valid correlation,” Gen agreed. “And what do you think of taking her niece into your harem?”
“I mean… I don’t know her? I’d have to get to know her first, I guess. And… I don’t really have a harem,” Ash said.
“Yes. You do. Everyone in your alliance is in your harem, Ashley,” Gen said with an earnest smile. “You have power, charisma, and kindness in your heart. You will attract others. Whether they tell it to your face, hide it in their hearts, or wear it on their sleeve, they all wish to be in your harem and hold a piece of your heart.
“As to the niece… it’s not required to know her in order to take her into your harem. Do you need to know her?”
“It’d be nice,” Ash said, unsure of himself. “I mean… isn’t this kinda… well, I guess it isn’t. I was going to say isn’t this permanent or long-term.”
“No. It is neither permanent nor long-term,” Gen conceded. “Much as any marriage isn’t permanent or long-term. Meet the niece, decide from there. For all you know, she’s an amazing beauty who steals your heart away.”
Oh. That’s… well… yes. I suppose.
Okay. I can do that.
“Okay. Thank you, and the… other part?” Ash asked. “I’m trying to do what I feel is right here, but in the same breath, I don’t want to ruin things for you. I know you and Zha seem to have a thing and I’d hate to ruin that.”
Gen’s eyes crinkled at the edges at that, the small smile he was wearing growing exponentially wider.
“Ashley, I think perhaps I understand your concern better now than I did previously. Knowing who you were adopted by, the attitude you’ve shown so far, and how you handle things, it all adds up to me now,” Gen murmured, then he sighed. “Ashley, you’re a very brave, kind, caring young man, who wants to better the world so that it betters others.
“Master Zha is… Master Zha is exactly what you’re afraid of her being. Or what she might become. She very much is the future head of a ‘Deng situation’, we’ll say. Where the Outer Sect will be completely ruled by her given enough time.
“That is… the expected outcome, however. The norm.”
Frowning, Ash shook his head. He couldn’t accept that.
“It is what happens in every sect, Ashley. Because that’s the cultivator’s path. Master Zha took her position because she believes it’ll eventually give her the leverage to take over the sect entirely,” Gen explained. “She’ll turn the Outer Sect into her own version of the sect. Of course, the Inner Sect master is doing the same thing at the same time.
“All the while, our sect leader works at cultivating his own alliances, friends, and allies so that he might put the Zhas and Dengs of the world down when the time comes. All while training students to one day become allies. Or foes. It can go either way.”
“But… you’re not like that, Master,” Ash disagreed. “Even the sect leader said he trusts you. You’ve done nothing but act generously to me and my friends.”
Gen nodded his head at that, still looking very amused and genuinely sad at the same time. Like a man who’s realized a bittersweet truth.
“Yes. Because I was not a cultivator for a longer period of my life than I was a cultivator,” explained Gen. “I lived a very normal life. Much like your Mother Far and Father Duyi. Who clearly gave you a much deeper lesson in their own beliefs than I originally thought.”
“They… took me in when they had no reason to. They taught me everything about how to live here,” Ash mumbled, looking away from Gen.
“Yes. And you’re a credit to the Sheng name, Ashley. I’ve spoken to your parents, you know. I sent a letter to them after Yan left,” Gen said. “They wrote me back. Nothing but praises for you, and how glad they were that their children had found me. I do remember them from a long while back. When they were both much younger. It’s good that you took care of them the way you did.”
Ash shrugged his shoulders. It seemed to him like an obvious thing to do.
“I lived more of my life as your parents did than as a cultivator would. You gave me back something I’d lost and had set to the side,” Gen said, reaching out and laying his hand on Ash’s shoulder. “I am not a normal cultivator with my strength as it is. I will live a very long time because of what you’ve done, but I’ll not forsake what I learned living as a citizen. Zha, Sect Leader Bao, the Deng family, are all cultivators first.
“You live for your friends and family, but they all live for themselves. Even my new relationship with Zha, as you obviously deduced, is likely based on Zha’s need to bring power to herself.”
“You don’t think she cares for you?” Ash asked, looking at Gen.
“Perhaps. Far too early to tell. I would like to believe that,” Gen said with a nod of his head. “But for the time being, I must assume she is merely attempting to use me. Though I’m gratified to know she has rebuked every other man’s attention in the entire sect and has put a great deal of trust in you. She wouldn’t have asked you to solve her problems otherwise.”
“But that just… leads us back to this point, doesn’t it? I don’t want to be her knife,” Ash admitted. “I don’t want to… eliminate… people for the sake of her convenience.”
“Then don’t,” Gen said, nodding his head once. “I’ll speak to her on my own when she visits me tonight. I think I can bring her around to a slightly different point of view. It’ll take time, but this is a good opportunity to begin.”
“Do you care for her?” Ash asked.
Gen looked momentarily confused at the question, then he laughed softly.
“I don’t know?” Gen replied after a few seconds. “She’s quite fun to fool around with, if I may say so. If I had to—no. Actually, in thinking about it, perhaps I have determined my own answer.
“I want to care for her. Even though at this time, I only like her. I will give it time, effort, and dedication, and see what becomes of it. After all, it isn’t as if you just love someone in the first moment. Love is built out of many little things that add up—small situations, shared experiences, and thoughts. They pile one unto another until one day, you can look back and say with sincerity that you love a person. One doesn’t climb a mountain in a day.”
Ash nodded at that. It made sense.
“And now you, Ashley. Do you love Mei Deng? It’s obvious she’s courting you. At least to me. Quite directly and without shame,” Gen said. “Though others would say you’ve already taken her against her will. That’s at least what she’s showing to the outside world. Smart girl, that one.”
Blinking, Ash didn’t know how to respond to that.
“I… think I want to care for her?” Ash said, repeating Gen’s earlier statement. “I want to. I think I’m willing to try.”
“Then you understand exactly how I feel,” Gen offered and patted Ash’s shoulder. Leaning back in his chair, he put both hands on his cane. “Though I do think you should pursue Mei a little. It’d put her off balance and she’ll have to consider if it’s really what she wants.
“Jia isn’t ready in any way. She’ll need more time and courting, as well as dealing with her family. Yue is likely closer than Jia, but… Yue probably needs more time to consider how she feels. She’s young in mind, if not physically.
“Tala, you should actively chase immediately. Challenge her to a duel with a prize that has no worth and beat her relentlessly.
“As to your concubine, Na… well, use her as you need to work out your frustrations. Perhaps after a day of wordplay with Mei. Na will be receptive to that reasoning and feel properly utilized, and Mei will feel flattered that you had to utilize Na after dealing with her.”
I… I don’t… uh… right.
“Sorry, not the time or place it would seem,” Gen murmured with a laugh. He apparently could read Ash like a book. “Ah… Ashley. Perhaps one day you’ll be a master of others, and you can put the changes you wish into practice. Though… that will be a very long way off, I think. You’re skilled, you have a deep talent for this, and a sharp mind that provides you with quick answers. But it will still take time.”
Time.
And that’s what I need the most.
Time. Time so that I can plan my own clan, alliance, family, whatever. To keep everyone who depends on me living comfortably until we can make our own living elsewhere.
Which means I need to deal with Zha and earn her grace in what ways I can, as I can.
“When you speak with Master Zha, don’t tell her that I’m not going to do anything with the list,” Ash said slowly, thinking through his words as he spoke them. “I’m going to read through it and see if there’s anyone that should be removed simply for the health of the sect first.
“If I can take care of those people… then I think I can earn some favor with her, show her some face, and help bring about the changes I want.”
“Ah… a very intelligent way to go about it,” Gen congratulated him. “I will speak with her about the whole of it but will let her know that you plan on weeding out anyone who would be ill to the sect. I think that would actually help define where you fit inside her head as well.”
Taking in a breath, Ash let it out in a whoosh.
“Thank you, Master Gen,” Ash said, smiling at his instructor. “I appreciate you.”
“Of course, Ashley. I look forward to being an honored elder in your clan. When I can lounge about and cultivate while doing nothing at all. Being supported by my students,” Gen said with his wolf-like grin.
Laughing at that, Ash could only shrug his shoulders.
“I’d be honored for you to take that role, Gen Sheng,” Ash said, and bowed his head deeply to his master, then sat up and got out of his chair. “First though… I need to get that clan moving. Which means I need more members in my alliance, more relics, more treasures, more… everything. Because if Jia and Mei are right… this is going to be a bloodbath.”
“It will indeed be that,” Gen agreed. “I think quite a number of people will be killed out of hand at the tournament. I know for a fact that Zha has been given permission to dispense executions as she sees fit for those who don’t perform to their utmost. The Outer Sect normally has around three thousand disciples. We’re at about five thousand right now. Quite a few left to have removed.”
Shit. That means what I normally do could be a problem.
I’m going to have to actually try, aren’t I?
“Pity the Deng family can’t ever take me to the vault for my promised treasures,” Ash said a bit bitterly.
Gen only laughed at that.
“They couldn’t even show you their graves, let alone a chamber pot. The Deng is dead. You hold the last two daughters of the Deng family in your harem. They live because of your name being attached to theirs,” Gen said. “The rest were all executed. Old to young, regardless of age. The Deng… is no more. I only regret I couldn’t save any more of their geniuses and hand them over to you. They would be quite useful in the future as Sheng concubines for you to put children in.”
And that is why we must never become the Deng.
Because an Ashley Sheng will eventually come along and get us all killed.
“Ah, do remember to go over and collect your weekly allocation. Today is allotment day, after all,” Gen murmured. “And it would be noticed if you didn’t collect yours.”



Seven
Walking much more slowly, Ash was on his way to collect a pill he didn’t want or need.
One that people fought each other for and probably had been killed for.
Or endlessly tortured over. Like Yan.
Shaking his head, he couldn’t even begin to understand this world. None of it made sense, everyone cared only for themselves, and everyone else was little more than a bug.
Treating each other like insects and as if nothing matters but their own gain.
Mei, Jia, and Yue all act much the same way as everyone else. It isn’t just… a group of people or one family. It’s everyone here.
All acting without a care for anyone but themselves.
And here I am wanting to change that.
How does one change an entire nation?
Can you even do such a thing?
Stepping into the line with so many other disciples, he slowly went through the queue. Person by person, step by step, he wound his way to the front.
By the time he got his pill, Ash didn’t feel like he was any closer to an answer either. Despite spending the entirety of the hour mentally chewing on it.
Moving out of the line, Ash saw that everyone was still here. No one had left.
Being the first to leave was likely going to make you a target for a group that wanted what you had.
Locke. You’re always scanning everyone, aren’t you?

“Usually. Why, Chosen One? Need to add more women to the harem?” Locke asked.
Maybe. I need you to mark everyone who has above-average talent. Then break it into four groups.
Green, Blue, Purple, Orange. Green being the lowest bracket, Orange being the highest.
Got it?

“Not only did I ’get it,’ I’m already done,” Locke answered.
Looking around, Ash saw a number of green, blue, purple, and orange markers floating over people’s heads.
Perfect. Any chance you can remove anyone who’s being correctly utilized? Chances are, they have a solid background or backer and don’t need any help.
A handful of circles vanished.
Perfect, thank you.
Walking out of the square and into the open territory where people would get mugged or robbed, Ash stopped just outside the boundary and then turned around.
Everyone would have to pass through this way. He planned to speak to everyone he could who had an under-utilized talent. The more he could recruit into his alliance, the better.
If there were anyone who had already gotten their pill and wasn’t now looking at Ash, they were more than likely blind.
All eyes were on Ash, waiting to see what he’d do.
A group of young men looked like they wanted to challenge for Ash’s pill, but someone in the group seemed to warn them off.
Suddenly, a young woman went toward Ash at a quick walk. Watching him as she did so, she passed him and went on her way.
There was no circle over her head, which meant she was of no interest to him.
“You!” said a man who strutted up to Ash as if he were the king of the world. “Give me your allotment.”
Ash looked away from the crowd and to the man.
Using Sneaky Peeky, he looked into the man.
He was a level nine, nearly the peak of a Body Refiner.
Looks like a reasonably safe opponent, read the green box.
Fine, you can serve as my example.
The man acted like any other cultivator he’d met here in the sect. Looked like most of them, as well.
“No. If you bother me again I’m going to take ten spirit stones worth of belongings from you,” Ash promised. “Remember this moment, because it’s the only chance you’ll have to back out of this course of action.”
“Give-me-your-pill,” growled the man, then lifted his hands and went straight at Ash.
Using Spring Step, Ash brought his hand around in a full-force slap.
The smack of Ash’s hand blasting across the man’s jaw was like the crack of lightning. Before the man could recover, Ash launched another Spring Step-fueled slap with his other hand, smashing the man’s head back in the other direction.
Going down to one knee, the would-be robber had blood trailing from both sides of his mouth. His lips were split open and it was very likely he’d bitten either his tongue or the inside of his cheek.
“Ten spirit stones worth of belongings. Now,” Ash said, then pointed to the ground. “Right there. Then get out of here.”
Mumbling something Ash couldn’t understand, the man threw a small pouch on the ground and stumbled off.
Looking back to the massive number of disciples all staring at him, Ash realized this was his opportunity to gain some people for his alliance.
“Everyone can leave. There won’t be any challenging for pills today. Make a line, then leave. One by one,” Ash said. “If I ask you to step aside, please step aside. Don’t make me ask twice.”
Anyone he wanted to speak to was likely going to give him face and do what he wanted them to. Those who had too much pride—ones who would ignore him and cause a problem—weren’t the ones he was after anyway.
Not picking up the pouch, Ash deliberately ignored it. Leaving it there. People began to troop by him, leaving the square.
No one said anything to him, and no one argued with what he said. They just left.
A young woman with a green circle was making her way towards Ash. Catching her eyes with his own when she glanced at him, Ash pointed to the side.
Turning as pale as a ghost, the woman nodded her head slightly and stepped out of line. Ducking her head, her shoulders hunching, she meekly went and stood by herself off to one side.
She was cute, athletic, and seemed to be as timid as a mouse. Her light-brown hair was cut very short and her dark-brown eyes stayed glued to the ground.
Ash wasn’t going to question Locke’s ability to pick out a winner, though. He’d been dead-on, so far.
Slowly, the line passed him by. Every so often, he’d ask a few people to step out and line up to the side. A small group was forming over there.
During all of this, he’d been keeping his eye on one orange circle in particular. After the changes he’d asked for, it’d been the only orange to remain.
Ash couldn’t see the owner, but he got the impression they were reticent about walking past him.
Slowly, the square emptied out of people, until only the orange circle remained.
A young woman in a faded blue dress stood near the back of the area. Her hands were folded in front of herself, looking for all the world like she didn’t wish to exist.
From this distance, he really couldn’t distinguish many details. It looked as though she had thick black curly hair, and that she was less developed physically than Mei, but more so than Jia. Her dress emphasized her assets in the right way but was rather modest and looked a bit overworn.
Glancing to the group at his side, Ash only now realized that they were all women. Every single one of them.
Locke… why are they all women?
“Because you said you wanted to add to your harem. I eliminated the males, and anyone who had male genetic material in their system in any way, from the search function.”
You… I didn’t… you’re an asshole, Locke. You did that on purpose.

“I? Me? Moi? I deliberately misunderstood your request? How could you accuse me of such a thing, Chosen One?” Locke asked mockingly.
Because it’s you.
“Fine, fine. Yes. I did it. The ones I eliminated really weren’t any better than the crop you’ve selected. I promise. She was still the only viable orange. You just missed out on a number of blues. Didn’t lose anything important.”
Lifting her head, the woman in blue peeked at Ash, then looked around herself. Apparently, the young woman hadn’t realized she was alone. She knew now, though.
And she knew that Ash was clearly waiting for her.
In fact, the group of women Ash had pulled to the side were all looking at the woman in blue now, too.
Holding out one hand toward the group, he held the other out toward the woman. He wasn’t about to let the only orange escape.
Clearly distressed, the woman looked to the left at the master who’d been handing out the pills. They were the only other individual in the entire area.
Staring back at the young woman, the man stood up abruptly from the table he was using. Picking it up, he vanished it into a storage space and then left via a door behind him which was for sect faculty only.
Realizing she had no other alternative, the woman began walking toward Ash.
There it is again. Abandoning a young lady in distress because they owe her nothing, and she offered nothing.
Nor did the master even consider coming over to help all these women I singled out.
No one did. They all walked by and didn’t care because it wasn’t them.
Amoral.
Amoral bug people.
Well, we’re going to fix that. Starting here and now.
Because that’s how you fix something like this. By becoming the damn strongest in the entire nation and battering them all into submission.
Until they stop fighting.
Until they stop destroying one another.
Until they actually start caring about people other than themselves.
To do that, I’m going to have to force them to do it.
The woman in the blue dress started walking a lot faster and veered away from Ash, toward the path.
“Stop,” Ash commanded.
As if someone had yanked an invisible leash, the woman came to a full and near stumbling halt.
“With the others, please,” Ash said.
Nodding her head, the curly-haired woman slowly walked by Ash and joined the other women.
“What… what are you going to do with us, Master Sheng?” asked a woman from the middle of the pack.
“Are we to be concubines? Like Mei and Na?” asked a second woman.
“You won’t kill us, will you? I heard you took a girl with white eyes and killed her,” said a third.
“Ah, no,” Ash said, holding up his hands as the woman in the blue dress joined the others. “I’m not going to turn you into concubines, and Mei and Na aren’t concubines by the way. Nor am I going to kill you. Chunhua is actually quite well.”
There was a sudden deluge of questions from everyone there. To the point that Ash had to shout wordlessly to get them to quiet down.
“Questions can be asked later. Right now, I have a question for all of you,” Ash said, his green eyes moving from face to face. “Each and every one of you has talent that is untapped or under-utilized. For whatever reason it may be, you were never given the… opportunity… to rise to your full potential.
“Some of you have so much talent that I wonder how anyone could have missed it.”
Expressions were changing now, even as he spoke.
Nervous glances had changed to hard and direct eye contact. Hands that’d been held in front of faces or across chests were now down at their sides. Shoulders and heads were leaning toward Ash rather than away from him. Each and every one of them had fully turned toward him, as well.
“I want to nurture you,” Ash said simply. “I want to invest in you. To build you up. Make you more. Turn you into a powerful person who can command respect and demand face.
“I’m willing to do that for a very low cost, as well. And before you jump to conclusions, no, it isn’t sex. It isn’t money either. Or doing anything that would degrade you.
“My price is very simple. Join my alliance. Swear an oath on your full and whole cultivation to be my ally. Serve me as I work to change the world.
“A world that never had an interest in you and would have squeezed you dry of all your worth. Never contributing back a single thing to you. Or a sect that would let you be carried off by a single man and… forgotten.
“Do you think for a single second that I couldn’t just walk you all to my home and… vanish you? The faculty would think nothing of it except perhaps, ‘oh well, they couldn’t defend themselves so more resources for others’ and consider it done.”
A number of the women were nodding their heads at this. There were furrowed brows, squinting eyes, and grimly pressed lips in the group.
Perhaps they were remembering slights to them or how they’d ended up at this point.
“No one stood up for you when I had you step to the side. You were dead to them the moment I had you in my sights,” Ash said, shaking his head, his tone forlorn and weary. “And if I truly had evil in my heart, that’d be that.
“Thankfully, I do not. It’s the opposite. I wish to make you a force that wouldn’t let such a thing happen. And as long as we, as an alliance, allow no one to stop us, we could change things.
“And so, here we are. I’m offering to give you the resources to become more. To protect you with my own self should the need arise. To teach you the abilities and cultivation methods that your poor Dantians cry out for, but cannot receive.
“Where the others turn you out, neglect you, and reject you, I’ve sought you out, and I’m asking for your help. Help me, to help you. Swear an oath to me on your cultivation, come back with me to Sheng Street, and become empowered. We’ll then simply claim all the houses in a row until nothing exists but our alliance. From my house, to the end.”
“Yes,” said a woman immediately. She was tall, with black hair and hard eyes. “Yes. I swear it. On my cultivation as a whole. I swear it to you. Empower me.”
“Thank you,” Ash said before anyone else could jump in and add their own. “Let’s go to Sheng Street where I can show you a bit of my power. My resources. And then I’ll receive your oaths.
“If you’re not interested, you’re welcome to leave now.”
Ash took a step to the side and gestured at the empty boulevard behind himself.
“Please know, however, that I will not take you into my alliance after this. Those I invite, get only one invitation,” Ash said. “So… remember this moment.”
Several women looked like they were considering leaving.
Then two green circles and a single blue left, moving away from the group at a very quick walk.
“And there they go,” Ash said, looking back at the rest. “And when they come to regret their decision in the future, they’ll have no one to blame but themselves.”
“What… what if we really don’t have any talent,” said the orange circle woman. “What if you were wrong and… and… you tried to… to invest in us and there wasn’t anything there.”
Her eyes flicked up to Ash and surprised him. They were dark blue. Her eyes weren’t the normal shape and size for this veil, either.
They were far more akin to his original homeworld, in fact.
Now that he was looking at her closely, he was surprised to find that it looked as if her hair was dyed as well.
The roots looked almost red.
As if she were a redhead with blue eyes.
“I can guarantee you, that each of you has a talent that isn’t being used as well as it could,” Ash said. “So much so, that I can promise you that even if you don’t have a talent, I’ll still take care of you. I’ll defend you, provide for you, and ensure your safety.”
“Really?” asked the redheaded, blue-eyed Outlander who belonged here about as much as Ash did.
“Yes. Really. Now… how about those oaths? I’d love to take you back home and show you Chunhua—the young woman with the white eyes that one of you mentioned—who is going to be a very powerful young woman by next week, if I don’t miss my guess.”
That statement felt like a turning point to Ash.
Every woman there blinked, processed what was said, and seemed to understand.
They weren’t guinea pigs or the first-round tests. They were those he’d gone looking for after he’d already tried out what he wanted to do.
After he’d already succeeded.
A chorus of oaths were sworn at him then. The wild overlap of voices making it impossible to tell who said what.
“Everyone swore an oath that works except for the—”
“I swear my cultivation and myself to you, Ashley Sheng. Master Sheng,” said the redhead, her dark-blue eyes locked to his own eyes. “And I hope you don’t regret it when you find out I really don’t have any talent at all, but I look forward to finally feeling safe for the first time since I arrived here.”
How could she ever think she has no talent? She really has no clue?
“She has below average talent in martial arts and probably would lose to Chunhua even without Essence in her Qi Sea. In fact, you could probably beat her using only martial arts, against her cultivation abilities.”
What?
Ash was dumbstruck. If what Locke had just said was true, this woman really was absolutely worthless.
Then his mind recoiled at that thought. If he disparaged her due to her talent, was he any better than the sect? Any better than those he degraded?
Never mind. I’ll make it work. I’m sure we can figure out a way for her to assist with the alliance.

“Oh, that’s for certain. She’s probably the single most talented Qi Healer we’ve come across so far, in all of our travels. She’s just garbage for the martial aspect of being in a sect,” Locke said.
Qi… Healer?
He hadn’t expected Locke to say that.
Qi Healers were one of the rarest types of cultivators out there. They could command high prices because they could actually heal others with their Qi.
Ash had been healed by a Qi Healer not long ago for the tournament.
“For a Qi Healer such as yourself, I think I’d move the heavens and the earth for you,” Ash said, bowing at the waist to the redheaded woman.
“I… what?” she asked.
She has no idea what she is.
And no one knew.
What a perfect example of the problem.



Eight
“And with that, you will need to continue to search for your Dao,” said the middle-aged woman sitting at the front of the group. Light-brown hair, attractive for her age, and looking like she actually didn’t want to be here, she was almost a clone of any other master Ash had met here so far.
Up to this point, she’d been walking them through a very watered-down version of what Gen had done for him privately.
So watered-down that it was practically worthless to Ash. Not to mention, he was fairly certain that his Dantian wasn’t really at this level anymore.
Ash took her statement as her deciding to end the class but not wanting anyone to stop what they were doing.
In fact, the woman was already getting to her feet and packing away the items she’d brought with her. Though she did leave out the scented candle that was burning.
Frowning and feeling like he needed to do something other than contemplating his navel, Ash decided to try to get back to his Dao.
Or at the least, give himself an internal once-over.
Focusing inward, he looked inside himself.
His Qi Sea was slowly swirling around the golden pillar. The motion and speed were synchronized across the entirety of it. Moving as one, the outer edge moving with the same momentum as the inner ring circling the pillar itself.
Turning his attention towards the pillar, he found it was the same as it always was.
Massive, golden, and unmovable.
Mentally, Ash had to force himself to not go looking at his middle Dantian. Locke had warned him away from looking at it because he knew what Ash would do.
Checking a sigh, he forced his awareness out of his inner search and back to those around him.
This was a class that had been assigned to him and his alliance by the master leading it. Everyone else in the group apparently was also selected for this class.
Opening his eyes, Ash looked at those directly around him.
Mei, Jia, Yue, and Chunhua were all with him.
Tala and Moira were, of course, not allowed to be here as they were classified as weapons.
Na had chosen to remain behind and care for the twenty-some-odd female cultivators that he had brought back yesterday.
Everyone but Ash seemed to be deep in their thoughts, searching for whatever they could of their Dao.
Chunhua’s eyes flicked open, the colorless orbs sliding towards him as she realized he wasn’t participating.
Ash shrugged his shoulders at her. He’d probably have to explain what Gen had done for his Dao later when everyone got back home.
“That was insightful,” Chunhua murmured, her voice soft.
“Oh? I’m glad to hear that. You… sure you’re doing okay? Still look awfully pale,” Ash asked. She’d insisted on going to this class today. She’d thought that if she was going to get better, it’d be with moving about, not laying in a bed all day for hours on end.
Personally, Ash just thought she was angry at waking up naked next to Na, but he didn’t voice that opinion. It was better left unsaid as far as he could figure.
“I’m doing very well. Tired but… well. My Dantian is filling much faster than I expected. The cul—my… new cultivation technique is very effective. Thank you for assisting me in its purchase.”
“Uh-huh,” Ash said, not really interested in discussing that. As far as he was concerned, or at least what he was willing to think of, Chunhua was a tool. She wouldn’t be part of his family, but would be closer to what Na was.
Just like all the women we brought back yesterday. Chunhua is one of them. That’s it.
At the periphery of his vision, Ash noticed Na heading his way. Moving at a sedate pace, the young woman looked as she always did.
Determined, dedicated, and as unapproachable as a drawn blade.
Ash came first in her mind, her duties second, and everything else—including her own well-being—was miles afterward.
Moving over to the patch of grass where Ash and everyone else remained seated, Na stood quietly to one side. The instructor was well and truly gone now, and all that remained of her presence was the candle.
Na’s eyes flicked from the other students to their own group, and then to Ash.
Her gaze stuck to him as if he were the only thing worth notice.
Ugh.
I really… don’t… Mei wouldn’t care that much if I dumped Na in the ring.
Right?
“Na and Mei speak often when you’re not around according to Tala, I’ll remind you. Often on how they can organize their efforts.

“Admittedly this is third-party information, but… I cannot even begin to imagine Tala lying about something like that. She’s more likely to call herself a hideous abomination than lie to you, Chosen One,” Locke murmured.
Yeah. Yeah… I mean… yeah.
Okay. Can’t… vanish her.
Is there like… a potion or something we could give her? Anything in the ol’ archives?

“Yes, there are a number of items, but I wouldn’t advise using any of them. You’d have to have Yue do it. As far as I can tell, Mei and Yue are as thick as thieves,” Locke countered.
Oh. That’s… a good point.
Hm. Maybe I can talk her down a bit with no one else around.

“I believe the chances of that to be as likely as you are to convince Mei that you would make a poor husband, Chosen One, but you are welcome to waste the breath,” Locke said.
Getting to his feet quietly, Ash brushed off his bottom and headed over to Na.
“Master Sheng, how may I serve?” Na asked. Her tone had taken on an edge that he couldn’t quite place. Though it made him slightly uneasy.
It was similar to the fanatical and deferential belief in him that Yue showed. But this was something more, and less, at the same time.
Ash smiled at Na and realized that Locke was probably right in his estimation of changing Na’s mind.
“Are you hungry, thirsty, do you need me personally?” Na asked, her eyes moving back and forth as if searching for answers across his face.
“Uh… what? Need you personally?” Ash asked, not really understanding her question.
“There is a place not far where you could avail yourself of me and—”
“No!” Ash replied with a bit too much volume. Glancing around, he was quite thankful that everyone was still engaged in the Dao lesson.
Except for Chunhua, who was standing right behind him and listening to the conversation.
“No,” Ash said again, much more quietly this time. “And stop offering that.”
“I understand. Moira takes care of your needs adequately. I will remain available and ready, of course, and offer when I feel I should,” Na said.
“You don’t listen very well for a servant,” growled Ash, losing his patience.
Na smiled at him, her eyes crinkling up in true mirth.
“Because I’m not a servant. I’m your personal attendant. Your Handmaiden. I will serve you in the way I feel best suits you. I’ve given everything of myself to you. I’m all yours. I’ll never betray you. I would rather die first. But I’m not a servant and will heed no command you give me that would lower your own estimation to others,” Na explained.
“That makes no sense at all,” Ash said, feeling confused. He felt like her entire statement was contradictory.
“You may consult Mei, then,” Na said, nodding her head. “How may I provide for you?”
“You… I… ugh. I need—”
A shout nearby caught him off guard and in the middle of his sentence.
Turning toward that direction, he was unprepared for the giant glowing fist that crashed into his face.
Tumbling end over end, Ash smacked and bounced across the grass as his head rang.
Coming to a stop with his face down in the grass, he truly didn’t know what had actually happened.

“Roll left,” Locke advised.
Doing as he was told, Ash rolled to the left and then got to his hands and knees. Activating Spring Step, Ash sprang much as a cat might.
Leaping forward, Ash went almost nowhere. Instead, he did a spectacular face-plant into the dirt.
None of his abilities were active.
“Truly graceful, Chosen One.”
Coughing, Ash scrambled forward, getting to his feet. At the same time, he finally had the presence of mind to begin to channel power into Spring Step, activate his Battle Cultivation, Qi Thorns, and get his brain into the right frame of mind.
Approximately twenty young men and women were arranged out in front of him. Eight of their number were piled atop Jia, Mei, and Yue. The three women had been attacked during their Dao searching.
Chunhua and Na were together, facing off against three other opponents.
That left Ash with eight or so opponents to handle.
Coughing up what felt like dirt and grass, Ash wiped a hand across his mouth. The one who’d punched him wasn’t directly in front of him, but he’d find him eventually.
“You get one chance to make this right,” Ash promised. “You can leave me a hundred spirit stones worth of valuables each, and get the fuck out of my sight.
“If you don’t… I’m going to break each and every one of your arms and legs. Then roll you down to Sheng Street and set you up like a damn Halloween decoration at the end of it.”
“How about we just take everything from you?” asked someone in the group.
“Well, you won’t. But that’d be your foolish choice to make,” Ash muttered. “When you’re screaming for mercy, sitting in a group as people walk by and admire Sheng Street’s newest artwork, remember this moment. Remember it.”
“Halloween?” asked the woman directly in front of him.
A young man directly behind her made the choice for the group in that moment. He charged forward toward Ash.
“Light-Palm Smash At—”
Using Spring Step, Ash stormed forward. Going in low, he brought his fist straight up into the man’s gut.
“—tauuulfff,” groaned the man, unable to finish calling out his strike. He doubled up over Ash’s fist and then promptly threw up everything as he collapsed to his hands and knees.
Lashing out with a Chained Leech Blast at a young woman several feet away, Ash more or less Spring Step punched the air.
He’d learned previously that the force of the attack directly translated with how much it drew from the person.
Kicking the vomiting man in the side of his chest, Ash heard the satisfactory crunch of something breaking. Pressing a hand to his side, he attached the two Qi Chains from his attacks.
He’s done.
Using Spring Step once again, Ash dashed toward the woman who’d asked him about Halloween.
When he reached her, he felt the impact of his Chained Strike hit the other woman. Attaching it to his hip, Ash crouched down low. He’d long since seen what this woman was going to throw at him, her entire body positioning itself and telegraphing the attack.
Both of her arms came forward in an odd movement like she was flapping her arms and attempting to fly.
“Wind Slash!” cried the woman, her arms moving right over the top of Ash’s head and shoulders.
Gathering his feet under himself, Ash more or less leaped into the woman by activating Spring Step.
Catching her just under the ribs with his shoulder, he once more heard the lovely splintering of bones. Shooting ten feet away from where he’d started, Ash hit the ground and plowed the woman straight into it with her back.
Groaning, and holding her arms across herself, the woman wasn’t a threat anymore.
Spinning around while tapping his hip and attaching the new Qi Chain, Ash took a moment to look at his surroundings.
Mei was halfway to her feet, a sword of Earth Essence in each hand. Several more of the gang of bandits had joined in, trying to subdue the one-time Deng family genius.
Nearby was a man flopping around, blood spraying from where his arm had been torn from its socket. Mei’s strength was never to be underestimated and using the newer skills he’d given her, she’d become very lethal.
Jia was still dog-piled down, but there was a cocoon of water over all of them. Her tactic seemed to be to drown her opponents.
Yue had somehow managed to grow a tree from the spot she’d been at previously. She was standing in the upper branches, hurling down projectiles at those below her.
Na and Chunhua were fighting side by side.
The latter was using sorcerous attacks to launch solidified elements against their foes. Na had retrieved a spear and was using it to keep everyone away from Chunhua’s back.
“This doesn’t concern you!” shouted one of the men battling Chunhua and Na. “Just leave!”
“Of course it concerns me, I live for Master Sheng,” Na screamed back, and then stepped to one side, whipping the spear around in a one-handed swish.
The tip reached beyond the target, but the spear haft slammed into the temple of a woman. Rebounding off her skull, the woman dropped to the grass in a human puddle.
Na stepped to Chunhua’s side as she recovered her spear from its return, and then thrust out with it in a long lunge.
The man it was aimed at batted it to one side, but rapidly took several steps backward.
“I serve Master Sheng,” Chunhua yelled at the same time as Na had. Pulling her left hand back, she whipped her right hand across in front of her. Then flung her left hand out in front a second later.
At the gesture from her right hand, a large slab of stone tore itself out from under the grass and flipped through the air slamming into two people. As Chunhua’s left hand went forward, a massive blast of hardened air hit the pair and the stone, and then blasted it all straight into the grass.
A new challenger appeared, and charged at Ash.

“Careful. That one’s a Mortal Refiner, second level,” Locke said.
The fuck?
Getting his fists up in front of himself, Ash was as prepared as he was going to be.
Then the man was on him, his fists practically blurring as he attacked Ash. Power level differences from level to level could often be almost negligible. The gap between a Body Refiner and a Mortal Refiner, however, was like comparing a sedan to a truck in terms of power.
Getting a block out in time, Ash tried to move to the outside of the man’s defense. If he was going to engage him in a martial artist’s bout, he wanted to get an angle on the man.
No sooner than he’d blocked the first two attacks, a kick Ash hadn’t expected slipped through and blasted into Ash’s side.
Shifting with the kick, Ash tried to minimize the impact and still keep his hands up as he did so. Yelping, the man brought his leg back and immediately took a matching defensive pose.
Looking infinitely more concerned, the man seemed to be considering how to get at Ash now. He’d had his first taste of Ash’s defenses.
Qi Thorns, you wonderful little psychological attack. He’ll have to figure out how much abuse he’s willing to take to give me some back.
Standing up straight, Ash realized he wasn’t hurt at all. There was no pain he could feel whatsoever.
The passive shielding and the Qi he was draining from the three others was doing a great job of keeping him moving.
“That it?” Ash asked, smiling at the man.
Growling, the dark-haired man with honey-colored eyes made a few hand signs and then thrust both his hands out at Ash.
Bright white energy crackled and burned in the air as it built in the man’s palms. Then it leaped at Ash like a hungry thing.
Having altered the way his attacks behaved after his fight with Jia, Ash didn’t bother to dodge, duck, or retreat. He could attack directly against other’s Essence attacks now.
Ash slapped out at the attack as if it were a fly. He brought it in with his left hand and then redirected it at one of the people around Mei with his right.
Freeing her up would definitely add to his own side’s offense.
Shrieking across the short distance, it plowed into one of the men trying to assist the man with the missing arm.
Detonating into the man’s chest, it sent him skidding across the grass until he slammed into the tree Yue had made.
Glaring at Ash, the Mortal Refiner seemed to be contemplating how to make his attacks more effective.
“Enough from you!” shouted Chunhua from behind the man.
A massive column of dirt lifted up out of the ground and then smashed down onto the spot where the man had been standing.
Having seen what was coming, he’d dodged to the side at the last possible second, stumbling away from Chunhua’s sudden ambush.
Before he could get his balance, the haft of a spear slipped past his flimsy defense and blasted into his forehead.
With a hollow noise that made Ash wince, the man’s knees went out from under him and he collapsed to the ground.
Na’s spear went back her way as she danced toward Chunhua once more, the two of them having developed a symbiotic defense.
Looking back at the rest of his group, Ash realized the fight was mostly over.
There was a small pile of people around Mei now; some moving, some not. Her face and torso were blood-splattered. Gazing at everything around her, her swords held ready, she seemed to be contemplating where to go next.
Jia and Yue had linked up and were just finishing off the last of the mobile attackers.
Letting his arms fall to his side, Ash really didn’t know what to do next.
The fuck was that? Aren’t you always scanning?

“Yes, of course. They made no outwardly hostile moves until they were already next to you,” Locke said. “Am I to take the place of your situational awareness? It’s not like I can warn you every time someone comes near. Or is that your expectation, Chosen One?”

Ignoring Locke—mostly because he was right and Ash didn’t want to deal with it—he looked at his group.
Chunhua had slumped down to her knees and then tilted forward until she was leaning on her arms.
Moving over to the sorceress, Ash was already trying to check her internally. Looking into her Dantian and Qi Sea.
Inside of her, he found everything was as it should be. At least as far as he could tell. Something was being built in the center, deep under the water, of her Sea.
That Sea was halfway to the top of the reservoir and appeared to be frothing about violently in every direction. Nor was the whole of it united. She’d gathered quite a bit of Essence last night, but she still wasn’t ready for such a fight like this.
Her powers were barely her own, as was her Essence.
“You alright?” Ash asked, leaning low to peer up into her downturned face.
“Yes. I’m well. Just… very tired,” Chunhua mumbled. “I fought… I fought well?”
“You fought very well. It was impressive,” Ash said with a grin, her white eyes moving to find his own. Her head tilted up slightly toward him.
Given that she’d had only a single day to work on her newfound abilities and build up her strength, she’d done a lot of heavy lifting.
“I was… impressive. Yes,” Chunhua said, giving Ash a dazed smile. “I will do even better next… next… next ti—”
Chunhua’s eyes closed abruptly and she slumped to the ground.

“She’s just unconscious,” Locke offered before Ash could even begin to worry. “She spent more Essence than she had and borrowed heavily from her life-force. Long-term, she’ll be fine; short-term, she’ll be sick as a dog for a week.”

Nodding his head, Ash gently rolled Chunhua into the recovery position, shifting her arms and legs around until she seemed to be situated.
Standing up, Ash looked at Na.
“Keep an eye on her, she’s fine, just… spent,” Ash muttered.
“Of course, Master Sheng,” Na said, thumping the base of her spear into the grass next to her.
Walking over to Jia, Mei, and Yue, Ash wasn’t sure what he wanted to ask them. He didn’t even know why they were attacked.
“They were simply here to rob us,” Mei said, smiling at him. The beauty of that face was at a strange counter with the blood that was liberally splattered over her features. “Nothing more, nothing less. Untargeted, save that we were here. Others in the class were also attacked.”
“Oh,” Ash said. He hadn’t realized he was becoming that predictable.
“Yes, it would seem the… situation… we discussed is happening far more quickly than we expected,” Jia lamented. “To attack disciples after a class had ended. Despicable. Without honor.”
“I mean, they were willing to rob us. It wasn’t as if they had any honor to begin with,” Ash argued.
“Not all those who rob are without honor,” Yue disagreed, shaking her head. “But they did it in a truly awful fashion, Ashley.”
This… this world is so… so wrong.
And… I have to wonder. Was the teacher involved? Was all that planned?
Was this a setup to get me and my group out of the safety of our street and into the open?
I’ll have to think on that. Maybe talk to Gen.
“Whatever,” Ash grumbled. “Whatever. Loot them, collect them all up, and let’s get them back to Sheng Street. We’re going to put them on display. Make sure no one dies.”
“Well… that might be hard,” Mei said, shrugging her shoulders, the bloody swords in her hands being lifted up. “I’m afraid I valued them not at all?”
“That’s fine. Your petals are lovely, and your thorns are deadly, Mei Deng Sheng,” Ash said, bowing his head to the woman. “It was amazing to watch.”
“Ah… just… just Mei Sheng, Ash,” Mei said, giving him a dazzling smile. Then she dismissed her Earthen swords and began going through the pockets of the nearby bandits.
Ash looked at Jia with raised eyebrows, wondering what she’d add.
“Just thieves,” Jia agreed, then sighed, putting a hand on her hip. “Though… there have been a lot of robbery attempts as of late. Either the faculty is completely bribed… or…”
“Or people don’t care about theft anymore and don’t enforce the punishment,” Yue said. “As you said. A power vacuum.”
Yue looked annoyed at having to talk to Jia, but she was at least being civil this time.
“I’m leaving,” Yue grumbled, then went and joined Mei.
“She… seems less angry at me,” Jia murmured as Mei and Yue kept moving further away.
“I did say I’d speak with her,” Ash admitted.
“Thank you for that. Though, you have one more problem to deal with,” Jia said, then pointed to the man Na had knocked out. The Mortal Refiner. “He is on Master Zha’s list. I recognize him. She sent over a series of portraits for many of the people she wishes eliminated.”
“Oh?” Ash asked, looking curiously at the man.
Well… I can’t… just… I mean… right?

“Keep what you kill,” Locke said, interpreting Ash’s thoughts.
Keep what you kill.
Ash planned to dump the man into the Hall, kill him there, and let the body remain for a time. Then remove it later.
Might as well. Clearly he isn’t worth being in the sect.
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Taking several steps back, Ash admired his handiwork.
Moaning, groaning, and looking like an assortment of grotesquely broken dolls were the men and women who’d attacked him.
All arranged on a log at the end of Sheng Street.
“I mean, I think it has a certain… asymmetry to it,” Ash said, turning to look at Mei.
“He’s missing an arm,” Mei replied, meeting his gaze levelly.
“Like I said. Asymmetry,” Ash said, nodding and looking back to the bandits. “Though I do worry about the fact that we’re not trying to get him help. I wonder if it’ll be an issue.”
“To be truthful, I think Gen and his security team are well aware of this… arrangement,” Jia argued, gesturing to the people. “They will take whatever steps they feel appropriate, I am sure.”
Ash couldn’t argue with that. The simple reality was that Gen was likely long since aware of what had happened.
Whether or not he’d known about the attack was something Ash would have to ask about.
“Hmph. They dared to attempt to rob us. They’re lucky they’re not dead,” Mei said grumpily with a shake of her head.
“Yes. They are indeed fortunate to not have more fatalities,” Jia said, an odd note in her tone. “It is a wonder given how you spared them not at all.”
Mei didn’t respond to that, she only nodded her head.
There had been several of the bandits who likely would have died without medical aid. Mei hadn’t held back at all and had gone for the kill with each opponent.
Waving a hand at the miserable bandits, Ash brushed them aside from his mind. He’d carried through with his plan and threat. They would be on display until such a time as someone took them away.
Whenever that was.
They were technically no longer his problem anymore.
Walking onto Sheng Street, Ash pushed the concern straight from his head and into the abyss. Where he often dumped all of his other worries.
Mei practically materialized against his left side, pulling his arm up and around her shoulders.
She was one worry that refused to go into that abyss.
Considering he’d already started to encourage her behavior, he knew there was no way back from here either.
“It is highly improper to walk like that,” Jia said from Ash’s right side.
“Maybe for some, not for me. I’m already an improper lady,” Mei said. “Or so the rumors would have you believe. I’m Ash’s bound woman and he threatened a house elder when he tried to save me.”
“You started those rumors,” Jia accused.
“Of course, I did,” Mei admitted with a soft chuckle. “It keeps me quite well-insulated from those who would harm me for once being a Deng. Na as well, you realize.”
“Oh,” said Jia in a much more subdued voice. “I am sorry. I did not consider that.”
“That, and it means Ash doesn’t have an excuse not to formalize the relationship with me. Just a matter of time, I’m sure,” Mei continued.
“Slatternly,” Jia hissed.
“And that’s enough of that,” Ash muttered, shaking his head. Turning slightly, he angled himself toward house number six. The “recovery” house as those on Sheng Street were calling it.
Reaching the door, he knocked firmly on it thrice, then entered.
Inside, sprawled out from one end of the living space to the other, were bedrolls. Numerous sleeping places, all filled with people recovering from being carved into and given a set of abilities.
Stepping into the room, Mei firmly locked to his side, Ash wasn’t sure what he was expecting here. Jia had entered as well and closed the door behind them.
Now that I think about it… I don’t think I’ve slept in… a while.
I can’t remember when.

“It’s been a while. You’ll need sleep soon, Chosen One,” Locke offered helpfully.
“Ah… Master Sheng?”
Moving his eyes to the speaker, Ash found the redheaded Outlander. She was already standing up from the chair where she’d been sitting. The seat was off to one side, so she’d been partially obscured by the way the wall turned toward the bedroom.
Err… what’s… her name again?

“Yes. I do wonder what her name is. She did tell it to you,” Locke said.
No. No, that is… uh… could you tell me what her name is?
“I could.”
Ash smiled at the woman, trying to buy a little time.
Would you?

“No. I don’t think so. You should suffer a bit, Chosen One,” said Locke quite cheerfully.
Giving up, Ash bowed his head to the woman.
“I’m sorry. I’ve forgotten your name,” Ash said sincerely. “It’s inexcusable but my only explanation is that I’m very tired.”
“Oh! Oh. Uhm. Ah. My name is Rou. Rou Kan, Master Sheng,” said the woman.
“Rou, thank you for your name. I’ll remember it this time,” Ash said and meant it. He wasn’t going to let Locke lord that one over him a second time. Lifting his head up, he met the woman’s blue eyes and smiled. “You seem to be recovering quickly.”
“Yes. Well. It… it isn’t… wasn’t… that difficult,” Rou said, her hands clenched together in front of herself. The faded blue dress remained, despite it being the same thing she’d worn the last time he’d seen her. “I just… don’t feel pain like other people do and it all felt right. The carvings, that is. What you did to me.”
Mei laughed softly at that, patting the back of Ash’s forearm.
“He does do wonderful things, but I don’t think anyone has ever described his carving work as… right.” Mei commented, tilting her head to one side.
“I… that is… well,” Rou said hesitantly. “Things… feel right? I can access my Dantian much easier now. Before it was like struggling through pea soup.”
“Pea what?” Jia asked.
“Pea soup,” Ash said without thinking about it. “It gets really thick hours after you make it. Gets thicker and thicker, too. It can be awesome all by itself.”
“Exactly!” Rou said, smiling at him.
Ash stopped himself right there, his mouth partially open.
“Uh… you’re an Outlander,” Ash said directly.
Rou’s eyebrows shot up practically into her hairline.
“I’m no such thing,” Rou said with a determined voice. “My… my father is an Outlander. And my mother’s grandfather was.”
“But you knew what pea soup was. Far as I know, I haven’t seen a pea since coming here,” Ash said.
Rou nodded her head quickly, then shook it as well.
“It’s just… just something my father would say. You’re… an Outlander, too?” Rou asked, her eyes searching his face.
“Yup. I’d love to meet your family sometime. Might be interesting to see where they came from. Maybe I can finally talk to someone about home,” Ash said with a laugh.
Mei’s fingers tightened against his arm. To his right side, it felt like Jia had gone absolutely still.
I wonder what that’s about.
“Anyway. I was just checking in,” Ash said. “Making sure all the new recruits are fine.”
“Yes, they’re all quite well,” Rou said, smiling at that. Suddenly the mousey woman vanished and she walked over to one particular sleeping woman. “I’ve been checking on them throughout yesterday and last night. As you finished up that is. Everyone is healing quite well.
“I had to put a little work into this one, but she’ll be fine. Her body seemed to resist the work you did at first.”
Rou laid a hand to the sleeping young woman’s head and brushed her hair back from her brow.
“She’s well now, though,” Rou murmured, patting the woman’s shoulder. “The rest of your women are in equal parts recovery and just needing time.”
Frowning, Ash looked out at the sleeping forms.
My women. You hear that, asshole? You hear that? You did this.
You did it. And now I’m Lord Harem of the harem people on harem planet. With the largest harem of all harem time.

“Congratulations, Harem One,” Locke replied smoothly.
I’m going to kill you somehow.
“Will they be ready for the tournament?” Ash asked. “They’ll have to participate after all.”
“No. They can’t,” Rou said immediately, standing up and crossing her arms over her chest. “They’ll all still be too weak for such a thing.”
“They won’t really have a choice, will they? It’s not like I’m forcing them, Rou,” Ash said, grinning with one side of his mouth. “This is a sect tournament. Everyone fights.”
Rou shook her head, her lips forming a pout. “No. They can’t fight.”
“If you want to talk to Master Gen about it, be my guest,” Ash said. “Maybe you can convince him to somehow make that happen.”
“Master… Master Gen? Yes. I’ll seek him out then. Who is he?” Rou asked.
That’s… right. She’s new here.
“He’s the master of our alliance and family,” Mei interjected. “You should introduce yourself to him. Be sure to tell him you’re Ash’s and that you’re a Qi Healer. Alright?”
“I… suppose I can do that,” Rou murmured, looking from Mei back to Ash. “And I really am a Qi Healer, right? All those papers you gave me vanished and I know how to Qi Heal, but… I can’t…” She gestured somewhat helplessly at the women in the bedrolls.
“She won’t be able to do much with them until they’re stable. Their Qi Seas are empty, after all.”
“When their Qi Seas fill up again, you’ll be able to assist them, but not until then. Alright, I’m going to get going. I was just checking in,” Ash said, waving a hand at her.
Leaving the building, he got the door open and practically ran Na over. The young woman was standing literally on the other side of the door.
“Master Sheng, I’ve put Chunhua to bed, everything else is taken care of,” Na said.
“Great, move,” Ash said, wanting to get away from all of this. He felt like he was suffocating under Mei’s firm Earth Essence user grip and Jia’s constant gaze.
“Are you well, Master Sheng?” Na asked, then laid a cool hand to his brow.
That was enough for Ash.
Managing to shake free of Mei and dodge around Na, Ash got outside.
Only to find Tala and Moira waiting for him.
Ash immediately ran away into the ring.
***

“It’s been a day now. You should probably go back,” Locke admonished.
“Why? Is there something wrong?” Ash asked, not looking up from the book he was reading.
Amongst the countless treasures stolen from the Deng family, Ash had also made sure to take every book he found.
Reading more of the culture here was key to him succeeding in this veil. Or so he felt.

“No, though they’ve come to inspect the area several times. To be fair, it was rather abrupt and without warning,” Locke said. “It was rather unbecoming of the Chosen One. Almost like you threw a temper tantrum.”

“Well, maybe they’ll give me some space next time,” Ash grumbled.

“I sincerely doubt that. Na is still waiting for you. She slept next to the spot where you vanished,” Locke said. “You didn’t ask for space, by the way.”

“What?”
“You didn’t ask for space. You just… ran. If you want them to know what you want, you have to tell them. Didn’t you once complain that you weren’t a mind reader?
“Neither are they. Man up, already.”
Ash frowned, glaring at his book.
Now that his mind was chewing at the problem, he knew for a fact that Locke was right. He was behaving in a way that was more suitable for a child.
He hadn’t conveyed his needs, talked about how he was feeling, or that he needed space.

“You were tired, and have slept now. I considered saying this yesterday, but for all I knew you’d just throw another fit,” said Locke.
Unable to argue that point, Ash hung his head.
“Don’t worry, the only one you probably angered was Tala. She’s still mad that you kissed her, so I imagine she’s looking for an excuse to kick the crap out of you. Have fun with that, Chosen One.”
“When she works up the courage to do it, I’ll let it happen,” Ash mumbled, then instantly transported himself out of the ring and back into reality.
Before Na could even react to his appearance, Ash reached out and put his hands on her shoulders.
“Stop,” Ash commanded.
Na stared up at him with wide eyes, her lips parted.
“First. I’m sorry for running away. Second. Thank you for helping me. Third… I needed space and time. That’s all, you did nothing wrong,” Ash said, trying to head everything off upfront.
“There’s no need to apologize to me,” Na said, shaking her head. “Master Sheng, I’m but your personal attendant. Your Handmaiden. I’m supposed to receive your attention—positive or negative—in all things, even if it’s undeserved.”
Ash shook his head, then patted Na’s shoulder.
“You’re an idiot. A kind idiot, but an idiot,” Ash said. He needed to go apologize to everyone else. “Everyone at home?”
“Yes, Master Sheng. Most of them are. Yue went to her store to check on things, Tala and Moira are out sparring and hunting. Mei is in your home, and Jia is in hers,” Na answered quickly.
“My home? Why?” Ash asked, not really liking that.
“To wait for you, of course. That and it’s easier for her to hide from Zi Xin Zhou there. He can be a nuisance if she leaves by herself,” Na explained.
“Ah. I’ll need to take care of him then, won’t I?” Ash asked.
“Yes, Master Sheng. He made a passing comment to me as well, though I attempted to stab him with my spear,” Na said with a blank look on her face. “After that, he’s left me alone. Mei fears that as your woman she cannot act so deliberately or she might hurt your reputation.”
This… is all so stupid.
“Right. Guess I’ll have to add the house elder to my pumpkin patch. Though that’ll be—”
“Ashley,” Yue called out to him. Turning toward her voice, he saw her heading his way from the end of Sheng Street. “We have a problem.”
“Of course, we do,” Ash muttered. “I’m a damn problem farmer. My endless fields of problems. Problems and fucks. Because I have too many fucks to give and too many problems.”

“See. If Mei were here, she’d tell you that you could solve several problems by fucking them,” Locke said.
“Master Sheng, you could solve several problems by—”
“If you finish that sentence, I’m going to put you in the pumpkin patch,” Ash threatened, interrupting Na mid-sentence while not looking at her.
“You know what? I’m with Moira and Tala. I like her. I won’t let you put her in the ring at any time.”
Na said nothing more as Yue came over.
“I just had a run-in with some people,” Yue said with a huff. “They tried to get me to either join their alliance or just deliberately fail the alchemy tournament.
“As if I’d ever do that. This’ll be easier than selling paper ever was.”
“Not to mention it’s for the greater glory of Master Sheng,” Na added.
Yue turned her head toward Na. Her eyes, which always seemed to hold something back, stared at the other woman.
Something clicked in her head and Yue gave Na a wide smile.
“Yes. It’s for Ashley. I have to win,” Yue said, looking back to Ash. “And that’s what I told them. That I would win. They threatened that it’d be the last thing I ever did.”
“Really now,” Ash said, his emotions catalyzing into a solid chunk of cement in that moment. “Did they? Any chance you could tell me where they are, so I can go have a chat with them?”
“They were admiring your ‘pumpkins’ earlier today and then they followed me into the city. They’re probably somewhere between here and my store,” said Yue. “But I’m not sure. I’ll go with you.”
“As you like,” Ash said. He wasn’t going to argue with her. Right now, he only wanted to add more people to his display.
Leaving Sheng Street, Ash paused for a moment to check on his pumpkins.
They were still where he had left them, though they were all conscious and awake now. Someone had clearly given them medical aid, as well as food and drink.
Not one of his pumpkins met his eyes.
Chuckling to himself, Ash moved right along.
“Master Sheng, should I not have provided them anything?” Na asked.
“No, you did fine. If anything, them being awake and healthy for it makes it all the better,” Ash said.
“Rou healed them. I felt it would be good practice,” Na clarified further.
“Oh? Good. That’s not a bad idea. Maybe we should be on the lookout for other pumpkins for her to practice on,” Ash said.
“Yes. That’d be wise,” Na agreed.
Moving quickly, the three of them headed for the exit of the sect. When they got to the gate, Ash saw a group of people off to one side. Men and women both, dressed in sect colors, were lounging around and looking bored.
“Are they mugging people?” Ash mused aloud.
“Maybe. They didn’t actually do anything to me,” Yue said.
“They were looking to recruit you, so of course they didn’t,” said Na.
Good point.
Ash quickly sorted through each person using Sneaky Peeky. Once he found the one with the highest level, he felt relatively satisfied he’d also found the leader.
The man had a number of women gathered around him, and they all appeared to be in various stages of “fawning”.
“The dorky one with the red shirt is the leader?” Ash asked.
“He’s the one who talked to me,” Yue confirmed.
“Right,” Ash said, then he took in a breath. “Hey! Stupid!”
Amusingly, the man in question’s head whipped around toward Ash.
“Yeah, you. The one with the dopey grin who can’t tell that those women are more afraid of you than like you,” Ash said. “Mr. Stupid.”
The man’s eyes widened at that, and his entire group got to their feet as well.
“I need to talk to you, Mr. Stupid. You threatened her,” Ash said, hooking a thumb toward Yue. “So now, I’m here to threaten you.”
Mr. Stupid walked up to Ash, glaring at him the entire time. He spared a look at Yue and then back to Ash.
“She’s a—”
“Valued friend of mine. Whom you’ll show respect to, or I’ll show you the ground and how it tastes,” Ash said. “You threatened her. You can apologize and walk away, or you can remember this moment. Because it’ll be the last time you have all your teeth in the near future.”
Mr. Stupid’s eyebrows looked like one giant caterpillar that couldn’t decide if it wanted to go up or down.
All around Ash, Mr. Stupid’s gang was spreading out in a circle.
“If anyone even thinks something at your IQ level, Mr. Stupid, they’ll be joining my pumpkin patch on Sheng Street,” Ash promised. “If you survive it. If you don’t… well… I guess I’ll pay Master Gen a fine.”
Pulling out his butterfly swords from his ring, Ash immediately positioned his feet, then took a step closer to Mr. Stupid. Putting himself well in range to gut the man outright.
Apparently, that finally signaled to Mr. Stupid that Ash wasn’t going to back down, and would actually be the first to attack if pressed.
“Keep your little girl then,” Mr. Stupid said. “She couldn’t handle me anyway.”
“I doubt anyone could without some type of magnification spell,” Na said pleasantly, her spear appearing in her hand with the words. “I’m used to spears myself, in the service of Master Sheng. Not little dirks.”
Did she just…

“Yes. Yes, she did,” Locke confirmed. “Na did mention she wanted to start a rumor that she was sleeping with you, just as Mei did.”

What?!

“You were hiding in the ring at the time. She was speaking with Mei and Moira,” Locke said.
Mr. Stupid’s face was scarlet. He was still backing away from Ash and company, though. His gang slowly followed suit until everyone had left. Heading into the city rather than the sect.
“I don’t think that’s the end of it, Ashley,” Yue muttered.
“No. It isn’t. But that just means I need to tell Gen about it in advance, and that I’ll likely have to bury another body,” said Ash with a heavy sigh. “I already have one dead man in the ring. Did you send Zha the note, by the way?”
“Yes, Master Sheng. She responded with a promise to send you a very large sack of spirit stones soon,” Na answered.
Ah, well. Murder for hire.
If I don’t like them.



Ten
“I have the utmost confidence in Yue,” Mei said. She’d managed to position herself directly next to Ash. They were standing somewhat apart from everyone else as they were part of the “team” Yue had selected as her secondaries.
Except she hadn’t actually deigned to give them any form of instruction on what to do.
Leaning into Ash, Mei pushed herself against his side, then wrapped an arm around his waist.
“Well, at least I can push the rumor a little further. I’m sure everyone in the audience will watch us as much as the contestants,” Mei murmured. Ash didn’t have to look at her to know she was smiling.
“I do not agree with this in any way whatsoever,” Jia growled from Ash’s right.
“It isn’t your place to agree or disagree, Jia,” Na disagreed. “We are here to serve Master Sheng. If you do not like your position, I suggest you leave. As it stands, you’re lucky Yue is listening to the master in allowing you to—”
“Na,” Ash said, turning his head to catch the other woman’s eyes.
Realizing she was treading on territory he didn’t want her to walk on, Na fell silent, saying nothing more.
Instead, she inclined her head to Ash as if in apology.
“What?” Jia asked. “Listened to Ash in what way?”
Na ignored the other woman outright, turning to watch the testing field instead.
Still a division but… getting better. We’ll have to keep an eye on it.
Looking away from Na, Ash turned to look at Yue.
Standing with a group of thirty other individuals—most of whom were older than her by a significant margin—Yue looked quite alone.
Alone, small, but completely undaunted.

“To be fair, she survived on the streets with only her brother in a world that would use her up and snuff out her life for about ten minutes of selfish pleasure,” Locke offered up. “She’s incredibly resilient and resourceful.”

I mean, yeah… that’s fair.
Yue looked rather bored standing there next to her pill cauldron.
Even at this distance, it just looked like an ornamental pot with a lid. There were various holes along the top and side for viewing and working. There was also a small slot that folded out on the bottom, which presumably was where the pills fell out.
Playing with the slot, she seemed as if she wanted to get it over with. She’d said previously that the only reason she was even willing to do this at all was to promote “Ash’s Alliance” as she called it.

“She calls you Ashley, not Ash,” Locke countered.
Shut up.
“Contestants!” called Master Zha from the far side of the field. There was no stage for her this time as all eyes were meant to be focused on the testing field. “Today you’ll be competing and qualifying for your Sect Alchemist license.
“In this, I’ll remind you that you’re only truly competing against yourself if your goal is just the license.
“But for those of you who wish to strive for greatness, this is a starting point.”
Yue yawned and held a hand up in front of her mouth, turning her head away from Master Zha to hide it.
“Hmph. She will conquer this entire field without trying,” Tala said. “We should just go home and wait. This is pointless.”
“Hush,” Moira murmured. “She asked us to be here, so we’ll be here. Is it not right to stand with your comrades?”
“No. Kin kill our comrades if we can manage it and it’s profitable,” Tala disagreed. “Though I don’t think I’d try to kill you all unless I had to.
“Except for Ash. He can die for assaulting our elegant self.”
“He didn’t assault you,” Mei said with a patient sigh. “He kissed you. And we’ve all heard you complain about it non-stop for days. The next time he tries, please let me know so I can swap places with you. Preferably in public. That’d really spur the rumors on.”
“Absolutely disgraceful,” Jia grumbled. She’d become ever more entrenched in her viewpoint that apparently everyone around her was acting in a way that was disreputable.
“Is it?” Moira asked. “I don’t think so. Mei is just hiding her feelings by making it seem mercurial or calculated. She’s no different than I am. Just less direct about it.”
Ash felt Mei’s head turn fractionally as though she were peeking at Moira.
Glancing down, he found Mei turning her head to look up at him. Whatever happened with Moira, he’d missed it. Instead, he now had Mei smiling up at him from inches away.
Then she leaned up and kissed him for several seconds before settling back down onto her heels.
“That’ll do,” Mei said softly, turning her head back to Yue.
Ash woodenly looked back to Yue as well, his brain taking a few moments longer to process what’d happened.
“Slatternly,” Jia said in a much angrier tone.
“—begin!” shouted Master Zha. They’d missed almost the entirety of her speech.
Yue looked at her cauldron and opened it up. Throwing her hand negligently over the top of it, she dumped in what Ash could only assume was a number of herbs.
Closing it back up, she laid her left hand down on the side of the cauldron and peered into it from the other side.
The interior of the cauldron became a bright green color.
“She’s not using flame, she’s using her own Essence. That should make it rather—”
Yue slapped once at the bottom of the cauldron and the slot fell open. Reaching into it, she pulled something out, closed up the cauldron, and then held her hand up above her head.
“That’s it?” Moira asked with a nervous chuckle.
“That’s it,” Chunhua confirmed. “I can see the Essence in it from here. It’s so potent I could affect it directly if I wished.”
“How uneventful,” muttered Mei. “I was hoping to steal another kiss or two before it was over. This is such a perfect opportunity to solidify that I’m Ash’s.”
Yue stood there with her arm up in the air. Waiting for someone to come check her work, or even notice she was already done.
Unbelievably, Master Gen and Master Zha came over after a few more seconds passed.
No one who saw Master Gen from any distance right now would mistake his attitude as anything other than outright mirth.
Pride and overwhelming amusement.
“I would wager that’s a record,” said Na. “Master Sheng is beyond belief in all things. To create an Alchemist such as Yue is surely to be a mythical legend in time.”
“Or a cultivator,” said Jia.
“Or a sorceress,” Chunhua said.
“Swordmaster,” Tala offered as well.
“Among other things,” Moira said with a light cough.
Master Zha was inspecting the pill Yue had handed to her. At the same time, Yue was cleaning out her cauldron, not bothering to wait and hear what had to be said.
“And speaking of other things, let’s go. They’re going to drag Yue off to pat her on the head for far too long while Gen soaks up the applause,” Mei said. “We can wait at home for her with a nice dinner.”
Mei pulled on Ash and started leading him away.
The rest of the group followed them.
Over the rest of the day as they waited for Yue, they sparred, cultivated, and generally hung out.
“Did anyone actually see when they came and took my pumpkins away?” Ash asked, looking up from the piece of paper he’d been working on.
Since the success of creating so many talented individuals, he’d been making more crafting packets as well.
He didn’t only have to have one alchemist or one blacksmith.
“Pumpkins?” asked Rou, looking up from her lap. She’d been working on some type of needlework.
“The very maimed and broken fools he had on display at the end of Sheng Street,” Tala explained. “I liked the display. Especially when people came to talk to them. It was… very enjoyable.”
“What? How?” Ash asked, looking at Tala. “Are you into that sort of—”
“Your enemies were hung out like clean kills,” Moira said from where she sat nearby with her eyes closed. “They refused to speak with anyone, as was befitting their station.”
“Oh,” Ash said, looking from the Owl to the Rabbit.
Those two understand each other far too well.
“They do share a number of—”
The door to Ash’s home swung inward, catching everyone unaware.
Stumbling in through the doorway came Na and Yue. The former supporting the latter.

“Broken arm, broken wrist, broken collarbone, several stab wounds, two deep slashing wounds, and a damaged kidney,” Locke rattled off quickly. “Lots of minor bruising and things of that nature.”

“What the fuck?” Tala growled, jumping to her feet.
“Bartek,” wheezed Yue, one of her eyes swollen shut, the other looking like a blood vessel had ruptured in it.
“Bartek?” Ash asked, even as Rou rushed over to Yue.
“Mr. Stupid,” Na growled, angling Yue over toward Rou. “It was Mr. Stupid and company.”
“Was it now?” Ash asked. Inside of him was a cold burning hatred and anger. Heading to the door, he ended up walking straight into Gen.
“No,” Gen said, before Ash could even say anything. “Not tonight, not like this. Bartek has too many people above him that you cannot anger by attacking directly.”
“Really?” Ash asked, his teeth locked together. “The Deng were pretty strong. People I couldn’t attack directly. Pretty sure I did that. You did, too.”
“Yes,” Gen said placidly, leaning onto his cane in front of himself. “These are people that exist in the next realm above ours. People that even I and my people could not, and would not, directly trouble.
“They sent their idiotic offspring down here because he’s unworthy. Now we must handle him in a way that fits.”
“Yeah, I kill him and put him in the ring. Just like the last one I vanished that Master Zha still hasn’t paid me for,” hissed Ash.
People were more than happy to have him bloody his hands when it suited them. But when it came to his own needs, they were far more recalcitrant.
“Yes, I’m aware,” Gen said in his insufferably soft tone. “And believe me, we will make sure Bartek suffers. Just not tonight. For tonight, you should be with her. Should you not?”
Ash followed Gen’s hand as it gestured to the side.
Yue was already lying on a bedroll someone had laid out and was quickly being checked over by Rou.
Going from the top of her head to the soles of her feet, the Qi Healer was systematically inspecting her.
“Ah… actually,” Gen said, his tone going odd. “Is… is she… a Qi Healer?”
“Hm? Rou? Yeah,” Ash said. He hadn’t talked to Gen in a few days. “Found her and a bunch of others. Been training them. Getting them ready.”
Gen snorted at that, then started to chuckle to himself.
“Mm. Yes. Yes. Well. I must say, being the honored elder of the Sheng clan will definitely be an interesting position,” Gen said, then started to chuckle. “I suppose I’ll have to put in a new entrant for the Qi Healer licensing later this season. Oh, woe is me. I seem to be overwhelmed with the quality of my students.”
Ash felt like Gen was giggling inside at this point as the older man started to move away.
Having no other option available to him that he could pursue, Ash closed the door and went over to Yue’s side.
The fanatical young woman—who never let anything get her down for long—was watching him with her one open eye.
“I fought free. They di-didn’t get me,” she muttered. “They took nothing from me, other than some time and blood. Nothing, Ashley.”
“Your blood is quite expensive,” Ash said feeling rather odd about her comment. Taking her hand in his own, he patted it gently. “And I’ll make them pay triple what it was worth.”
***
Ash let out a slow breath, staring at the tournament board.
In the week since Yue had been attacked, Sheng Street had become a fortification. No one left by themselves, and no one who wasn’t invited came down the street.
From house number one all the way down to house forty-two was now “Sheng Street”. Each of his new recruits had taken a house in the row.
Anyone who was deemed weaker was moved deeper into the street and the stronger ones were put closer to the end of it.
Ash was still in house one and Na remained in house ten as the gatekeeper.
Mei had begun work to have the street from the sect skip the entirety of the first hundred houses. Instead, the sect street would now start at house one hundred and one.
Yue’s assault had changed the mentality of everyone.
“Would you be terribly disappointed if I had to fight Bartek and lost?”
Moving his eyes to the person talking, Ash found Chunhua standing there. Her hands gripped together tightly.
“Why?” Ash asked. The question seemed rather odd to him.
“The… board isn’t protected against reading it and was made through Essence weaving,” Chunhua said, then gestured at the board that was still quite covered. “I’m to fight Bartek in the first round.”
“Fine. Just be sure to kill him in the fight. Make it look like an accident,” Ash said aloud. He didn’t care if anyone heard him at this point. Rou had spent the better part of three days watching over Yue, and Ash had been there the whole time.
“I’ll do all I can,” Chunhua said, bowing her head toward him. “I will do my best, Master Sheng, to kill him.”
“Great. Who am I fighting?” Ash asked. “Since you’re a giant eight ball and all. Should I give you a shake and ask you what the Answer to the Ultimate Question of Life, The Universe, and Everything is?”
“Ah… I don’t know…what you’re asking me. What is an eight ball?” Chunhua asked, looking rather confused. “As to life, I’m afraid I only know the cultivator’s way. And I will make it my own by any means necessary.”
Ash believed that completely.
Chunhua was a vicious little monster who’d do whatever she had to, to get power. It was simply luck that Ash had encountered her the way he had.
She was his vicious little monster.
“You’re fighting someone by the name of Kou. I don’t know them,” Chunhua said.
“Yeah, don’t know them. Whatever,” Ash said, turning away from the board.
And nearly walking right into Bartek.
“Hey. Your little pet make it home okay?” asked Mr. Stupid. “Haven’t seen any of you since I broke her. You’re all hiding.”
Feeling like he was going to lash out before he could control it, Ash looked up into Mr. Stupid’s face.
“You’re going to die in this tournament,” Ash promised. “And I’m going to make sure your body gets buried head first in a shitter.
“Even if I have to dig it myself. Then… then I’m going to take everyone in your alliance, and turn them into little better than farmers. They can grow my wheat for me after I’ve beaten you.
“And when that’s done… maybe I’ll go pay your family a visit. See ’em all. Make sure they know why I’m visiting. Because you know what? Any family that produces someone as stupidly vile as you, must clearly be flawed at a genetic level.”
Mr. Stupid laughed at that, looking for all the world like a pompous, arrogant, oaf of a man.
“Uh-huh. Just keep telling yourself that. I’m going to break every single one of your people they put in front of me,” Mr. Stupid said. “And you know what the best part is? I’m going to fight only them. You’ll have to meet me at the end if you want a chance to get me. And by that time? When that time rolls around, who knows what’ll have happened?
“Or you could just withdraw and let me win. That’d be infinitely easier.”
“I’ll say it simply, without bravado, and without any type of trickery,” Ash murmured. “Anything you do to my people will be returned tenfold. Starting with what was done to Yue. You don’t want to do this. You should accept your punishment and let it go. Because otherwise, this is going to be extremely bad for you. I might even do things I’ll regret in the future, but not while I’m doing them.”
“You can just go f—”
“You should shut up,” Ash said, interrupting Mr. Stupid. “Shut up, think about what you’re saying, and really consider if it’s what you want to say. Because you can’t unsay it. You’ve already said enough that you’re going to truly regret your life.
“Think before you speak, and if you decide to open that shithole you call a mouth, remember this moment. Remember it for the rest of your life, for however short that’ll be.”
Mr. Stupid laughed at that. A loud braying laugh that almost broke through Ash’s patience. Almost got him to the point that he just straight up slugged the man and beat at him until he was dead.
Only Gen’s guidance to not act yet kept him in check.
“Break you. Break all of your women,” Mr. Stupid said, then shoved Ash.
Or tried to.
Ash had been expecting him to lay his hands on him.
Instead of pushing Ash, all Mr. Stupid did was manage to shove himself backward as Ash activated and held Spring Step in an active state. Putting just a bit of pressure down to his feet and backward, he effectively locked himself in place.
“When the rest of you are growing wheat for me, know this is the last moment you can walk away,” Ash said. Then he released Spring Step, pivoted on his heel and left. Chunhua was in tow with him. Everyone else had moved as a group to maintain an area for them to turn into a “home base”.
Chunhua had elected to go with him as a bodyguard while Na stayed glued to Yue’s side by Ash’s order.
“I will do all I can to end him,” Chunhua said.

“She’s not strong enough. Bartek is likely to be a hidden Mortal Refiner. Now that I’ve had a chance to really dig into him, I suspect he’s more than just a sleeper,” Locke said.
Fine. That just means it’ll be harder to kill him.
I’ll make it work.
One way or the other.
Already beat a level two, didn’t we?
“No. You and your group beat a level two. Not you. Bartek is likely a level three. You will have a very difficult time beating him.”
Guess I just need to eat pills, stones, and herbs until the match.
“That won’t—”
Shut up and give me options.

“Of course, Chosen One. Of course,” Locke murmured.



Eleven
Ash stood idly beside the tournament circle where Chunhua was to fight. She wasn’t the premier opening match, but she was in the first batch that were all starting at the same time.
Which meant that he could at least watch hers.
Especially since it’s with Mr. Stupid. Need to be here for this one.

“I’m just as certain as you are that he’ll do something, but I’m at a loss as to how you hope to change that fact, Chosen One,” Locke said.
Whatever. I’ll figure out something. I usually do.

“Oh, yes. You usually do figure out something. It’s a wonder how your mind works sometimes, Chosen One,” Locke said. “I rather enjoy your thoughts at times.”

“Welcome one and all,” called a voice from somewhere off to Ash’s right.
Looking around, he only now realized that there was a platform over there.
Master Zha, Gen, and a number of masters he didn’t know were all standing atop it.
“Welcome to the first talent tournament held under my authority,” Master Zha said, flashing her perfect white teeth at the crowd. “I expect you all to perform to the utmost of your abilities and strive to be the best. Now… due to a number of dropouts as of late, the cutoff point will be lowered to three percent rather than five.
“I’m sure you’ll all work hard to be number one, however.
“Now, it’s my sincere pleasure to welcome the Inner Sect Headmaster, Master Peng. Master Peng, is there anything you’d like to say?”
Turning partially to the side, Master Zha gestured to a small man who looked to be early middle-age with short, black hair and light-brown eyes.
Ash really couldn’t get a read on the man, but considering he had to have known what was happening in the Outer Sect and did nothing about it, he was likely an enemy.
“Ah, certainly,” said the man smoothly. “Best of luck to everyone.”
That was the speech? Really?
It was dumb.
“It was obvious.”
It was pointless.
“It was… short.”
I… loved it.

“Mm, there’s something to be said for brevity,” Locke said.
“Though, I will offer one last thing. I would be delighted if some of my masters could participate as the referees,” Master Peng said, turning a smile on Master Zha.
“No,” Gen said simply, leaning on his cane. The much older master had spoken out of turn and didn’t seem to care in the least. “No, though I appreciate the offer. My people need to learn how to do this and I feel that this is an opportune time for them to learn.
“You and your masters should simply enjoy the festivities. I personally recommend the cactus juice.”
There was a soft chuckle from more than a few of the disciples in the crowd.
The cactus juice was absolutely disgusting and was reserved for those who didn’t know any better or had lost a bet.
Even Ash knew that, as he’d been warned by Na and Mei both.
Gen’s wolf-like smile took over the older man’s face. The backhanded insult to mind their own business as an outsider was obvious to everyone.
“I’ll… have to try that, yes,” said Master Peng, clearly not understanding the context.
Which succinctly proved Gen’s point.
“Get to it,” Gen said and stamped his cane down with a rap. Turning, he began walking off the platform.
Master Zha hurried after him, leaving Master Peng to stand alone on the stage.
Snickering to himself, Ash looked at the ring.
Mr. Stupid and Chunhua were facing one another in the center of it. Standing not far away was one of Gen’s referees.
“I do enjoy Master Gen’s humor,” Na said from Ash’s left side. “Don’t you, Master Sheng?”
Of everyone in their party, Na had somehow managed to completely remove herself from the tournament. Ash didn’t quite understand how she’d managed it, but she’d gotten herself and Rou excluded from the tournament outright.
“Gen’s funny, yeah. He’s also a dickbag,” Ash said. “I kinda like him more for the dickbaggery than anything else. Tells it exactly as he sees it.”
“I haven’t known you that long, but that seems unsurprising,” Rou said from Ash’s right. “You do seem like the type that enjoys some schadenfreude.”
Ash quirked his brows at that.
The word had no equivalent in the language here. It’d been a word straight out of his homeworld.
“You speak like an Outlander at times, Rou,” Ash said in English.
“I… I—you… you really are from the same place then?” Rou asked, also in English.
“I would assume so. I don’t think there are many people in the entirety of the kingdoms who speak American English,” Ash said. “I take it you learned it from your father?”
“Yes. He thought it’d be good to have a language only we could speak amongst family. Mother didn’t think it was that strange,” Rou said. “She already knew it, too. Or… something like it.”
“You two are speaking in a foreign tongue. You will draw notice, Master Sheng,” said Na with some sternness in her voice. “You may look like an Outlander, but for all intents and purposes, you are kingdom-born. When you don’t speak Kingdom, you make yourself an obvious Outlander.”
“Ah, that’s very true, Na,” Ash said, swapping back to Kingdom. “I’ll teach you how to speak English later. It’s… probably a good thing for us to have our own language. Just as Rou pointed out.”

“I’ve already taken the liberty of putting together an entire ‘English’ packet for you. Complete and full of all the colorful euphemisms, colloquialisms, and anecdotal type stories one could expect with it, Chosen One,” Locke said.
“—understand the rules as I’ve stated them?” asked the referee looking from Chunhua to Mr. Stupid and back again.
“Yes, Master,” Chunhua said, her eyes stuck to Mr. Stupid. There was visible disgust and uneasiness in the young man’s face as he stared back at her.
“Of course,” Mr. Stupid said.
“Then begin,” declared the referee.
Chunhua launched herself backward, away from her opponent. At the same time, she flung a hand out in front of herself.
The very air itself became solid, forming into a chest-high construction that divided the arena in half.
Mr. Stupid was stopped cold before the fight even began.
“And what is this? Are you just going to—uufff,” groaned Mr. Stupid, spinning around to the right like a top.
Chunhua had grabbed hold of one side of the air construct and flipped it around at her foe.
Not responding to the verbal jab, she continued to work at her sorcery.
“Huh,” Ash said. “She’s using it far better than I expected.”
Bringing her hands together, Chunhua clapped both sides of the air construct together, smashing Mr. Stupid between the ends.
Moving her hands back and forth in a rolling motion, Chunhua grinned with one corner of her mouth.
There was a grinding noise as Mr. Stupid was then rolled back and forth between the two ends. Like a kid playing with playdough.
Abruptly, there was a tearing noise as Mr. Stupid threw out his arms. Both sides of the air construct tore away from him as if they were little better than twigs on a tree.
Frowning, Chunhua didn’t waste any time. Reaching down with her right hand, she mimicked grabbing something and then flipped it toward her left.
The back corner of the area tore away from the ground and slammed down atop Mr. Stupid, smashing him into the ground.
“Holy fuck,” Ash murmured, shocked at the violence of the attack.
Everyone around the arena was staring at the white-eyed woman who had just more than likely murdered her opponent.
Chunhua lifted her left hand and began hammering at the thin air with it.
A massive mallet of air began to crash down onto the huge slab of earth, pounding it—and likely Mr. Stupid as well—flat.
Slamming at the air like it was her job, Chunhua continued to brutalize her opponent.

“It’s not doing very much. She’s already realized he’s far and away above her in strength,” Locke said.
Wait, really? It’s that bad?
“Yes. It really is. If you fight him head-on, you’ll lose.”
Flicking out her right hand, Chunhua grabbed at something only she could see and then brought her hand down in front of herself again.
A column of water leapt across from a fountain a considerable distance away and began to pound down into the earth. Soaking it thoroughly and adding to its crushing weight.
Chunhua staggered a step to the left and looked like she was going to fall over.
Panting, the young woman stood there, taking heaving breaths.
The referee hadn’t stopped the fight, though. In fact, he hadn’t moved from his spot. He’d just watched the entire tirade and seemed to be curious.
But nothing else.
There was no hint from the man that he was planning on stopping the fight.
Slowly, with a grinding noise that sounded like rocks being smashed together, the pile of soggy mud began shifting to one side.
Standing up out of the middle of that disgusting heap of mud, was Mr. Stupid.
“I’m…going…to kill…you,” gasped Mr. Stupid.
Struggling out of the mess, the man marched toward Chunhua who was clearly out of gas. She’d used everything to try and beat him outright at the start.
The sorceress had held nothing in reserve.
Reaching Chunhua, Mr. Stupid lashed out with what looked like a haymaker.
Moving to the side, she lightly deflected it to pass by her, then struck out at Mr. Stupid’s arm, her fist connecting at his wrist. Then she brought her left elbow around and drove it down into the man’s shoulder.
Kinda glad we included all the hand-to-hand training we could. Maybe she can—
Mr. Stupid ignored both blows and then kicked out at Chunhua.
The crack of her leg splintering apart from the blow was loud. Crashing to the ground as if she’d been struck by a truck, she bounced twice and then slid across the ground for several more feet.
Leaping from where he stood, Mr. Stupid landed atop Chunhua’s back before she could get up and drove a fist down into her shoulder.
Which also made a hideous crunching noise.
Before Bartek could do anything further, the referee was there. He grabbed Mr. Stupid by his drawn back arm and then tossed him, as one might a stone, across to the other side of the arena.
“Idiot boy,” growled the referee, staring down Mr. Stupid. “Are you trying to kill her?”
Thank you, Master Gen, for your damned impressive foresight to make sure they’re your referees.
Na had already leapt into the ring and was dragging the moaning Chunhua over to Rou.
“Oh, goodness. Oh, dear. I… I guess that means it’s my turn, doesn’t it?” Rou muttered, shaking her hands back and forth and looking rather concerned. “I can do this. I can do it. Just like… just like all the other girls. Just as easy.”
Na got Chunhua over to Rou and set the sorceress down.
“I’m sorry, he’s just so strong,” Chunhua got out between her clenched teeth. Her face was as white as bleached flour, her shoulder hanging oddly in its socket.
“Don’t worry about it,” Ash said, deciding at that moment he was going to kill Mr. Stupid. One way or another.
He’d gone after Chunhua to maim her. Having Rou on hand and arena-side was a turn of events that was beyond the definition of luck.
Which pill?
“I believe if we wait—”
Which-pill?

“Yellow pill, in the yellow medical box, top left drawer,” Locke supplied.
Yanking that pill out of his storage ring, he pushed it into Chunhua’s mouth even as she spoke to Rou.
Flinching away and sputtering once, Chunhua only relaxed when she realized it was Ash. Taking the pill, she stared up at him and swallowed it.
“You did as well as you could, given the circumstances. Good job,” Ash said. Then he stepped into the arena. He was going to go over there and kill Mr. Stupid right now.
“Ashley Sheng, stop,” murmured the referee, stepping up to Ash’s side. “I understand your concern. I assure you that he’ll pay a price for what he did. We both know that your Qi Healer will make it as if nothing had ever happened, though.
“This is not the time or place.”
Glancing to the man, Ash realized it was one of the people they’d brought back from the Open Hand.
“Your match is next anyway,” said the man, giving Ash a tight smile. “And I do believe that Bartek has the backing of someone in the Inner Sect. It wouldn’t be wise to make your move right now.”
“Should kill him. Here and now. Damn anyone and everyone else,” Ash growled.
“And if that’s what you decide, we will assist. As will Gen. But it would cause us losses. Wait. Plan. Then attack,” said the referee.
Ash felt the truth in the man’s words. They would gladly throw in on a fight here and now. But if they had to fight Inner Sect masters, it’d become problematic.
“Fine. I’ll have my match here,” Ash said. He wasn’t planning on leaving Chunhua’s side.
“As you will it,” the referee said, moving away.
Going over to the side that Chunhua had turned into mulch, Ash stood there, waiting. His eyes were locked on the spot where Rou was working on Chunhua. All he could see was Rou’s face and head, Na, and not a bit of Chunhua.
“She’s being put back together. Have no fear. Rou is doing a very good job. Chunhua will be back in action after a week, I’d say. Which means you can’t invite her to your bed.”
Shut the fuck up.
Locke went absolutely silent at Ash’s acidic retort.
He wasn’t in the mood for games or play. He wanted to kill Mr. Stupid.
Eventually, the referee escorted someone out onto the stage across from Ash.
It was a young woman.
Ash recognized her instantly as one of Mr. Stupid’s hangers-on.
“How fortunate,” Ash said, flexing his hands, staring hard at the woman across from him.
She was young and pretty, with auburn hair and dark eyes, and she fit this world’s perceptions of beauty.
“I’m going to break you in half and give part of you back to Mr. Stupid,” Ash said moving into an aggressive stance. He was planning on closing the distance on her instantly and breaking her neck outright.
Mr. Stupid himself wasn’t far away, watching from the sidelines.
Except, he seemed bored and irritated.
Mad in fact.
He was watching Rou on the other side as she worked on Chunhua—who was now standing up. One of her hands was pressed to her broken shoulder, but it was obvious that she was far better off than she’d been previously.
Waving a hand at Ash, Mr. Stupid rolled his eyes and wandered away from the arena.
He was only interested in what he did to Chunhua. His own person matters almost not at all to him. Is that it?
We could test that theory. Break her neck and throw her corpse at him.
Looking back to the woman, Ash could see the fear in her face. Her eyes were following Mr. Stupid’s back as he walked away from her.
Giving her up.
Whatever happened to her was apparently no concern to him.
Slowly, her eyes turned back to Ash.
Lifting her hands up in front of herself, she still seemed determined to fight. Even if she already knew what was going to happen to her.
“Begin!” called the referee.
Activating Spring Step, Ash flashed across the distance. Slamming his fist straight into the woman’s stomach and using Spring Step to empower it, he grabbed her by the neck with his other hand.
With a whoosh of air, the woman folded around his hand, her body going limp.
Digging his fingers into her flesh, Ash started to twist her head around while using Spring Step.
And then stopped himself moments before simply killing her.
Yanking up on her head, he mashed his mouth into her ear.
“Brave little thing,” Ash murmured to her. “If you publicly call him Mr. Stupid at the top of your lungs, while on your knees, I’ll let you walk away from this without as bad a beating as I would have given you. And if you’re especially brave and prove yourself, you may join me.”
Wheezing, the woman nodded her head slightly.
“Good, then do as you’re told,” Ash said.
Standing upright, he spun the woman to the side and pushed her down to her knees. Facing out toward where Bartek had gone.
“Hey, Bartek!” Ash called out at the top of his lungs. “That is, Mr. Stupid! This was yours, wasn’t it?”
Bartek, who was much further away than Ash expected, turned around and looked back.
Standing with the woman on her knees in front of himself, Ash put his hands on top of the woman’s head.
Gasping in a deep breath, the woman groaned for a second.
“Mr. Stupid!” she called out with all her strength. “I’m Master Sheng’s now!”
Ash snorted at that and patted the side of the woman’s head.
Mr. Stupid turned a deep, dark red at that—looking even angrier than Ash hoped he would.
Ah… yes. I’m going to take everything from you. One at a time.
Once more turning away, Mr. Stupid stormed off.
“No, you’re not mine yet, but you can work at it,” Ash said patting the side of the woman’s head twice more. “You done? Ready to surrender.”
“I surrender,” whimpered the woman.
“Good,” Ash said. Then he grabbed her by the shoulder and left the stage, taking her in tow with him.
The referee said nothing.
The crowd said nothing.
No one did anything.
She was his.
In this world—in this forsaken, morally bankrupt land of people who treated everyone else as if they were bugs—she no longer existed as a free person.
Because if no one stood up for her and she couldn’t stand up for herself, she didn’t matter.
And that’s what we’re going to change.



Twelve
Walking toward the tournament area, Ash wasn’t really looking forward to the day. It’d been three days since it started and it was slowly winding its way through the matches.
Far more often than Ash expected, his team was pitted up against someone from Mr. Stupid’s alliance. Almost always with the match going in the favor of Mr. Stupid.
There’d been a number of “accidental” injuries that continued to occur.
Thankfully though, Rou—supplied with everything she could ever need—was proving to be more than up for the task.
Unfortunately, she seemed to be needed for any and every fight his people participated in. With Mr. Stupid publicly going after Ash, it had emboldened the others to a degree.
Most weren’t willing to risk a fight with Ash, though, since he was more or less claiming anyone from an alliance who’d displeased him.
Mei never allowed anyone who’d gone against Ash or his alliance to escape the ring. Not without forswearing all others and, at a minimum, swearing an oath on their cultivation to Ash.
Yue was just as fanatical about it, but had already been eliminated.
Jia was still in the tournament, but had gone about the exact same strategy as Mei while being entirely overly formal and conservative as she did it.
Just as Jia would.
Glancing back behind himself, he found a long line of people who’d been forced to join the Sheng Alliance. Trudging along, most of them were more interested in the grass and dirt in front of their feet.
One and all, Jia, Mei, and Yue had only targeted the women. Men were simply beaten to the ground.
Looking ahead once more, Ash mentally shrugged.

“They’re assuming your preference is female only. It’s amusing,” Locke said.
Hate you. It’s your fault.
He’d end up letting most of them go once the tournament ended after they paid a nominal fee.
If there was anyone with talent, he’d make them the same offer he had all the other talented women he’d stolen away.
“With the way everyone is looking at me, it’s almost as if they’re pitying me,” Mei murmured as she walked along beside Ash.
“That’s exactly what it is,” Yue confirmed.
Ash could only nod his head at that. Even he had to agree with their assessment. Clearly, everyone had already marked her as the loser of her upcoming match.
“I think I have a reasonable chance against him,” Mei said, lifting her chin up.
“She doesn’t.”
Yeah, but she doesn’t know that.
“Yes, she does. She’s just being brave about it.”
And how do you know that, hm?

“Because I’m not a blind idiot like some are, Chosen One,” Locke replied dryly. “She’s doing this more for your reputation than her own.”

Ash couldn’t really deny he was probably right. Mei seemed far more aware of what people thought of him, and her, than he’d ever put conscious thought toward.
Shouldn’t be risking herself just for me though.
As they made their way into the tournament grounds, Ash was feeling keenly unhappy about the fact that Mei would be battling Mr. Stupid.
“You look more worried than I do,” Mei said, her head turned toward him.
“Because I am worried. You should be worried,” Ash said with a bit of annoyance. “He’s tried to kill everyone from our alliance that he runs up against. Gen’s people are the only reason that hasn’t happened.”
“Then I think we have a problem,” Jia said from the other side of Mei. “Because I am noticing a distinct lack of Master Gen’s people, including Master Gen himself.”
Ash frowned and immediately started to look around at all the places Gen’s security had been previously.
They were gone. Each and every one of them.
No one was in their place either.
Right. This is… right. They’re making their move today.

“So it would seem, Chosen One. I’m ever so pleased that your brain is working today,” Locke drawled.
Walking on, as they had no other option, Ash suddenly wanted to just have everyone in the tournament surrender outright.
There was no point in continuing this. Everyone in his group had already made it well out of the brackets that’d be eliminated.
“I won’t surrender,” Mei said. “So don’t ask. I need to prove myself one way or the other today. I can fight to my utmost. If I win, I win. If I lose, I lose. In either case, doing my best and showing that is what I need to do.”
“You don’t need to prove anything to anyone, “Ash countered.
“Of course, I do. After the other day, when I stole that kiss, everyone regards me as your leading lady,” Mei said as if it were the most normal thing in the world. “I have to uphold that by doing my best.”
“Disgraceful,” Jia muttered.
“Oh, don’t be so envious. You had your chance and did nothing with it,” Mei said, reaching over to pat Jia on the back. “But it’s alright. I can view you as a lesser rival if you like. I was thinking of making it Yue, but… you could work hard at it and earn it.”
“I will hurt you,” Jia growled.
Mei only laughed at that, putting her hands together in front of herself.
“You could try,” she said coyly. “But I think I might win.”
Coming to a stop, Ash and his group reached the arena. This one was a lowered oval at the center of an amphitheater.
It looked like the stands were filled with disciples from both the Inner and Outer Sect. The cut and fit of their uniforms drastically differed from one another.
Mr. Stupid was standing on the far side of the arena, chatting amicably with a few of his hangers-on. There’d been a considerable reduction in number through Ash’s forced recruiting, but there seemed to be even more joining him.
Perhaps simply because he was fighting Ash and his alliance directly.
“Well, I’m off then,” Mei said. Reaching up, she laid a hand to Ash’s face and got his attention. Then she pulled his head down and kissed him firmly. Holding the back of his head with her Earth-infused strength, she kept the kiss going for several seconds before she finally let go of him. “Next time, you’ll need to initiate it. Otherwise, it just looks one-sided.”
Patting his cheek lightly, Mei stepped into the arena and began to walk out into the middle area.
Jia took Mei’s spot and stared at the other woman with equal parts annoyance and what looked like fear.
“To be fair, she really did miss out on her chance. She had you all to herself for more than a little while. It’s a good thing I wasn’t living on this world.

“I think I’d have the entire Outer Sect eating out of my palm,” Locke said with a snort. “All Jia’s talent and beauty wasted in her own silly thoughts.”

Yeah, you’d be a bitch alright. I’d bet on that.
“Damn right, I would.”
The referee standing at the center of the arena was someone Ash recognized. It was one of the Inner Sect masters who had come with Master Peng.
“Ah, welcome, welcome,” said the referee to everyone present. “I’ve been honored to be allowed to referee this fight. Unfortunately, Master Gen and his people are currently indisposed.”
Uh-huh.
Master Zha was also nowhere to be found.
Now that he looked, Ash couldn’t find anyone that was likely higher in standing than the referee.
“Shit,” Ash muttered.
“Yes, that is the operative word,” Jia said, her eyes quickly moving through the stands and seats. “I shall move to the other side of the arena. I believe I can intervene if something should happen. While I think her way of achieving her goals is disgraceful, slatternly, shameless, and repulsive… she is still an ally.”
Not waiting for a reply, Jia folded her arms across her chest and began angrily walking to the other side.
“She has no right to be so angry,” Yue said, shaking her head. “Mei is only doing what she has said she would from the start.”
“What she said from the start?” Ash asked.
“Never mind, Ashley,” Yue said, reaching up to scratch at her neck nervously.
“Sorry, I’m late, but I’m here,” Rou said in a huff, coming up to Ash’s right side. “There was this massive altercation right in the middle of the only road from the city side of things. I’ve never seen anything like that.
“If it hadn’t been for Na, I doubt we’d even be here.”
Standing a step away from Rou was Na, red-faced and breathing hard. Her hair was a mess and it looked like her lip was swelling.
Catching his eyes on her, Na met them equally.
Nodding his head to her, Ash realized he’d have to do something for her to return the favor.
Because there was no way Rou just happened to have a problem getting here with everything else that was happening.
“All of this was coordinated,” Ash said. “All of it. The Inner Sect, for whatever reason, is trying to help Mr. Stupid ruin us.”
“That doesn’t make any sense,” Yue said.
“From our perspectives,” Na murmured. “From theirs, it may look a lot more reasonable.”
“And what’s their perspective, then?” Rou asked.
“I don’t know. I just know it isn’t mine,” Na replied.
“—break apart when I say break apart. I expect the rules to be followed,” said the referee. “Any questions?”
Throwing caution not just to the wind, but straight into the other man’s teeth, Ash cleared his throat.
“Yeah, what happens when you fail to stop the match in time, and Mei is injured or killed?” Ash asked loudly. “Because I’m betting that’s going to happen. Are you going to pay reparations? Will you be punished? Or is your support of Mr. Stupid over there so obvious that you won’t even get a slap on the wrist?”
If there had been the possibility for the entire crowd to go absolutely silent in any way, Ash had clearly found it on the first attempt.
“I… you dare—”
“Yeah, I dare. Because you’re going to let Mei get hurt or worse,” Ash said, pointing at Mei. “Well? What happens when you inevitably fail? You going to take an oath on your cultivation to prevent something from happening?”
“This is stupid,” Mr. Stupid yelled. “Let’s get this fight underway.”
Now that it’d been said, though, there was no taking it back. The audience was staring hard at the referee as if already seeing what was going to happen in their mind’s eye.
Once someone was told to expect something, it would be hard to prevent them from not seeing anything that happened as exactly that.
The red-faced and visibly angered referee threw up his hands and looked away from Ash.
“Begin!” he shouted.
I need my entire Qi Sea put into my Spring Step. Like… everything.
That possible?

“Yes, though if you use it for anything you’ll probably break some bones,” Locke said.
That’s nice. Rou can fix ’em. Can’t fix dead, though, and they’re going to try and kill Mei.
Ash felt the entirety of his being grow still. When he looked inward, he found his Sea had become a maelstrom of energy. Coursing, breaking, and frothing in every direction as it was all held in thrall by Spring Step.
It felt like someone had tied a massive rubber band to his back and had pulled to the point that it was going to break.
Bartek was racing across the middle of the arena, one arm cocked back, the other out in front of himself. The only way one could describe the pose was “running as if he were falling”.
He’d reach Mei in no time at all.
Standing where she’d been, Mei had two single-handed swords made of Earth Essence drawn. One held before her and one to the side.
Clashing together, the two combatants struck, came apart, then slammed into one another again.
Mei’s swords came out as blurs, barely able to appear where Mr. Stupid’s attacks were coming from and parrying them aside.
So ferocious was his assault that Mei had no chance to counter attack at all. Her entire world was a defensive holdout.
Then, there was a break in the constant back and forth.
One of Mei’s blades shattered halfway down and went spinning away into the dirt.
Narrowing her posture, Mei held the single remaining sword out in front almost like a fencer.
Mr. Stupid took a step back and then one forward, pushing out with both hands.
A wave of pure force struck Mei’s blade, then her, and knocked her off her feet. It sent her tumbling along the dirt like a kicked stone.
Bouncing along, she struck her head with a sound that reminded him of a coconut hitting the ground, and kept rolling.
After a few more rolls and a final bump, Mei came to a stop. Ash already knew Mei was unconscious. She was unmoving, her body limp, and completely undefended.
There was no one watching who would see it as anything other than being knocked clean out.
Mr. Stupid was already in the air, leading with his knee and trying to aim atop Mei. He’d jumped from the other side of the arena with an empowered leap that would carry him the distance.
The referee was doing absolutely nothing.
Jia’s hand flashed out and a wave of Water Essence flowed out from her to intercept Mr. Stupid.
Before it had even gotten a foot away from her, the referee had quashed it.
Apparently, he wasn’t going to hide the pretense.
Activating Spring Step, Ash darted forward.
As he did so, he heard the sickening sound of what could only be something breaking. His feet never retouched the ground.
Having dumped everything into that one ability, Ash felt more like he suddenly appeared atop Mei rather than moving to her.
Grabbing her as he went, he heard something else break, but didn’t know what that was either. He could only hope it wasn’t Mei.
He flashed beyond her, his target being the other side of the arena itself.
Except he hadn’t counted on how to stop.
Holding almost the full amount of energy he’d used to make the dash, Ash reached his destination.
The second his feet hit the ground, Ash did a forward somersault and managed a face-plant straight into the crowd.
Everything he’d spent in that single moment was now gone. Spent as soon as the ability completed.
Groaning, Ash could now feel his broken leg, broken arm, and wrist.
How bad off are we?

“Rou can fix us up, but likely not completely before our next match. You’ll remember you were due to fight the winner. Yes?” Locke asked.
You didn’t answer me.
“Bad. How’s that?”
Wonderful. How’s Mei?
“Bad. How’s that? Like that one, too?”
How bad? Does Rou need to heal her first?

“No. She’ll be fine if you’re treated first,” Locke said.
“How dare you!” shouted a voice from the arena.
Lifting his head up, Ash looked at the referee.
“Yeah, how dare I save someone you were going to let die. Just like I said. Fuck you,” Ash called back. “Fuck you right in the ass, Master.”
Ash could actually hear the audible gasp from nearby people in the crowd. He didn’t care though. This man had thrown his lot in with Mr. Stupid. As had the entirety of the Inner Sect as far as Ash was concerned.
To him, they were all in his book of “to kill if possible” now.
Jia and Yue were there, pulling Ash and Mei out of the crowd.
Yue immediately started offering reparations to those impacted, digging into a storage space.
Through it all, Ash refused to give up his hold on Mei. Of all of them, she was the most vulnerable at this moment.
“I’m going to—”
“Nothing, you are going to nothing,” Jia proclaimed loudly. “Because our master is Master Gen Sheng. You can submit your complaint to him as soon as he comes back. At the same time, we will lodge our complaint about your lack of competence as a referee.”
Ash was dropped down to the dirt of the arena.
Rou appeared in front of him, her hands pressing to his face.
“Goodness, that’s quite bad, Master Sheng,” said the red-haired woman.
Then he felt her enter his body. She swept in through his Meridians, down into his Dantian, and into his Qi Sea.
“I… oh. Oh. I… I see,” Rou said, her eyes widening. There was a loud cracking noise in his ears followed by extreme pain.
It was almost instantly soothed over, like a cool hand running over his skin.
“There. All fixed, but I had to break it a bit more to get it to match up correctly,” Rou murmured. “It’s going to hurt a lot until it heals.”
“Too bad,” Mr. Stupid shouted from not far away. “Because our match is due to begin any moment. Right now. Or you can forfeit and the referee can punish you for doing such a thing.”
That’s not right. There’s supposed to be a gap.
But… with the referee on their side, there’s no way I’m getting anything to go my way.
And I can’t surrender. That’d open myself up to something awful. No. No, thanks.
“Can’t surrender,” Ash growled.
Yue nudged Rou to one side and then pushed her fingers into Ash’s mouth.
“Swallow quickly, Ashley,” Yue commanded.
“That’s what she said.”
Trying to spit out Yue’s fingers, Ash turned his head and swallowed.
Someone took Mei away from him while someone else levered himself up to his feet.
Stumbling like a drunk on a bender, Ash almost ended up face-first on the ground.
Damn. Can we even fight him?
“No. You have almost nothing.”
No suggestions? Nothing?
“Lose quickly and with as little pain as possible.”
You kinda suck.
Standing there, Ash felt like a bag of oats with legs. Everything spun one way, and then the other. Nothing felt quite right.
Did I break something?
“Well, obviously? Three somethings. Remember? Or do you mean something else?”
Everything is spinning.

“Ah, yes. You have a considerable concussion, Chosen One,” Locke said. “That clicking noise isn’t real.”

Ash paused, his hand halfway up to his head. He was going to jam his finger into his ear and see if he could get the noise to stop.
We’ve got nothing?

“Nothing that would matter. The pills Yue gave you are working to stabilize everything but by the time you’re actually ready to fight, it’s likely to be over,” Locke said.
Shaking his head, Ash looked out to Mr. Stupid directly across from him.
Both he and the referee seemed rather pleased with the situation.
“To be sure. You sacrificed the king for a pawn. I’d be delighted if I were them.”
And that’s the problem with this place. That’s the problem with all of it.
Standing up a bit straighter, Ash contemplated his options.
Fine.
Fine. This is fine. I can do this.
Because… because what I am, is momentum. What I am is the flow of things.
To be formless and shapeless.
Letting his hands open, Ash emptied his mind and let himself relax. To the point where he felt as loose as he could be.
“Are both contestants ready?” the referee asked.
“Yes!” shouted Mr. Stupid.
Ash didn’t respond. Instead, he stood there waiting.
He would be flowing water and take control of the fight one incremental change at a time.
The referee glared at Ash for several seconds before he held up a hand.
“Begin!” he shouted.
Mr. Stupid walked over to Ash with a big grin on his face. He wasn’t taking this seriously at all and it was apparent to everyone watching.
Standing there, Ash waited. He didn’t act, didn’t move, and didn’t twitch.
His goal was to control the momentum and flow.
And bend it to his will.
Mr. Stupid launched a punch at Ash which felt like it could set the air on fire with the speed and force of it.
Using as little Essence as required, Ash used Spring Step to guide the blow away from himself. Redirecting the whole attack exactly as Ash’s ability allowed him to.
Moving with the attack, he took a step to the left. Touching his hand to his chest, he set the Qi Chain there. Instantly, he felt Qi begin to wash into him from Mr. Stupid.
Ash went still again, his hands up in front of himself.
Mr. Stupid apparently thought that was funny and swung out with another wild punch with a laugh.
Stepping into the blow, Ash brought his wrists up and sent the blow searing through the air just above his shoulder.
Reaching out, Ash tapped Mr. Stupid in the middle of the chest with an unpowered blow and then moved to the right. Passing his foe and moving into a defense pose once again.
Tapping his hands to his own chest, Ash felt the flow of Qi increasing.
Dumping endlessly into his very empty and hungry Dantian.
We will flow, like water. And curve—
Mr. Stupid grunted and threw out a heavy kick aimed at Ash’s head.
Or bend.
Moving his waist, Ash went under the leg, redirecting it a bit higher with a casual brush of his forearm. As Mr. Stupid went by, Ash simply returned to his stance and stood there.
Waiting.
And as we focus on the whole…
Taking a step back, Mr. Stupid brought his arm back and flung out a pure deluge of force at Ash.
We can take in the individual pieces as they come and change them.
Making a slow and almost lazy attack against the wave of energy with his left hand, Ash took a step back and threw out his right hand. He took in the entirety of the attack and simply diverted it right back.
Nothing lost, nothing gained—an equal exchange.
Preserving the momentum.
Though, there was a rather large Qi Chain dangling off the back of it.
Mr. Stupid smashed the entire attack to one side as if it were little more than a flimsy cardboard box.
Touching the chain to his waist, Ash stood there, waiting once more.
Qi was flowing into him steadily, giving him power that he sorely needed right now. Even if it wasn’t as dense as he was used to, it was working just fine for his needs.
Letting out a slow breath, Ash shook out the tension he’d built up and then looked at Mr. Stupid.
Roaring at the top of his lungs, Mr. Stupid charged forward again.
Receiving him, Ash took the first heavy blow and let it glide by him. Then deflected the second, the third, and the fourth.
Attack after attack sped at him with increasing speed as Mr. Stupid worked through whatever series of blows he’d put together into a combination.
Ash flowed around them, tapped them to one side, and never allowed anything to actually hit him. Nor did he block anything that was thrown his way.
Everything was altered but allowed to continue.
I am momentum. I am the tide that can flow or crash.
Unexpectedly, Mr. Stupid launched a close-range Qi attack that was very similar to his blast wave.
Ash couldn’t dodge it, and so he didn’t.
He struck it dead center with a blow from his palm.
Detonating into Mr. Stupid’s gut, the blow knocked the man’s feet out from under him. Landing face first in the dirt, Mr. Stupid bounced once and then rolled to the side several times.
And so we crash.
Once more, Ash merely patted himself gently, attaching all the chains he’d gained. The amount of Qi that was splashing into his Dantian was massive now.
No one was reacting to the mass of chains that were streaming out of Mr. Stupid. As if they didn’t exist at all.
As if no one could see them.
You’re going to die today, Mr. Stupid. And not even know how or why.
Allowing himself a small smile, Ash pulled down on his uniform, adjusting it, and went into a defensive stance once more.
To flow as inevitably as the ocean. To be what can’t be stopped.
Inevitable as the future. To flow like… like…
To flow… to flow like time?
Ash felt like the entire world came to a heart-wrenching stop in that exact moment. His skin prickled, his sweat went ice cold, and his middle Dantian shuddered inside him.
Time flows.
Gasping softly, Ash took in a shuddering breath.
In his mind’s eye, he could see Mr. Stupid getting up and rushing him with an attack that was more like a blade of energy. Aimed for Ash’s stomach.
Moving ahead of that shadow, Ash reacted without thinking or considering what was happening.
Stepping to the side, he struck Mr. Stupid’s arm several times in rapid succession.
Ash watched the blade dip away. Mr. Stupid then prepared to bring his rear leg up in a roundhouse kick, so Ash shifted again.
Before his opponent had moved, Ash was positioned next to him. Using almost no force, Ash simply raised his arm and angled it.
There was an ugly crunch as Mr. Stupid’s nose was almost impaled on Ash’s elbow.
Ash saw Mr. Stupid stumble backward, throwing out both hands in a massive Qi blast attack. A blast identical to the one he’d used on Mei.
Following him as he went, Ash reached out with both hands and slapped them into Mr. Stupid’s. Like he was giving him a double high five.
At the moment he’d done so, Ash had reversed the entire flow of Qi that Mr. Stupid had built up. Sending it right back into his body.
In a massive detonation of Essence, Mr. Stupid’s arms vanished up to the elbow. A bloody ruin of meat, blood, and bone fell to the ground around him in a semi-circle.
Screeching at the top of his lungs, Mr. Stupid fell to the ground, his ruined stumps coming up in front of himself as if he were trying to touch his hands to one another.
“And now that the moment has come, I hope you reflect on it,” Ash said during the screaming. Bowing his head incrementally, Ash tapped the newest Qi Chains to his chest and then slowly began to walk away from his defeated opponent.
Looking up to the crowd, Ash cleared his throat.
“Everyone remember this moment,” Ash said loudly. “Because this is the moment I’m telling all of you to not get in my way. You may assist me, or be neutral, but do not get in my way. Remember this moment.”
Letting his eyes fall back to the arena, Ash kept walking.
He didn’t dismiss his Qi Chains.
Walking over to where Rou was tending to her patient, Ash gave Mei a quick once-over. She was still unconscious, but she definitely appeared to be considerably better.
Sitting down next to her, Ash leaned into her partially and then looked towards the arena.
The referee—and several older men and women Ash didn’t know—were working on Mr. Stupid. Putting his arms back together as if there’d been nothing wrong at all.
“Too bad for you,” Ash said, the mass of chains almost blocking his view of the situation, “that you didn’t listen.”

“Ten seconds before he runs out of Qi,” Locke said suddenly.
Ash nodded his head and did nothing.

“Three seconds,” Locke prompted.
Watching, Ash was curious if he could see what death would look like coming his way on the Qi Chains.
Mr. Stupid went completely empty. He let out a slow breath, then collapsed forward into the ground.
Unmoving.
The Qi Chains slowly turned golden in color for several seconds and then cut off abruptly.

“Processing gains. This’ll take a while. He was a lot stronger than one would expect,” Locke said, the death of their opponent meaning about as much to him as an interesting math problem.
Ash sniffed once, closed his eyes, and laid his head down on Mei’s shoulder.



Thirteen
The sounds of raised voices jolted Ash awake. Voices that sounded extremely angry and seemed to be almost directly over his head.
Soft hands were pressed to his forehead and his shoulder. He could feel warmth traveling in through his head and leaving through his shoulder.
Cracking his eyes open, he managed to peer upward. He found Rou hovering over him a few inches away.
Her eyes were closed and she seemed entirely dedicated to her task. Which was apparently healing him.
Rou’s eyes flicked open and met his own. Staring at him as he stared at her.
“Oh, hello. I’m afraid the breaks are… well… re-broken,” Rou murmured. “I’ve got them back together again, but you’ll need to be very careful for a while. I can’t do much more than what I’ve done already.”
“Got it. Thank—”
“Move, little girl, before I remove your head,” shouted a voice beyond Rou.
“If you so much as lay a hand on me, I will simply go to the sect leader to discuss this. I believe I am still owed a trip to the treasury to pick an item for my assistance,” shouted Jia. “I will be certain to discuss this matter with him at that time. Though I think Master Gen will want to discuss it first.”
“As if I care. You’ve brought this upon yourself. Golden Fl—”
“That’s enough,” came a firm, papery-thin voice. Following along with it was a sharp whip-crack, like sound that detonated through the air.
A yelp in response, followed by cursing, was quite audible.
Leaning to the side, away from Mei, Ash tried to peer around Rou, who was still working on him.
“Stop moving,” Rou commanded.
Just beyond Rou, stood Jia in front of the referee. The man was shaking his hands out as if they’d been burned by something. Walking quickly toward them, and not even bothering to use his cane, was Gen.
There was an evil glint in his eyes and black smudges on his face that looked like soot.
“I do not believe I gave permission for this bout to commence, yet here I see not only has one fight happened, but two, and now a disciple is dead,” Gen declared, marching straight for the referee. “I believe you’ll need to be punished for breaking Outer Sect commands while visiting.”
Growling, the referee looked up at Gen and was clearly contemplating attacking the older man.
“Do be so kind as to try it,” Gen said, coming to a stop next to Jia. “It would make it easier for me to justify tearing one of your arms off as payment for a treasured disciple dying.”
Treasured, my asshole.

“Admittedly. But Gen plays the game rather well,” Locke said. “Certainly far better than you could ever manage, Chosen One. You can’t even figure out your own harem. I think I’ll have grown it accidentally by another twenty women by the time you choose who to allow into your bed next.”

What? Why!?
I don’t want any more women in my life. Or need any more.
Harems are dumb and seem like a lot of work.
“Yes, but—”
Another detonation of sound broke Ash out of his thoughts. The referee was now lying on the ground and standing over him was Gen, who peered down at the fallen man as if he were a bug to be inspected.
“That it, then?” Gen asked, using his cane to poke at the back of the referee’s head twice. “So it seems.”
Lifting his cane up, he slammed the tip of it through the back of the man’s left shoulder joint. With a wet squelching noise, Gen wrenched it to the side.
“Ah, success. It came out mostly intact,” Gen said. Reaching down, the older man jerked at the man’s sleeve, tearing the arm the rest of the way free. “I believe I shall hang this on the entrance from the Inner Sect to the Outer Sect. A lovely reminder.
“Position does not dictate strength, strength dictates position. And in this case… you shouldn’t have come here.”
Peering at the arm, Gen seemed to be considering something.
“Or perhaps I could use your arm bones to fashion a new cane. This one seems to have suffered some harm,” Gen said, turning his eyes to his cane. “Then again, who knows? Someone as weak as you are might not have the bones required to hold me up.”
“What have you done!?” screamed a male voice from the other side of the arena.
“Mmm? Meted out justice according to my rules here in the Outer Sect,” Gen said, turning his head and eyes toward the voice. “Especially for one who disobeyed a master and then attempted to strike them. Why?”
Sitting up straight, Ash tried to see who was talking. He thought it was Peng, but he wasn’t sure.
“Stop moving,” Rou hissed at him, pulling her hand off his forehead to lightly smack the side of his cheek. “Stop it, now.”
Suitably chastised, Ash frowned and sunk into himself.
“Sorry, Rou,” Ash muttered, letting his eyes move back to Gen. He honestly wasn’t trying to make her job any harder than it already was.
Shaking her head, Rou looked rather annoyed but didn’t seem to want to press the subject.
“—not your place to do such a thing!” shouted Master Peng, coming into view.
“Of course, it is. I’m Gen, and this is the Outer Sect. Not the Inner. Out here, you are but a guest. You do not hold any special privileges with Master Zha, and I am in charge. Do you think my name is Gen Deng? It’s not. It’s Gen Sheng,” Gen stated rather calmly. “Unless you’d care to test me as your crony did. Maybe I could make a cane out of your arm bone instead. I think it would be suitably stronger than his.”
The Inner Sect master was glaring at Gen as though he were the only thing in Peng’s entire life that he’d fought against and lost.
“As I warned your little puppet here,” Gen said, tapping the side of his fractured cane against the head of the downed master. “You’re welcome to try me. It’d make it much easier to justify. Ah… yes. A perfect time for the Sheng battle cry. Remember this moment.”
Smiling with a wolf-like grin, Gen stood there. Waiting.
More and more masters of the Inner Sect were joining Peng. All the guests who’d come to the Outer Sect to witness the tournament were filling in the ranks behind him.

“Don’t fret, Chosen One,” Locke said. “The Open Hand security members are spreading out in every direction. More are coming, as well.

“Gen will not be alone if something were to occur.”
That’s not really the issue, though. Ya know? If something did kick off, Gen could get hurt. Or we could be killed out of hand.
“Can I stand up?” Ash asked.
“I’d rather you didn’t,” Rou muttered. “I’m almost certain that you’d end up breaking something. Must you?”
“Pretty sure we’re about to get drenched in a bloodbath. Need to get out of here,” Ash explained.
“What? We—” Rou paused to look over her shoulder. Looking back to Ash, she nodded her head. Then she pressed in close to him, wrapped an arm around his hips, and dragged him up to his feet. “Okay. Lean on me.”
“What about Me—”
“I have her,” Jia said, standing up. Mei was being carried over her shoulders in what Ash would call a fireman’s carry.
“You! Stop right there,” Peng called. “You must stay and pay for your crimes.”
“What crimes?” Gen asked. “An Outer Sect disciple was killed by another Outer Sect disciple in an Outer Sect tournament.
“The only crime here is this lump of pig shit at my feet that failed as a referee. I have two injured disciples and a dead one. Or are you saying… that… Bartek was of some relation to you that I did not know of?”
Peng didn’t respond to that. Instead, he stood there, watching Ash as a predator would prey.
“Say… Peng… Where were you during the Deng uprising?” Gen asked suddenly. “We didn’t see much of the Inner Sect during the ordeal. Even though there were problems all over the Outer Sect and even in the Sacred Halls.”
Peng’s brows shot down at that and his eyes moved back to Gen.
Didn’t we talk about that? That there was no way this could have happened without the Inner Sect knowing?

“Indeed, and it was correct. But it is one thing to suppose it, it’s another to say it. Aloud. To someone’s face,” Locke said.
Yeah. Time to… time to leave.
Turning, Ash began to hobble away, Rou holding tight to him and forcing him to stay at her side.
An older woman stepped out of the crowd, directly in front of Ash, and blocked his way.
“I think we should discuss this at length,” Peng said.
“Perhaps we should at that,” said Master Zha, stepping up to the woman in front of Ash and shoving her bodily out of the way. “Though I think there are a few disciples who should be returning home first.
“What do you think, Sect Leader Bao?”
At that name, the entirety of the arena fell silent. Searching eyes and heads eventually all ended up facing one way. Standing over the corpse of Bartek was Bao Jade.
Clicking his tongue, Bao looked up from the dead disciple and then slowly walked over to the fallen master.
“This is the one who failed as a referee?” Bao asked in a soft voice.
Peng’s face was white, stretched tightly, and appeared to be a forced mask of calm.
That image was slightly ruined by the sweat popping up at the corners of his temples and trickling down the sides of his face.
“Yes, Bao,” Gen said with a soft snort, holding out the master’s arm. “I thought about making a cane out of his arm, which is the price he paid for his ineptitude. On second thought, though, I find it to be poor material. Would you like it?”
“No,” Bao said, looking at the arm. “Hang it as a trophy in the Inner Sect trophy hall. It can be a reminder to them that they should not overstep in places that they do not call home.”
“Oh? Oh ho. Haha. Yes. I’ll do that, then,” Gen said, whipping the arm up over his shoulder like it was an everyday thing. “Peng here was just telling us that he thinks Ash should pay for his crimes, but he didn’t specify what crimes. I was wondering aloud if—”
“I heard,” Bao said. His calm interruption of Gen didn’t seem to provoke the old master in the least. “I think Master Peng will be leaving.”
“Ah… Sect Leader, the tournament is not over,” Peng offered up.
“I forfeit immediately,” Jia said. “If that will send the Inner Sect home all the sooner, I gladly sacrifice my possibility of a victory in the finals. I forfeit. Here and now.”
“Ah. So you see, the tournament is over,” said Bao Jade, turning to look toward Peng. Then he leaned in close, pressed his cheek to the other man’s, and whispered something to Peng.
Nodding his head quickly once Bao Jade had stood back up, Peng turned and marched away. His group of masters fell in behind him.
“You may all leave,” Bao Jade said, looking around at everyone nearby. Then he turned and looked at Ash. The corner of his mouth moved up slightly. “I think you may need to consider an alternative to moving into the Inner Sect eventually.”
“No. That’s not a problem,” Gen said before Ash could respond.
“Oh?” Bao asked, looking at Gen with a wide grin. “And why is that, old friend?”
“When the time comes, I’ll just kill Peng and take his place as the Inner Sect master,” Gen explained. “Then we’ll just move Ash over. Alright. I’m going to go hang this up.”
Giving the severed arm a waggle, Gen started to walk away.
Master Zha looked rather concerned watching Gen as he left.
Did you think you were bedding a tame old lion?
You should reconsider your intentions.
“Well, I suppose that means the tournament is your victory, Ashley Sheng,” Bao said, smiling at Ash. “Congratulations. Your opponent forfeited.”
“Whatever,” Ash muttered.
Jia sighed heavily from nearby, Mei still draped over her.
“I am never going to get a real fight out of you,” Jia grumbled. “Never.”
Ash shrugged as Rou began pulling at him, leading him away from the arena.
***
Ash spent the next two days recovering in his bed. Rou practically slept in his bed with him, given how often she was there working at healing him.
It unnerved Ash how dedicated she was to his well-being.
He heard the door shut behind Rou as she left his home once again. Having come to check on him for the sixth time that day.

“She’s just very grateful for you discovering her talent. It’s an opportunity for her to show off her progress to you in such a short time, and to also start paying you back,” Locke said. “You’ll remember we found her with very little in her possession, no allies, and likely to be lost to someone else’s desires. This isn’t a kind world, Chosen One.”

Sighing, Ash could only agree. Sitting up in his bed, he decided he’d laid there long enough.
Getting to his feet, he stood up.
And promptly sat back down as the world around him swam.

“Too quick. Try again in a few seconds. And activate your Battle Cultivation. That’ll help,” Locke offered.
Ash nodded his head with his eyes closed. He’d felt sick watching the wall spin and try to crawl up into the ceiling.
Waiting almost a full minute, he stood up again after switching on his Battle Cultivation.
Leaving his bedroom, he found Moira and Tala sitting at the table. Both were staring at him as he exited.
Stupid better-than-awesome hearing.
“What,” Ash said, glaring at both of them.
“Nothing. Though you stink,” Tala said, her nose scrunching up. “You smell like stale sweat and bedsheets.”
Looking down at himself, Ash decided she was right.
“Yeah, bath time. You can bathe me with your elegant self or find me a set of clothes,” Ash said.
“I’m afraid that isn’t something you can do right now,” Moira said, even as Tala’s ears went stiff and the visible fur on her bristled. “You have a number of people waiting to speak with you outside. You need to see them first before you do anything else.”
“I do?” Ash asked.
“You do.”
“You do,” Moira confirmed.
Tala lifted her chin up, her teeth bared.
“I will—”
“Close your mouth and be gracious,” Moira said to Tala, not even looking at the other woman before returning to her conversation with Ash. “Go outside and speak with them, Ashley. I’ll see about getting a bath and some clothes for you. Send me into the ring. I think I can prepare things easier from there.”
Oh.
“Hm. That’s certainly better than what I was thinking. Especially since we know what she’ll want to do right after she’s done b—”
SHUT UP.
Not wanting to deal with Tala after Moira was gone, Ash simply reached out to his owner’s brand on both of them and flung them into the ring.
Walking to the door, Ash opened it.
Na was standing directly outside in a conversation with Mei. Just beyond the two, were a number of other women standing or sitting in the street. Most were engaged in conversation with those nearby, actively cultivating, or training.
“Uh…” Ash said intelligently.
“Master Sheng,” Na said, immediately bending at the waist to him.
“Stop it. He said don’t do that,” Mei murmured, tapping Na in the chest with the back of her hand. “And hello. It’s the morning of the second day since you returned.”
“I… I know,” Ash said, frowning. He’d kept track of the days and times.
“Oh? Good. I’m glad to hear that. Rou wouldn’t say much and Na wasn’t letting anyone in. Not even me, your wife.”
“You’re not his wife,” Na said, standing upright and looking daggers at Mei.
“Hmph. How little you know,” Mei said, then closed the gap to Ash and hugged him gently. Returning the embrace, Ash couldn’t help but grin. He was glad to see Mei was up and about. She’d been through quite a bit in a short while and always surprised him with her resilience and determination.
“I hear you killed him outright. Was it for me? Tell me it was for me,” she whispered into his ear, holding onto him.
Well… it was and it wasn’t.
It was more for everyone else.
But…
“I killed him for you. For what he did to you. He died in agony,” Ash said into Mei’s ear as quietly as he could, his eyes moving to Na who was standing not far away. Everyone in the line was watching this exchange as well.
Mei shivered in his arms and then pulled at his tunic.
Guessing her intention before she could act on it, Ash kissed her. Leaning into her and tilting her head slightly backward.
Seconds passed before he leaned away, breaking the kiss.
“There,” he said, smiling at her. “Just like that?”
Mei’s eyes slid open and she had a strange smile on her face. Her eyes were partly lidded.
“Just like that, yes,” Mei murmured, one hand resting on his chest. “I’m… going to just go sit down in your house now. You do what you need to do.”
Patting him lightly, Mei stepped away from him and almost tripped over herself. Walking up to the door, she let herself in and vanished.
Looking back to Na, Ash took several steps toward her.
Straightening her shoulders, Na clenched her hands together. Then she smoothed her features into neutrality as he got closer.
“I… I don’t… I… I could—”
“Could what? And what’s this line for?” Ash asked, stepping up to her. He gestured at the line with one hand.
“Oh. Oh! Yes. The line is… this is everyone who wishes to join the Sheng Alliance. Those we captured, or those who are simply interested,” Na said.
Ash frowned and looked down the line. It vanished at the turn in the road where house ten was, the line continuing.
“Why are they all women?” Ash asked, looking back to Na.
“I got rid of everyone who didn’t fit the rules,” Na admitted, nodding her head. “My understanding is Master Sheng only wishes for women to join.”
There was a never-ending stream of deep guffawing laughter inside of his head.
Laughter upon laughter upon laughter.
I’m gonna fuck you over, somehow, someway, Locke. This is your fucking fault. You fucker.
This is because of all your stupid women-only shenanigans!

“Well, it’s not entirely me. I think Mei and Na helped. Oh, this is too much. Oh, oh, it’s too much. I can’t wait until Gen hears about this. He’s going to think it’s hilarious,” Locke said, bursting into laughter again.
All along the line of women, floating just above their heads, were various colored indicators of their talent. The same markers that Ash had once seen for those he’d collected with Rou’s group.
Almost everyone here had a color above their head. There were very few that weren’t above average in talent.
There were even a few oranges scattered throughout.
“I’m going to need more houses,” Ash muttered.
“I’ve already assumed that would be the case. I’ve systematically challenged everyone up to house one hundred and kicked them out,” Na said. “We have the entirety of those houses ready. I also put in an order with Yue for beds. I think we should put two or three women per home for those not directly in your accepted harem.”
“Accepted harem?” Ash asked.
“Yes, Mei went ahead and—”
“Whatever,” Ash muttered, interrupting her. “Whatever. Just… whatever. Okay. You. Come here.”
Pointing at the first woman in line, Ash realized it was the one he’d personally beat and forced to naysay Mr. Stupid. She had a blue symbol above her head.
Which meant she was worth keeping around.
“I’ll get you a chair,” Na said, scurrying away.
Sighing, Ash looked at the woman and held up his hands in a gesture of defeat.
“Well?” he asked.
“I wish to join the Sheng Alliance,” she said, bowing to him at the waist, then falling down into full prostration on the ground. “I would commit myself into your care, Master Sheng.”
Fuck.



Fourteen
With a heavy angry sigh, Ash flicked a hand at a woman with a blue symbol over her head.
“Fine, go away. I heard you already,” Ash growled.
“Yes, but Master Sheng, I’m more than willing to—”
“Yeah, I heard that part,” Ash said, interrupting her. “Na, take her and go throw her in a house or something. I don’t want to hear her talking about this anymore.”
“Of course, Master Sheng,” Na murmured.
Before the prostrated woman could say anything further, Na grabbed her, threw her physically over a shoulder, and began to literally carry her away.
Leaning back in the chair Na had gotten for him, Ash felt wiped out.
He’d spent the better part of the day more or less interviewing candidates to join the Sheng Alliance. The line was so long, he’d had to stop for his bath and a quick meal at one point before returning to the interviews.
Anyone with a drive to prove themselves, who also had a character that’d fit in the alliance, was welcomed.
Everyone else was sent away.
Sitting there, Ash contemplated the ground in front of himself. There really wasn’t much more to be said or to do about the situation. It was over and done with, thankfully.
Yawning, Ash lifted his hands up and ground his palms over his eyes. He still felt incredibly tired.

“You were far more injured than you think,” Locke said. “Your precious little Healer did more than she will likely admit to, Chosen One. Be sure you reward her appropriately.

“I would personally suggest spirit stones, pills, or herbs. While her cultivation abilities will always lack—borderline garbage really—there’s no reason to not provide for her.”
Oh. Yeah.
That makes sense. I suppose we could do that.
Was it really that bad, though? I didn’t think it was that bad.

“You had a leak. In your head. A very slow one but… you’d probably have died if it wasn’t for the pills Rou stuffed in your mouth or the healing she did, Chosen One,” Locke said. “Your little escapade in the adventures of moving faster than your body can handle did you no favors.”

A leak?
“A leak. Yes.”
Uh… what do you mean by “a leak”? That’s vague enough that it’s rather annoying. Like… an aneurysm or something?

“Don’t worry about it. Rou repaired it. Anyway. Now that you’re done with this, what are you going to do next? I imagine there are people in your inner circle who would like to see you,” Locke said.
Yeah. I guess. Probably should check in with Master Gen and see what happened.
He looked like he’d been dealing with something.

“I would guess a fire—given the soot, damage to his lungs, and general ‘smoky’ smell about him, Chosen One,” Locke said.
Levering his weary body up out of his chair, Ash let himself have a quiet moment.
Where he contemplated everything that’d happened, without letting himself worry about the future and where he might be going.
The thought that he’d likely declared war on the Inner Sect didn’t help his thoughts at all. Nor did it help him get his thoughts to line up in any serviceable way.
“Gen it is then,” Ash muttered to himself.
Not bothering to put the chair back, because he knew Na would take care of it on her own, Ash started to slowly walk toward the library.
Moving at a much slower pace than he normally would, Ash was trying to take it easy. He wasn’t about to doubt Rou regarding the severity of his injuries.
Nor was he going to doubt what Locke said, either.
All of which added up to the fact that Ash wasn’t doing so well right now and needed to move a bit slower for a time.
Walking past the place where he’d put up his “pumpkins”, Ash had to wonder who’d collected them.
He personally didn’t care about the situation anymore. They’d long since paid their price for crossing his path.
Moving into the newer section of Sheng Street, Ash was surprised to find that someone was working on what looked like a new road off to one side.
A number of people were all digging through the grass while another group was stamping down the dirt. A third group, much further behind that, was laying down paving stones.
The whole thing started from the point of entry and led far away from the original road.
“Curious,” Ash murmured, watching the work.
You know anything?

“No? How would I know anything? I admit I know more than you do. Often. And easily, Chosen One. But I’m afraid I’ve been locked in your bedroom just as you were,” Locke said.
“Fat lot of good you’re worth then,” Ash mumbled aloud.
“Master Sheng? Are you alright? Can I help?”
Looking at the house he was passing, he realized it was one of the young women he’d allowed into the alliance not long ago.
“Oh, no. Just wondering about the street they’re building,” Ash said, throwing a thumb at it even as he kept going.
“I can answer that,” said the woman moving away from the front of her home. “Thank you for allowing me to join, by the way. I don’t even mind having roommates. It’s actually rather nice.”
“Uh-huh,” Ash said, looking ahead again. “The road?”
“Yes. The road. Mistresses Mei, Jia, and Yue paid to have a new road put in. It will start at the gate to the one hundred and higher homes,” said the woman. “All the land from here to there was purchased from the sect leader, the road paid for privately, and maintained for the next thirty years through private payments.”
“And… you just happened to know all that?” Ash asked, giving the woman an odd look. That was rather specific knowledge.
“It was included in the introduction we were given in our group,” said the woman. “Mistress Mei stated that she wanted everyone to know what was going on in the Alliance.”
Given what happened with the Deng family, I think I can understand her desire there.

“To put it mildly, Chosen One,” Locke said.
“She gave introductions to everyone?” Ash asked.
“Yes, while we were lined up. When we were waiting to speak with you,” explained the woman. “Whether or not we were to be inducted was yet to be seen, but I didn’t get the impression that any of what she said was a secret.”
And that makes sense, too, given who she is. Keeping it all aboveboard and visible.
Ash fell silent. He didn’t have anything else to ask or speak to, but he found it odd that they wanted the sect street to bypass them entirely.
The only thing he could figure was they were trying to turn Sheng Street into a full-blown reality. Where the only people on it were those that were welcomed.
A number of people standing in front of their houses called out to him as he passed. Almost all of them were people he’d recruited recently.
Though there were some people he didn’t recognize who were carrying furniture out of or into homes. Quite a few of them, in fact.
Must be paid laborers.
Keeping to himself, Ash walked slowly into the inner areas of the Outer Sect. All around as far as he could see, classes were being held, training was being conducted, and sparring sessions were underway.
No one bothered him.
No one called out to him either, for that matter.
It was as if Ash were a ghost wandering the grounds.
The decidedly obvious lack of interest in him didn’t feel like a snub, however. Nor were they avoiding him out of disgust.
To Ash, it felt far more like fear or a wish to remain as distant from him as possible.
Which continued all the way to the library.
No sooner had he crossed the threshold of that old building, than he felt a number of eyes on him. Eyes of those who wanted to go out and greet him or talk to him.
The library was filled with people. At every table were disciples.
Reading, studying, or just sitting there, cultivating.
I… uh… hm. That’s different.
Very different.
Scratching at the back of his neck, Ash kept moving toward the back of the library. Where he’d almost always found Gen or Gen found him.
This time, however, he didn’t find Gen.
He found twelve young women sitting at the table where he’d often worked with Gen, all doing much the same as everyone else he’d seen.
Though all of these individuals were clearly much stronger than those he saw at the edges of the library and near the entrance.
Each and every one of them had an indicator over their head. The vast majority had a purple symbol, though a few had blue, and there was a single orange, as well.
“Master Sheng,” said one of the purples in a soft voice as they stood up from their seat.
“Hey,” Ash murmured, waving a hand. He didn’t really want to talk to them, but it was hard not to given that he’d walked a straight path for this location. There wasn’t anything else back here that would technically be of interest other than the table.
“I was hoping to speak with you, Master Sheng,” said the orange, also getting to her feet.
Fuck. This isn’t what I wanted at all.
“I appreciate that… and I’m sure we can arrange some time to talk later. Right now, I’m just trying to find Master Gen,” Ash explained.
“And found him you have,” whispered Gen’s voice from off to one side. He was standing near a bookshelf. “Come, Ashley Sheng. We’ll speak elsewhere.”
All the women at the table looked rather spooked. As if they hadn’t expected Gen to be there or had even considered it.
Turning where he stood, Gen began to amble away, his cane and footfalls making no noise at all.
Oh, thank the heavens.
Ash moved a bit quicker and caught up with the older man as he turned into a hallway. Ash had never noticed it before, but it was quite clearly there.
“It’s hidden from prying eyes,” Gen said, still moving along. “I had quite a number of people trying to find me early on that I didn’t wish to see.”
“Ah,” Ash said. He didn’t need to be told to not discuss this with anyone. He was also flattered at his master’s trust.
Turning once more, Gen vanished into a doorway.
“So, what is it you wished to discuss?” Gen asked as Ash entered the room.
Looking around the office he’d entered—or study perhaps, as Ash considered it—he was struck with the fact that outside of some books, there wasn’t much here.
There was an obviously new shelf directly behind the desk, however. It held a number of things. Looking them over quickly, Ash realized they were all awards, rewards, and recognitions from very recent activities.
“You like it?” Gen asked with a chuckle, turning to look up at the shelf. “I know I do. Especially the Master’s Medallion. I even had the luxury of dipping it in Master Deng’s broken body before he died. After I thrashed him.
“That was most gratifying. Especially when I told him that Mei was a wasted talent in the Deng family and she’d be your wife. Oh, the look on his face. So very… succulent.”
The dark chuckle that came out of Gen’s mouth made Ash’s skin prickle.
He lifted a hand and pointed at a medallion that was resting in a glass case. There was a very obvious dried bloody smear across the front of it.
Right.
Okay. Right. Gen… Gen is Gen.
“I mean, I’m glad you’re proud of what we accomplished but—”
“And this one is very special to me,” Gen said, indicating a small golden trophy shaped like a cauldron. “Yue won so handily, so easily, that they didn’t even really bother to judge it. It really made my heart happy to be able to grind that into everyone else’s face.
“I mean, you did realize the Inner Sect had people in that tournament, too, did you not?”
Truth was, Ash hadn’t realized that.
“Speaking of the Inner Sect,” Ash started. “How bad is it?”
“Is what, the Inner Sect? Full of the types of people that would have done well in the Deng family,” Gen said with a shrug of his shoulders. The fearsome smile on his face hadn’t faded. “I’m sure when the time comes, you’ll lead a lovely crusade through their ranks. I look forward to dipping my Inner Sect Master’s Medallion in the current Inner Sect master’s broken body. Alive or dead, it matters not. His spirit will surely wail.”
Gen is so very Gen. Always… respect Gen.
“I meant… more along the lines of did I… start a war with them?” Ash asked, getting straight to it. “I mean, it felt like Bartek was a crony of theirs. Was he?”
“Most certainly on both accounts. A definite war with them, and definitely a crony,” Gen replied. “But what does that matter? We’ll stomp them flat just as easily as we did the Deng.
“We’ve already managed to capture a few of their lesser masters and were able to get all sorts of information out of them.”
“Uh… right,” Ash said.
“Nothing for you to worry about. Students only truly need fear other students,” Gen said with a wave of his hand and a laugh. “Besides, they shouldn’t have come to the Outer Sect to spy. They knew better.”
“Then, yeah… I started a war,” Ash said.
“Of course. But you knew you would,” Gen said, shaking his head with a grin. “You still killed him. Didn’t stop you. And how did you kill him by the way?
“No one could prove you had anything to do with it, other than destroying his forearms and hands by reverting his energy back to himself. Which wasn’t what killed him, obviously.”
“Uhm,” Ash said, then held his hands up in front of himself. “I leech Qi from anything I hit. If I leech them to the point that they have none left, it kills them. People can’t see it, though.”
“Would you show me?” Gen asked.
Trust given is trust earned.
“Of course, Master Gen,” said Ash, coming around to his side of the desk.
Reaching out, he lightly patted Gen on the shoulder, then attached the very weak-looking and pathetic chain to his chest.
“I see,” Gen said, his eyes narrowed as he stared at his shoulder, then Ash, then his shoulder again. “I can’t see it. But I can feel it. How interesting. The strength of the attack dictates the leech effect?”
“Yeah. I was pulling on Bartek really hard,” Ash admitted, dismissing the Qi Chain.
“Could have let him live but… that seemed like the wrong answer,” said Ash.
“Most definitely the wrong answer. Never allow an enemy to live if you don’t have to,” Gen said, looking back to Ash. “Though that doesn’t seem like the only thing you came to see me about.”
Ash nodded his head and then took the seat across from Gen.
“I opened my middle Dantian,” deadpanned Ash. “I also built… my Dao… into it, I think. I haven’t checked because I’m afraid to do so.”
Gen’s eyebrows crawled up his forehead and stuck there.
“I also… well, my Dao is momentum,” Ash said. “Flowing, redirecting, changing, or moving with momentum. Kinda like water going down a stream.”
Saying nothing, Gen only watched him.
“And I… I got to the point that I could see the flow of… I guess… time,” Ash said. “I could see what Bartek was going to do before he did it and… and I just… I murdered him. It was like fighting a blind citizen who’d never had a day of instruction before.”
Sitting there, Gen looked like more of a statue than a living man of flesh and bone.
Folding his hands in his lap, Ash didn’t really know what to say further.
“Well. If that’s true—and I don’t doubt you, Ashley—then I’d say your Dao is going to be the bane of your existence,” Gen said. “Because if it’s something that strong… something that… fate-defying… you’re going to have a very… very… bad tribulation when you cross over into Mortal Refining. And every one after that.”
Errgh.
Bad is an understatement, I think.

“Very much so, Chosen One,” Locke said.
“Could you show me? Tap into your Dao for me,” Gen asked.
Shrugging his shoulders, Ash closed his eyes and sought his inner Qi Sea. It took a few moments, but he found it easily enough. Sitting there in the middle of it all was his golden pillar.
A pillar that dominated the ocean and looked almost more like an island now, rather than just a column.
Rising straight up to the top and beyond.
As soon as he touched it, he felt his entire self get wrenched into a different perspective. One that was draining him quickly of Qi as he sat there.
The feeling was the same as he’d felt during his fight, but now he knew why he was so tired.
His Dao drained him harder than he’d crushed juice-boxes as a little kid.
Gen’s hand rocketed out across the desk at him and straight towards his face.
Dodging to one side without a thought or concern, Ash ended up moving out of the way entirely.
Before Gen had even thrown the punch, Ash was already well outside of its path.
“Ah,” Gen said, his extended hand in the space Ash’s head had just been. “It would seem… that you truly are going to have a very bad tribulation. We’ll need to prepare for it.”
Nodding his head slightly, Ash dismissed his Dao. It was simply too much to hold onto if he wasn’t using it actively or draining someone else.
He hoped it wouldn’t always be that way, but for right now, it wasn’t something he could just use as he liked.
“Prepare extensively. Pills, potions, food, and defensive relics. We’ll need to prepare everything possible,” Gen said, the concern on his face flashing away in an instant. Replaced by his predatory and wolf-like smile. “We’ll have the rest of your group also participate at the same time. I think… I think it would be rather grand to show off all my students’ tribulations at the same time.
“I honestly thought Yue would have a considerable issue given her alchemy but this is going to be levels beyond that. Yes. I’ll have to ask the sect leader to allow me to put up a defensive formation. I think a five-point one would be suitable. You could each take a position in the formation.”
“Right. Ah, sure,” Ash said. He wasn’t really following that closely. It sounded like Gen was just verbalizing his thoughts aloud rather than speaking to Ash directly.
“I’ll go speak with Bao immediately,” Gen said, shaking his head, still grinning. “Such a lovely time I’m having as of late.”
“Glad to hear you’re enjoying yourself,” Ash said with only a little bitterness in his voice. He’d felt like the last several months had been anything but enjoyable.
“Indeed!” Gen said standing and picking up his cane once again. “Much more enjoyable than wasting away in the library. Much, much more enjoyable.”
I think I’d prefer the library.



Fifteen
Making his way back to his home, Ash didn’t realize how long he’d actually been gone.
After Gen had left, Ash had sat there in contemplative peace.
Silence.
Where no one bothered him, no one wanted to talk to him, and no one needed anything.
Walking at the same sedate pace, Ash couldn’t help but notice there was an entirely different crowd of people moving about on the streets of the Outer Sect.
People he didn’t recognize, know, or have any thoughts of one way or another.
It was almost as if the old population had been entirely replaced with another one.

“We’ve run across a few of these individuals at earlier times, but no one we’ve had any direct interaction with,” Locke said. “Though there does appear to be something up ahead for us.”

Turning to face directly ahead, Ash saw a small group of people blocking the exit of the plaza he was using to get home.
There were perhaps five or six people standing there, each one looking like they wanted someone to come close to them.
Bandits? Again?
I mean… I know they’re kinda lax on the whole ‘robbing others’ rule right now, but this is getting ridiculous.

“Gen or Zha would tell you it weeds out the weak, Chosen One,” Locke said.
Yeah, and I’d tell you that’d be someone like Rou or Yue. Who needed just a little effort and—

“It’s not that I disagree with you,” Locke said, interrupting him before he could really get going. “I’m merely stating what they’d say.”

Grimacing, Ash came to a stop. He really wasn’t sure how to proceed further without looping around to another path entirely.
Except he suspected that there’d be a group of people waiting there as well.
“Fuck it,” Ash said, shaking his head.
Lifting his chin up, he started walking toward the group. This was the quickest way to get back to Sheng Street. He wasn’t going to deviate now just for the sake of trying to be non-confrontational.
Walking right up to the group, who were all staring at Ash now, Ash came to a stop.
“Move, or be moved,” Ash said calmly. “And you may remember this moment later if you decide to be moved, as it will not be a pleasant experience for anyone.”
The young man in front of Ash laughed at that. Then he reached up and lightly shoved at Ash’s shoulder.
“And who the hell do you think you are, huh? To tell me that to my face in my own plaza?” asked the young man.
“I’m Ashley Sheng, and I’m going home,” Ash said. Slowly, he moved into a defensive stance. At the same time, he began calling up his abilities and activating him.
The last thing he needed right now was a fight, but he wasn’t about to let anyone abuse him in any way without his permission.
“Ashley… Sheng?” asked someone in the group.
“Move, or be moved,” Ash repeated. He was done talking.
Spring Step forward.
Lead with the elbow. Drop the man in the front down, and attach the chain. Strike out with a straight blow across the one on the left’s jaw with whatever we have left of Spring Step.
Attach that chain, as well, and then fade back several steps.
Bring up a rod of—
“Sorry, sorry,” said a woman from somewhere in the group. She bodily shoved the one in front to one side and then pulled a few others back several steps. “Thought you were someone else.”
Frowning, Ash couldn’t really understand the change in their posture. When he’d first gotten into position, they’d looked rather confident.
“You may leave,” said a voice from behind him.
Glancing over his shoulder, Ash found Moira standing there. Her wings were outspread and wide. The white feathers practically glowed against the darkening evening.
Her right hand held her sword casually to one side. Metal Essence traveled up one edge and down the other, giving the sword a strange greenish glow.
Of course. They believe her, but not me.

“How many Owls do you know? I only know one. That’s just me, though. Maybe you know more?” Locke asked.
Dropping his stance, Ash sighed and pressed a hand to his brow. At the same time, the would-be bandits departed, fleeing in two different directions.
“You shouldn’t have left without accompaniment,” Moira chided him. “You’re too valuable to us to be wandering around the sect by yourself.”
“Uh-huh,” Ash said and started walking forward again. “Or maybe I just expected you to be watching me.”
“You didn’t,” Moira said tersely. There was the clack of her sword being rammed home into its scabbard. “Don’t be cross with me just because you made a mistake.”
“I’m not being—”
Ash snapped his mouth shut with an audible click.
I’m being dumb and cross.

“Yep. You are. Good thing you noticed it before she got too mad to come to bed with us,” Locke said.
“I’m sorry, Moira. You’re right,” Ash said, not slowing down. He wanted to get home now. “I’m just angry and annoyed. Things feel like they are just spiraling out of control. More and more people are looking to me to lead them and I can feel the pressure building up. Like a weight. On my head.”
There was a soft fluttering noise of Moira’s wings and then she was beside him. One of her wings curled around his shoulders.
“It’s well that you realize it. And also that you see what’s happening,” Moira said, leaning forward to stare at him. Her large eyes practically glowed in the fading light. “Many more will flock to your banner. You will be forced to lead and guide them. You cannot claim you’re a poor leader and simply sit this one out, or leave it to others.”
Unable to meet her eyes, he looked away even as they walked forward.
Ash promptly lost his concentration and tripped over something he didn’t see on the path.
Moira’s wing kept him upright, but her firm, strong arm, slid around his waist and pulled him closer.
“You’re still hurt,” Moira said.
“Yeah, I am,” Ash said with a wince. He could feel the strain on his freshly mended bones when he’d almost fallen. “I needed to get out, though. Needed to talk to Gen.”
“Yes, you’ll be forced to lead and guide us, but there are those around you that you can rely on,” Moira said, her fingers gripping his robe now. “As your lover, you may rely on me. You may also rely on Mei, as she has thrown herself entirely into your sphere.
“You can also utilize Na and Yue.”
“Heh. Not Jia or Tala, hm?” Ash asked. He didn’t bother to feign strength or stamina, he just leaned on Moira instead.
“No. Neither of them. You’ll need to claim Tala as your lover first. Jia will need considerably more time and her family defeated, I believe,” Moira said. “You could utilize Rou and Chunhua however. I think they are both receptive to you and have only ever seen you as Master Sheng. I would caution that you would need to bed them before relying on them too heavily, however.
“There is a difference in this veil I’ve come to notice between those who are sleeping together and those who aren’t.”
“Oh? And what does that make us, since we’ve been playing bedroom games for a while now?” Ash asked softly.
“Lovers, mates, life-partners. We’re well beyond any casual relationship at this point,” Moira said, and then gave him a radiant smile. “I’m quite fond of our ‘bedroom games’ as you call them. You’re a most attentive lover. Not that I had any experience to begin with, but you care for me and my needs.”
“Uh-huh. And why do you think I’d need to bed them first?” Ash asked, as they crossed in front of the first house after the entrance to Sheng Street. Number one hundred.
Moira pulled her wing from around Ash, pushed on his lower back with her hand and then took a step away from him. She was deliberately forcing him to walk upright and look the part of a proper leader of others.
“This veil is a strange one. Sex signifies a different meaning here, I’ve come to realize,” Moira said, her head moving from the houses to the road being built on the other side. “It’s almost a surrendering of one’s self to the other. It takes a considerable force to break someone out of that, given what I suspect are oaths to one another.
“Like a few of those women who had given themselves to Mr. Stupid. It took the threat of death for them to break from him. I’ve spoken with a few people about that, as well, but I haven’t noticed anything out of the ordinary either. I suspect it could be because he’s dead.”
Huh. I wonder if there really is something there.

“There is,” Locke immediately offered up. “Most will swear a cultivation bond to one another with harsh penalties for betrayal or the like. When you killed Mr. Stupid, those you stole from him were severed from those penalties before it could really harm them. Both those who might have been sleeping with him and those who didn’t. If anything, they gained from his death.”

That seems… kinda… strange.

“Why? It’s a form of marriage. It’s also rather difficult to maintain a relationship among cultivators I imagine, as time goes on,” Locke said. “What would you do if you found out Mei would never rise above a mid-level Mortal Refiner, but you were destined for the highest of highs, without any ceiling?”

Blinking at that, Ash didn’t have to think very hard.

“Ugh, allow me to rephrase, Chosen One. I realized my error as I spoke,” Locke said. “What do you think someone else would do?”

Oh.
I see.

“And that is the problem. Separations come swiftly and frequently. Sex seems to be far more fluid here, but also restrictive in a way,” Locke said. “Though I could certainly see someone benefiting from a partner going beyond them and severing the tie. One could gain significantly.”

“Master Sheng,” Na said, appearing out of the gloom near the road. She came over at a quick trot to stand at his side. “Welcome home. Do you have any needs I may attend for you? Or would you prefer the company of another I may send to you?”
He knew without asking that Na was propositioning herself, and every single woman in his alliance, for his pleasure.
And he also now understood why so many would throw themselves at him so quickly.
Absolutely bizarre.
“I don’t know. I’m somewhat of a maiden at heart, Na,” Ash said, unable to help himself. “Could you tell me how many of our people have never sworn themselves to another in the bed?”
“Everyone but those we acquired through Bartek and a few others you took on at the plaza. So less than five in total,” Na replied immediately. “It was one of Mei’s conditions for our alliance to accept maidens.”
Raising his eyebrows at that, Ash really didn’t know how to answer.
“She didn’t want to go against your wishes for the few who aren’t. Since you’d recruited them personally, she assumed it wasn’t meant to be questioned,” Na said quickly. “Though I assure you Rou and Chunhua are both unpledged to anyone in the past. As are myself, Mei, Jia, and Yue...”
I didn’t… I didn’t really want to know all that.
Did I?

“You kind of asked, Chosen One,” Locke said. “If you didn’t want to know, you shouldn’t have asked.”

You know what? Fuck you. Go pledge yourself to a toilet.

“I did. I’m stuck here with you. I’m getting fucked constantly without any of the bedroom fun,” Locke replied happily. “Chosen One.”

“He requires nothing,” Moira said. “He’s tired.”
“Ah, I’ll take care of everything then,” Na said and set off at a trot toward his home.
“There, that’ll solve things for the evening,” Moira said. “You should rely on the Handmaiden more. She’s a good concubine.”
“Not a concubine if I never have sex with her, now is she?” Ash grumbled. His mood and humor were so far down in the dumps right now that he was only a few comments away from going apocalyptic.
And maybe only a single comment from Locke away.
“That’d be unfair to her. You promised her servitude for her life. You’ll need to pay that toward her at some point,” Moira said.
Pay it toward her by sleeping with her?
A group of five women was walking together slowly down the street. There was a band on their arm that was yellow and black in coloring.
“Master Sheng,” said the woman in the lead as they passed by him. The group continued to walk along the street in a slow fashion, their eyes and heads moving in many directions.
Uh. What?
Not far ahead of him, Ash could see a second group—very similar to the first—walking in the same direction Ash was.
A third group was much further down, standing at the crossroads from the old road into the district and what was originally Sheng Street.
Patrols.
They’re patrols. Guards.
My guards?
Walking past the next group, Ash turned to look at a few of them to see if he could recognize any.
“Master Sheng,” said the woman at the front.
She was a purple that he’d sworn into his service earlier.
“Welcome home,” she said, giving him a smile and bowing her head to him. Then her head turned and she went right back to watching everything around her.
“Thank you,” Ash murmured, looking straight ahead again.
This all happened while I was sleeping and resting?
Did I miss something?
Reaching the third patrol group—which seemed more like a stationary guard than anything else—Ash was once more greeted. This time he recognized every single person in the group.
Chunhua herself was standing in the center of them.
Her white eyes fastened on him. She gave him a wide smile, but said nothing. Several seconds after, she turned her head and looked back up the road toward a small group of people that were heading her way.
Moving past house ten, Ash finally made it to his home and found a group of people waiting for him just outside of it.
Jia, Tala, Rou, Mei, and Yue were all standing together. Jia was at the rear of the group, which was interesting. She typically put herself near Mei at all times.
Standing directly opposite from them was a young man.
He appeared to be in his twenties and shared many features with Jia. Going so far as to look almost as feminine as Jia was when she had stopped dressing as a man.
Though he was clearly a man and had dressed as a man would.

“That would likely be her brother,” Locke said. “Or so I would guess from the fact that he’s a Spirit Refiner.”

What?

“Spirit Refiner,” Locke repeated.
Spirit Refiner.

“That’s right. Spirit Refiner. Are you broken? Did you finally crack, Chosen One? Should I be looking for a new host?” Locke asked.
Her brother.

“Clearly you’re broken. Wonderful. Well, this’ll be interesting,” Locke said.
Turning his head toward Ash, the young man broke into a rather wide smile.
“Ah! Hello. You must be Ashley Sheng,” said the man.
“Name’s Ash,” Ash said. Family called him Ashley. This man wasn’t that.
Especially if he was here to collect Jia.
“And you are?” Ash asked, coming to a stop next to Mei.
“Here to take Jia home. Now, if you’d be so kind as to tell her to join me, that’d be fantastic,” said the man. “Otherwise, I will have to take her by force, but only after breaking her ‘toys’ as they are.”
Ash took in a slow breath and contemplated the situation as a whole.
There’s no way we can win, right?

“Ha. No. Not unless there’s something you know that I don’t. But I find that very unlikely. Except perhaps how paint tastes,” Locke said. “Did you eat much of it? Was it crunchy?”

Glancing over to the group of people around Jia, he could see that they were all resistant to the idea of handing Jia over.
Even Yue.
But he could also tell that not one of them had an idea how to resist.
“Well?” asked the man.
“You’d just kill us out of hand, huh?” Ash asked.
“I mean, if that is what it took to bring my beloved sister home, yes,” said the man with a chuckle. “What, did you think you little peasants could keep her here? Goodness.”
Taking in a slow breath, Ash stumbled around blindly in his head trying to figure out a way to make this work.
And got nothing.
As far as he could figure, there really wasn’t anything he could do.

“Gen could fight him. Though I don’t think that would actually solve the problem,” Locke said. “Especially since he’d be forced to let him go, rather than dispose of him.”

Dispose of him.
Dispose of him?
Dispose…
“Jia, would you be broken-hearted if something happened to… him?” Ash asked. The man hadn’t even given Ash his name.
“I… he is my brother,” Jia said. “I would hope he is not killed.”
And that’s partly why you were so upset that I couldn’t beat you in a spar. Because you want me to fight him outright and win.
Well, sorry, princess, but this isn’t how the story goes.
Locke, put him in the damn ring.

“I… I beg your pardon?” Locke asked.
Put-the-douche-bag-in-the-ring.
I can’t make that command any simpler, can I?
“I… well… I… no. No, you can’t. That’d… yes. That’d work. Though he’d have access to all our abilities while he’s in there. I can’t keep him out of the library.
“I can keep him from accessing all our items, but not the library.”
Fine, whatever, ring him. Don’t care.

“Okay, Chosen One,” Locke said. Though this time, there wasn’t the sarcastic tilt to his words.
Jia’s brother simply vanished as if he were never there.
Loot him of everything on him, by the way. No sense in letting him keep anything.
“Already done.”
Nodding his head, Ash made a dismissive gesture at the spot the man had been.
“I cast you aside like a fart in the wind. Poof,” Ash said with a chuckle. Then he started moving toward his front door again. “So much for that stupidity.”
He was tired, worn out, and didn’t want to deal with anyone right now.
Should’ve stayed in bed.
Tired. So very tired.
“Ashley!?” Jia asked loudly, spinning in place. Her hands grabbed at his wrist. “Ashley, what—”
“He’s in the Hall,” Ash said, shaking his head. He didn’t pull away from Jia. Instead, he reached out and patted the back of her hands. “We’ll have to figure out what to do with him, but… I can keep him there indefinitely. We’ll just have to remember to feed him.
“Though… if I’m being perfectly honest… the last time I had to try and remember a pet like this it just kept dying and I had to restart over and over.”
I sucked at keeping Tamagotchi’s alive.
“I… ah… alright. Okay. Feed him, yes,” Jia said, nodding her head.
She let go of him and stood there, more like a statue than a person.
“What? Beating him wasn’t going to solve anything and it wasn’t like I had a chance,” Ash said with a shrug of his shoulders. “So I banished him to the land of wind and shadows.
“Well, the Hall, really. But whatever.”
Mei suddenly started laughing, putting her hands on her hips. She looked like it was the best joke she’d heard in quite a while. Her laughter only growing in volume by the second.
Ash didn’t want to bother with anything anymore. Instead, he turned around and opened the door to his home.
His day was long since done.
Inside his ring, Jia’s brother raged at the world and broke everything he could.
Which simply instantly repaired itself, since it was just a projection.
Where he was, nothing actually existed with any substance.
Except him.



Sixteen
Rou laid a hand to Ash’s cheek and peered into his eyes from a few inches away.
Then she let out a short breath and nodded her head.
“You’re doing much better now,” she said, as she leaned away from him. “I’d say you’re certainly well enough to do whatever you need to, starting tomorrow.
“Today, you’ll rest. Your little escape and journey yesterday wore you down.”
“Rou, I’m going to do what I want and—”
“Stay-in-this-home,” Rou said firmly. Letting her hand fall from his cheek, she stared at him. Her gaze was firm.
“Listen, little Healer,” Ash growled. “If I want to leave, I’m going to leave. I’m fine and I’ll—”
“No,” Rou said simply. Then she put her hands on her hips. “And if I have to fight you to make that happen, so be it. But we both know you couldn’t respond to me attacking you without hurting me. And you won’t do that.”
Ash glared at the woman. There was no way he was going to stay in this house all day today. It was barely sunrise and he was already feeling claustrophobic.
He wanted to dare her to try to stop him, to even think it, but he couldn’t.
Because ultimately, she was right.
Rou was precious for her skills, but also because of her attitude. She was a determined and dedicated woman to the alliance as well.
“Well? I’m telling you to stay in the house today,” Rou said. “You said you’d move the heavens and the earth for me.
“Well? Move them. Bend your pride to my demand, thank me for my services, and ask me to come check on you tomorrow.”
Shocked by the statement, Ash stood stone-still, staring back at Rou.
Realizing that not only had she spoken the truth to him, but that she was right and he was being somewhat childish, Ash let out a slow breath.
Bending low at the waist, he bowed deeply to Rou.
“You’re right, Healer Rou. I shall move the heavens and the earth for you,” Ash murmured, facing the ground. “Thank you for your healing arts and kind care. Please come back and check on me tomorrow and give me your tender services.”
“Stop it,” Rou hissed, her hands pulling at his shoulders and standing him up straight. Allowing himself to be moved, Ash stood back up, looking at the surprised Healer. “Goodness, I didn’t—well, you’re welcome. Of course, I’ll come back. I’ll always come back.”
Rou blushed a color that matched her natural hair color.
Hair that she was no longer dying.
Clicking her tongue, Rou looked around the room.
Tala, Moira, Jia, Mei, Na, Chunhua, and Yue were all watching. One and all, they had a somewhat surprised look.
“Rest,” Rou said, looking back to Ash. “You can go out tomorrow.”
“Thank you, Healer Rou. I’ll do as you’ve commanded,” Ash said.
Nodding her head once, Rou left with a smile.
“Well! I can certainly say I didn’t expect that,” Mei said. “Maybe I should see if I have any talent for being a Qi Healer. Maybe I can make Ash bend to my own whims.”
“He should bend toward my elegant self simply because of who I am,” Tala groused.
“Master Sheng need bend toward no one. We should all bend to him,” Na countered.
“Yes, we should all bend to Master Sheng,” Chunhua agreed.
“You just want to bend over for him,” Tala accused.
“As if you don’t?” Moira offered. “We both know you’re just waiting for the invitation.”
“I’ll skewer you—”
“How about!” Yue shouted at the top of her lungs, getting everyone to quiet down. “How about… we stop bickering like children? We need to talk about what we’re doing next for our alliance.”
“Yes. That’s… yes,” Tala said with a heavy sigh. “You’re correct, Yue. We should discuss what we do next. As the senior members of the alliance.”
“Uhm,” Jia murmured. She was off to one side, a few steps away from the group. She was staring at the floorboards and looking very nervous. “Perhaps we could discuss my brother, first?”
“Oh,” Ash said, suddenly recalling her brother. “Yeah, we could do that.”
Any chance of talking to him through the ring without letting him out?
“Of course, Chosen One.”
Open it up when I ask you to.
“—he okay? You just made him vanish as if he never existed and… and… clearly he meant ill for us. Clearly,” Jia said, her hands locked together in front of herself. “But he is still my brother. He was there for me as a little girl and I… he is my brother.”
“He’s quite fine. Would you like to talk to him?” Ash asked.
“Can I? Please?” Jia asked, her eyes lifting up to Ash’s.
“Of course, Jia,” Ash said with a smile.
Do it.
“Done.”
“Hello?” Ash tried. “Jia’s brother?”
“Hello? Who is there!?” came the familiar voice. It seemed to be coming from the ring itself.
“Ah! Tai? Are you well?” Jia asked, a small smile on her face.
“I am… well. Yes. Jia… where are you?” Tai asked.
“I am here at the sect,” Jia answered.
“Ah… okay. Then… where am I?” Tai asked.

“Much better question,” Locke said with a snort.
“Ashley… Ashley cast you out of the sect when you refused to listen. He imprisoned you,” Jia explained. To his ear, it sounded like she was laying it on a little thick.
He was clearly in the minority, however, as everyone else in the room began nodding their heads at that.
“Imprisoned,” Tai said.
“That is… correct. Ashley put you there because you would not listen,” Jia said.
“And he’ll keep you there as long as he likes,” Yue said.
“I think you should be left there until you die,” Tala said. “You dared threaten Ashley and my elegant self.”
“Now, now,” Mei said before anyone else could speak up. “Jia is our compatriot. We can’t simply murder her brother out of hand.”
Mei held a hand out toward Jia as if to direct the conversation back to her.
They really defer to Mei now.
Ever since Jia’s little tantrum, she’s lost all of her footing.
As if realizing her position, the anger that was on Jia’s brow dissipated instantly.
She instead bowed her head toward Mei and then sighed.
“Brother Tai,” said Jia. “You attacked my alliance. Those who have protected me since my arrival here.”
“You wouldn’t need pro—”
“Please listen, honored brother Tai,” Jia said, interrupting her brother. “Because I believe I will only have one opportunity to say this.”
“I will listen,” Tai said, his tone having changed considerably.
“Ash—or Ashley to close friends and family—Sheng is a Fated One,” said Jia in a patient tone. “A Fated One who…who sought me out and gave me strength unheard of for nothing.
“He granted me power that could rival even yours if I were even several levels below you. Power that I could use to beat you with almost no effort.
“He has more wealth and power in his possession than our entire family will ever wield. He has only demonstrated such things for less than a year and continues to grow.”
“If he were that powerful, why is he but a Body Refiner?” Tai asked.
“Because he has only been cultivating for less than a year. His Qi is thick. Like… like metal,” Jia said, her voice taking on a strange tone. “And he clearly had an emotional attachment to me. I think he would have pledged with me.”
Errr.
“You did. Let’s not try to side-step it. It’s certainly decreased as of late. Though if only poor Moira knew how often you had thought of Jia when she first started—”
Shush!
“—squandered it. Cast it aside in a moment of folly and bravado that I can never get free of. Cast away all that I had pride in and threw it down,” Jia said. “I lost my position and must now re-earn it, but I will do so. I will do so because he is such a Fated One that he will shake the very heavens. I would be fortunate to be able to pledge with him, but I do not think he would allow it at this time.”
“And how did you cast your pride aside?” Tai asked, his voice dangerous.
“I challenged him to a fight and mocked him when I believed I had the upper hand,” Jia said. “I belittled him and showed him scorn. I acted the very part which he had fought against for the duration of his cultivator’s path.
“I did not have the upper hand at all. He just feared harming me. I challenged him to a fight to see if he could best you without harming you. And instead he locked you up, as if you were nothing but… nothing but a shouted curse. To fade on the wind and be forgotten in an instant.
“Tell me, honored brother, were you even able to resist at all?”
There was no response to the question. Everyone stood there, looking at Ash’s ring.
“No,” he said finally. “I was helpless. Am helpless.”
Could we put anyone in the ring?

“Well, up to a peak Spirit Refiner. Beyond that and they’d likely just force their way back out, Chosen One,” Locke said. “Though, as we grow stronger, so too will the Hall. I’m sure you could eventually lock almost anyone up.”

“And there it is. Not even an issue. I challenged Ash, sacrificed my place doing it, and gave up my lead in my arrogance. All for nothing. I worried and fretted and… and it was for nothing,” Jia said with a dark laugh. “He tossed you aside as if you were nothing, just as I tossed aside my own place.”
“If he truly was fond of you, he would forgive you,” Tai grumbled, sounding somewhat confused.
“Oh, he did. But that does not dictate my place. His forgiveness was perhaps the last vestige of his care for me,” Jia said and then sighed hard, looking at Ash. “Do you know what is going on right now, Ash?”
“Not really. I saw patrols of our people the other day,” mumbled Ash. He didn’t really know what was going on. “Looked like we were wearing armbands. There was some very obvious robbery going on in the sect as well. Feels like a… I don’t know. Something’s going on, though.”
“It is a competition,” Jia said, holding her hands out at her sides. “Armbands have been handed out to everyone. The armbands are attached to their owners by Qi. Even you got one. Rou connected it to you while you slept. It’s in your bedside table.
“Starting in two days, every armband will count as a point if taken from an enemy. The expectation of everyone is that the Sheng Alliance will place in the top three. Despite only being a sixth the size of the third-largest alliance. All because of who and what you are.”
“Oh. Alright,” Ash said and then shrugged his shoulders.
“All those women you brought in, that you forced to swear to you? They are all so… so talented,” Jia said, looking pained. “There are those who easily rival my own talent.”
“True, Chosen One. We have some monstrous cultivators at our disposal.”
“And I… well…” Jia trailed off and shook her head. “Honored brother, what was your goal?”
“To take you home,” Tai said quickly. “You must return and take your place as a daughter of the clan.”
“I assumed as much,” Jia said. “There is nothing I can say or do to dissuade you from this course of action? To convince you to leave me here and allow me to live my life?”
“No. You must come back,” Tai said. “There is no other option.”
“I see. You leave me with only one choice. One I did not honestly expect to have available to me, but suddenly find myself excited to run to,” Jia said, then looked at Ash rather than the ring.
“Forgive me, Ashley. But I hereby swear myself to Ashley Sheng in love, life, and death. Bound together, bound forever. Hand in hand, heart with heart, Dao to Dao. Though we were born on different days, may we both die on the same day. On the entirety of my cultivation and… and my life.”
There was a sudden and sharp detonation in Ash’s Qi Sea.
As if something had just exploded apart and formed inside of it.
Glancing inward, Ash immediately saw that something had indeed changed.
Rising up out of the slow and powerful churn of his Qi Sea was a statue of Jia. Made of pure and untarnished gold, it glittered beautifully.
A perfect and exact replica of Jia standing with her arms out, as if she were diving toward his Dao pillar. Straight into the center of what he was.
Looking back to everyone and Jia, Ash found they were all in absolute stunned silence.
Except for Jia, who looked absolutely blissful.
Radiant.
“What have you done?” Tai hissed, his voice sounded completely shocked.
“I did all that I could. That, as they say, is that. I had no other choice. When there is no way out, you go deeper.
“And I went as deeply as possible. I am bound forever forward on pain of death or voluntarily being released,” Jia said with a sudden laugh. “You may address me as Jia Sheng the Bound. I will take my place as first mistress when you are ready for me, Ashley. I will say it now and directly as well, I am very ready for my duties.”
Laughing again, Jia gave herself a full body shake and then put her hands on top of her head.
“Goodness that feels rather good to be so blessedly free of everything,” Jia said. Then she laughed once more and waved a hand at everyone. “I am going home. I must make sure I have a wide enough bed for both of us should Ashley decide to hopefully take what is rightfully his tonight. Yue, may I drop by your store to purchase a bed if I do not?”
“I… uh… sure, Jia,” Yue said softly. She looked like someone had just told her the world was made of Jell-O and marshmallow.
“Splendid,” exclaimed Jia with a light clap of her hands.
Then she walked over to Ash and cupped his face with a gentle hand.
“I am truly sorry, Ashley. Truly sorry. I know that is not the way you would wish this, but I had no other choice that would free me, but to bind myself to you,” Jia whispered. Her eyes were incredibly bright and beautiful right now. “I will regain my place, you will see. It will be as it was when we trained together in the valley. With you watching and yearning. This time, though, I will beckon you to come close the moment I see it. And pounce on it.”
Before he could respond to any of that, Jia leaned in and kissed him briefly.
Brushing her thumb along his cheekbone, she smiled at him and then left his house.

“Well, that was lovely,” Locke said. “Her oath was rather pretty and poetic, too. I liked it. Very romantic and… heart-warming. Lovely.”

“What?” Mei muttered almost too low to hear. “What? No. No! What? No!”
Shaking her head back and forth, Mei looked angry and frustrated.
“No! That’s… no!” Mei repeated. Looking extremely determined, angry, and annoyed, she locked Ash with her eyes.
“Ah, I think you should—”
“I hereby swear myself to Ashley Sheng in love, life, and death. Bound together, bound forever. Hand in hand, heart with heart, Dao to Dao. Though we were born on different days, may we both die on the same day. On the entirety of my cultivation and my life,” Mei proclaimed. Repeating Jia’s own oath word for word and then nodded her head decisively.
Once more, there was another extreme crackle of power and shifting of Qi inside himself.
Taking a second, he looked inward.
Inside his Qi Sea stood a statue of Mei, equally as impressive and equally as golden. It was beckoning slightly to the Dao pillar, as if inviting it closer. A beautiful and winsome smile on its face. Promising everything with a single look.
Mei’s statue was also completely nude, where Jia’s was clothed.

“Goodness! This is quite the momentous day! Do you think any others will swear to you, Chosen One?” Locke asked.
“No one else!” Ash declared, holding up his hand. “Not a word!”
“Sorry, Ashley, but I can’t agree to that,” Moira said, giving him a wide-eyed look that was paired with a grin.
“Yes, I must disagree,” Na said. “Master Sheng, receive my oath.”
“And mine, Master Sheng,” Chunhua added as well.
“You may also take mine, for my elegant self may as well be bound with the others,” Tala said with a flick of her hair.
“Ashley,” Yue murmured, gazing at him. There was a strange light there. One he didn’t know how to place and honestly didn’t want to.
“It’s because she can make herself known without having to admit anything to you. She can swear herself fully to you and simply… wait.

“To be honest, it’s a smart tactic for her to take,” Locke said. “I could swear, too, if you like. Maybe I should. It really is rather romantic.”

Shaking his head, Ash did his best to look threatening.
“No. That’s final. I mean it,” he said.
“Ashley Sheng,” Yue said breathlessly. “I hereby—“
Yue’s voice was drowned out in the chorus of everyone else starting to swear at the same time.
No, no, no, no!

“Yes, yes, yes, Chosen One,” Locke said, his tone firm and far more serious than he’d ever been previously. “This is exactly what we need. Exactly what we need.”

Ash didn’t like the sound of that.
For the first time, in a long time, he questioned just what Locke wanted with him. What he’d chosen him for.
Why he’d been ripped away from his life.
And not just me. But Trav, too.
Trav is out there. In the Kin realm. I know he is.
I know it.
“—cultivation and my life,” Yue proclaimed, practically shouting it above the others as they finished as well.
The series of explosions in his Dantian was almost deafening.
Ash didn’t have to look inward to know that there was now a statue of everyone there in his Qi Sea.
Golden, dominating, and in various states and positions. Much in the way that Mei’s wanted him desperately to collect her, and Jia’s wanted to vanish into him.
I don’t want… this. Any of this.

“And yet you have it, Chosen One,” Locke said. There was no mockery in his tone. “And yet you have it.”




Seventeen
“And you’re telling me… this is supposed to start as soon as the sun hits the horizon,” Ash said, looking out to the east.
“Yes, Master Sheng,” Na said. “Today is the day the armband war begins as soon as the sun crests the horizon.”
“See, that’s stupid,” Ash said. “All I have to do is go to the tallest building in the area, claim the war starts as soon as the sun is visible from there, and command my people to attack.”
“I… ah… why… why didn’t we do that then?” Na asked, looking at him with raised eyebrows.
“Because it’s stupid and I didn’t know about any of this? Rou had me on bed rest, remember?” Ash complained.
“I’m right here. I’m not a bump on a log,” groused Rou from behind him.
“That’s nice Right Here, I’m Ash. I was locked inside for too long because my Qi Healer is a stup—”
“Do you really want to finish that? Do you really?” Rou asked, interrupting him.
“I wouldn’t.”
“I… ah… no. My Qi Healer is a beautiful woman who I’m blessed to have in my life,” Ash murmured, cowed by the woman outright. He had no difficulty imagining how hard his life would have been without Rou taking care of him.
Or if she’d been angry at him, and then took care of him.
He couldn’t quite determine which outcome would actually be worse.
“Good,” Rou said.
“Well, then,” said Tala. “Should I take my elegant self up to the tallest building a—”
“No. No, don’t do that,” Ash said, regretting his words. He had a woman on each side right now who didn’t listen very well to him, nor did they seem to understand sarcasm.
“I’ll go then,” Moira said. “I can do it very quickly and—”
“No, stop, just… no. No. Okay? No,” Ash said, his patience quickly fleeing in every direction. He suddenly wished Mei and Jia were here to act as a barrier for him. They tended to interpret what he said much more clearly and without the strange deference he got from those he was working with right now.
“Ah, you were trying to be funny,” Tala said, then slapped him on the back once with a powerful hand. “I’m sorry, my elegant self didn’t catch the joke. I’m sure it was an enjoyable one.”
“I swear to my hairy ass, I’m going to—”
“There’s the sun,” Na said, cutting Ash off. “Does that mean we should be ready to be attacked?”
“Yes, of course we should,” Moira said. “Why wouldn’t they attack us?”
Staring at the archway which led off Sheng Street, Ash waited. Everyone with him here was those they could spare to guard against attacks from the district plazas.
Most everyone else was at the original street intersection, or working hurriedly to try and finish the new street that’d bypass their homes.
“We are not being attacked,” Tala said, her large sword in front of her. The tip was in the ground, her hands resting over the back of the pommel.
“I mean, yeah,” Ash said.
“Hm, that’s a good thing. Right?” Rou asked. Of everyone in the Sheng Alliance, she was the absolute weakest in combat. “We don’t want to be attacked.”
“Kind of?” Ash replied. “I mean, the easiest way to collect armbands is to beat people. Unless someone attacks us, we’ll have to attack others. How long does this last again?”
“Three days, Master Sheng,” Na answered immediately.
“Uh-huh,” Ash said. “I’m going to go over that way and… take a look around. Stay here Rou, Moira. Tala, Na, you’re with me.”
“Certainly, I see no reason for me to go,” Rou agreed instantly. “I’ll just… move back a bit further.”
“I should go with you,” countered Moira.
“No, you should stay here to protect Sheng Street. I’ll defend Ash with my elegant self. I’m his weapon as well, after all,” Tala said, lifting her big blade up and setting it down on her shoulder.
“I believe Tala and I are sufficient,” Na added. “Though to be truthful, I begin to suspect Master Sheng could fight us all at once, and win.”

“She’s correct. Especially if you start using your Dao again and didn’t care if you harmed them,” Locke said.
Ash didn’t really want to think about his Dao. The fact that he’d actually tapped into the flow of time was mildly concerning to him.
He didn’t even want to consider what the consequences would be for that as far as a tribulation went.
I’m going to get destroyed.

“I would expect you to. Your Dao is too powerful. Be thankful Gen is preparing a defense for you,” said Locke.
Leaving Sheng Street, Ash entered the first plaza and was mildly surprised.
There was no one there.
Not in any direction.
As far as he could see from one end to the other, it was devoid of people. Not even the signs of people.
“It’s still kinda dark out,” Ash mumbled, looking around. “Sun isn’t even fully risen yet.”
“Hmph,” grunted Tala. “Let’s go find someone and take their armband.”
“Let’s not,” Na disagreed. “We shouldn’t engage if we don’t have to.”
Shaking his head, Ash scratched at his cheek.
He could feel light stubble there.
Forgot to shave. Need to do that. Beards aren’t really that much of a thing here.
About as common as someone coming at you head-on when you expect it in a battle.
Because normally… normally… well… maybe?
Ash turned around and looked back the way he’d come from.
He could see where the street bisected at the original intersection from the entrance and testing areas.
If it were me, I’d attack from there. It’s a lot more open and harder to defend. Isn’t it?
But only after launching some type of distraction somewhere else.
And a distraction could be as simple as not being there at all. Isn’t it?
Or match it with an attack at a different location.
“What were the rules again?” Ash asked.
“You cannot enter another’s home, and if you lose your armband, you must return home,” Na stated.
“Nothing about out of bounds otherwise?” Ash inquired.
“No. Why?”
Moving back to where they’d started from, Ash was surprised to find Chunhua there engaged in a conversation with Rou.
“Chunhua, what are you doing here?” Ash asked coming over to the sorceress.
“Ah, Mei and Jia were moving to the plaza entrance from the new road. There were reports that people were massing there,” Chunhua said, turning her white eyes toward him. “Yue has retreated back to begin working on her alchemy again, and I was asked to come relay the movements to you.”
“So… who’s at the original intersection then?” Ash asked.
“My squad and Yue’s. But it isn’t likely anyone will come from that direction. It goes out of the sect itself and into the city,” Chunhua said, shaking her head.
“Why?” Ash asked simply.
“Why what?”
“Why? Why wouldn’t they attack from that direction?”
“B-because it goes out of the sect and into the city,” Chunhua repeated.
“And? That’s not off-limits. Na just told me that. Is it off-limits or not?” Ash asked, looking between the two women.
“No one has ever attacked from there,” Na said firmly. “The Deng family always won the armband wars. The city was never included.”
“Yeah, and those were always fought in the upper end of the homes. Weren’t they?” Ash asked. “When was the last time anyone bothered with this street?”
The blank look on Na’s face was all the answer he needed.
Shit. They’re going to attack from the city side.

“It’s what I would do, yes. Especially given what they likely expect from us,” Locke agreed. “But if I may be so bold? I cannot begin to even think children that such as yourself could consider such an attack. And being outside of the sect past curfew hours would be a considerable problem.”

Not if they’re working with the Inner Sect. They control most of the city security, don’t they? It’s part of their training?
“Ah… I… yes. That would make sense. What are you waiting for then, Chosen One?”
Shaking his head at the title, Ash looked at Moira.
“Hey, could you please get up into the sky and take a look toward the city? I’ve got an ugly feeling about it,” Ash requested.
“Of course,” Moira said, her wings snapping out at her sides. She was airborne in two flaps and rapidly climbing into the air.
“Chunhua, Na, stay here and keep the gate. Rou, Tala, you’re with me,” Ash said, moving off at a quick trot back toward house number ten.
Moving as fast as he dared without raising a concern, Ash had one goal in mind.
Passing by a number of women training, talking, or simply being ready, he was once again struck by the sudden increase in population of his alliance.
Slowly, Na appeared on his right, matching pace with him.
Turning his head fully toward her, he considered telling her to leave and listen to him.
“Don’t bother,” Na said. “I’d rather lose my cultivation than be somewhere else.”
With that said, Ash snapped his mouth shut and looked ahead again.

“Ah, poor little doggie. No teeth to his bite. You keep that up and Na might have her way with you before Mei can,” said Locke with a chortle.
“You’re not getting in my bed,” Ash grumbled aloud.
“I’m not?” Tala demanded suddenly. “Why not? Is my elegant self not good enough? I’m more than good enough, you filthy peasant! I’ll bed you until Moira has to clean you up and give you back to your bed-doctor!”

“You know. You’re kind of like… kind of like a walking comedy at times,” Locke mused. “Normally, people would call me a trickster but… uh… I don’t need to really do anything. You just manage it all yourself, Chosen One.”

“I… what? No! Not you. Na,” Ash said, turning at the intersection of the tenth house and moving down the path toward the testing building.
“Oh. Well. Of course, I’m good enough,” Tala replied flippantly. “You should only be so lucky as to invite me to your bed.
“Na is but a concubine and should be last.”
“Yes, Master Sheng,” said Na. “First, middle, last. Bed me as you wish.”
“You’re stupid. All of you. Stupid,” Ash growled, coming to a stop at the door to the building.
There was no way anyone would be able to get onto this street from the city without going through the building.
Ash flung the door open and looked inside.
There was no one there at all. It was empty, dark, and cold.
Uh.
Did I fuck up?
Maybe Jia and Mei went the right way after all.

“I mean, I did warn you that it was unlikely that children of your mentality could come up with such a brilliant plan and strategy,” Locke said. “Really. That’s more in line with the nobility of a different generation and age. With a name like Alexander or the like.”

You’re a twat.
A soft thump next to him broke his attention away from the asshole in his head.
“They’re there,” Moira said in a rush. Her wings came down and settled onto her back.
“Uh, they’re there?” Ash repeated.
“They’re coming up the street from the city,” Moira said. “Lots of them. They all appear to be from the Shu Alliance. I saw the armbands, before you ask.”
Oh, yeah. Her eyesight is way too good.
“How great is their number?” Tala asked.
“More than enough to wipe us out to the last,” Moira said with a dismissive hand wave. “Even with the strength we have, there are simply too many of them.”
“The Shu Alliance isn’t the strongest, but they’re indeed the biggest,” Na confirmed.
“Fantastic. Moira, Rou, go get everyone mobilized to head this way. Tala, Na, we’re going to go play stopgap,” Ash said, and then marched into the cold, dark, empty building.
A building that would likely hold a large number of people in moments—bleeding, fighting, and throwing around far too much Qi.

“What are we doing? You can’t actually expect to hold them off,” Locke said.
Well, I do expect I’ll be able to hold them off. Just not forever, or even for very long.
This is the only way through. It’s why they’re trying to do it quietly.
This is our Hot Gates.

“You are neither a Spartan, nor a King,” Locke muttered.
Standing directly in front of the doorway, Ash got into a defensive posture. He immediately activated all of his abilities and began to cycle his Qi Sea.
Seconds after pushing the Qi into motion, it became a wild and whirling vortex. The walls of his Dantian were coated in it as it rushed faster and faster.
The golden statues of those who’d sworn themselves to him remained still and untouched. As if they were part of the Sea itself.
Na put herself on Ash’s left, her spear materializing from thin air. This time, the tip was a round and blunted thing, rather than the lethal one.
On his right, Tala stepped up next to him, her two-handed sword held almost parallel to the ground. A thin sheen of magic along the edge spoke to it being blunted as well.
Could use that big fucking thing as an I-beam if she wanted t—
The door swung inward and Ash was face to face with a young man.
Darting forward, Ash smashed him in the chest with an open palm. At the same time, he jerked the armband away from the man’s arm and flung it into the ring.
Stepping back into position, Ash clicked the chain into place at his hip.
The Qi he gained from the individual wasn’t very much, but it would help once he started to pull on his Dao.
Na’s spear flicked forward and caught the next person coming in the door just under their ribs.
With a whoosh of air, they collapsed in a heap right there.
It was at that moment, however, that they were instantly overrun.
There were so many people pushing to get into the building from behind that even if the ones in front were trampled, the others would still gain access.
Dropping back, the trio ended up being backed up to the door they’d come through.
“If they touch my elegant self in any way, I’m holding you responsible,” Tala hissed.

“Wouldn’t worry about that. One of Gen’s people isn’t far away. I imagine after the last problem with the Inner Sect, they’re keeping an eye on you,” Locke offered.
“Sure, whatever, shut up and fi—”
Ash had to stop talking as a woman with a staff rushed him.
Gritting his teeth, Ash yanked on his Dao far earlier than he wanted to. Pulling it into action, he submerged himself into it as quickly as he could.
The staff whistled around toward Ash’s head with far too much speed to dodge.
Using his left arm, he deflected it high and wide.
Before he could respond and counterattack, she was shoved out of the way by someone else. Another woman stabbed forward with a spear quite similar to Na’s, but shorter.
Grabbing the spear with one hand, Ash worked to redirect its momentum instead. Pulling it to the side, it slid past him and hit the door behind him.
Smashing his right hand down into the middle of the spear, he broke it in half and was left with half of it in his left hand.
Stumbling away, the woman vanished into the crowd and was replaced by a large man who was in no way, shape, or form a child.

“No, that’s a child. They’re just big for their age? I dunno,” Locke offered up helpfully.
Unable to even disagree, Ash was forced into action instead. Throwing the half of a spear in his hand at his current opponent, he had a brief moment of satisfaction.
It clacked hard into the man’s brow and sent him backward like a tree falling in the forest.
His Dao wasn’t yet responding to Ash, however. It felt sluggish and resistant to his desires.
Putting the new chain into place, Ash had a second to breathe.
Tala was holding her own quite skillfully on his right. Her bladework kept everyone at bay, even as she occasionally threw out her newfound Fire abilities.
Truth be told, she seemed to be holding out better than Ash was.
I’m not made for this overwhelming force thing. My specialty is fighting one on one.
Na’s spear flashed out in front of him and connected with a woman’s jaw, clearly shattering it and sending the woman to one side. Only for her to get knocked down by someone else and flung to the ground.
Gritting his teeth, Ash realized it was going to be now or never.
Na was having to cover for him, as was Tala.
If he didn’t pick up his slack, he would be the weak link.
And then Ash realized his mistake.
Letting all his emotions—stress, anger, frustration, and a great deal of sexual tension—go, he embraced his Dao and dove deep down into the momentum of the situation.
Acting as a rock to be bashed against by an ocean was exactly the wrong way to handle this.
That wasn’t momentum at all.
It was counter to momentum.
Wading out into the crowd of bodies, Ash idly began to redirect kicks, punches, and weapon attacks on his person to elsewhere.
Blocking a sword slash to the side, he brought it around to intersect with someone else’s shin. Effectively using someone else’s momentum to his benefit, rather than stopping either one.
In that moment, Ash began to see the attacks before they came.
Nearly spinning in place, Ash rotated around a thrust that was aimed for his head, ducked down and stepped under a high kick, and then moved forward into the embrace of a young woman who hadn’t been aware he was there.
Wrapping his arms around her hips, he took a step to the left and swung her around directly into a rather hard punch from another.
Curling to one side, the woman took the entirety of the blow, her knees going out from under her and falling away from Ash’s hands.
Attaching several chains to himself, Ash could feel the Qi flow into him and offset the extreme usage from his Dao.
A ghostly fist flew in through the space where his head would be, giving Ash an eerie view of the inside of their arm.
Dodging to one side, he reached up and caught the arm as it followed its intended course. Taking a step while holding onto that arm, Ash threw the person into the crowd directly in front of himself.
Even as he made the move, he was forced to step inward to move away from a knee someone tried to blast into his lower back.
Casually as could be, without any force at all, Ash took hold of the young lady’s knee and jerked her in close to himself.
Once more he grabbed hold of another person, wrapping his arms up around her.
Turning in place, and stepping into the crowd, he brought her around into several kicks and punches all aimed at him.
And we conserve our momentum while robbing them of theirs.
We act within our Dao, to preserve it, and use it.
Smiling to himself, Ash let the woman go. She slumped down to the ground, her hands moving toward her quite badly bruised back.

“Well. This is somewhat amusing,” Locke muttered. “There’s just one problem, though, and it’s going to catch up with us soon.”

Oh, yeah? What’s that?
Ash reached out and snagged a young man around the shoulder with both hands. That same man was in the middle of throwing a particularly strong side kick.
Leaning with the man’s balance, Ash brought him straight down into another man’s elbow attack.
The clonk of the bone on bone was loud amongst the din of battle.

“You lost your armband. The first woman you gave a hug to, took it. You forgot what the point of the fight was,” Locke accused.
Oh, shit.

“Don’t worry about it too much. Most of the people you’re fighting have already lost theirs, too. Na and Tala kept their head even when you didn’t,” Locke said. “Good thing they’re smarter than you are.”

Right?
Good thing.
Ash took in a woman’s punch, capturing it between his hands and letting the momentum move him back a step. Grabbing hold of her wrist, he turned, put his back to her, and literally tossed her over himself to crash into three other people.
Whatever.
I’ll just keep fighting until the judge comes over and taps me out. I’ll just pretend I didn’t notice.
“That’s… well, yeah. That works.”
Ash nodded his head and went down low to avoid a flurry of punches from two people at the same time.
Until he was disqualified, he’d just fight on.
My larger concern is… why the sudden contest? It seems out of nowhere.
Unplanned, in fact.

“Yes. Something else definitely seems to be happening,” Locke agreed.



Eighteen
Yawning, Ash shifted his weight around on the couch.
“It’s over today, isn’t it?” he asked, turning to look at Na and Tala who were sitting at the table nearby.
“Yes, it ends today, Master Sheng,” Na confirmed. Likely for the fifth or sixth time, Ash reminded himself. “Technically tomorrow morning when the sun rises, but unofficially, it will end tonight and armbands will be counted.”
“Are you that eager to get out? My glorified and exquisite self should be all you need,” Tala murmured, moving a card across the table toward Na.
The two had spent a considerable amount of time talking and playing since they’d been eliminated. As the houses were off-limits to those who weren’t out of the war, that also meant sleeping arrangements had changed a bit and that once you entered a home, you were expected to be in the home until the war was over.
Na chuckled and picked up the card, then laid down two others that made up a three-card run for her.
“Perhaps Master Sheng is overwhelmed by your lovely self and that’s the problem,” Na offered, then pulled a card from her hand and laid it into the middle. “I mean, he did lock his door last night against intruders. And as a concubine, I’m not the one who he would fear. Is that not so?”
“And maybe your tongue would be better served hanging on a wall,” growled the swordswoman, as she drew a card from the pile.
“I’m afraid my tongue isn’t being utilized in any way, shape, or form,” Na said with a forlorn tone. “Despite me having offered myself repeatedly to Master Sheng. I begin to fear my cousin was actually correct.”

“You know. They’re well aware you’re listening. You’re not really fooling anyone,” Locke said.
You know what? Shut up. Just… shut up.
Or… you know what? Maybe that’s how I punish you. I open up the ring and let what’s his face yell at you. Would you like that? I can tune him out.
You can’t though. Can you?

“Ah… I’ll go check and see how our guest is doing. And his name is Tai. Did you forget it again?” Locke asked.
“—your stupid cousin both,” Tala cursed and flicked a card down onto the pile.
“Say what you will, she was correct so far. I believe even you asked her what to do about A—”
“Shut your mouth or I really will pull your tongue out,” Tala promised.
“I believe Master Sheng would stop you, and then punish you for even attempting such a thing,” Na said with a snicker. Then she picked up the card, laid out two from her hand, and dropped her last hand into the pile in the middle. “And I’d likely be given a reward. So you know what? Please do try. Perhaps it’ll help me move my own plan along. Since nothing else seems to be working. I’m out by the way. Pretty sure I stuck you that time. Much as I’m sure you’d love to be stuck by our dear Master Sheng?”
Tala cursed and flung her remaining cards down into the middle of the table and reached out across the table, snatching Na up around the collar.
“Hey,” Ash said sternly before Tala could do anything. “Knock it off.”
He’d noticed a number of times in the past that Tala didn’t take very well to losing. Nor did she take it very well when someone prodded at her.
Losing and being prodded the way Na was doing seemed like a surefire way to get her pissed off.
“What?!” shouted Tala, glaring at Ash. The black fur that was visible on her seemed to be bristling.
“I said knock it off. She’s doing it to rile you up,” Ash said. “So just… relax, put your fur down, and beat her in the next hand.”
“How dare you tell—”
“Tala,” Ash said firmly, meeting her eyes with his own. “I’m not telling you what to do. I’m suggesting it. Maybe calm down a bit?”
“I will do no such thing! I have no reason to calm down and you don’t have a—”
Na knocked Tala’s hand to one side and then slapped her. The crack of her palm across the other woman’s face was loud in the small house.
“You may address me as you will, but shouting at Master Sheng is reprehensible given how much lenience he’s shown you as an Outlander slave,” Na hissed. “Were you owned by any other, your tongue would have long been removed and likely half of your right foot. Foolish and stupid child that you are.”
Sitting there with an open mouth and a red cheek, Tala seemed more than just shocked—insulted, shocked, and appalled.
“Your elegant self may apologize to your owner when your brain has resumed its normal function,” Na said with steel still in her voice. “I’ll shuffle and re-deal the hand in the meanwhile.”
Na looked more than a little annoyed as she gathered up the cards. Shaking her head in dismay, she began to shuffle them.
Tala’s eyes moved down from Na to the table, her mouth closing. Slowly they drifted over toward Ash.
“I’m sorry,” Tala muttered. “I’m… not… dealing very well with being locked in here. Or my life being forcibly changed, as it were.”
“That’s fine,” Ash said and meant it. “Believe me, I get it. I didn’t want to be here either. You just do what you’re comfortable doing.”
Nodding his head, Ash turned to the door at the sound of feet coming up the steps toward the house.
There was a solid knock on the door.
“Enter?” Ash called out. He had no idea who would come calling on them. From what Locke could determine of what was going on outside, Mei and Jia were running a firm defense and a sharp—if short—offense.
The door opened and Mei entered, then closed it behind herself.
“Damnit,” mumbled Na from behind him.
“I’m afraid, my dear Ashley,” Mei said, walking over to the couch. “I was eliminated today on a raid. I decided to join you.”
“You have your own house and there are no beds left,” Ash said, looking up at Mei. He already knew where this was going, and he felt like he wasn’t going to say no either.
“I suppose it’s a good thing that I’ll be in your bed then. Won’t I?” Mei asked, coming to a stop in front of him. She put her hands on her hips and smiled at him, waiting for a response.
“I… suppose it’s a good thing indeed,” Ash murmured, looking up at Mei. “If you’re sure that’s where you’ll be?”
“I’m sure that’s where I thought I should be for a while now,” Mei said. “Though… only recently did I discover it’s where I want to be.”
Mei let out a short breath and then sat down next to Ash on the couch.
“We’re not going to win. It’s likely we’ll get third or fourth. We did well, but certainly not well enough against some of those other alliances. They’re just too… entrenched,” Mei said, turning her head to look at Ash.
“Deal the damn cards,” Tala grumbled from behind them.
“Shut up,” Na countered.

“Ah. They thought they’d have you alone to themselves for a while longer yet,” Locke crowed.
Uh-huh. Let’s just open that ring up and harass Tai a little so you can talk with him.
“How’d you get eliminated?” Ash asked when Locke didn’t respond.
“Hm? Oh. I walked up to a referee and told him he smelled like what I left behind my house last night,” Mei said. “He took my armband.”
Oh.
Right.
So… she did it on purpose to come here.
Right.
Ash had a feeling tonight was going to be a very interesting night for him.
Hours later, Ash found that he couldn’t sleep. Despite it being the middle of the night. Likely just before or slightly after midnight.
Sitting on the edge of the bed, Ash was looking inward toward his middle Dantian.
Locke had told him to avoid doing so, but he couldn’t hold back his curiosity any longer. Not after everything that’d happened as of late.
Inside his lower Dantian was an ocean built upon Essence as thick as wet cement that somehow could flow like water. A golden Dao pillar sat in the middle of it. Unmoving and untarnished in any way.
Spread out around the pillar, in the ocean, were a number of statues of those who’d pledged to him.
Moving upward, his middle Dantian was suspiciously empty.
Empty, warm, and sleepy feeling. Like there wasn’t anything there and that was an expected result.
It was annoying in its complete lack of anything.
A small bud of red energy appeared in the middle Dantian.
No sooner than Ash had focused on it, it vanished. Becoming nothing more than the empty space that he’d seen previously.
Letting out a soft growl, Ash focused much more intently on his Dantian. Determined to see something there.
Once more a red swirl of energy appeared there, roaring to life as a flame and spreading out.
Elated that he’d found something, Ash focused in on it completely, willing it to remain so he could study it.
The red swirl winked out as quickly as it’d appeared.
In its place was a blue disc that seemed to be as sharp as a razor. It sat there, unmoving, unchanging.
Inspecting it, Ash found he could no sooner affect it than he could the red swirl.
Okay. The hell am I looking at here?

“Oh? You want me to talk now?” Locke asked with heavy sarcasm.
If you like, I could wake up Tai instead.

“As you wish, Chosen One. You’re looking at—and I told you not to, may I remind you—your middle Dantian. A repository of what you take in from around you and what you’re feeling. You can no sooner control it than you can muscle the sun out of its orbit,” Locke said.
Oh.
I can… okay. Yeah.
But… why did it feel like my Dao was in here at one point? And when they pledged to me?

“Because it changed the size of this space. It isn’t meant to be this large. At all,” Locke said. “As far as I can determine, an appropriate size would be perhaps a tenth of this. That is what I see when we scan the masters.”

Mm. Right. Okay.
And… this means… what?

“Your tribulation is going to include this. Adding anything to it, or any sort of control, or understanding, will likely exponentially make it that much worse,” explained Locke.
Got it! That makes more sense.
“Congratulations then, your understanding of that concept has likely made your tribulation worse.”
I… think I can see why you told me not to mess with it now.

“You think so? Do you? Well, who am I to judge, Chosen One. I’m apparently just ordered to be silent until called upon,” said Locke.
Err… well, you kinda did deserve it. You’re kind of an asshole.
“Everything alright?” Mei asked sleepily from the bed.
“Uh-huh. Just… well, my middle Dantian is open. Was looking around in it,” Ash said, suddenly coming to a thought he wanted to explore.
Mei came from a rather well-to-do, if now extinct, family. She could very well know more about the middle Dantian than he did.
“Pretty sure we just covered the fact that you shouldn’t learn more.”
Ash ignored Locke.
If he was going to face a tribulation that included the fact that it was open, he might as well use the Dantian to fight the tribulation.
That was how these supposedly went. They were equal in power to what you gained and understood. You were expected to battle them with said power.
“Huh…? I… well, I guess I shouldn’t be surprised, given it’s you,” Mei said and then let out a slow breath.
Shifting around in the bed she sat up partially, holding the blanket in front of her bare chest.
“It’s… well, you after all. The middle Dantian isn’t about power or building or cultivating. It’s about refining who you are. The image of who you want to be,” Mei said, tilting her head to one side and sending her hair tumbling across her shoulder. “It starts off as emotions and feelings, and then slowly becomes a sense of self. What you believe yourself to be.
“It’s also a very double-edged sword. Your perception of what you should be can easily destroy you. Because your Dantians are connected. Acting out of accord with your Dantian will harm you.”
Ah… and that’s why my Dao influenced the middle Dantian.
Because my Dao is… me. Who I wish to be and what I believe.
The statues as well. It changed how I perceived myself.
“Thanks, Mei. Your insight is as brilliant,” Ash grinned, “as you are beautiful.”
After having spent a few hours just talking with Mei privately and then enjoying one another in bed, he’d definitely found that Mei was exactly who he thought she was.
And that he wanted her around far more than he’d realized.
“Oh, well, thank you,” Mei said. “Now, are you getting back into the bed with my beautiful and brilliant self, or am I going to need to get another blanket? Because I’m cold.”
“Well, I’m just a terrible partner then, aren’t I?” Ash said. “I’ll come warm you up.”
“Do that. Do exactly that,” Mei murmured, letting the blanket drop.
***
Stepping out of his house, Ash was surprised to find Gen standing there.
There was no one else on the street at all in either direction.
“Good morning, Ashley,” Gen said, giving him a wide and toothy smile.
“G-good morning, Master Gen,” Ash said, and then bowed his head to the other man.
“I was asked to personally present you with the results for your alliance,” Gen said.
“Ah, was that by Master Zha?” Ash asked. He was curious about the fact that the sun was up and he couldn’t see anyone at all.
“Indeed,” Gen said, adjusting his grip on the cane in front of himself. “And before you ask. I just asked Jia to relay instructions to everyone to remain indoors this morning. We had some difficulties with… well… we had difficulties. I’m working to resolve them.”
Uh-huh. Inner Sect, I bet.
“And it wasn’t just the Inner Sect. Come, we’ll walk back to the library and discuss what this means and what’s going on,” Gen said and gestured toward the road.
“Alright. But I need to dig up Bartek’s corpse later. If it’s on sect grounds. I promised him I’d bury him head first in a shit trench. Preferably the one behind my house,” Ash said.
Gen only laughed at that, nodding his head to one side.
“It would seem Bartek’s journey is not yet over then,” murmured the old man.
Behind Ash, the door opened, and Mei froze in the doorway.
Her hair was mussed, her clothes slightly wrinkled, and it was obvious she hadn’t had a chance to freshen up.
“Ah, Miss Sheng,” Gen said with a much larger and warmer smile now. His eyes picking her apart quickly.
“Master Gen,” Mei said quickly, pressing her hands together and bowing her head to him. “I was—”
“Coming with us, of course,” Gen asked, interrupting her. “At least, that’s what I imagine you’re doing. Would you like to stop at your home briefly to change before that?”
“That would… be most appreciated,” Mei said, her cheeks turning a faint red.
In silence, the trio walked the short distance to Mei’s house.
As soon as the door closed, Gen chuckled deeply.
“Well, it would seem you took my advice,” Gen said, tapping his cane against the ground. “Maybe it’s just because she was once of the Deng, but I feel particularly gratified to see her with you.”

“He’s delighted about the fact you’re banging a Deng woman? Huh. I wonder how he’d feel if you started inviting Na in. Think he’d give us a relic? We could use one,” Locke asked.
You’re an ass.
“I’m not wrong, though.”
Ash couldn’t really argue that point.
“I’ll wait for her to come back before we discuss this. As the first partner that you chose, she should be included,” Gen murmured. “That and maybe I’m favoring her a bit. She’s a good girl.”
“You’re favoring her,” Ash agreed.
“Aww, well. Alright. I am. I can’t help it. She was quite earnest when she came to me for advice,” Gen admitted with a chuckle. “Maybe I’m just an old softie and romantic at heart.”
“Romantic?” Ash parroted back with some surprise.
“I’m sure you’ve found that Mei’s infatuation with you isn’t just for her own prestige. I think you should pledge with her and—”
Gen stopped talking, his head rotating slightly to one side. Seconds after that, Mei opened the door and left her home.
She was wearing a fresh uniform, her hair was arranged, and she looked put together as well as she always was.
“Thank you so much for waiting and giving me a few minutes,” Mei said with a wide smile and a sharp exhale. “I feel much better.”
“Yes, of course,” Gen said, nodding his head. “Now, off we go. We do have some things to discuss. First and foremost, how your alliance did.”
“Ah, yes,” Mei said, sliding an arm through Ash’s and pressing in close to his side. “How did we do?”
“You only captured enough armbands to rank fifth,” Gen said, his cane tapping as they walked along. “Though you lost the fewest of your members.
“I did have one of my people tell me—in as respectful a way as he could—about how you eliminated yourself, young lady. He’s not angry by the way. He saw where you went and understood immediately.”
“Ah, yes, well, it was for the greater good,” Mei said demurely. “Though that doesn’t quite answer how we did?”
“Second place, overall,” Gen said with a dark chuckle. “Though I believe the final position will have you listed as third. The Inner Sect was throwing quite a hissy fit at some of the disqualifications that were given to certain individuals.
“Zha is currently working through that right now.”
“Ah, well, second or third is still quite a grand result given how new we are,” Mei said. Then she reached up and patted Ash in the middle of his chest. “Good job, my pledged.”
Gen’s cane skidded out partially in front of himself at that, sliding into the stone in front of where he’d brought it down.
Ash only noticed it because he’d been watching the stones in front of them.
Mei didn’t seem to have seen it.

“To be fair, even I was surprised you pledged back to her after we… err… finished up,” Locke muttered.
What? You got something to say about it?
Because you shouldn’t.
She didn’t ask for anything and… and it all happened and I pledged back to her.
What of it?

“Nothing. Nothing at all,” Locke said and went quiet.
Ash wasn’t about to feel guilty about pledging himself back to Mei. Throughout everything, she’d been absolutely selfless to him.
He had no fear of her in any way.
“Yes, it’s a lovely thing for such a new alliance,” Gen said. “And with that in mind, it’s one of the reasons why your alliance has been chosen to participate in… well… battle.”
“Battle,” Ash repeated.
“Indeed, battle,” Gen said as they walked into the plazas that led into the sect proper. “There’s a rather massive Veil-overlap we’ve spotted. Biggest we’ve ever seen.”
Neither Ash nor Mei had a response to that.
A Veil-overlap was no place for disciples to be.
“We’ve received a summons from the Realm Lord to investigate it. Along with a number of other sects in the area,” Gen said. “We received it a very short time ago. In fact, it was the cause of the entire armband war. It was the best idea we could come up with that would test both the Inner and Outer Sect.”
“The Inner Sect participated, as well?” Mei asked.
“Indeed, but they had different tasks and obligations during the war. It wasn’t exactly the same for them,” answered Gen. “And so, I must tell you that with your alliance having been in the top three, you will be traveling to the Veil-overlap.”
“I see,” Ash said with a shake of his head. “And is this Veil someone we have relations with or…?”
“The Kin,” Gen said with a grunt. “That’s the overlap. I’m sure you’ll need to have a conversation with Tala about it.”
Stunned into momentary silence, Ash stared straight ahead. His brain was still caught in the words Gen had just spoken.
Kin.
So… so… I… could maybe go find Trav?

“We have things to discuss, Chosen One,” Locke muttered. “A number of things, I believe. It would seem our purpose grows ever closer, and far faster than I anticipated.”




Nineteen
Taking a seat in one of the hundred or so chairs set out, Ash folded his hands in his lap and looked at the stage.
Most of the chairs were already filled with people from the other alliances who had also won the competition.
Gen had already told him most of what he believed would be expected, but until Master Zha formally said it, it was all subject to change.
Which meant he might actually have had to pay attention to this meeting.
If he hadn’t dragged along Mei and Jia, that is.
“Well, this’ll be interesting,” Mei murmured, leaning into Ash and putting her elbow on his shoulder. Since their change in relationship dynamic, Mei had shifted into an entirely different way of interacting with Ash.
Especially in public.
“You should not be doing such a thing,” Jia said with considerably less venom than previously.
“Oh? And why is that exactly?” Mei said, leaning partially to the side and looking past Ash toward Jia. “He and I are pledged to one another, and we’ve shared a bed and will continue to do so.”
Jia’s lips pressed together and her brow creased slightly.
Then she sighed and shook her head.
“Yes, well, you should at least carry yourself a bit less… loosely. As one of his women, you must maintain a certain sense of decorum,” said Jia, attempting a different tactic. “I know I would.”

“Oh? That might actually work on Mei,” Locke said.
You finally willing to talk? You said we had a lot to talk about, but won’t actually talk about it.
It’s getting on my nerves.

“Hmmmmm. Maybe? Maybe not. Maybe I’ll just keep it like this until you finally apologize for telling me to be silent, Chosen One,” Locke said.
“—suppose you’re right at that. I’ve already met my goal,” Mei was saying. Ash had missed whatever she’d started with however. “Except… I find that I just want to be closer to him. You know? Or did you never feel like that while you were alone with him? Before I showed up.”

“Oh, good. They’re talking over you like you don’t exist. I wonder how that might feel, Chosen One,” Locke complained bitterly.
“—guess. I had never considered it. By the time I did it was… too late. And you saw the aftermath. He was very kind to forgive me and to force that forgiveness on the others,” Jia said. “I will earn my place back. Wait and see. You will be only second soon enough, Mei.”

“Unfortunately, they’re both wrong. I mean, the true problem for both of them is Yue,” Locke remarked. Ash got the impression Locke was paying more attention to Mei and Jia than he was. “When she finally decides to make her move, I truly do pity everyone else. I think she’ll take up all your time with absolute devotion. A street rat turned blood-thirsty merchant and alchemist given all she ever wanted? Yes, I pity them.”

Are you done? Cause I’m done.
Very done.
“Almost. Not yet. Maybe soon?”
Ash leaned forward, sighed loudly, and then looked from Mei to Jia. Both women stopped talking at his sudden and overly-dramatic interruption.
“Yes?” Mei asked, smiling at him. “Did you have something you wished to add, Ashley?”
“Uh… no. But I’m right here, you know,” grumbled Ash.
“Yes, we are aware of that, Ashley,” Jia said. Then she reached forward and lightly tapped Ash in the middle of the chest with her fingers. “Lean back, please. I cannot see Mei.”

“Ahahaha! Oh, now that’s priceless. Yes, Ash, lean back. Jia and Mei are talking. That’s fantastic. Absolutely fantastic,” Locke said, laughing all the while.
With a click, Ash closed his mouth, grit his teeth, and then leaned back in his chair again.
“Thanks, Ashley,” Mei said, leaning in to kiss his cheek. Then she practically hung on his shoulder, looking at Jia again. “He really did, though. It was surprising. Yue was the worst, as I’m sure you could guess.”
Sitting there, feeling like his anger had been dunked in a bucket of cold water, Ash was little better than a conversation piece.
Some Chosen One.

“Well… I suppose… hm. Hm. Yes, you’re indeed a Chosen One. Fated One. Whatever you like,” Locke said, his tone changing rapidly. “And I do think maybe it is indeed time to talk to you about some of this. Why you’re here. Why I’m in your head.”

You think? Just now?
Not like… maybe… before you did this? Or just after?
“I wouldn’t be me if I didn’t do it the way I do.”
That makes no sense.
“Be that as it may… the Veil-overlap. What do you know of it?”
Ash was momentarily struck to near silence at the fact that Locke finally appeared to be willing to talk about what was going on.
Not a lot. Just that they don’t occur often and when they do… really bad things happen. People who go in don’t usually come out.
“Well, it’s not that they don’t come back out. It’s when they come back out, it’s in the form of shit. They’re eaten.”
Not having a response to that, Ash sat there dumbly.
“The veils themselves aren’t… what you think they are. Not really. They’re more than just a boundary between worlds and lands. They’re… well, I’d say they’re a liminal space. But I think you likely don’t know what that word means.”
Just keep talking and I’m sure I’ll get there.
“Right. Well. They’re a boundary, not just for the worlds, but also what isn’t in the veil. The space in the veil, or the space not in the veil I guess, is filled with lovely monstrous creatures.”
Holding his tongue, Ash managed to not point out that it didn’t sound lovely.
“And those monstrous creatures eat everything they come across. The space that the overlap comes out over is going to be… dead. Leftovers. Excrement.
“Or perhaps it’s already been turned into that and this is just a veil shutting.”
A veil… shutting? They close?
“When there’s no life left, when everything is gone, and there’s nothing to hold the veil open. Yes. It ceases to exist.”
And the overlap is where these… things… enter?
“Yes. Consider it like a Venn diagram between two circles. The overlapping space at the center is where the creatures can cross over. And feed.”
Okay. But how does that involve me?
“You were chosen to become a weapon to combat it. Congratulations. Isn’t that delightful?”
Ah… no. I decline.

“I’m fairly certain you don’t get a choice in the matter. Hence being the Chosen One, Chosen One,” Locke said. “But if it makes you feel any better, your cousin was also selected. Though, he’s got a lot bigger problems with O—eh… whatever.

“Not our problem, not our issue. Our issue is getting you ready for the Veil-Wraiths.”
Veil-Wraiths?

“Yes, Veil-Wraiths. Veil-overlap. Veil. While not terribly creative, it’s certainly effective in describing it, no? Now… getting you ready,” Locke said. “This overlap doesn’t seem to be a problem for our current veil, which is a blessing, but it will likely become a problem if we don’t get it shut.”

I… fine. Fine. Say I’m following along. How do we shut a Veil-overlap?
“I have no idea! Haha. I wouldn’t be dead if I knew how to solve this problem, would I? You wouldn’t be the Chosen One and I’d still be going after that lovely centaur right before it all went wrong.”
Wait, you can now remember what you were like before?
“Hm? Oh. Yes. That’s neither here nor there. Anyway. There ya go. Let’s do good!”
Locke… that’s… that’s not enough. That’s not nearly enough.
“Good morning, everyone,” said Master Zha standing on the platform. “This’ll be quick and dirty because I just received a new missive from our Realm Lord.”
Ash was startled out of his thoughts with her sudden appearance.
“You were supposed to leave next week, but that’s been moved up to now. You’re all moving out immediately,” Zha called out. “Your goal is simple. Each alliance will take a section of a Veil-overlap and begin scouting it. Several masters from the sect will go with you as observers. There will also be one master from the Realm Lord to go with each of your alliances as your overseer. Report all progress to him. Go. Now.”
Sitting there, Ash was dumbfounded.
Then he realized this was going to be an extremely large operation and no one likely had what they needed.
Turning his head, he snapped his eyes to Jia’s.
“Go buy all the horses you can. Every single one. Leave none behind. Wagons, horses, everything. All of them,” Ash commanded. “Use whatever resources you need.”
Not waiting for a response, Ash turned and lashed Mei with his eyes.
“All the food, all the supplies, everything you can. Enough to feed everyone in our alliance for a few months,” Ash continued. Then he glanced back to Jia to make sure she was still listening. “Both of you work with Yue. Get everything you can. We’re not waiting to see if they’re supplying us or paying us back, because chances are they weren’t ready for this.”
Both Jia and Mei looked shocked, but then nodded their heads.
“Good, I’m going to go give out a few more instructions,” Ash said getting to his feet.
He needed to talk to Na, Rou, and Chunhua as well.
“This’ll be amusing. Let’s hope no one else thinks the same way you do, or there’s going to be a bidding war for something as lousy as an iron pot.”
***
“—certainly can spare some for your older brother,” said Zi Xin.
“No,” Ash said, cutting him off before it went any further. “And you’re not my older brother. Nor are you welcome on Sheng Street, you’ll remember. You’re no longer our house elder.”
“You dare speak to me like that?” groused Zi Xin.
“Yes, I do. And have done so this entire trip. But for whatever reason, you keep coming back,” Ash said and turned his head to glare at the man next to him. The other masters who were traveling with Ash’s alliance had made themselves scarce. By and large, they kept to themselves, not wanting to associate with the “children”.
Zi Xin was a master in name only, however, and had been relegated to the post of the “in-between” for the two groups.
“You’re like a monkey with its paw stuck in a log, grasping at something it doesn’t deserve,” Mei hissed. “You can’t just let go of what you want. You’ll suffer for that choice.”
“How d—”
“Dare she? Yes. You’ve said that,” Yue growled, giving her horse a flick of its reins and pushing it up between Zi Xin and Ash. “Many times. Go away, dog. Or I’ll just challenge you myself, here and now. And then you can answer to someone as to why you fought a little girl who isn’t beyond Body Refining. Win or lose, that doesn’t sound like something good.”
Zi Xin lifted his chin up, sniffed, and then pulled at his horse. Angling off toward where the other masters were.
“We should just kill him,” Tala growled. “He won’t be missed by anyone and I doubt anyone would even notice it.”
Since learning that they would be traveling into an overlap that lined up with Kin territory, Tala had been increasingly agitated. She wasn’t unbearable, but she was definitely heading in that direction.
And quickly, too.
“I agree. Kill him, lover. For me. I don’t like him, or how he looks at me,” Moira declared. Sitting atop her horse, she looked more than a little put out. She’d insisted often enough that she would rather fly. The Realm Lord’s master had ordered against it as soon as her wings had opened, however. “Or how he looks at Mei.”

“He does look at Mei in a way even I don’t like. We should put him in the ring and let Tai kill him,” Locke said. “Oh. And you’re in luck. The overlap is up ahead.”

Huh? Where? I can’t te—Oh. Is… is that it?
Looking far ahead, Ash could see what appeared to be a dull shimmer in the distance. Almost like a heat-shimmer, but with a dark-gray tone to it.
“Yes. That’s it. Let’s hope there aren’t any Veil-portals yet. Those are the points where the Veil-Wraiths cross over.”
Chewing at the inside of his cheek, Ash slowly turned in the saddle.
Spotting Chunhua and Na, Ash waved them over.
“Hey,” Ash said when the two women pulled their horses closer. “Overlap is up ahead. You can see it if you look for that gray shimmer. Start spreading the order that we’re going to camp outside of it and set up a base.”
“What if the Realm Lord’s master disagrees?” Rou asked. She was apparently close enough to listen and didn’t see any issue in simply butting in.
Given her status and position, she was right.
“He won’t disagree. And if he does… well, fuck him,” Ash said, shaking his head. “We’re not crossing into that overlap without a base of operations put together first. No way in hell.”
Chunhua nodded her head to that.
“Of course, Master Sheng. I’ll set up our tent personally. You need not concern yourself,” Na said, then wheeled her horse around and headed back into the Sheng Alliance.
Ranged out behind them and moving in formation was a mass of women on horses, wagons, and a baggage train.
It’d been a bit of a merchant battle, forcing Yue to get involved directly, but they’d gotten horses for everyone, and then extra as well.
Nodding his head after finding everyone appearing to be in good spirits, Ash looked ahead again.
“They are all feeling rather indebted to you,” Jia said, easing her horse up beside his own and pushing Mei to the side.
Mei only smirked at the move, and seemed to consider it beneath her to respond to. Instead, she slowed her mount down, moved around behind Ash, and came up on his other side after speaking to Yue for a moment.
The young merchant girl made room for Mei even as Jia continued.
“Indebted and guilty,” said Jia.
“I don’t see why,” Ash said. He could see the dynamics of the women around him shifting all the time, but he wasn’t going to get involved unless he had to. He wasn’t their master and they weren’t doing anything that was endangering his alliance.
“Oh, that’s easy,” Mei said with a laugh. “You gave them all a horse, more than enough pills and medicines to keep them healthy for quite a while, and have deigned to outfit them accordingly for the entirety of the trip.
“All of which is likely more than they could afford in an entire year on their own. All for the low, low price of… nothing. You’ve asked nothing of them.”
“That’s not true. They’ll be fighting,” Ash countered.
“Fighting is what they expect of their life. That is as simple as saying you expect them to breathe,” said Jia, wrangling the conversation back from Mei. “You have not stated what they must pay for all the gifts you have presented them.”
“Nothing,” Ash said, shaking his head. “They’re fighting for me. That’s my expectation.”
“Hmph. That’s stupid. Even my elegant self wouldn’t believe that if I were in their shoes,” Tala growled. “I would almost definitely believe that you’ll show up at my tent at night and help yourself to myself. Which I would, of course, have to give to you because of the debt.”
Ah.
I see.
“And this goes back to pledging,” Ash muttered. “Doesn’t it?”
“Indeed, it does,” Jia said quickly, cutting Mei off. “They begin to wonder if they should pledge to you, just as I did. As your first pledge, I would say that it would not harm you to receive theirs. If they will their body to you, where do you lose?”
“What? You’re pledged to Master Sheng?” Rou asked, sounding annoyed.
“Hm? Yes. I am his first,” Jia said, turning her head and smiling backward at what Ash assumed was Rou.
Yeah. Fuck this.
“Stay here,” Ash said and gave the reins a click, speeding his horse forward. He wanted to see the Veil-overlap and truly didn’t want to hear anything more from anyone.
He also had a suspicion that if he remained any longer, the conversation topic would turn to how he could go about collecting pledges from everyone.

“To be fair, that’s the way of this world. How can one acquire ever more power? You’re just… very different, Chosen One,” Locke said.
Riding swiftly, Ash made it to the edge of the gray shimmer and dismounted.
Walking over to it, he contemplated it. He leaned in close to get a good look at the obvious and distinct cut in the world.
Veils had a distinct color and feel to where they ended and began. One couldn’t simply pass through them either without a weakening of it, or an actual gap.
This didn’t seem like anything Ash had seen up to this point.
“What are you doing, you foolish idiot!”
Looking back at the raised voice, Ash found Tala getting down from her horse.
“Pretty sure I told you to stay there,” Ash said, looking back to the Veil-overlap.
Up close, it looked like a strange, cloudy material contained within a very thin sheath and suspended in the air. Just beyond, it was normal looking.
“So get your elegant and beautiful ass back in the saddle and get thee hence,” Ash commanded.
“I’ll do no such thing. My beautiful ass is going to stay with you, because without you that ass would be sold to the highest bidder,” rumbled Tala, as she came over to stand near him. “And we both know I’d be dead pretty quickly because they likely couldn’t resist trying to mar my elegant self.”
“Yeah, I could see that,” admitted Ash.
Reaching out, he stuck his hand into the gray, gauzy field.
It was surprisingly cold on the other side. Cold, dry, and empty feeling.
Pulling his hand back out, he looked at it.
There didn’t seem to be anything wrong as far as he could tell.
Reaching down to the ground, he ripped up a handful of grass and then stuck his hand back through to the grayness beyond the thin boundary.
“You’ve resisted admirably. Though, I think you’re unique,” Tala said.
“Resisted?” Ash asked, focusing on the grass.
“Resisted assaulting my elegant self. Other than your one lapse, that is,” replied Tala. “You resist me quite well.”
“You’re an idiot,” Ash laughed. The grass was rapidly becoming yellow in his hand. “Though you’re not wrong. You are rather hard to resist. Especially when you smile. Your personality just sucks. But once you get used to it, it’s fine. Kind of like an acquired taste.”
“My personality… sucks?” Tala asked dangerously, her eyes narrowing.
“Incredibly. You’re beautiful, a talented swordswoman, and you’re bright. Very bright, actually,” said Ash, letting the grass flutter free of his fingers as soon as it turned white. “You just really do have a shitty personality. Otherwise, I’d consider actually making a move on you.”
Okay. The grass just got vampired, didn’t it?

“Yes. Yes, it did. This overlap is very dead. Long since dead and bereft of anything that could sustain life. It’s closing. Collapsing on itself,” Locke said. “With any luck we’ll not run into any Veil-Wraiths. But that’s not a guarantee.”

Got it. This is a dead veil then. It was… eaten.

“That’s correct, Chosen One,” Locke said.
Nodding his head, Ash pulled his hand back and looked at Tala.
The tall, lovely rabbit Kin was glaring at him.
“What? It’s true. Okay. I saw what I needed to see. I’m going to unsaddle my horse and start getting prepped for the camp,” Ash said, striding away from Tala and the grayness.
And we won’t be instantly turned to nothing, will we?

“No. As a living being, you’ll be able to survive for a few weeks in such a place. After that, though… you will likely begin to wither,” Locke said. “Though you’ll need to keep your food and provisions outside the overlap as much as you can. Or seal it in the Hall or similar devices. It’ll rot away otherwise.”

“—discuss this!” Tala said loudly, chasing after him.
He’d actually completely tuned her out.
“No. There’s no point in that,” Ash said, guessing at the conversation that she wanted to have. “And if I can make it happen, I’m going to take you across to the Kin side of the veil and shove your beautiful and elegant ass, long legs and all, over the border after releasing you from your oath. Then you can live your own life and I don’t have to worry about you or how to resist you.”
Glancing back at Tala as he started to work at the saddle, he was treated to something he didn’t get often from her.
A look of surprise, shock, and utter silence.
Nodding his head, Ash went back to work.



Twenty
Ash stood at the edge of the overlap, gazing off into the interior of it.
White grass, dead trees, and dry shrubs.
Not even a breeze. Everything is dead. Long dead.

“I do believe that’s what I said it would be,” Locke murmured.
Grunting at that, Ash folded his arms in front of himself. It wasn’t that he had doubted Locke. Especially after having seen what happened to the grass he had pushed through to the other side.
But at the same time, he didn’t completely trust Locke. He distinctly felt like there was something worse going on here. Or that Locke hadn’t explained everything.
Although when the scouts he’d sent into the overlap came back an hour or two ago, he’d gotten reports of exactly that.
The veil was devoid of all life in all types. There was nothing left of anything living in any way. The very grass broke apart as you walked through it. Only the fact that there was no wind had prevented the grass from simply blowing away.
Turning around, Ash looked at those in his personal camp space. He’d wanted to be as close to the overlap as possible so he could watch it.
The camp formed out from around him and stretched back the way they’d come.
“I do not think this is a place worth investigating any further,” said Jia simply from where she sat on a barrel. “I almost feel as if we are better off going no further.”
“Well, I don’t think our illustrious Realm Lord’s master would care. He’s said nothing to us, nor even left his tent,” Mei said and then laughed. She was standing to one side with Tala. The latter having started hanging around the former since they camped. “In fact, it seems to me that he’s as willing to leave as we are. If not perhaps more so.”
“I don’t like that,” Yue countered, shaking her head. “Shouldn’t he be pushing for us to just get in there? I don’t like that he’s acting outside of what we expect.”
Ash nodded his head a bit at that.
Yue was right, the man wasn’t acting within what the logical direction would be given the man’s position. They’d all been rushed to get here, only for the Realm Lord’s master to more or less take his hands off the whole thing.
“It’s a betrayal,” Tala said with conviction. “Someone from the Inner Sect bribed them. By staying where we are, we’re doing what they want.”
“That’s… possible,” Moira said, her wings sliding out from her back as she stood up from the entrance to Ash’s tent. “I can double backward and see if I can spot anything.”
“That’d be a good thing to do,” Na agreed. She was seated with Chunhua and Rou. The three of them tended to be together when possible. “Master Sheng, what do you think?”
Letting out a slow breath, Ash thought hard on the subject at hand.
“If Gen thought this could be a trap, he likely sent someone to watch over us. Right?” Ash asked, looking around.
“If he could, he would,” agreed Jia. “If he could.”
“What if that’s exactly it? He couldn’t,” Rou said, scratching at her knee. “He’s got a lot more responsibilities now than he did previously. Right?”
“Considerably more,” Mei answered, then she looked back to Ash. “Why?”
Sighing, Ash realized he was being overly optimistic.
“Never mind. I’m being foolish. Moira, please go check behind us,” said Ash with a quick shake of his head. “Mei, take Na and Chunhua and throw up some tall platforms. All around the perimeter. As tall as you can reasonably make ’em. Get people up there to watch out for anyone coming. We can’t rely on just Moira to watch out for us.
“Jia, Tala, organize patrols and defensive lines on the outskirts of the camp. Then put up picket lines and scouts on top of that. Don’t let them get too far out of eyesight, though, because if they did send someone for us, they’re not going to be weak. They’ll probably be from the Inner Sect.”
Everyone looked mildly concerned about that last point.
Ash felt it was true, though. If there really was going to be an ambush, it’d likely be from someone considerably stronger than them.
Everyone responded and started heading out for their various tasks.
Leaving Ash with Yue and Rou.
“I’m going to go work on my alchemy,” Yue proclaimed with an odd look on her face. “I need to keep practicing. I have to do as much as I can.”
Turning, Yue started walking away determinedly.

“I really do pity the others when she finally decides to go after you,” Locke said quietly.
“Ah. I suppose that makes this an opportune time for me,” Rou said, walking over to Ash. Standing directly in front of him, she put her hands on her hips.
“Ashley Sheng, I’m a Qi Healer,” Rou said, lifting her chin slightly. “Master Gen has told me I’m the strongest he’s ever seen. The techniques you’ve given me are beyond the likes of his knowledge or awareness.
“I am likely the single most valuable person in the entirety of the sect.”

“She’s not wrong,” Locke agreed.
Standing there, Rou looked incredibly confident. Far more than he’d ever seen her before. Her hair was starting to become quite red, and quite obvious. He knew she washed her hair frequently. Repeatedly.
To get rid of the dye she’d been using as quickly as possible.
Standing there, with her hands on her hips, looking imperious, Ash couldn’t help but see her as his personal pet project at the same time. What she had become literally represented exactly what he was going for.
Awakening all the lost and overlooked talent that was wasted simply because of the selfishness of others.
“I’m going to swear myself to you now,” Rou said.
“Rou, I thi—”
“Hush,” Rou said, holding up one hand, one finger pointing up toward the sky. “You will accept my oath because the alternative is me leaving. Do you understand me, Ashley?”
Ash let out his held breath, his protest dying on his lips.
He couldn’t let her just leave. Because she really was his pet project and more. Her and Chunhua both. They weren’t the Nas, Meis, and Jias of the world.
“Yes,” Ash said finally. There was no alternative.
“Hmph. Good. Then… I hereby swear myself to Ashley Sheng in love, life, and death. Bound together, bound forever. Hand in hand, heart with heart, Dao to Dao. Though we were born on different days, may we both die on the same day,” Rou said, giving him a wide and bright smile. “On the entirety of my cultivation and my life.”
***
With a thump, Moira landed on the ground nearby.
“Ashley, a group of our scouts is returning,” she said without any preamble. “They’re also being stalked by… people I don’t recognize and have never seen before.”
“People?” Ash asked, now very confused. “What do—”
“They’re not human. They’re wearing armor I’ve never seen before, on mounts that look like lizards, and are travelling in very precise movements,” Moira explained. “They’re hunting our party and it doesn’t look like they’ve been spotted.”
“Not human,” Ash repeated.
“No, not human. I cannot tell, but I believe they’re from the same veil as Tala,” Moira offered. “She’s mentioned a number of times that her race is not alone there.”
“Right… so… they’re sending people across to look into the overlap. Just as we are,” Ash concluded.
“That’d be my assumption,” Moira confirmed. “This would be a good time to let Tai loose. Perhaps on the Kin side of the veil?”

“There’s an idea. Let’s get rid of him. We can just drop him off and let him run around all on his own,” Locke offered. “He’d even have a chance to live.”

Ash didn’t like that idea. It sounded a lot like stranding a person on a deserted isle with barely any resources.
Looking around, he tried to spot Jia. He could run it by her if he got the chance. The possibility of it being a valid alternative was true enough, but he’d never do it without Jia signing off.
Instead, he found Tala and Chunhua standing almost on his heels.
“Shall I ready an ambush?” Chunhua asked, giving him a wide smile as her white eyes stared into his. It didn’t take much more than a thought to realize that this was a chance for her to prove herself to him.
The last time she’d fought for him in any way, she’d been defeated and in such a way that he’d been forced to intervene.
“Yes,” Ash said, deciding that if he was going to keep her around, she’d have to have confidence in herself. This would quite probably give it back to her.
Cultivators were a strange lot. He understood them for the most part, but he didn’t agree with a lot of their mentality.
“Tala, act as her second,” Ash said, glancing at the rabbit-eared Kin. “This also might be an opportunity for you to get back home. If they’re from your veil.”
Slowly, Tala’s eyes narrowed and bunched up at the corners. Then her mouth moved partially to one side, giving Ash the impression she was chewing at the inside of her cheek. Though at the same time she nodded her head, her ears bobbing along.
“I’ll go, as well,” said Ash. “Though I’m just there to watch. You’re leading it, Chunhua. If possible, it’d be nice to engage them in dialogue first. They didn’t attack our people after all. Right, Moira?”
“They did not attack,” Moira confirmed. “Though they clearly have had several opportunities. Our scouting party is operating well and in a safe and coordinated fashion. The other group simply is operating with more information than I would expect.”
In other words… don’t punish them.
Which would likely happen in most situations that didn’t involve someone with a brain.
Chunhua was already moving away quickly, her robe slightly flapping out behind her as she began to gather a force.
Minutes later, a fast-moving group of cultivators was rushing across the open dead fields. Forsaking horses, Chunhua was employing several sorceresses to empower everyone with preternatural speed.
Powering across the fields at a speed that made Ash wonder about just what a true Dreadful Immortal could do, they followed Chunhua. She, in turn, was following Moira magically. There wasn’t any other option since she was well beyond visibility in the sky high above them.

“Mm. Mm mm. Look at Chunhua run. Lovely. She’s becoming lovelier every day. I’d rank her right behind Mei now,” Locke commented.
Really? Are you done? Do you have to?

“I mean, I don’t have much else to do. Tai doesn’t do much other than read from the library and you’re not a stunning conversationalist,” Locke countered.
Ash regretted not having asked Jia, but he was pretty sure she wouldn’t have allowed him to dump her brother off with the Kin.
Unfortunately, he did find his view straying over to Chunhua. She was in front of him and partially to the side. As she ran at breakneck speed, she also looked beautiful doing it.
Though it was incredibly strange to watch her running like something out of an anime from Ash’s homeworld.

“Given our speed, the amount of drag we’re creating really does lend itself to trying to create a better aerodynamic shape,” Locke said, picking Ash’s thoughts out of his head.
That still doesn’t make sense. It probably wouldn’t work.
Ash refused to run like Chunhua and the others, instead, he ran exactly as he’d been taught to do from school. Though he got a number of strange looks from everyone else as he did so.

“And by the way, I can sense those we’re looking for. They’re definitely from another veil. They’re also not far away now. I believe Moira is leading your group around to the rear of the other group,” Locke explained. “Chasing those who chase your people.”

Chunhua took the group down around a low hill and up around the back of it.
As soon as they cleared an outcropping, Ash could see who they were looking for.
Their targets were wearing what looked like light leather armor, riding large lizard-looking creatures, and keeping themselves spread out.
Except they apparently had a considerable awareness of their surroundings.
One by one, it was obvious they became aware of Chunhua’s party. Their flanks began to rapidly close in tight. Then they clearly broke off from following the other group of scouts.
Even as they swung wide, Chunhua turned to match. There would be no room for a missed confrontation here.
As if realizing that their only option to dodge Chunhua would take them even further from their likely camp, they turned and formed a line, preparing for engagement.
Coming to a stop roughly thirty feet away from the other group, Chunhua appeared as if she was ready to simply start attacking without discussion.
Instead, she turned her head and looked at Tala, who was nearby.
Taking several steps forward to stand next to Chunhua, Tala called something out to the other group.

“Before you ask, no, I didn’t catch any of that. I am however attempting to learn the language as quickly as I can,” Locke muttered.
One of the armored people moved forward on their large lizard mount.
Then they said something back to Tala. Ash didn’t know what they said, but he got the impression it was a tense question. It was also considerably higher-pitched than Ash had expected, even though—as far as he could tell—the rider was a man.
Tala shook her head, then responded with a question of her own.
Apparently what was said was amusing, because the lizard rider started laughing at that. Then they made a gesture with their hand. It was as if they were beckoning to Tala.
She promptly shook her head. Her response was to draw her weapon free and flick it up to her shoulder.
Taking that as a cue, Chunhua and the entire group all fell into an aggressive stance.
Ash included.
Sitting there on the lizard, the opposing speaker didn’t respond to Tala. Instead, they remained motionless.
As if waiting for something.
“They’re here for the same reason we are. Almost exactly, in fact. Additionally, they want us to surrender,” Tala finally said. “I was invited to cross over and join them. My answer is to remain with you.”
“And what if we told them to leave and take you with them? Take you home?” Ash asked. He had an ulterior motive for wanting to run these people down.
“No,” Tala said simply. “Because I don’t wish to go. I’ve… grown soft. My elegant self is no longer as ruthless as it once was. Nor do I wish to be.
“I’m going to charge the Dokkalfar leader now. Watch the back row, they look like magicians.”
“W—”
Ash had no opportunity to say anything more as Tala was already charging across the distance to the rider.
Chunhua’s response was instant. Rolling her hands back, then forward, she let loose a crashing wave of Qi. Turned into elemental forces and overcharged, it was a roiling tsunami of crackling, buzzing, angry Earth and Metal.
Except even as the Earth crashed forward, it was super-heated and changed by Tala. Holding up one hand briefly before she reached her target, she released a rapid rush of Fire Elemental energy, turning everything into flowing molten rock and metal.
The Dokkalfar magicians Tala had mentioned were slow, but not completely unprepared. They were quickly working in concert to stop Chunhua’s attack.
Terrifying. She’s so powerful.

“More so than when she fought Bartok. She’s been training. Extensively, it would seem,” murmured Locke. “And training with others.”

Ash was slow to react, taking far too long to summon up a bow of his hardened Qi. Moving as quickly as he could and leaning into Coiled Spring Step, Ash fired off six hardened Qi arrows.
Each was aimed for a magician in an attempt to disrupt their concerted effort.
Then everything became a mad and frenzied melee of cultivators and Dokkalfar mounted scouts.
Ash had to give up his bow and retract the Qi.
Bracing himself, he launched forward with a Spring Step to land beside Tala.
The beautiful swordswoman had decapitated the speaker of the Dokkalfar and was now engaged with two more by herself.
Pulling his butterfly swords free of the ring, Ash stepped up behind Tala, allowing the Kin to focus on her own opponent.
“I don’t need your help,” Tala growled, her sword tip coming around in a rapid arc and battering away the mounted opponent’s saber.
“Clearly, your beautiful and…” Ash paused to deflect an attack and strike out at the attacker’s wrist in the same movement with his other arm, “elegant self doesn’t need it. But maybe I do.”
“Obviously, you need help. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be staying with you,” Tala proclaimed. Then she battered away her opponent’s attack, let go of her sword with her left hand, and held it out towards her opponent.
A cone of fire leapt from her hand and simply enveloped the Dokkalfar rider in a gout of flame.
At the same time, an angry roaring column of solid iron smashed down into the mounted enemy directly in front of Ash.
Chunhua casually walked by the spot where she’d just flattened someone and engaged another foe.
“Glad to hear it,” Ash said, turning and moving with Tala as she went to engage another set of enemies.

“Gen suggested you push on a few of them. I think Tala would be one. Wouldn’t you agree?” Locke suggested.
This isn’t really the time for it and…whatever.
“Can’t promise I can keep resisting your fine legs, long ears, and elegant self, Tala,” Ash said, keeping to the Kin’s left and providing her assistance.
In a blur of metal, Tala’s sword swept around in a wide arc.
Clanging through the opponent’s raised guard, the blade buried itself in the lizard’s shoulder.
Stepping in quickly, Ash cut the saddle free of the lizard as it tried to scurry away from Tala. The rider tumbled to the ground and hit the dirt.
Only to be immediately skewered by Tala’s long blade, the weapon going straight through their chest.
“Then I suppose it’s a good thing that I shall not attempt to resist you any further,” Tala grunted, then yanked her blade free of the dying Dokkalfar. “I will notify you when the time is right. Know now, though, that it will not be soon. I must personally prepare.”
With that said, Tala deliberately lost herself in the crowd of mounts and cultivators, putting herself out of Ash’s reach.
“I’m personally ready now,” Chunhua declared, coming up from Ash’s left. Holding up her hand, she whipped it across the space in front of her. A blade of Metal Elemental Qi snapped out in a razor-thin line from her and moved upward.
It carved several heads from shoulders, sometimes taking the shoulders with it, and dissipated into the sky.
“And I believe I’ve redeemed myself, as well, and am now worthy,” said Chunhua with a puff of air. Missing a step, she tottered for a second.
Reaching out, Ash wrapped his arm around Chunhua’s hips and steadied her.

“She’s empty. Push a pill in her and consider this a teaching lesson for everyone. You can’t recharge your Qi here. What you go in with, is what you have,” Locke explained.
That was rather surprising to Ash. He’d never considered the fact that they couldn’t draw on anything.
But when he thought about it, it made sense. If there was no life here, there’d be nothing to draw on.
Pulling a pill from his inventory, he held it and forced Chunhua to face him with the same hand.
As soon as her white eyes caught his green ones, he let go of her face. She was pale and looked rather weak, but her eyes were lucid and quite coherent.
Then he stuffed the medicine between her lips and patted her cheek lightly.
“Swallow that and take it easy,” Ash commanded. “You can’t draw on anything here.”
Chunhua only stared at him, swallowing the pill dry, and not moving away from his embrace.

“Awkward,” Locke mumbled. “This isn’t a rom-com. There’s a fight going on.”




Twenty-One
Taking stock of the situation, Ash was certain that their enemies were now dead, dying, or captured. The battle had only just ended a few minutes ago when he couldn’t find anyone else to fight.
Gimmie a location marker for anyone who needs medication right now.

“Certainly,” responded Locke.
A mass of red squares, yellow diamonds, and green circles appeared in his view.

“I prioritized our own people first,” Locke added.
Nodding his head, Ash was going to ask for an arrow to the closest person who needed help the most.
Before he could even finish the thought, though, a big green arrow appeared in his view, pointing him onward.
Perfect.
Getting ready to pull out restoration pills and potions, Ash quickly jogged along, following the arrow.
A young woman with blood pouring down the side of her chest had a flashing red square over her.
She was cute, young, and looked like she’d been stabbed right through a lung or her heart. Her wide eyes flicked to him just as he got close.
Getting down on one knee next to her, Ash didn’t even bother to ask what she needed.
He just pulled out the strongest healing pill he had and crammed it into her mouth. Forcing his fingers between her lips.
Anything else she needs?

“Compress the wound,” Locke advised. “Given that she’s an orange, keeping her alive is essential to our cause.”

A glowing, green shadow image of where to put his hands appeared over the woman’s wound.
Matching his hands directly to it, Ash leaned into her.
Groaning once, the woman watched Ash.
Couldn’t risk Rou being here, but I wish she was.

“Pity you couldn’t put her in the ring and take her with you. You need to do something about Tai,” Locke countered.
That’s… a good point.
Sitting there, Ash looked around. Trying to figure out which way to go next.
The red square over his patient stopped flashing and became a solid color.
Looking back to the woman, he gave her a smile, then got up and rushed off to the next, following the green arrow once more.
Any chance you can make it easier? Lots of people need help.
There was a flicker of the green arrow before it became steady again.
No sooner than Ash had reached the next patient—another flashing red square—he was given a small window with a list of things that were wrong with her. A second window appeared along with the recommended course of action.
He was glad for both, given that he couldn’t actually see anything wrong with her, other than that she was incredibly pale-looking and her eyes were closed.
Pulling out the stated potion at the top of the list, Ash forced the vial between the woman’s lips and pinched her nose shut with his other hand.
Gagging and sputtering, the woman drank down the potion as her eyes opened.
A number of ailments in the first list turned off and several items from the recommendations disappeared.
Appearing over the woman’s chest was the image of a green hand holding a knife. Another hand appeared which seemed to indicate pulling the woman’s robes down to her waist.
“Sorry,” Ash said, then did exactly the prescribed action, exposing the woman’s bare breasts. He then pulled a small stiletto from his own inventory and matched the position of the other green hand. Once more the second hand appeared, this time with what looked like a tube of some sort. There was a name listed for it as well, but he didn’t even bother trying to pronounce it.
Trusting the information, Ash pulled it from his inventory.
The hand with the blade plunged it slowly into the woman’s side, the image of the stiletto having replaced the knife now.
Mimicking it, Ash stabbed the woman to the same depth.
The green bladed hand drew away, and the tube was then inserted into the wound.
Once more, Ash did as instructed, pushing the tube into place.
The red square over the woman became pale pink and the green arrow jumped to the next person.
Off we go.
An hour later, after treating all his people and then working on the enemy, Ash felt wrung out. Wrung out and tired to the point that he really wanted to just lie down and take a nap.

“Doing what we did does take away from our energy. It just doesn’t cost that much. The problem is we can’t regain anything here,” Locke explained.
Oh, that makes sense.
“I’ve got him. Just lead us back.”
Opening an eye from where he sat, Ash saw Chunhua and Moira.
“Alright,” Moira said. “I’ll see if I can’t find the closest scouting group. If we can get them to head this way, we can use their horses.”
“Yes. That’d be helpful. Pity we couldn’t get the lizards to remain,” Chunhua murmured.
“There’s no way they would have let us mount them. They’re not friendly creatures,” declared Tala as she walked into Ash’s view. “And I’ll carry him. He only decided on this course of action so I could go home.”
“Hm. Fine,” Chunhua said, locking eyes with Tala. “Be careful with him.”
“You don’t need to tell me that,” Tala grumbled. Then she came over to Ash and gathered him up. Strangely enough, she didn’t throw him over her shoulder as he expected. Instead, she held him in front like he was a princess. “He and I worked it out. We understand each other now.”
“Oh? Good. I may not be able to compete with Mei and Jia, but at the worst, I’ll become his third,” Chunhua said, lifting her chin slightly.
Moira only laughed at that, her wings sliding out. Then she shot off into the air, flapping hard.

“More likely fifth or sixth. Everyone keeps discounting little Yue, the fools,” argued Locke. “Excluding Yue though… Moira, Mei, Jia, Na, Chunhua, Rou, and Tala last. She’s just too combative.”

Tala didn’t reply to Chunhua’s comment. Instead, she just held onto Ash and started moving at a full run back toward the camp. He could feel it when the enhanced running speed was fed into Tala and the rest of the group.
Laying his head against Tala’s shoulder, Ash let his mind wander.
“I could be first,” Tala grumbled. “Show them all. First amongst them all. Beat them all to the ground with my fists and take my place.”
“Then be first,” Ash mumbled and then promptly fell asleep.
***
Ash’s eyelid was peeled back, the bright light of midday stabbing into his brain.
“Ugh,” Ash groaned, trying to turn his head away.
“Don’t move,” growled Rou. “Or I’ll let Tala be my hands. She will not spare you the way I am.”
Grunting, Ash tried not to move from Rou and instead focused on trying to see her.
“He’s fine,” Rou said after a few seconds, then clicked her tongue. “Just Qi loss. Like almost everyone else. He was just apparently too stupid to take a pill to try and negate that.”
“Gave ’em all out,” Ash admitted. Leaning forward as Rou pulled away, he found he was sitting upright against a small pile of stones.
“Idiot. Anyone else could have given you one to help,” Tala cursed. “Why didn’t you ask? Even I have them.”
“I… didn’t think about it. Didn’t realize that was the problem. I was just trying to stabilize everyone,” said Ash, holding his hands up in front of himself.
Glancing around, he saw he was in the area of the camp that was set-up for himself and his friends.
Jia, Mei, Yue, Tala, Moira, Chunhua, Rou, and Na were all watching him with different looks on their faces.
“Considering only two people died and there are no actual wounded, I now understand why that is so. Ash took care of it all,” Jia said. Then she shifted to the left and crossed her left arm over her middle, planting her right elbow atop it and resting her chin in her palm. “You could have just told them to take their own pills, Ashley.”
“Most of them were unconscious,” Ash said, then shrugged his shoulders. “I’m fine though. No problem.”
Puffing her cheeks out in an oddly cute and angry way, Mei glared at him. Letting out her breath in a rush, she growled and shook a hand at him.
“Ashley Sheng, you will not make me a widow so soon. Do you understand? Do you?” Mei said angrily. “Na is now assigned to you as a personal bodyguard. She will not leave your side for any reason. Do you understand me, Handmaiden?”
“I understand, Mistress Sheng, I will accompany the master at all times,” Na said between her teeth, glaring at Ash.

“To be fair, that was kind of stupid. I did warn you against it,” Locke reminded him.
Yeah?
Fuck off.
“Oh. Cranky. Geeze.”
“He’s fine,” Tala argued, then stepped over to him and sat down at his side. Wrapping an arm around his shoulders, she pulled his head down onto her chest and shoulder. “I will care for him and will be his bodyguard. Moira will, as well. Na will remain as his Handmaiden. He needs one.”
“That’s fair,” Moira said, looking at Mei and Jia. “Tala and I will monitor him going forward. Tala has chosen to remain with us by the way. She does not wish to return home.”
“Good,” Yue proclaimed, nodding her head sharply. “Ashley… Ashley is a good man and master. You’ll do better staying with us.”
“Anyway,” Ash said, not pulling away from Tala. She was incredibly warm and Ash was feeling a little cold, if he had to be honest. “Did we secure any prisoners? Did they tell you anything useful, Tala?”
“We have a single prisoner,” Chunhua answered. “The others killed themselves when it became obvious they were lost and could not escape. This one was knocked unconscious and missed the window to end her life.”
Someone had approached at the edge of their private camp area and stopped, causing Na to go over and speak with them.
“No, they did not reveal anything I did not already tell you,” Tala murmured, her left arm tightening around Ash and her hand lying against his brow.
Uh.
“Uh.”
“Uh,” Mei said.
“Shall we question the prisoner? She’s awake. I’ve been monitoring her,” Chunhua offered.
“Is he ready for anything?” Jia asked, looking at Rou.
“Yes. So long as he just takes it easy and lets his Qi Sea refill,” admitted Rou, crossing her arms over her chest.
“Then I’ll go fetch the prisoner and bring her back,” Chunhua said.
Moira came over to sit down on Ash’s other side when Chunhua left. The wing behind him spread out, then slowly curled around Tala and Ash both.
Mei and Jia stood not far away, watching Moira and Tala, who stared back without speaking.

“Oh. Interesting. This should be very interesting, actually,” Locke said with a chuckle.
“Master Sheng?” Na asked, from the side of the camp area.
Turning toward Na, he found that there were five women standing there with her. Each one Ash recognized. They were all from the wounded that Ash had worked on healing.
“They… all want to pledge to you,” Na said, clearly unsure how to proceed. Ash had been quite direct with how he felt about more people pledging to him.
“Well, they can just—”
“I believe in you! I have faith in you. I pledge all of myself to you, Ashley Sheng. Master Sheng,” said a woman, pushing slightly past Na before the other woman grabbed her. The woman nearly shook Na off anyway and took two more steps. “You brought me back from death. You fed me pills that don’t… can’t… be purchased in this realm. And that’s after everything else you’ve done. I owe you everything. Everything.”
Ash recognized her as the woman who’d had the massive hole in her chest. He’d deliberately fed her the biggest pill he had because he’d had no idea how to handle her wound.
“I pledge myself to you. All of me. In every way,” said the woman, not allowing Na to push her back. In fact, she took another step, closing within five feet of Ash. He could see now that Na was doing all she could to push the other woman back.
The woman was simply stronger than Na and had better talent.
“You don’t have to accept it. You don’t have to say anything, but none of it would matter. Because I give myself with no limits. None. I’m yours, Ashley Sheng. I hold nothing back. It’s all yours,” said the woman with an almost frantic edge to her words. “I’m yours.”
Standing there, boldly disregarding everything around her, the woman had made her intentions clear and done what she’d set out to do.
He could feel the shaking and rumbling of a new statue being built.
“I pledge—“
“I’m all yours—”
“I leave nothing of myself—”
The chorus of the other women who’d circled around Na was loud in Ash’s ears.
“Oh, good. We do need more of that. Lots more.”
We… we do?
Locke said nothing.



Twenty-Two
The women were finally escorted away. They allowed Na to take them off only after they’d pledged themselves completely to Ash.
“That was… unexpected,” Mei said almost under her breath. “Very… unexpected.”
Jia nodded her head at those words, then slowly shook her head as well.
“Fortunate we met him when we did,” she said softly, turning to meet Mei’s eyes.
Something passed between the two women at that moment that Ash couldn’t really understand. Both women turned back to him and said nothing more.
After longer than he wished it to take, Chunhua finally returned.
It was only at that point that Tala moved her arm. Her fingers released their hold over his head and Ash was free to actually move.
He’d only tried once to pull away from Tala. There’d been no give in her arm whatsoever, preventing him from even twitching.
She’d apparently decided he wasn’t going to move away from her embrace.
Held out in front of Chunhua, inside a cage of Elemental Qi, was a woman.
She had pointed ears, pale-gray skin, wide light-colored eyes, and short black hair. Ash couldn’t help but find her attractive in a very strange and alien way.
The only thing that Ash could even think upon seeing her was “Dark Elf”.
Naked and stripped of everything, she sat at the bottom of the cage as it hovered towards him.
“I’m afraid that anything she had on her became a weapon, or a means to end her own life,” Chunhua apologized. Setting the cage down in front of Ash, she held both her hands forward and then swept them apart in opposite directions.
The cage vanished and a bubble of Elemental Qi replaced it.
It would seem that Chunhua had prepared adequately because as soon as the cage vanished, the woman had already attempted to leap forward.
Closing her right hand, Chunhua tilted her head to the side, then rotated her wrist.
“Miserable speck,” growled the sorceress. “You dare to attempt to assault Master Sheng.”
The Dark Elf squealed in pain as her arms were wrenched back behind her and her legs were forced straight and together.
Bands of Elemental Qi appeared around her wrists and ankles. Then a chain formed between the two sets which linked to a collar that had formed around her neck.
Chunhua flicked her wrist, relaxing her hand, which caused the bonds to tighten up until the woman was practically hogtied.
Then she fell to the turf with a thump, landing on her stomach and chest.
She screamed at Ash in a language he didn’t understand, and he sat there watching her and wondering if her tirade would ever end.
A full two minutes passed before Tala stood up and suddenly leaned down to slap the woman across the face with her gloved hand.
“Tala!” Ash said, somewhat shocked and surprised at the sudden violence.
Pointing at the woman, Tala said something in the language she’d used earlier to speak with the enemy. It sounded like a command and was clearly demanding that the prisoner do something.
Grimacing, the Elf looked up at Tala angrily. Then she said several words as if she were spitting them out.
Tala harrumphed at that, but didn’t act.
“I want to know what her goals were in coming here. What her orders were,” Ash said, watching the Elf on the ground.
Tala never broke eye contact with the Elf. Instead, she began to speak again.
Sniffing at Tala, the Elf laid her head down on the ground and refused to say anything at all.
Trying again, Tala seemed to ask something else, or perhaps asked the same question in a different way.
Once again, there was no actual response.
Making a small defeated gesture with her hands, Tala said something far more casually and seemed to resign herself to the situation.
Whatever it was, it got the Elf’s attention.
She lifted her head up and began spewing out words fast and furious. As if she were a bag full of commentary that all needed to be spilled out right now, at this very moment.
Watching and listening, Tala stood there, looking unimpressed and as if she were not going to change her opinion.
The Elf eventually fell silent. Then she asked a question.
That question made Tala’s ears perk up. Leaning back down toward the Elf, Tala asked a few questions in response.
Responding to each one, the Elf nodded her head.
Turning on her heel and standing up, Tala addressed Ash.
“They’re here for ruins that they found. It’s in a valley off to the south, southwest. They weren’t able to get inside them, but they’re positive nothing inside has been disturbed since the veil fell,” Tala explained. “Otherwise… they’re really here for the same reason we are. They’re also a scouting force, perhaps two thousand strong, and are working to secure the ruins and take whatever treasures they can find there.”
“I see,” Ash murmured, dragging his tongue along the inside of his teeth. “Alright. I… suppose that’s really all we needed to know. It doesn’t sound like she knows anything else.”
“She does not,” Tala agreed. “The Dokkalfar are efficient and cunning, but that also lends them to telling their people quite little.”
“Alright. Let’s—”
Na came rushing into the encampment, panting hard.
“Master Sheng! The Realm Lord’s master is on his way here! I think he knows about the prisoner,” Na said in a rush.
The last thing Ash wanted to do was to turn her over to the Realm Lord’s master. He knew for certain what would happen the moment he did that.
Slavery, rape, and quite possibly murder.
Locke, tell Tai I’m putting another prisoner in with him. I expect him to be civil to her. Anything and everything he does to her, I’ll see returned to him tenfold.

“I understand,” Locke said.
Snatching out at the woman with the Hall, Ash vanished her in a flash, dropping her into the prison without a word.
“Oh? I wonder what he wants,” Ash grumbled, slumping in his seat somewhat. He was actually feeling significantly better by the minute, but he still felt washed out.
Tala laughed brightly, then moved back over to Ash and sat down at his side. Her arm once more came out, and secured itself around Ash, dragging his head down to her chest and shoulder.
At the same time, Moira’s wing tightened around Tala and Ash again.
“This should be interesting,” Moira murmured, leaning into Ash’s side.
Jia and Mei were staring at Ash and the two women at his side.

“Me, oh my. I do think Jia and Mei might combine forces to fight off Tala and Moira. This should be delightfully interesting. I wonder how the Chosen One will fare,” Locke said with a dark laugh.
By your own words, none of this matters once Yue decides to try for me.

“Correct,” Locke said. “Chosen One.”

Then why don’t I just engage Yue? That’d stop all this nonsense, wouldn’t it?

“Stop it? No. She’d just assert herself as your first and toss everyone off. Forcefully. Likely by just forcing you to heel and do as she wishes,” Locke explained. “No one has seemed to realize you’re rather docile. Doubly so when it comes to Yue, since you’re so terribly flattered about the fact that you ‘saved’ her.”

Ash’s entire view flashed bright red and he suddenly felt ill.
Ill to the point that he wanted to crawl under something and hide. Far away from prying eyes and predators who wanted to kill and eat him.
Looking around, Ash quickly determined the source of this terrible and strange feeling.
A middle-aged man was storming toward him. He had black hair, was wearing some sort of circlet around his head, and looked both bored and angry at the same time. His robes were infinitely splendid, his eyes clear and determined. He had rings and a flashy necklace that appeared to be made entirely out of Spirit Gold.
“He’s the Realm Lord’s master and he’s a low rank Empowered Mortal. Unlike Master Gen, he’s doing everything he can to make his power known.

“If there’s anyone stronger than him in the first kingdom other than the Realm Lord, I’ll eat my own ass,” Locke muttered. “Trying to compensate for his Killing Intent, but it’s incredibly potent.”

Ash assumed that must be the fear and the red view he was being treated to.
Glancing around, he could see that everyone was suffering a similar feeling. All of Ash’s people were trying to resist with varying degrees of success, but at least no one had run.
Sitting up, Ash pulled away from Tala to at least meet this man with his head held high.
Trailing along behind the man was Zi Xin Zhou.
I wonder if he learned about our prisoner or our little battle, and ran off to tell the master.
Coming to a stop in front of them, the man looked down his nose at Ashley.
“Where is the prisoner?” demanded the man. The force of the command behind the words was punishing, smashing straight through his ears and into his brain. Ash wanted to do nothing but hand the Elf over to the man and be done with it.
“Did you hear me? The prisoner, give them to me. Now!” commanded the man.
The force of his bellow was like a blow struck to Ash’s head.
Wincing, Ash bent forward at the waist and then threw up everything from his stomach into the grass.
Tala and Moira beside him went rigid and then slumped backward onto the rocky outcropping.
Jia, Mei, Na, Yue, Chunhua, and Rou all stumbled backward from the man.
With a frown, the man looked like he’d just realized the force he was using on children was way over the line.
Shaking his head, he growled and put his hands on his hips.
“The prisoner?” asked the man, in a much more subdued voice without the harsh power behind it.
“Don’t have one,” gasped Ash, trying to get his breath. Then suddenly started throwing up again. After finishing that bout of water and bile, Ash coughed. “None survived. Corpses not far.”
Groaning, Ash managed to get into an upright position, but he felt like he might throw up again.
“What?” asked the man, looking confused now. The anger was gone in a flash. “No prisoners?”
“No. Just corpses. Some trail rations. Couple weapons,” Ash explained, his hands pressed to the sides of his head. His ears were ringing, his eyes slightly unfocused, and he swore he tasted blood inside of his mouth. “Couldn’t catch any of their mounts. Ran off. They were really big lizards.”
Standing there, the master was obviously at a loss. He’d come in expecting one thing and found another.
Likely thinking that he hadn’t been brought his due, when all he found were corpses and almost no loot. Certainly, nothing that would be of any value to him.
“Hmph,” said the master. Then he sighed and shook his head. “This is what I get for showing mercy. You know that? I should have just killed her after I was done with her.”
Ash had no idea what the man was talking about, but it sounded like he regretted not killing someone he raped.
Or so Ash supposed.
It fit with the overall view Ash held of cultivators and the culture behind them.
It spurred on his ever-growing desire to see it forcefully changed and rebuilt.
“Fine. Here,” the master said, flicking a pill at Ash. “Take that. Take the plains and set up a forward base there. I’m leaving.”
Turning on his heel, the man began walking away. He was clearly done with Ash and the entirety of the situation.
Not to mention, he likely felt that he’d lost face for his treatment of ones who were little better than children to him.
“I bet the fort at the central point has better women and wine,” muttered the master to himself. “Yeah. I bet they do. Let’s go see what they’re up to.”
Shaking his head, Ash looked at the pill on his lap then back to the master.

“It’s a very worthwhile pill,” Locke offered. “Well, if we didn’t have Yue around, that is, Chosen One. Just give it to her later to play with.”

As the master passed by Zi Xin Zhou, he backhanded him and sent the young man crashing and tumbling across the grass for twenty feet.
The blow had been so strong that Ash had heard bones breaking even at this distance.
Marching away, the master had nothing left to say or do with anyone in Ash’s camp at all. Before the man had gotten fifty feet away, Zi Xin was scrambling after him.
Like a dog seeking approval. He told them we had a prisoner and tried to skew everything.
I’m going to kill him.
“I’ll kill him,” Na growled from not far away. “Then I’ll kill that runt Zi Xin Zhou.”
Ash closed his eyes. His head was ringing and he felt absolutely sick.
He’d follow his orders because he really didn’t even want to contemplate not doing what he’d been told.
“Mei, Chunhua, start working on putting together a group for us. We’ll need to begin operating out of a forward base inside the overlap itself,” Ash commanded. “Jia, Na, work on building this place up to survive an attack with much fewer people on defense. This will be our supply depot, field hospital, and logistics support area.
“Rou, Yue, you’re in charge of running said field hospital and logistics. If anyone has a question, don’t hesitate. Otherwise, let’s get this moving quickly. I’m… I’m not eager to test my mettle against the master.”
How’s the Elf and Tai doing?

“Oh, they’re busy yelling at one another in their native languages. I did remind Tai of your warning. They’re both behaving for the time being. I’m keeping an eye on them,” Locke answered. “Do I have your permission to punish them, Chosen One?”

Yes. So long as it isn’t lasting and prevents them from hurting one another.

“Wonderful. Now. Let’s get into the overlap and see these ruins. I’m rather curious about them. Very curious,” Locke said.
Ever since he’d heard of the overlap, Locke had been acting decidedly different.
In ways that Ash wasn’t quite sure he liked very much. Things were being hidden from him. Things that he felt he needed to know, but that Locke had decided he didn’t.
Especially when he considered the fact that if the overlap had never occurred, Locke wouldn’t have said anything at all about it.
Which was odd given how much Locke seemed to know on the subject, when normally he knew very little about anything that wasn’t part of the veil they were in.
And even that was all mostly knowledge that he’d gleaned from Ash’s interactions with others.
Things weren’t adding up at all.
He’d have to watch Locke closely and see what he could learn.
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Ash rode along rather nervously.
Having entered the plains, they’d been attacked several times by Dokkalfar patrols.
They were using hit and run tactics, which did little more than wound a handful of people at best. The worst of the attacks had almost caused a fatality.
Ash had stabilized the minor injuries, dropped a pill in the wounded woman’s mouth, and then sent her back toward their operational headquarters. He didn’t have anyone to spare for an escort, but she didn’t have far to go and it was a straight shot back.
Tala getting anything more out of the Elf?

“Not so far, Chosen One,” Locke said. “Tai is behaving himself, before you ask. And I’ll remind you, I’ve already drained him of his Qi Sea and taken his belongings. He’s as mundane as a cat right now.”

Rolling his eyes, Ash contemplated pulling Tala out of the Hall anyway and asking her directly.
His trust in Locke just wasn’t very high right now.
“We’ll begin turning northwest,” Mei announced from Ash’s right. “We’ve hit the marker.”
“While I do agree with this course of action, it’s incredibly tedious,” murmured Chunhua from his left.
“You had the option to swap with Na. She practically demanded it,” replied Ash.
“Yes, but then I wouldn’t be with you. Rou has entrusted me with pleading our case to you,” Chunhua answered quickly.
“Your case? What case?” Ash asked, turning to look at the sorceress as they began to make their turn.
“That Rou and I would be better candidates as your lead wives. Rather than Mei and Jia, or Tala and Moira,” Chunhua said simply. “I’m a sorceress with unparalleled talent. Rou is a Qi Healer. We’re far and away the best choices for you. Given what you’ve taught both of us, we will climb as high as you could ever dream.”

“That’s all true and accurate. I agree with her. They’re better candidates to be fair. Mei and Jia are determined and talented but… Chunhua and Rou are unique and would be considered extraordinary geniuses,” Locke said. “Take them both to bed, Chosen One. Jia and Mei won’t leave even if they’re second or third.”

“Just in saying that, you only prove how little you know Ashley,” Mei said, straightening out her mount. “He isn’t interested in power for himself. Or who he can associate with. Not in the least.”
Yeah, Locke. Why don’t you know me?

“I do know you, I just don’t care. I’m not trying to sleep with you right now, Chosen One.” Locke’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “More Dokkalfar coming, by the way. They’re very easy to spot considering the whole veil is dead. There’s nothing in the air, nothing in the soil. Nothing anywhere.”

What? Where?

“To the southeast. They looped around behind you, I believe,” Locke said.
I want to try something different this time.

“Let me guess, you’re going to do something fairly idiotic and heroic. Possibly getting us killed long before we’ve achieved our goal,” Locke grumbled.
You still haven’t told me what our goal is.
And I find my trust in you is slipping.
“Dokkalfar. Southeast,” Ash said, pulling at his reins and moving away from the column. “Chunhua, with me. Mei, please take my place at the lead and have them hold up not too far away.”
Both women responded, Chunhua riding over to Ash’s side and Mei moving to the head of the group.
I want you to show me where I need to fire my arrow to hit my target, given how much I’m pulling on the bowstring.

“As you like. That’s not very hard,” Locke offered. “Done. Merely draw an arrow and you’ll receive the proper positioning. It’ll turn green when correct.”

Ash felt odd that it was almost too easy for him to kill others at times, but in this moment, he was glad for it.
Drawing out his Qi, he created a heavy bow and then an arrow.
Looking in the direction he was expecting them, Ash wondered where they were.
A series of bright red circles flashed across his view. They were grouped in threes and there seemed to be approximately thirty of them.
They were hiding on the other side of a low rise, likely waiting for an opportunity to attack the rear of Ash’s group.

“There they are. Select, aim, shoot. They’re out of range, however,” Locke said. “Such a blessed life, Chosen One. To have to tell you very obvious things.”

Can I break my bow?
Ash was curious if there was a limit to how hard he could pull back.
“No. It’s Qi. It isn’t truly a physical thing.”
Great. I want to use Spring Step to draw to the maximum pull weight and then fire.
“That’s… fine but I can’t imagine you’ll be able to aim in time.”
That’s simple. Going to dip into my Dao for the single fraction of a second it takes to draw the string, aim, and fire.
Concerns?
The silence from Locke was curious. Ash assumed he was just calculating if it was possible and likely how much it would cost them to do it.

“None. You’ll be able to make around fifty shots if you do it correctly. That’ll leave you with less than a single percent of Qi, but it’s more than enough to get back to the base camp. Or you can take a pill, Chosen One,” Locke said.
Concentrating, Ash held up the bow and arrow. Sighting as best he could at targets he couldn’t actually see, he waited for several seconds.
He’d never used his Dao like this and he wasn’t sure how it’d go.
Taking in a slow breath, he held it at the halfway point.
Pushing into himself with his senses, Ash embraced the golden pillar that was his Dao. In the same instant, he activated Spring Step on his right arm.
Pulling back at what almost felt like a normal speed, his arm drew the arrow until the head almost passed his left hand. At the same time, a bright yellow X appeared in the air.
Pointing the tip of the arrow at that marker, Ash was surprised when it flashed green.
Letting go of the arrow, Spring Step, and his Dao simultaneously, Ash exhaled.
Snapping away through the air, the arrow flew with speed more akin to a rifle round. It was nearly too fast to see and it vanished out of view almost immediately.
The red circle furthest to the left turned black.

“Headshot,” Locke supplied.
Pulling another arrow from his Qi Sea, Ash lined it up, activated his Dao, Spring Step, and let loose again after finding the next X.
Not waiting for the reply from Locke, Ash drew another arrow. And another. And another.
Soon enough, he’d gone from left to right, firing an arrow at each and every red circle.
Letting out the breath he’d held for the entire duration, Ash absorbed the energy of his bow back into himself.
The red circles began to rapidly turn black one by one.

“Ahem. Uh… M-m-monster kill? To be fair, they were only Dokkalfar scouts,” Locke said. “Still. Well done. Adding their gains to our processing, and if you recover and absorb your arrows, we should be back up to about eighty-percent of our Qi Sea. Just a minor pill away from being right as rain.”

Ash picked up his reins and started moving forward.
“Ah… Ash… what’d you do?” Chunhua asked, keeping her mount next to him.
“I killed some Dokkalfar,” Ash answered. “Now we’re going to go look at them and make sure we take anything useful.”
“You killed them?” Chunhua asked. Her tone clearly indicated she didn’t quite believe him.
Nodding his head, Ash didn’t elaborate. The fact of the matter was, he needed to see what’d happened as well.
He only had Locke’s word and that didn’t carry much weight at all for him right now.
Cresting the hill, Ash found lizards running away with corpses still in their saddles. Sprawled about the ground were unmoving Dokkalfar scouts.
“It… seems you did kill Dokkalfar,” Chunhua murmured as they drew up on the closest body.
“Indeed,” Ash said, looking from corpse to corpse.

“Look. I know how you’re feeling. I can read your thoughts. I can’t even blame you for it,” Locke said. “But the simple reality is that if I told you everything, I can guarantee for a fact that you wouldn’t be able to handle it. It’s simply not in your nature.

“For now… for now, you’ll be a Fated One working to protect those he cares about and his veil, Chosen One.”
I don’t believe that. And there’s going to be a time real soon where I need to know more. Or I’m not going to help. At all. And you might as well just go find another Chosen One.

“I’ll… keep that in mind,” Locke murmured.
Coming over to one of the downed Dokkalfar, Ash found the arrow had literally pierced through their helmet. It had passed right through the eyehole and exited out the back of the helmet.
Which… pill do I take so I don’t have to retrieve the arrows?
“Ah… yes. Green Qi box, top left drawer.”
Pulling the corresponding pill out, Ash popped it into his mouth and turned his horse back around.
“Time to go. Another scouting party down,” Ash said.

“Ash! Quick! Turn around! Be ready!” Locke practically shouted at him.
Spinning his mount around quickly, Ash was just in time to see a black tear appear in the very air. It looked a lot like someone had torn a hole in a canvas.
“What is… going on?” Chunhua asked, staring at the hole.
A black shadow slid out of the tear and waddled over to the Dokkalfar corpse. Shifting from side to side, it looked almost like a warped and mutated possum.
Except without any color whatsoever.

“It’s a Wraith! We need to leave. This is neither the time nor place to engage a Wraith. Not at all. We should leave the overlap. Immediately!” Locke said, panic rising in his voice.
Snuffling as it got closer to the dead Dokkalfar, the shadowy Wraith didn’t stop until it was at the corpse.
“Chunhua, get ready to hit that thing with something,” Ash said. He didn’t feel confident that he could summon a bow and arrow and then fire it before the creature could act.
“What… is it?” she asked, holding her left hand up. A small ball of fire collected itself there.
“I have no idea,” Ash said honestly. Locke had called it a Wraith, but that might as well have been calling it a magenta faloody. The term had no meaning to him at all.
The head of the creature hovered over the helmet of the dead Dokkalfar and seemed to be inspecting the corpse.
Then the shadowed head split apart like it was on a hinge. Shifting to one side, it snapped the two halves of its head down onto the helmet of the Dokkalfar.
A disgusting, wet squelch and a spray of blood out one side of the creature’s head were followed by the sounds of crunching and tearing.
“It just… ate part of the Dokkalfar’s head and helmet,” Chunhua muttered.

“Kill it! Kill it before it goes back! We can’t let it return! KILL IT!” shrieked Locke.
“Kill it,” Ash murmured as the shadow moved, chomping down on what remained of the Dokkalfar’s head.
Chunhua held her hand out and the ball of fire shot forward.
Smashing into the Wraith, the whole thing went up in a ball of screaming fire. Running around in a weird lopsided circle, the Wraith stumbled over itself, over the Dokkalfar corpse, and then bounced off a rock.
It finally came to a stop not far away, twitching and burning.
The black acrid smoke wafting off of it burned Ash’s nostrils and it made him want to vomit.
“It reeks of putrid death,” Chunhua grumbled, waving a hand back and forth in front of her face. “It’s almost as if it—”
The sorceress stopped speaking, her eyes glued to the tear once more.
Ash followed her gaze and felt her shock as clearly as his own.
A number of small dark Wraiths were waddling, rolling, and bumping their way out of the tear. No two looked the same, but they were all heading straight for the dead Dokkalfar.
“Time to go,” Ash said, pulling on his reins and guiding the horses back the way they’d come.

“The portals can’t be predicted. You can’t tell where they’ll open. It’s almost random! Their world is fluid and without substance and that is only half the problem,” explained Locke. “We need to get out of here!”

Riding hard back to Mei, Ash was determined to head straight back to the base camp.
Reaching her side, he found Moira had rejoined them.
“Good timing, Ashley. Moira was just telling me that she found the ruins,” Mei said with some clear joy in her voice.
“It’s a shame then that we’re leaving the plains. Now. We’re getting out of the overlap,” Ash said. “We just saw a monster that bit through Dokkalfar armor.”
“It… it came out of a hole. A hole in reality,” said Chunhua. “Then more came out.”
“Yeah, and that. Time to go. We’re leaving and I don’t care what the Realm Lord’s master thinks of it,” Ash said.

“We can’t,” Locke said before Ash had even turned the head of his mount. “It’s too late. Portals are appearing all over to the south of us. They’re everywhere down that way.”

Can’t we just run past them? They’re rather small.

“Those are just the Feeder-Wraiths you saw,” Locke said. “The portals I can feel are much larger. More like Soldier-Wraiths. They’re strong enough to stop a charging horse in its tracks.

“It’s… it’s over. Again. The Wraiths are coming. Food has come back to this veil. We’re going to die here.”
What? Damnit, Locke! You should have told me more!
This is all your fault!

“Fine! It’s my fault, okay? It’s my fault. Let’s go to the ruins. We can probably defend ourselves there. They can’t open a portal on worked stone. Anything handled and shaped doesn’t let a portal form,” Locke said. “The ruins. Quickly now.”

We’re talking more about this later. I deeply dislike what you’ve done. Deeply.

“FINE! GO!” screamed Locke.
“Never mind,” Ash said, then he stood up in his stirrups and looked back at his people. “We’re going to the ruins! As fast as we can manage as a group!”
Sitting back down in his saddle, he looked at Moira.
“Lead us to the ruins. We’ll be right behind you, as best as we can. If you see dark… tears… guide us around them. Go,” Ash commanded.
Moira was listening intently to him. The moment he said go, she knelt down, then leapt upward, her wings propelling her rapidly up into the sky.
“Ashley, what’s going on?” Mei asked, pulling her horse around to be beside his.
“Bad things, Mei. Bad things,” Ash said, really not able to explain it right now. “But for the moment, we ride. We ride hard and fast. When I get a chance, I’ll tell you everything.”
Flicking the reins, Ash began chasing after Moira as she started heading towards the north.
***
“Don’t stop, keep going!” Ash commanded over the thrum and drum of hooves.
Up ahead, he could see the “ruins” that everyone had been discussing so far.
To him, it looked like something out of a history book. A medieval wall rose incredibly high. He could just see—deeper inside the ruins—what was likely a castle with an attached tower.
“Ride through the gate!” yelled Ash.
For the last five minutes, they’d been dodging humanoid-sized Wraiths. What Locke had likely called Soldier-Wraiths.
They had converged on Ash and his people from every direction, but even though they were relentless and didn’t seem to lack in stamina, they simply didn’t have the same speed as a horse.
“I’ll seal it when we’re through!” Mei shouted back.
“Her Qi would be ideal for it, if we had—”
“I’ll assist you!” Chunhua added.

“Exactly,” Locke agreed.
Getting ever closer to the ruins, the party kept on until they were zipping through the large stone gate. They raced through it for a handful of seconds, then exited to the other side into the ruins themselves.
Mei and Chunhua broke away from the front of the column and circled around to the back.
Ash kept leading everyone else, moving them deeper into the ruins. He knew his people would trail a bit behind getting through that tunnel and he wanted to give everyone the room they’d need to get in safely.
Especially before the Soldier-Wraiths caught up to them.
Yanking on the reins, he dragged his mount off to one side until he could see the gate exit.
Mei and Chunhua were already working in concert to seal the entire opening with molten metal and earth.
The heat coming off the whole thing was both impressive and terrifying, all at the same time.
“Everyone up on the walls,” Ash commanded. “Work in pairs and spread out. Cover as much of the wall as you can.”
Looking over his shoulder, he eyed the standing remains of the castle and the tower.
It looked mostly intact and seemed to be somewhere that they could hold out if the worst came to pass.
We likely won’t be coming back out, but we can stall for time.
Stall for time and maybe wait for reinforcements or someone to come get us.
And that’d—
A magnificently loud detonation stole Ash’s thoughts away completely.
The rumble and quake of unleashed power pulled his attention from the castle to the distant horizon in the East.
There, in the sky, was a cultivator. Waves of power were radiating out of the individual even from this distance. To the point that Ash felt like he could cultivate and absorb Qi just from the aura the person was putting out.

“At least an Enlightened Mortal. They’re able to fly and the amount of power they’re putting out… it’s… it’s dreadful and inspiring,” Locke murmured.
“An Enlightened Mortal,” Ash mumbled. The individual was such a force of power that they might as well have been a minor god or goddess made manifest.
Opposing them was someone else who was flying in the air, but the power coming off that person was as different to cultivators as fire was to water.
“That’s someone from Tala’s veil,” Moira said, landing next to Ash and shaking out her wings. “I got close enough that I could see them clearly. I dared not get any closer, though. It was starting to heat my feathers up.”
“Yeah… this whole excursion is a bad idea,” Ash said, then sighed.
Reaching into the Hall, he withdrew Tala and started to fill her in.
He figured he’d need every blade he had at his disposal for this fight.
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Wraiths continued to arrive by the minute.
Pooling together and then slowly spreading out across the outside of the wall. Almost as if there was some type of leveling effect. Distributing them from high density to lower density.
Peering out over the wall a bit more, Ash looked in both directions.
There were Wraiths, two or three thick, wedged up to the base of the wall as far as he could see in either direction.

“They're not limitless, there’s just a very large number of them. More than you’d ever want to reasonably consider fighting,” Locke offered.
Anything more to add? Something more useful?
Ash was the very definition of angry right now. It’d felt like this entire time Locke had been holding back from him and still was.

“Not really. This… all of this… it really isn’t your fight. Or our fight. Not most of it, at least,” Locke said in a thoughtful tone. “Our goal is the Veil-Wraiths at best, our own veil by itself at worst. Anything beyond that is the purview of another.”

Another?
“Yes. Another. One that I think we might actually encounter. I have the vague feeling they’re here as well.”
Right.
But no information… you’re so damn awful.
“Honestly… honestly, you’re probably better off not knowing everything I’m keeping from you. It’s not just because you’re not ready for it, which you aren’t, but because it’s unlikely the information will ever be that useful.”
You said the same thing about the Wraiths and they seem to be here, right now.
“That was… okay, yeah, that was a mistake. I admit it. I’m not wrong about the rest of it, though. It isn’t information you need or would even want.”
I think I’d rather be the judge of what I want or don’t want, rather than you.
Sighing, Ash stood up and looked at the people around him.
Moira and Tala were on either side of him.
Mei and Chunhua had gone off along the wall a while ago to make sure there were no breaches in it.
Tala gave him a smile and raised an eyebrow when he looked at her.
“Is there something my elegant self can do for you?” she asked, one hand resting on her hip as she slid her waist to one side.
“I think she just offered? Yes, yes. I think she did. Tell her she can take her clothes o—”
“Remain with me,” Ash said, ignoring Locke.
“That’s a given,” Tala murmured, lifting her left hand off the handle of her blade and flicking her hair. She never broke eye contact with him, though, and it was obvious she was expecting a more direct answer to her innuendo.
“Later, I’ll take you up on your Elegant Self,” Ash replied finally. “We’re kinda getting ready for a fight.”
“That would be why I offered. A perfect time for some stress relief,” said Tala, getting straight to the heart of her push. “Let’s go find an out-of-the-way place and pull out a bedroll. I have no experience but I’m sure we can make it quick.”
“I like this idea,” Moira offered, nodding her head and meeting Ash’s eyes as well. “We should do this.”
“Later,” Ash said with a small chop of his hand. He really didn’t want to deal with this right now.
“But—”
“We’ll talk about a three-way, or whatever it is, later,” Ash said, cutting off Tala’s words before turning to the closest cultivator. At least they listened to him. “Do a quick check-in with everyone. See if anything is going on.”
“Of course, Master Sheng!” said the woman as she put her fists together. Bowing her head deeply, she ran off at a jog a moment later.
“—way?” Tala asked, looking to Moira. The long rabbit ears were practically hanging over the Owl’s head.
“Ah… where we both tend to Ashley at the same time,” Moira said, nodding her head once. Her large eyes were calm and her facial expression was neutral. She looked unbothered by the conversation.
“Oh, I see. I would think my elegant self should be enough for him, but I wouldn’t mind it, I think,” Tala said, looking thoughtful. “You are my comrade, of course, in this. Perhaps it would be better if we did do such a thing going forward.”
Rolling his eyes, Ash threw up a hand and moved away from the two of them. They were the last thing he wanted to deal with right now. He had much larger problems.
Reaching the gate where they’d entered, Ash could still feel the heat of the melted stone and iron.
Chunhua and Mei had made sure nothing would be passing through in any way. The short entry tunnel that passed under the wall was plugged with ten feet of hot, yet hardened, material.
“There’s a group out there,” one of his alliance members said as he drew close.
“What?” Ash asked, his attention being yanked away from the gate to the woman.
“There’s a group. It’s right out there on the horizon,” said the woman, and then she lifted an arm to point. “They don’t appear to be the Dokkalfar, nor Wraiths.”
The snap of wings heralded the fact that Moira had decided that this required her to go look. Her form passed up into the sky above him and headed that way, confirming that thought for him.
“Keep an eye on them,” Ash said, realizing he’d have answers from Moira soon enough.
“Of course, Master Sheng,” said several of the women around him.
Turning, Ash saw Mei moving toward him at nearly a full run.

“She really is beautiful. And… maybe I’m just the asshole who says it out loud, but she is lovely to watch,” Locke said.
Ash couldn’t deny he was having difficulty not admiring Mei at a full run.
“Ashley,” Mei said, while she was still thirty feet away. “A group of cultivators just arrived! It’s another sect’s group that was exploring the same area.”
What? Yet another group?
Does that mean the group out there is the same?

“No. It isn’t, unfortunately,” Locke grumbled.
What? What does that mean?
Locke didn’t respond, however. He remained absolutely silent.
“Okay, and what about them?” Ash asked, wondering what the urgent race on Mei’s part had been about.
“I had Chunhua help them up to the top of the wall. Can you please come and speak with them?” Mei asked, coming to a stop in front of him. “It would be better coming from the head of our alliance, rather than just the mistress.”
“Oh, yes. I can do that.”
“I’ll remain here,” Mei said, smiling at him. “Return when you’re done.”
Walking up to him, she laid a hand to Ash’s face, her fingers lightly curling into his jaw. Then she pulled his head down and kissed him for several seconds before letting him go.
“Run along, my love,” Mei said almost under her breath, before stepping past him and toward the group of women there.
Did she just—
“Yes. Now, go. She’s not wrong. It could be problematic otherwise. Dominance and control matter a lot here.”
Starting off at a quick jog, Ash did as he’d been instructed.
Unfortunately, he didn’t get that far. Halfway to his goal, Moira dove down to land on the stones in front of him.
“Ashley! You must come back! Quickly!” Moira said, even before she could stand up. She’d landed badly and her knees had gone out underneath her.
“I need to—”
“It’s Kin! They’re all Kin! And they’re moving faster than we thought! They’ll be here very quickly,” Moira declared, interrupting Ash. “Not Dokkalfar, but there are some of those, too. All people from Tala’s veil.”
Turning on his heel, Ash started to sprint back the way he’d come. Even going so far as to put Spring Step into each stride, propelling himself along the wall at a speed not even a world-renowned sprinter could match.
Quickly flying past him, Moira zipped along ahead of him towards his destination.
Thinking about the fact that he wanted to fly too, Ash glanced out to the distant horizon.
The cultivator that could fly still hung there in the air, facing an equally motionless opponent.
Neither had moved and they seemed content to stare one another down for the time being.
“They’re probably insulting one another.”
That… that’d be oddly accurate, wouldn’t it?
Up ahead, he could see Moira and Mei both looking down the wall toward the exterior of the fortification. Clearly something was ongoing out there now.
Finally getting back to the point where he’d started, Ash looked out to the field below.
The group down there was fighting with the Soldier-Wraiths. They were clearly holding their own for the moment, but it was also obvious that it wasn’t going to last.
Numbers alone would eventually decide the fight, as more and more Wraiths appeared and headed their way.
Standing near the front, was a man Ash recognized almost instantly.
It was Travis. His cousin.
Clearly, he’d weathered some tough conditions though. He was wearing an eye patch, wielding a spear, and looked considerably different than the last time Ash had truly seen him.
He was surrounded by people that Ash couldn’t even begin to identify or discern.
Trav… Trav is here.
I need to get Trav out of there!
A massive portal tore itself open to the east of Trav and his group.
Practically the size of a car wash, it yawned open ominously.
Stomping out of it came a beast that looked like something out of a horror novel.
With more than a few arms, long deadly barbs jutting out from hard colorless skin, and a mouth as big as a sedan, its head turned slowly to look at everything around it.
Somehow, it noticed Ash and his people first before anything else. Black eyes, the size of soccer balls, focused on the wall.
Then it leaned its head back and let loose a massive roar. One that went up in volume and pitch until it was nearly an ear-shattering shriek.
A screech that made Ash grit his teeth and hold onto the wall even as he shivered uncontrollably.

“It’s a Lord. Why the hell is a Lord-Wraith here? The hell is going on?” Locke asked.
I’ve been asking you that since the beginning!
Accelerating faster than a thought, the big monster began rushing straight for the molten gate.
Can… can it get through the gate? It’s all—

“Yes. It can and will. We need to plan what to do next, because it’s coming in,” Locke grumbled.
“Moira, go tell that group over there to come in behind that Wraith. Tell them that,” Ash said, turning toward the Owl.
“They will not listen to me. I already spoke to them and—”
“Tell the man… the one with the eye patch… that Ashley is here. And he’s telling Trav to get inside already,” Ash said.
Moira stared at him for several seconds before she simply leapt off the wall and began flying away.
Straight toward Trav.
“I need runners. People to run along both sides of the wall. We’re going to head back toward the keep,” Ash said, then gestured to the thick, ugly building near the rear of the whole area.
It was meant to be a last-ditch defensive position and Ash imagined that once the wall was breached, they would need it for just that.
Two women went off without another word, sprinting away along the walls.
“Do you thi—”
Mei’s words were interrupted when the Lord-Wraith clearly hit the molten gate.
Ash didn’t even need to look to know that’s what had happened.
A massive chunk of the still cooling material broke free of the plug and fell to one side. There was no time to think as the rest of the molten material began shooting out of the gate entry like it was toothpaste being forced from the tube.
Spraying out wildly, the scorching semi-solid debris began to set everything on fire as soon as it touched it.
Ash watched for another second before the Lord-Wraith came storming out in a very similar way as the seal had.
Including the fact that it was on fire and covered in what was most likely a form of lava.
Screeching in pain, the massive monster bumbled to one side at first and then started walking in another direction.
Howling once more, it finally stopped and stood absolutely still as fire, glowing orange earth, and molten iron rolled down it.
Then it toppled backward and laid there unmoving.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen a Lord-Wraith die like that, but… it works,” Locke said. “I think it’s time to fall back, though. With the gate unblocked it won’t be long before it cools. That means Wraiths coming in.”

“—everyone to the fort,” Mei said in a commanding tone to someone. “Go, now. You, go the other way. It’s our best course of action now that the gate has failed.”
Remind me to thank her later.
Looking out toward Trav and his group, Ash could see them heading for the now open gate.
It’ll be too hot for them to get through.
“Quite likely, but they do have their own way of solving things. You can leave it to th—”
Stepping off the wall, Ash dropped down into the courtyard next to the gate.
Walking off the landing, he started to dodge through the fire and flames to get to the gate.
This whole area is going to go up, isn’t it?
“Well, yes and no. Anything burnable will definitely go up rather quickly. But there’s no life left anywhere. Most things have rotted out.”
Hopping over a patch of lava, Ash stepped out into the gateway.
Looking down into its interior, Ash could tell that there was no way Trav and his people would be able to get through.
There was simply no way.
The heat alone would likely cook them and that didn’t even take into account the molten material that’d be a hazard all its own.
Standing there, thinking, Ash had no idea on how to handle this.
A brush of hot air blew through the gate entry, bathing Ash in heat that felt like it’d burn the hair off his head.
Grimacing, he held a hand up in front of himself to shield his eyes.
In that moment, he realized that maybe he had an answer.
Smother it all. Then just leave a patch of Qi on the ground.
“It’d cost us almost our entire Qi Sea. We’d be relegated to—”
Not waiting to discuss the matter, Ash reached out and spread his arms to his sides.
A flat projection of his solidified Qi grew out from him.
Widening it until it filled the bottom of the entry, Ash then began lengthening it. Extending it further and further towards the other side.
“That’s far enough.”
Cutting the feed from his Qi, Ash stood there feeling light-headed. He’d never commanded so much of his Qi out from himself, let alone holding it in thrall at the same time.
Lowering the massive Qi board, Ash pressed it down to the ground. Forced it to go as low as absolutely possible.
“Don’t bother trying to lift it to get the ceiling. Your cousin and… they’re coming.”
Looking up from his work, Ash saw Trav and company riding quickly toward him.
The massive weight that rode across his Qi nearly took his breath away. It felt as if he was the board of Qi itself, and that he was being crushed down into the stone.
Gritting his teeth, Ash did his best to reinforce himself and hold onto the Qi. Keep it solid and firm, giving his cousin the chance to get out of the plains and into someplace that was at least more defensible.
Riding toward him was Trav.
He had the look of a man who’d suffered much. Toiling at a life that was unforgiving and unrelenting.
Scarred, worn out, missing an eye, but still his cousin.
Trav rode past, his one eye staring hard at Ash as he did so.
Giving him an easy smile, Ash did his best to look friendly and welcoming even as he struggled to hold the Qi in place.
“To the fort, Trav,” grunted Ash. “I’ll catch up.”
Trav stared at him for a second longer as he rode past, but then kept going. Spurring his horse on. His people all watched Ash as they rode by, but no one did or said anything.
When the last horse came off the Qi board, Ash let out a sigh of relief.
“Can’t retract it. It’s tainted. Shatter it into spikes. Like caltrops. That’s the best we can do. Then we need to get going ourselves. Those Soldier-Wraiths are—”
A horde of Wraiths began trying to swarm into the gate. They were likely following Trav and his people.
Right!
Detonating his Qi board, Ash turned and started to run to the fort.
Only to stumble over his own feet and end up face down on the ground.
“You’re a bit worse for wear. We should probably—”
A strong arm looped around underneath him and then pulled him up off the ground.
“Come on, then. My elegant self will carry you,” Tala murmured, settling Ash over her shoulder. “Do not grab my ass.”
Staring down at Tala’s rear end and legs as she began to run toward the fort, Ash felt tempted to do just that.
Briefly.
In mere moments, it felt like she was flying across the ground, each step more like a bounding leap.
“You run impressively,” Ash muttered, watching her backside and legs as she moved.
“Thank you,” Tala said between bounds.



Twenty-Five
Tala grunted and put Ash down. By the time his boots hit the stone of the fort interior, he already felt better.
Admittedly, while the view of Tala had been nice, being carried like a bag of potatoes had not.
Grabbing at his shoulders, Tala held onto him as if he might just tip over.
“I’m alright. Thank you, Tala,” Ash said, reaching up to set his hands atop her own.

“You have enough to function, but not enough to actually do much,” Locke explained. “If you can hold out for a few hours, we can take a Qi pill to fill up a bit.”

This whole mission is a waste of time and resources.
Trying to find treasures and fight for the sake of fighting. This is stupid.
“No, it’s just very cultivator-centered. This is something many of them would choose to experience, and consider it a blessing.”
Then they’re all idiots. I’d really rather not be doing this.

“Yes, Chosen One. You’re certainly defying convention,” Locke murmured. “Because I’d likely be on my fifth round of ‘how many harem girls can I sleep with today’.

“And I’d definitely take a turn on the bunny rabbit. I bet she could lick the paint off a car.”
Blinking, Ash realized he’d been staring into Tala’s face for the better part of ten seconds.
Without saying anything.
“You may,” Tala said, staring back at him.
Uh.

“Kiss her. You may kiss her,” Locke explained.
I d—
“Do it! Kiss her! Now! Or she’ll flip out on you later!”
Realizing Locke was right, Ash went with it.
Leaning towards the tall, lovely Kin-woman, Ash pressed his lips to hers.
Her hands on his shoulders tightened even as he continued to kiss her.
A handful of seconds passed before Ash pulled back. Tala stood in front of him, her face relaxed and her eyes still closed. Her ears were standing up perfectly straight and she looked to be lost in her own mind.
Pulling away from the Kin, Ash patted her hands.
Not waiting any longer, he turned and walked away from her, looking around as he did so.
Thankfully, no one seemed to have noticed his minor romantic interlude.

“Mei did. She likely won’t say anything, though. If anything, she’ll approve of it. Tala and Moira will both defer to her more readily than the others,” Locke said, countering Ash’s thoughts.
The inside of the fort appeared to be exactly what Ash had been expecting to find when he’d first seen it. Except it was suitably dirt-covered and looked like it had served as more of a tomb recently.
He was standing inside what was essentially a throne room. One that was littered with broken pottery, skeletons, and cast-off weapons.
It looked to him as though the remains of tables, chairs, and anything that could be moved had been brought into this room.
Turned into defensive positions or fortifications or… something.
A desperate last stand had been held here.

“The Wraiths leave little behind,” lamented Locke.
Neither the situation nor Locke’s words eased Ash’s mind.
All around the room were a great many people Ash didn’t recognize. There were cultivators he didn’t know who were likely from the other alliance he’d been made aware of, women from his own alliance that he barely knew, and the people who’d come with Trav.
In fact, Mei was standing next to Trav and was currently working through another person as an interpreter.
“Ashley, there’s a problem,” Chunhua came over to him in a hurry. “A large number of what look like Wraiths with wings are heading this way. They’re also carrying more of the Soldier-Wraiths.”
“Great. In other words… we have to go defend the roof or they’ll be forcing their way down,” Ash grumbled, getting straight to the heart of the problem.
“Yes, the roof is an open area with no doors to close. They apparently didn’t expect that something could fly to the top and enter from there,” Chunhua said, looking like she was just a little panicked.
“Any walls? Anything we can defend from? Lead on,” Ash asked, while making a hand gesture for her to move.
Chunhua turned and started heading toward a corner of the room that had a rounded wall.
Tower going upward probably.
“Four walls and a courtyard. It’s a death trap,” Chunhua admitted. “But trying to fight them in the winding downward stairwell would be even more of one. Trying to fight them at the bottom where it empties out would probably be better, but… there’d be nowhere left to go from there.”
“Great. Which… explains the throne room,” Ash muttered.
The previous inhabitants had apparently attempted to do just such a maneuver, he would guess. Everyone had gathered there and tried to hold out.
Only to die in the end.
Moving up the winding stairwell behind Chunhua, he found that he had little to stare at other than her posterior.

“You’re in quite the mood today. Chunhua is a lovely woman, but… we’re kind of in the middle of a battle. Does sex and anxiety hit the same note for you?” Locke asked, his tone sliding between amused and curious. “I could probably help, you know. Say the right thing at the right moment.”

We’re not talking about this.
We’re not.

“Why not? Look at that rear end. Mm-mmm! She’s really actually quite lovely. I do like her eyes. I know you do, too,” Locke murmured. “We both know you’ve fantasized about those eyes looking up at you while her mou—”

NO! Not talking about this.
Stop.
Not helping me.
Help me.
Exiting the stairwell, Ash found himself atop a wide-open area. There were short hip-high walls on each side, but there weren’t really any places to defend from.
Cultivators and Kin were fighting side by side against flying monstrosities.
There were two flying types to deal with. Both humanoid.
The first was the size of a dog with wide wings. They seemed to be focused on trying to kill anyone or open up gaps for the second type of winged horror.
Each of those was the size of a large man with a wingspan that looked ridiculous. They appeared to be twisted-looking humanoids. They lacked arms or even a reasonable approximation of a face.
They did have legs, though, with strange taloned feet. Gripped in those talons was a Soldier-Wraith.
Moving quickly, Ash joined a group of women who were wearing clothes from his sect. They were battling two Soldier-Wraiths, as well as a handful of the smaller flying creatures.
A young woman that Ash swore he’d seen before went down in front of him. A spray of blood splashing out of her chest as a Soldier-Wraith’s clawed hand blasted through her.
“Damn, she’s not going to live through that one. Such a talented one, too. Focus on the Soldier-Wraiths before you—”
Locke’s voice trailed off as Ash grabbed the woman who’d gone down and quickly drew her out of the fight.
Don’t care about the fight. I’m not in peak condition anyway.
I’d rather care for my people.
They’ll fight on regardless of what I do.
Letting go of the woman as soon as he got her clear, Ash got down next to her on one knee. Looking into her face, he could see that she was alive, but she was fading very fast.
Her eyes had the semi-glossy look of someone who was about to pass out.
“C-cold,” whimpered the woman, her lips trembling on the word.
Her chest was splayed open, two of her ribs cracked and shoved to one side. He could see straight into her sternum. Every time she breathed in her lungs inflated. Behind that, he could see blood spraying wildly out of her heart.
Give me that overlay alre—
Two green hands appeared, as well as the list of problems, and what he needed to do.
Except the list of what he needed to do was incredibly small.
“There isn’t much we can do. Her middle Dantian is shattered and her heart is ripped open. We—”
Fine. I’ll carve onto her Dantian directly and hold her heart myself as I put it back together.
You can show me what I need to do or I can fumble around by myself until I figure it out.
“This isn’t—”
Now, Locke!
The hands shifted away from the ribs, and then appeared again directly against the woman’s heart.

“Grab it and we’ll go from there. Just follow the Qi-work I lay down. She’ll never be the same, though,” Locke warned. “Never free.”

She’ll be alive, which is better than the alternative.

“Fine. Get her heart,” Locke commanded.
Ash reached in and grabbed at the woman’s heart. It beat hard in his hand, flexing strongly. Only to pump blood all over his hands.
“Concentrate on her Dantian. You can access it from her heart. Build it back up.”
Focusing on the idea of her Dantian and putting it together, Ash fumbled around almost blindly.
He felt like he was doing something, however, he just didn’t know what.
Redoubling his efforts, he pushed with the full force of his will. Calling up his Dao itself to help strengthen his efforts.
The flow and momentum of her Dantian needed to be malleable but cohesive. It needed to be complete.

“That’s… a bit stronger than I think she needs, but her Dantian is now rebuilt. Now, push a drop of your Qi into her Dantian. Make sure you use your Dao at the same time for this. It’ll jumpstart the Dantian,” Locke commanded. “Then push a blue lotus pill into her. Her heart will mend with that alone and she’ll survive. The rest of the damage can be taken care of later.”

Nodding his head, Ash did exactly as instructed. Rapidly pushing a drop of his Dao-infused Qi into her Dantian. Letting go of her heart, he retrieved the indicated pill, shoved it between her lips, and then pushed her up against a wall where she was out of the way.
Standing up, Ash found that more people had joined him up here.
Quite a number more, in fact.
There were also newly wounded here.
People who needed him.
Okay!
Triage mode, go!
“You’re an idiot, my Chosen One.”
No, I’m just prioritizing what I can and can’t do.
***
Losing himself in the back and forth of constant medical work, Ash went from patient to patient. Repairing, healing, correcting, and in some cases, rebuilding Dantians.
Apparently, Wraiths were quite adept at destroying things that weren’t even physical.
They’d never actually lost the roof, but it’d been a near thing several times.
He hadn’t seen Trav during this entire ordeal. Ash wouldn’t be surprised, however, if there was something going on elsewhere that his cousin was tending to.
“Ashley! We need to get off the roo—”
A deep, ugly-sounding thunder crack above him jolted Ash clean out of his own thoughts.
Looking up from the woman he was currently treating, he saw a massive twisting portal hovering above them.
Turning back to his patient, Ash found the woman had grabbed onto his hands and was glaring at him.
“Leave me,” she growled. “Go!”
Snorting, Ash ignored her.
Shaking off her hands, he went back to solidifying her lower Dantian. Her Qi Sea would take a while to refill, but it would do so given time.
Releasing what he was pretty sure was her uterus, Ash peered around inside the wound.

“She’s fine! Leave! Now!” shrieked Locke.
“Everyone off the roof!” Ash shouted at the top of his lungs.
Pulling his hands out of the woman’s abdominal cavity, Ash used a thin filament of Qi to sew her closed. No sooner than he had closed her up, he grabbed her by the shoulders and a hip and flipped her up over his shoulder.
Groaning, the woman hung there unmoving.
“Thank you, Master Sheng. I’m yours,” whimpered the woman. A statue began to form in his Qi Sea at her words. “All yours. Everything.”
“Great, shut up and live,” Ash said, moving toward the stairwell.
Reaching the entrance, he handed her off to the woman who was standing there and staring up at the portal.
At some point, someone had figured out that he was tending to the wounded up here and had set up a system to carry the tended back down.
“Everyone off the roof!” Ash called for a second time.
At his first call, the vast majority of people on the roof had already been rushing toward the stairwell back down.
Now, given a second command, the rest were moving as well.
From the portal above came a roar that nearly made Ash lose control over his bladder.
In the next second, a gargantuan Wraith fell from the portal. It landed atop the roof with a shuddering slam.
Its legs went straight through the roof and into the floor below it.
The look of it was something more akin to the Lord-Wraith. Although, this one was slimmer and more muscular from what Ash could see, and it had six wings on its back.
Before Ash could contemplate the creature any more, it snatched up a woman from the other alliance and stuffed her headfirst into its large maw. Her entire body vanishing from view.
With a shriek from the woman, it began to casually chew her. Rolling her around in its mouth as her bones snapped and popped. Opening its mouth, it used its tongue to reposition the woman around.
Screaming all the while as it happened, the woman was being crushed to death between molars.
“Oh, my god,” Ash whispered, even as the creature continued to chew and torture the woman.
Then there was a sudden, loud crack and the woman’s screams finally, mercifully, cut off. Likely, it was the sound of her skull caving in.

“Get off the roof. It’s a damn Destroyer! An actual Destroyer showed up! We need to leave! Now!” Locke screamed.
In the time it took for the monster to have its meal, the rest of the rooftop combatants had fled down into the keep.
Including Ash.
Taking the steps almost too fast, he felt as though he was likely to slip and fall all the way down to the bottom.
Reaching the ground floor, Ash re-entered the throne room.
People were rushing around in every direction. Some bringing people in, and others going right back out.
“We need to clear out!” Ash yelled at the top of his lungs. At the same time, there was a loud thump from just outside that shook everything. “It’s time to go, right now!”
A number of people turned his way and began to all ask the same questions.
Everyone gave up on that line of questioning when a monstrous fist simply blasted into the room through the outside wall.
Slamming down, it flattened a young man to the ground almost accidentally. Shrieking on the ground, the man clearly had two broken legs now.
Darting to one side, the hand snatched up a Kin and jerked back out of the throne room. The Kin vanished with a scream.
No one looked like they wanted to argue the point anymore.
Like a flock of frightened sheep, everyone started rushing toward the back of the keep and the only other exit.
Unsurprisingly, the cultivators from the other alliance were the majority offenders causing the panic.
People from his own circle began gathering up the wounded and put together an ordered exit. Trav’s Kin and other people also looked to be getting out in an organized fashion.
Moving outside, Ash found his people had established an exit for everyone. The ground outside had been cleared of Wraiths.
In fact, when Ash looked around, he saw none at all, other than the bodies of a couple Soldier-Wraiths laid out on the ground not far away.
They looked to be wounded, but weren’t quite dead yet.
“Ashley, what do we—”
The Destroyer, as Locke had called it, came around the corner at that moment. In its left hand was the Cultivator that’d had both his legs broken.
Lifting the man up to its mouth, the Destroyer casually bit the screaming man off at the waist.
Dark malevolent eyes began to look over the mass of people arrayed out in front of it.
Walking toward them, it casually scooped up the two Soldier-Wraiths and transferred both to the hand that still held a half-eaten man.

“It eats anything. Wraiths or otherwise,” Locke murmured, his words tinged with despair. “And we’re all next. We can’t win against this.”

Trav darted forward, a spear in his hands.
A bright flash of light surrounded him as he lashed out with his weapon.
Striking true, the spear tip slammed into the chest of the creature.
And did nothing at all.
Ignoring Trav, the monster lifted its left hand and stuffed part of a Wraith into its mouth and took a big bite.
“Puny life-thing,” the Destroyer said in a dark, hideous voice. Then it chuckled grotesquely, blood and bits of flesh spraying out across Trav.
Trav had dashed backward as soon as it was apparent that the spear wasn’t going to do much.
Is there really nothing we can do?

“There really is nothing any of you can do. This is the problem. This… this is what happens to veils after a while. All veils. Makes way for new veils,” Locke lamented. “We had a short run. A good one, but a short run, my Chosen One.”

Stomping forward, the monster casually snatched up another Cultivator and Kin in the same grab.
The Cultivator was one of his own.
Charging forward at the Destroyer, Ash spun up his Dao and yanked on whatever Qi he had left available to him.
Instantly the world as it might be was laid out before him.
He could see that in the vast majority of his interactions with this creature, either his comrade would be devoured or Ash would be killed.
It wasn’t until he got within fifteen feet of the thing that newer futures began to appear. Ones where things changed and allowed him more leeway.
Because Trav had engaged the creature as well.
Sorting through all the attacks he could possibly do directly against the Destroyer, Ash found that most of them still ended in his death.
Or maiming.
Both of which were outcomes he didn’t wish for.
Changing his tactic, Ash focused on the idea of what he could do with Trav—utilizing him as a platform, attacking in concert with him, or even working to redirect Trav’s attack and empower it.
Once more the vast majority of the possibilities ended up with Ash dying or being horribly injured. Except quite a few of them included Trav being injured as well.
Of course, all of those futures involved the Cultivator and Kin both becoming little more than a meal as soon as Trav and Ash were down. Sometimes even while the cousins were being dispatched.
There were a few possibilities, though.
One or two futures existed where Ash could use Trav as a springboard. Where Trav did, activated, or used some type of ability that sent Ash flying at high speed.
Combining that with Spring Step would turn him into a literal rocket.
But that course only upped the amount of damage Ash would ultimately cause himself.
Slamming into the Destroyer at that kind of speed seemed to break Ash’s leg or hip and not much else.
Trying out every single iteration even as he turned toward Trav to get launched, Ash was beginning to worry. Nothing seemed to work no matter which way he went.
Lifting his foot up, Ash half-hopped half-stepped towards Trav.
Who apparently interpreted that as wanting to be propelled toward the enemy. Exactly as Ash saw he would do.
By the time that Ash was coiling up in mid-jump while preparing Spring Step, he finally found something that’d work.
Or at least, partially.
Trav flung Ash almost like he was a bowling ball. Hurling the younger man forward in a strange under-handed pitch.
Using Spring Step just as Trav threw him, Ash went forward at an incredible speed.
He’d only had a second to decide his point of impact and aim.
Tearing his butterfly swords free from their sheath, Ash flipped them end over end, having the cutting edge face himself. Then he swapped the position of his head and his legs, putting his feet facing towards the monster.
Passing by the monster, Ash flew right over its shoulder.
Moving his hands forward by inches, Ash managed to do what he’d intended. He buried his blades into the thing’s shoulder.
Right at the joint.
The force of the toss was so great that Ash nearly lost his grip on his blades. Even as they sawed through the muscle and flesh of the arm and partially severed it.
Both the cultivator and Kin came free of its grasp as its fingers went limp. Each went bounding away even before Ash had come to a stop.
Dangling off the back of the Destroyer like a cape, Ash wasn’t sure if he’d be able to dislodge his weapons. The future he’d been able to see up to this point ended shortly after Trav attacked the monster’s wrist.
Roaring in pain and clear frustration, the Destroyer reached back with its other hand toward Ash.
Which was the point at which Trav attacked, striking the thing’s wrist.
Yelping, more out of annoyance than pain, the Destroyer shifted forward.
Ash couldn’t see what happened but he got the impression the thing had just attacked Trav.
Taking the opportunity, and seeing how to get his daggers free, Ash got his feet up on the monster’s back and pushed.
Coming free with a strange grinding noise, the blades came loose and slid out of the Destroyer. Ash hit the ground and quickly took several steps back, putting some distance between him and the Wraith.
Spinning in place, the Destroyer turned to face Ash. It tilted its head to one side, staring down at him.
Then it began to chuckle. Holding up its right hand it peeled back the skin at its shoulder and looked inside. There wasn’t any blood leaking from the wound.
It looked more like a slit in a piece of paper.
Before Ash’s very eyes, the skin simply closed over itself and mended. Leaving nothing behind as if there’d never been a gouge there.
“Now, I’m going to—”
The creature’s words were cut off as a hideous, overwhelming wave of force rolled over Ash. One that would have likely knocked him flat if he hadn’t already been dealing with the Destroyer.
The monster’s head whipped to the right, staring off into the distance.

“He’s… looking at the Cultivator and the Kin,” Locke whispered. “Maybe… maybe we’ll get lucky and he’ll want that prize. Not us. We’re just… snacks to him. That’s a feast. Two feasts.”

“Puny life-things. Find you later,” growled the Destroyer, crouching down.
Then it leapt into the air and began to beat its wings, heading straight toward where the big battle in the sky was now fully underway.
Standing up out of his defensive crouch, Ash really didn’t know what to say or do.
One of the Kin said something Ash didn’t understand in the least. But it definitely sounded relieved.
Looking over, he found that Trav was watching him.
Unable to help himself, Ash grinned at his older cousin. He looked the same as ever.
Stoic, brooding, grumpy.
The perfect example of what Ash tried to avoid. It was just too much like his father.
Though Trav was always so much more decisive than I ever was.
Trav started walking toward Ash, causing Mei, Tala, and Chunhua to bristle slightly.
“So… hell of a thing, huh?” Ash asked lightly in English. He just couldn’t help it. With Trav, the urge to be a smart-ass rose up all on its own.
“Yeah,” Trav said with a snort. “So… how—”
There was a low-sounding thump that cut Trav off. It wasn’t as loud as it was forceful. It made Ash want to get his feet off the very ground, as if there was a creature moving underneath it.
Two corpses nearby shuddered and began to rise up, as though they were awakening from a long sleep.
One was an older man, a cultivator from the alliance Ash had never bothered to greet. He was clearly dead, missing one eye and looking like half of his chest had been crushed.
An invisible power grew around the body. A cold, frosty power that felt like a freezing wind blowing through an open door.
The second was a woman who got to her feet. Ash had no idea where she’d come from and he couldn’t identify her as being Kin or cultivator, but the fact that she wasn’t dressed as a Cultivator made her more likely to be a Kin. She didn’t seem to have any wounds on her body other than a single stab wound through her middle.
“Wow, these are just amazing,” said the woman, reaching down and fondling herself. Her fingers squeezed and kneaded her own breasts. “I can’t even cup them entirely with my hands.”
Turning her head around, the recently-dead woman looked at her rear end.
“Holy hell. Look at my ass. It’s perfect. Kinda wish we could have talked her into your harem if only to see you play with this, Chosen One,” said the woman.
She then promptly reached back and smacked her own rear end.
“Could bounce a coin off this thing,” muttered the woman.
“I… Locke?” Ash asked, feeling very confused now.
“Of course, Chosen One. Who else? Hang on, I need to talk to Gramps,” said the woman, turning toward the old man.
Ash heard a sudden burst of static that felt like it was coming from inside his own ears.
The old man, the woman, and Trav began to clearly talk to one another.
Except Ash could hear nothing.
Not a thing.
He swore he could hear a word here and there, but it was all drowned out by the static.
“What? What are you all saying? Do you hear that?” Ash asked, reaching up and drilling a finger into his ear.
Back and forth, the three talked. Though they also seemed to be moving at a faster speed than normal. As if they were sped up.
Almost as quickly as it started, it all ended.
The woman collapsed back to the ground and the old man tottered to a knee. A second later, he fell flat onto his face and once more was unmoving.

“Well! That was productive. Though damn, that was a very beautiful woman. Put her in the ring. I want to keep her in storage. She won’t rot or go bad there. Maybe we can figure out a way to resurrect her later,” Locke said.
I… what? Wait, we need to talk about this.
An ominous grinding noise behind Ash was the only warning he got before a large portion of the keep collapsed in on itself. Then the entire corner sheared off, bricks and shattered masonry spewing out.
Seconds later as the dust and debris cleared, Ash could see inside the giant hole and found it was loaded with glittering, shiny objects.
“Uh… treasure?” Ash asked no one in particular.
Well… that… I… I don’t—

“Get the woman. Put her in the ring. Now,” Locke commanded.
Ash did as he was told and put the dead woman into the Hall. Slowly, Ash turned back to Trav.
“I… I think the Destroyer broke whatever was holding this place together. The Wraiths are going to come back, too,” Ash murmured. “Split the treasure and bolt? Back to our… our own veils?”
“Yeah. That’ll work,” Trav muttered, shaking his head slightly. “No time to really catch up, I guess.”
“Ah… no. Doesn’t seem like it, but…” Ash started, scratching at his left shoulder. “But it’s good to know you’re alive. That you’re okay. Neat eye patch, by the way.”
As if to punctuate that their time was borrowed, a very ugly purple portal began to open up not far away.

“More Soldier-Wraiths,” Locke murmured.
All around, Kin and cultivators had been busily cleaning out the treasures. Things vanishing into bags, storage rings, and otherwise.
Nearly at the same time as the portal reached full size, Mei came over and nodded to Ash, then looked to Trav.
“We have completed our mission. We should return as quickly as possible,” Mei said, her eyes moving back to Ash. “You should tell your… brother, or cousin, that they should flee quickly. As we must do.”
Ash opened his mouth to argue because he wanted to talk to Trav a bit longer, but he realized Mei was right.
“She said we need to go. Now. Which means… uh… this is goodbye. Again,” Ash said, feeling strange about the situation.
Trav nodded his head at that, then held out his hand toward Ash.
“Then goodbye, safe travels, and fare you well, Ashley,” Trav said, finally smiling at him.
Ash reached out and took Trav’s hand in his own.
At which point, the larger man yanked on him and crushed him in a rather forceful hug.



Twenty-Six
It wasn’t until they crossed the Veil-overlap that Ash let anyone slow down at all. Up until that moment, he’d been riding along at the back of the column, urging anyone who lagged behind to speed up.
All of their remaining horses had been loaded with wounded, treasure, and supplies.
The sorceresses under Chunhua had done their best to keep everyone moving as swiftly as the slowest horse.
Coming to a full stop just on the other side of the overlap, Ash dismounted and looked back the way they’d come.
A horde of Soldier-Wraiths were still behind them. Chasing onward after their prey.
Ash and his people.
They can’t cross. Right? You said that.
Said they couldn’t cross.

“They can’t cross. I promise it,” Locke said. His tone had drastically shifted since his conversation with the other presence. Ash would say that he didn’t seem as moody. “Don’t worry, Chosen One. You and your harem are safe.”

He was still an asshat though. There was no question about that.
Bending over at the waist, Ash put his hands on his knees. Taking in deep gasping breaths, he remained just like that, trying to catch his wind.
All around him, his people were collapsing to the ground in exhaustion, moving forward like robots, or going about whatever business they could.

“And before you ask, we only lost six. Six of your harem died and you slaughtered hundreds of Wraiths. I promise you that the experience the harem gained in exchange for those six was immense,” Locke said.
Not my harem. They were my people, but they weren’t my harem.

“They were in your harem, just not the inner harem. Not in the wives’ harem. Trust me on that one, Chosen One. I can promise you that I have a better understanding of how a woman feels than you,” Locke said with some heat. “And I’ll continue to arrange more women to join your harem as I can. You should just follow my lead and I’ll give you everything you could ever want.”

And what if all I wanted was to not have a harem?

“I’d say you were doing a piss-poor job of that even before you included my own additions, Chosen One,” said Locke, his voice dripping with amusement.
Before Ash could even consider that comment, Jia, Na, Rou, and Yue descended on him. He knew it was them without seeing their faces, just based on their legs and shoes.
Multiple hands pressed to his back and shoulders, one even running through his hair.
Ash’s head was forced upward and he had a single second to react before Jia kissed him roughly.
Stunned into absolute stillness, Ash hung there between Jia’s hands. They were pressed to each side of his face. She was much stronger than him at this moment after what they had just gone through.
Tilting his head slightly to one side—so that he could breathe rather than have his nose smashed into hers—Ash kissed her back as that was his only option.
Taking his movement as something altogether different, Jia slid her tongue into his mouth, making the kiss significantly deeper.
Her fingers curled into his hair, locking him in place, her tongue sliding and rolling over his own.
Seconds ticked by while Jia kissed Ash.
Finally letting him go, she pulled her head back, yanked Ash into a standing position, and then hugged him.
“Jia, w—” Yue started.
Angling Ash’s head to one side, Jia kissed him again, her tongue spearing into his mouth this time without waiting for him.

“Oh. Oh, my. I would say the wounded we sent back must have told her what was going on,” Locke murmured. “Betting Jia won’t wait for you to get closer this time, after all.”

Ash could only agree with that as he stood in Jia’s arms while she kissed him hungrily. In a way he’d never experienced and certainly didn’t expect from her of all people.
Warm hands pressed into his back, keeping him smeared over the front of Jia. He could feel the softness of her against himself.
Coming away from the kiss with a soft gasp, Jia hung onto him, pulling his face down to her neck.
“Good work, Tala, Moira,” Jia said, her fingers digging into his shoulder and hip. “You completed your duty and brought him back.”
“You should be kissing my elegant self’s feet, not him,” Tala complained. It sounded to Ash like she was still laying on the ground, but he couldn’t see her. He was forced to watch the logistics base behind Jia.
Yue, Na, and Rou all shuffled over to stand in front of him, behind Jia, and looked at him.
“He made it difficult with how often he ran off to treat the wounded,” explained Moira. “Tala and I were forced to engage many enemies to keep him safe.”
“Completed your duty and in the face of great adversity,” Jia said, not releasing Ash. “I thank you.”
“Are you okay?” Yue asked, smiling at him, edging closer to Jia’s back.
“Tired. Worn down,” Ash said, smiling at the young woman. “But I’m alright. Quite a few of the medicine and pills you prepared for me are gone though. I can honestly say I wouldn’t be here without your effort. Nor would many others of our people.”
“Oh. Oh, I-I’m glad to hear that,” Yue said. Her eyes were moving back and forth as if she couldn’t decide which part of his face to look at. “I’ll be sure to make you plenty more.”
“Glad you’re back,” Rou said with an extremely authoritative tone. “Now, Jia, give Ash to me. I’ll be taking him into my care for now.”
Jia’s head turned slightly at that, likely looking at Rou from the side of her eyes.
“Hand him over,” Rou said with a completely no-nonsense tone. Her eyes were bored and clinical, watching what Ash assumed was Jia’s face.
“Of course, Healer Rou,” Jia said, turning around and handing Ash off to Rou like he was a small child.
Rou took hold of Ash as if he were nothing more than a doll. Despite her inabilities as a cultivator, she was, of course, still just that.
A cultivator.
Her strength and speed were well beyond what a normal human would be able to accomplish.
Sliding one arm under Ash’s rear, Rou lifted Ash up off the ground and carried him off.
“Come along, Chunhua, we’ve work to do and we’re the only ones qualified to do it,” Rou proclaimed.
Watching behind as Rou carried him off, Ash felt mildly amused.
Everyone in his “inner harem” as Locke called it was watching Rou with equal parts envy, yearning, and anger.
“They can glare all they want,” Rou commented, apparently feeling the heat of their gaze on her back. “You’re mine, Ashley Sheng. I’m your personal Qi Healer and you’re my Cultivator. Chunhua is my partner in this and your personal Sorceress. I’m sure she’s likely been telling you all about how we should be your first and second wives.”
“He was quite receptive,” Chunhua said when Ash didn’t respond. She walked along at Rou’s right-hand side. “He even held me in the middle of a fight, and I proved our combat worth.”
“Oh? Splendid. Good job, Chunhua,” Rou said with a smile in her voice.

“Goodness, goodness, goodness. Your inner harem is going to really start fighting now. How exciting!” Locke said with a laugh. “I wonder who Na will support. Whoever can talk you into bedding her, I imagine. Maybe Rou? Maybe Mei? Or… oh! Maybe Yue and Na might form their own duo?”

Letting his eyes shift to the woman in question, Ash saw Yue gazing at him with undisguised desire and want.
Na slowly eased up next to Yue and they began to discuss something.

“Ha! That’ll be fun to watch. I should nudge a few things here and there if I can. Now… you just let your Qi Healer and Sorceress care for you and you’ll be fine. We’ll talk more once you wake up,” Locke said.
Wake up?
Ash fell asleep before Rou got him back to her tent.
***
Starting awake, Ash came face to face with an old man staring down at him.
“Good evening,” said the old man with a wide smile. He had large bushy white eyebrows, scraggly white hair that was balding, and the hard eyes Ash’d come to associate with those who worked for Gen.
“Uh, hey,” Ash said, not really sure what was going on. The last thing he could remember was being carried almost like a child by Rou.
“All is well. At least… it will be. You have visitors who will be coming along shortly,” said the older man, still smiling thought it felt flat to Ash. “They are from the Inner Sect and are here to kill you. I’m here to make sure that doesn’t happen. Master Gen sends his regards, Master Sheng.”
The older man placed one hand in the other, and bowed his head in deference to Ash.

“He’s very strong. Very, very strong. He wasn’t this strong when Yue fixed him. He’s been training excessively. He’s stronger than Gen but has less talent and potential than him,” Locke warned. “He is Master Li-Yong.”

“Good evening, Master Li-Yong,” Ash replied, then sat up from his bedroll. Lifting his hands up, he responded with the same show of deference to the older man. “I await your instruction.”
The strange flat smile the man had been wearing morphed into an actual grin, his head tilting to the side slightly.
“Ah, yes. Master Gen deduced the Inner Sect would wait for your return from your mission to attack. When you would be less likely to be on guard for attacks,” Li-Yong said, moving his hands behind his back. “I was dispatched to watch and wait for such a time. I left when they did and trailed them. Once I realized you had returned, I came to join you. We should go out and prepare to meet who is coming.”
“Certainly,” Ash murmured. Then he flicked the covers off only to realize he was nude. Rou had undressed him once again and tucked him away into a bedroll.
Not bothering to try and find his clothes, he simply pulled a fresh set from the Hall and began getting dressed.
“Your people are all mostly sleeping,” Li-Yong murmured. “The two women in the tent here are sleeping more deeply at the moment as I did not wish for them to wake up with you. It is not likely I could protect all three of you if the worst should happen. Though it will be simple enough to protect only you.”
Ash had a flash of trepidation that perhaps Li-Yong wasn’t who he said he was. That this was perhaps a trap.
“If it were me,” Li-Yong said, nodding his head slightly, “I would be very cautious at this juncture that I may not be who I say I am. I was instructed to hand you this, at this time.”
Reaching into his robe, Li-Yong felt around for something and then pulled it out.
Holding his hand out to Ash, he opened it, displaying a silver medallion.
It only took a fraction of a second for Ash to feel Gen’s Qi inside of it. The whisper of killing intent that could explode into hurricane force at a moment’s notice.

“He’s mimicking what the Deng did. No sense wasting good ideas,” Locke said, then laughed.
“Thank you, Master Li-Yong,” Ash said and then bowed his head again to the older man. “Your insight has saved me from asking a rude thing of you.”
Chortling softly, almost like a frog croaking, Li-Yong shrugged his shoulders and tucked the medallion away.
“We survived the Deng and then crushed them. We’ve all learned from their treachery,” said Li-Yong. “Gen more so than all of us. Let’s go.”
Turning, the older man left the tent quickly, causing Ash to jog a few steps to catch up to him.
Passing through the camp that was clearly in the early stages of packing up, Ash followed along behind Li-Yong.
Feeling more clear-headed than he had in a number of days, Ash was wondering what exactly Rou had done to him.

“It was Rou and Chunhua together, actually. Chunhua used a great deal of Qi to cleanse your Meridians, followed by Rou healing and repairing things. You overworked your body, Chosen One,” Locke informed him. “They repaired enough damage to your body that the injuries would have taken months to heal on their own. They passed out shortly after they finished, about an hour ago.

“You owe them quite deeply. If I were you, I’d make them the first and second wives in the morning, bed both, and make sure they can never escape you. They will be essential to us later.”
You tell me to bed everyone. Even those not in my ‘inner harem’ as you call it.

“I do. I think you should bed everyone who allows it. Spread yourself far and wide. Bind them all to you,” Locke agreed. “Work your way through them, several beds at a time. I know for a fact that there’s a number of pills one can take that’ll give you the… stamina… required. A lot like the little blue pill, but with no side effects. We’re already taking half of what’s required just with the lightning vine.”

Are you serious? You’re seriously telling me to just become a man-whore?

“Yes? Yes. Yes, I am, Chosen Whore. Whore yourself out to all those lovely cultivators who would welcome you to their bed with open legs,” Locke said. “And open arms. But the legs are the important part.”

You’re awful.

“No, I’m realistic. No one would bat an eye at you playing musical beds and, actually, they are far more concerned that you’re not,” Locke said. “In fact, it’s a little weird to them.”

It’s not that I don’t want to, I’m just afraid that it’d hurt Moira and Mei.

“It won’t. Ask them. Then when you get your answer, dive dick first into the harem,” Locke commanded.
Ash rolled his eyes and nearly ran into Master Li-Yong as he came to a stop thirty feet beyond the perimeter of the camp and its watch.
“They will arrive shortly. I will be here, but hidden. See if they will boast at all. Fools love to boast,” Li-Yong said before he vanished from sight.

“He’s still there. Simply covering himself in his Qi and diverting everything around himself. I can sense him only because I know to look now,” Locke offered before Ash could ask. “And yes, I’ll begin watching for this in the future as well, now that we know of it.”

Standing there, Ash felt somewhat like a fool.
A fool waiting for the butcher’s knife to fall on his neck.
Unable to help himself, he began tapping his fingers against his legs, wondering if he should probably be doing something else.
If maybe he should go fetch Moira and Tala just in case.
“They’re straight ahead of you and coming quickly.”
Oh, right. Thanks.
“What?” asked a voice in the dark out ahead of Ash a minute later.
“I decided to wait for you,” Ash proclaimed, jumping straight to the part where he’d taunt them. With any luck, they’d taunt him back or do as Li-Yong said.
Boast.
“I mean, with how inept the Inner Sect is, I think we knew you were coming before you did,” Ash said, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Three of them,” Locke announced. “Two in front of you, one to your left. They’re highlighted. All three are peak Mortal Refiners with high talent abilities.”

Turning his head, Ash looked at the red outlined figure to his left.
“You should probably just join the other two. It’ll be easier later,” Ash suggested.
Slowly, the red highlight stood up from the deep crouch they were in. They had been mostly concealed by tall grass and the lack of moonlight.
“You’ll die screaming,” said one of the three.
“And your mother, sisters, and cousins will beg for more as I’m drilling them,” Ash said casually, waving a hand in the air. “Could we move to the killing you violently part? You’re boring me. Are you really the best the Inner Sect could send? Surely they could have sent an actual master.”
Growling, one of the two shadows in front of him took a step forward.
“I’ll tear your head off and take it back to Master Peng himself as proof,” said the second.
“Ah. So you’re just puppies and the masters couldn’t come for themselves. How sad. I thought I was worth more in their estimation,” Ash said and then sighed dramatically, holding his arms out to his sides. “That or the masters are terrified I might actually beat them.”
“They fear nothing! Nothing! They’re too busy killing your own master and his useless cronies,” said one of the shadows.
“Right,” Ash said nodding his head. “Uh-huh. You just keep believing that. Because the Deng family did so well at that and they were clearly stronger than the Inner Sect. It’s why they hid in their area and didn’t stick their heads out. Terrified they might get slapped by the Deng.”
“The Deng were no better than you are, just flies and puppies!” shrieked the shadow on Ash’s left. “They didn’t listen and paid the price for it. Just as you will.”
“Got it. To clarify, you were sent by the Inner Sect, Master Peng knows of this mission, they’re actively trying to hunt Gen and his security forces, and the Inner Sect was behind the Deng defection,” Ash said, ticking the points off on his fingers. “I’d say that’s more than enough to go to the sect leader with. Wouldn’t you?”
“This and that are of no matter,” said one of the shadows in front of Ash. “He’ll be dead soon enough, too.”
“Great. I guess that ties it all up,” Ash said, then put his hands on his hips, waiting for Li-Yong. “Okay, go ahead then.”
“We will and—”
The two shadows in front of Ash lost their heads.
Literally.
Their bodies locked up and fell backward. The black hoods that had covered and still held their heads rolled off their shoulders and tumbled to the grass.
The third shadow had a moment to twitch before its head also dropped away from its shoulders.
“I’ll return to Gen and let him know what we’ve discovered,” Li-Yong said, not having revealed himself again. “You must travel back to the sect as quickly as you’re able.”
There was no sound of Li-Yong leaving, but Ash had the feeling the man was already practically flying back to Gen.

“Yes, he’s very fast. Let’s loot the bodies and go back to the tent. Wake Rou up and give her an a’Rou’sing experience,” Locke said.
You’re incredibly stupid.
“No, I just know what we need to do.”
Doing as instructed, Ash looted the corpses, left them where they were, and headed back to Rou’s tent.
Upon entering, he saw that Rou and Chunhua were sharing a bedroll between the two of them. They’d put Ash in the other bedroll they owned so that he could be comfortable.
They both looked pale, with dark circles under their eyes.
Did they hurt themselves?

“Almost. I did tell you that they did quite a bit for you. I wasn’t exaggerating,” Locke said. “I do think everyone else in your inner harem would have done the same, if given the option. But they can’t, and Chunhua and Rou could. And so they did.”

Chewing at his lower lip, Ash watched the pair sleep, unsure of how to handle the whole situation. He was starting to wonder if maybe Locke was right.
That maybe he was the only one holding back the sexual floodgates.
I’ll talk to Moira and Mei in the morning. Will that do for now?

“That’ll do. Now put that poor Qi Healer into her bedroll. She gave you hers. Chunhua nearly forced her to share hers. We have one of our own. We’ll just sleep between the two of them,” Locke said.
Ash agreed with that direction and then went to Rou.
Carefully, he pulled her out of the bedroll.
Groaning, Rou pushed ineffectually at his hands, but didn’t fight him much.
By the time he’d gotten her free, her eyes had opened partially.
They were bloodshot and the veins were quite visible in the whites of her eyes.
“You’re not supposed to be up,” Rou grumbled, her eyes slowly focusing on him even as he carried her over to her own bedroll.
“I’m not. I’m just putting you back to bed,” Ash said softly. He felt rather bad after seeing her condition.
“You should just listen to me,” Rou complained, her body limp and weak in his arms. “You keep fighting me. I’m your Qi Healer. Listen to me.”
“Okay, I will. Let me just tuck you in, then I’ll do as you instruct,” Ash murmured. Sliding her into the bedroll, he pulled it up to her chin and lightly tucked her in.
“Good,” Rou said, her eyes closing and her breath evening out again.
Reaching into the Hall, Ash removed one of the spare bedrolls and laid it down between Rou and Chunhua.
“Put your bedroll next to mine,” Rou demanded in a sleepy voice. “Don’t argue. My cultivator. Your Qi Healer.”
Smirking, Ash drug the bedroll over until it was directly next to Rou’s. Then he got in, and went back to sleep.



Twenty-Seven
When they finally made it back into the Sect, there was a strange air that seemed to be permeating everything. From the city and its citizens, to the sect and its disciples, something was decidedly different.
It wasn’t anything that Locke could detect, however. As far as he was concerned, things were exactly as they should be.
“A change in power,” Mei murmured from Ash’s left.
“Yes,” Rou grumbled from his right. “This is when someone like me would hide. Hide and let everything blow over as those in power fought.”
“No need for you to hide anymore, Qi Healer Rou,” Ash murmured, his eyes sweeping back and forth.
“How true,” Rou replied after a moment of clear reflection. “How very true. We should be on guard.”
Glancing over to his right, Ash found that beyond Rou was Chunhua, Moira, and Tala. Looking to his left, he saw Mei, Jia, Yue, and Na.
A quick glance over his shoulder revealed that the rest of his alliance were all spread out behind him. Horses had been stabled en masse and paid for by Ash. Everyone was now on foot.
His people looked almost more like wolves on the prowl. There was a cold and ugly darkness around their eyes that hadn’t been there before.
Each and every one of his people had fought, bled, and despaired on the walls and plains with him.
Despite that, every one of them gave him a bright smile whenever they caught his eyes with their own. The darkness bleeding away like clouds torn apart by the sun.
Smiling awkwardly in return, Ash looked ahead again. They were rapidly closing on the entry to Sheng Street.
No one had been left behind to defend their property. In the end, everyone had wanted to come along for the experience and possibility of gains.
The fact that no small number of artifacts and powerful items had been found was testimony to that.

“We’ll need to hand those out, of course. We could use this opportunity to hand out some of the Deng treasures, as well,” Locke suggested. “We need to make sure we also reward some of those over-performers we noted. That or take them to bed. But I doubt you’re willing to do that, Chosen One, so it’s more likely to be the former. Even despite Moira and Mei telling you that they didn’t mind you bedding others.”

Right.
Gifts. Gifts it is then.
The audible sigh from Locke was like a gust of wind rushing through an empty building.

“They want you to sleep with them. Just… just do it? Yes. Just do it. Do them. This is their culture, not yours. You’re being stupid,” Locke complained bitterly. “There’s no way we can complete our goal unless you start bringing more people into the belief that you’re the Chosen One.”

And what is our goal? Hm? You still haven’t exactly told me. I’m guessing here at the edges but I don’t actually know.
Locke fell silent at that.
Trooping onto the newly made Sheng Street, Ash continued on. Unfortunately, he had the longest walk to get to his own home.
Though that also meant anyone trying to get to him had to go through a lot of others first. Which was precisely why it’d been arranged that way without ever asking him.
“Ashley, is my brother well?” Jia asked from Mei’s side.
She’d been considerably warmer to him since his return, but she still deferred to Mei.
Maybe Locke really is right about the sex thing.
But that doesn’t explain Moira, does it?

“She’s property,” Locke interjected. “And Jia’s brother is fine. He and the Dokkalfar are learning each other’s language. Though I distinctly get the impression they’re growing interested in one another. Tai often complains that if she’s going to be dressed so scantily she should leave him be.

“Though at the same time he says it, I can detect he doesn’t want her to leave at all.”
Uh… what?
He likes her?

“Such a childish question. I wouldn’t call it liking her, so much as he’s alone with her. And to be fair, she’s a very attractive specimen of her kind. That and they only have one another right now. You yourself have countless memories of romantic comedies and stories that begin thusly,” said Locke. “And no story is ever told without a kernel of truth to its center. You might find the Dokkalfar attractive if that was all you had for company.”

“Uh… he’s fine,” Ash said after a moment to consider his words.
“That does not sound as if he is fine,” Jia countered immediately. “What is wrong with him?”
“I… that is…” Feeling his tongue stick to the roof of his mouth, Ash had no way to finish what he wanted to say.
“Ashley, do tell her. She’s my partner in this,” Mei chided, sliding an arm through his own and pulling his forearm up into her chest.
“He and the Dokkalfar are getting along well,” Ash explained after several seconds.
“The Dokkalfar,” Jia murmured. “I had forgotten about her. Well… I suppose… as long as they are getting along. Though… by getting along, do you mean they are…?”
Her voice had trailed off with her question.
“Not as of yet,” Ash muttered.

“Though likely soon. The Dokkalfar woman has already asked him once in her own language if he wanted to have sex. She was bored and he misunderstood her words,” Locke said. Then said in a softer tone. “Being trapped alone with someone does… things to you.”

“But uh… that might happen soon,” Ash amended.
“I… well… alright. I see,” said Jia. Then she laughed and let out a breath. “Well! As soon as they do, please let me know. It will be all the easier to convince him of my own intentions when he is just as guilty as I am.”

“Oh. That’s a good point. I’ll start adding mood lighting, some fragrances, and some better food for them when they’re together and worse when they’re apart. This’ll be delightful,” Locke said, almost to himself.
Wincing at the idea of Locke playing matchmaker, Ash really didn’t have much of an argument for him, however.
Truth of the matter was that those two were adults and if they chose to lend themselves to passion, then that was up to them. It wasn’t as if Locke was forcing them.
“—told you it would work out. Now you just need to take care of it,” Mei murmured, her head turned toward Jia. Then her head shifted fractionally as if she were looking further down the line. “Na, would you please ensure everyone settles back into the previous routines we had? I felt like everything was working rather well. No need to change anything.”
“Of course, Mistress Sheng,” Na said. “I will tend to that and then take on my duties as Master Sheng’s personal bodyguard and servant.”
“No need,” Tala said from the other side. “Moira and I will handle him.”
“Agreed, there’s no need for any of you,” Chunhua argued.
“And if you th—”
“Enough,” Ash said, interrupting Tala with a firm tone. “That’s enough. Work together, or not at all. I don’t like the fighting and won’t encourage it. In fact, I’ll do everything I can to discourage it. I know what’s going on. I’m not blind. I’m not stupid. Just… just unsure of what I want.
“But no more fighting.”
Everyone was watching him now.
He got the feeling they were all somewhat surprised at his sudden words.
“That’s not a problem at all, my love,” Mei said, squeezing his arm with her own. Pushing it right up against her breast again. “We’ll still fight, of course, it’s just the cultivator’s way of life. And to be honest, I imagine we enjoy it. I know I do.
“But we will keep the combat out of sight from you, however. We’ll not bicker in front of you or others any further. Because you’re right. It’s unbecoming of the ladies of Sheng to do such a thing. Especially for me as the Mistress of the Sheng. I should not lower myself in such a way. We’ll all obey that, will we not?”
There was a chorus of agreements. Some begrudging, some quick, some muttered.
But they all agreed.
“I’ll claim your position,” Tala growled ominously in the sudden silence.
“You’re welcome to try, Tala. I invite you to it,” Mei said with absolute sweetness in her voice. “Ah, there’s home. I’m glad to be back, Ashley. Let’s take a bath together, then plan dinner. Everyone else can take the day off for themselves. If you do drop by, Tala, please be sure to knock with a bit of force. We sleep rather deeply after we’re done.”
Not waiting for a response from anyone, Mei pulled Ash ahead a little quicker, moving straight toward his home.
“Have fun. I’m going to go see if I can’t bait these two together.”
***
Much to Mei’s word, the evening had gone exactly as she’d stated. Even to the part about falling asleep and not waking for anything.
If it hadn’t been for Locke shouting inside of his mind that there was a guest out behind the house, Ash’d likely still be asleep. Curled up in Mei’s arms and legs.
Shivering as he stepped out into the chill pre-dawn air, Ash looked around the area that would be his backyard.

“Not far off from the corner. Where the wheelbarrow is. Fairly certain it’s Master Li-Yong,” Locke prompted. “And I almost got them to pair up. Almost. The Dokkalfar backed out at the last second. I get the impression she hadn’t expected Tai to suddenly agree.”

Right, great. Go-go-matchmaker.
Blearily staring at the spot Locke had indicated, Ash stumbled over in that direction. He felt drained and exhausted and he definitely needed more sleep, but he needed information more right now.
He had no idea what was going on with the Sect. The idea of going to Gen had crossed his mind, but given that it sounded like Gen was also a target, Ash had decided it was best to lay low until contacted.
As he got closer, Master Li-Yong suddenly appeared. He was standing perfectly still. More or less exactly where Locke had said he would be.
“Master Li-Yong,” Ash said, putting his hands together and then bowing his head fractionally. “What can I do for you?”
Hesitating for a moment, the older master eventually put his hands together and bowed his head in return to Ash.
He looked like he wanted to ask a question, then he suddenly shook his head once.
“Master Gen is injured. We have him hidden away. He is safe, though he’ll be unable to assist with anything other than advising you through an intermediary,” Master Li-Yong said.
Ash froze, then shook his head briefly.
He must be in the hidden room in the library. I could always sneak over to see him.
“What can I prepare for him? List any medicine or artifact or—”
“He needs for nothing,” Li-Yong said with a soft chuckle. A smile spread across his face. “He used a number of medicines and ointments to cure the poison and close the wounds he received. And apparently all of those items he received from you. Which is directly responsible for saving his life. I was instructed to tell you that he needs nothing else at this time because your preparation has already saved him.”
“Oh. Alright. Good. Good,” said Ash, feeling like he was somehow not doing enough, however. “Uhm, what happened?”
“Exactly what you think happened, I imagine,” Li-Yong said with a shake of his head. “A number of masters spent a great deal of stones and gold to purchase thugs, poisons, and wandering cultivators to attack him.
“It is his determination and your medicine that kept him upright when by all accounts he should have fallen. Those who opposed him are all dead. The Inner Sect is already working to rapidly cut off any branches that could lead back to the trunk of their poisonous tree.”
“I understand. What am I expected to do in the meantime?” Ash asked. He was fairly certain, however, that the only instructions he’d be given would be to lay low, keep his head down, and work on his cultivation.
“Do nothing. This situation will correct itself once Master Gen recovers,” Master Li-Yong growled. “And then we’ll return to them tenfold what they’ve done.”
“I can do that. But I don’t—”
Ash froze mid-sentence. A strange feeling had overtaken him.
The only way his brain could perceive the feeling was as if a large rock had been over his head this entire time, and someone had just pulled it away. That blinding hot sunlight was now beaming down around him and he had nowhere to hide and nowhere to go.
There was a fleeting moment where he wondered if this might be how a bug feels, but the thought was lost in a flash as he distinctly felt a presence put its attention on him.
And it was a lot of attention. So much, in fact, that he really wanted to go inside his home, crawl under his bed, and simply hide.
Holding his head up, Ash somehow managed to keep his knees from buckling. There was a definite desire to lay down on the ground right there.
“Oh. Well, that’s going to complicate matters I imagine,” said Master Li-Yong. “It feels like a very strong one, too.”
“What-is-it?” Ash asked through clenched teeth. He was keeping himself upright through determination alone at this point, even as his body began to shake and tremble.
“Your tribulation. You’re on the cusp of becoming a Mortal Refiner,” explained the master. “Your body can no longer hold any more Qi, nor can your Dantian. Your Meridians are as expanded as they can be and you have nothing left to fill or refine. Your time to move to the next level is coming.”
“It-feels-alive,” said Ash, hoping the master would understand it was a question. Talking made it almost impossible to not bend over.
“I suppose in a way, it is,” murmured Li-Yong, coming over to stand near Ash. “It lives only to end your existence. A cultivator’s life threatens the very heavens. Should one reach high enough, they could become a one and true deity.”
Lifting his chin, Ash leaned into his Qi Sea and his Dantians, pulling on them to strengthen his resolve and his body.
There was a brief feeling of a struggling back and forth, between his desire and power to stay upright, and the demand of the tribulation for him to kneel.
With a sudden and sharp pop, the feeling went away, and Ash finally felt like he didn’t have the weight of the world bearing down on him.
Focusing on the situation around him, he found Master Li-Yong standing before him. He had one hand out above Ash’s head.
Panting, he tried to get his pounding heart under control. Ash felt as if his head was swimming.
“Do forgive me. Your tribulation wasn’t playing very fair. In fact, I’d almost wonder if someone hadn’t added power to it,” said the master with a grin. Then he lightly shook out his hand and let it fall to his side. Bits and fragments of what looked like shattered Qi fell away as he did so. “As your temporary master, I shall endeavor to make sure the playing field is level. I cannot solve your tribulation for you, however. You wouldn’t grow very well if I did.”
“Someone… added… power?” Ash got out in a couple of puffs.
“Well… I thought so at first, but… now that I felt it—” Master Li-Yong paused to look at his hand and ran his fingers back and forth across one another. “Maybe it was truly just that powerful. Maybe your tribulation is just that strong.”

“It is. You were warned not to go searching into your middle Dantian, yet you did anyway,” Locke muttered. “Now you’re just going to get hit by a lightning bolt and fall over, Chosen One.”

“I think that’s just its power, Master Li-Yong,” Ash mumbled, no longer feeling quite out of breath. “I’m afraid my middle Dantian is open and I’ve been exploring it.”
“Ahhhh. I see. It would appear we will need to begin training immediately while Gen recovers,” Master Li-Yong said with a slightly annoyed tone. “But this is fine. I believe I am more than up to the challenge of preparing you. After all, the only thing you have to do is survive. So… we will train with the idea of me trying to kill you.”

“Ha… hahahahaha. Well, this should be interesting. Best of luck, Chosen One. I’m going to go back to my dolls,” Locke said with a dark chuckle.
“I… I see. Alright. I… yes. Training,” Ash said, looking at the older man.
“We’ll begin immediately,” Li-Yong said with a wide smile.
Then he promptly flashed a hand out and ran it home into the space directly in front of Ash’s stomach. Stopping only inches from actually striking him.
“First lesson, the tribulation will come quickly. You can expect to know when it will generally come, but not the precise moment,” Master Li-Yong said. Then he lightly pushed on Ash’s stomach with the flat of his palm. “I shall now attempt to strike you with what I believe to be the force of the tribulation. Prepare yourself.”
Moving into an offensive stance that made the hair on Ash’s neck stand on end, Master Li-Yong gave him a wide smile.
There was no malice to it. In fact, Ash would actually swear it had the edge of looking eager.
Locke!? Should I be worried?
“Hm? Oh, no. I imagine he’s never had an apprentice. Want to bet he’s looking forward to teaching you and—”
Li-Yong’s fist came out quickly, giving Ash only a second to deflect it away.



Twenty-Eight
Opening his eyes, Ash felt groggy but better.
After training with Li-Yong for the better part of the pre-dawn hours until the sun began to rise, he’d been left feeling drained and winded.
The master had forced several pills on him, told him to rest, and left with the sun’s rising. Ash had promptly sat down on the grass in front of his home and closed his eyes.

“Before you ask, it’s been about thirty minutes. A few people checked on you but realized you were just dozing. Mei already left, but she did give you a cute kiss on the temple,” Locke said. “I’m certain it didn’t start with love for her, but I’d say it definitely has gone there, Chosen One.”

Love.
Blinking slowly, Ash didn’t recoil at the thought of that word as he might have only a few months ago.

“I would say she’s quite fond of you, yes. Then again, you’re considerably different than what most cultivators would be,” Locke murmured. “You do have your own streak of violence and vindictiveness, but even then, it’s considerably less than others.”

Yeah, yeah.
I’m not vicious enough. Not talented enough. I’m a frog at the bottom of a well.

“It may be true that your talent isn’t top-notch compared to Chunhua, but that doesn’t mean anything,” Locke argued. “Talent only affects how long it’ll take someone to reach a point with a finite amount of training. Past a certain point, it’s no different than anyone else. There are those with amazing talent who will never amount to anything simply due to their own mindset.”

I mean… that makes sense.

“Even in your own alliance, there are those who have needs to be met before they can develop further, despite having amazing talent,” continued Locke. “You’ve provided them with a great deal, but that was only the beginning. They’re going to need more, and often, to keep pace with what they could be, rather than what they are.”

Wait, I do? Really?

“Of course. Did you think that giving them everything once was all they would need? They’re more like children or pets than a rock. They require continual assistance, not to simply be carved into shape once and then ignored,” Locke chided him.
Ash felt rather stupid all of a sudden. Locke’s commentary was accurate and on point. It wasn’t as if they would simply no longer need anything from him.
Frowning, he realized his rear end was somewhat numb. Shifting to one side he tried to get comfortable as he considered the situation.
“And speaking of things that you’ve overlooked, Moi—”
Moira landed with a soft pat directly in front of him.
She tilted her head to one side, then gave him a wide smile.

“Moira has been waiting for you to wake up,” Locke finished.
“Good morning,” Moira said in a soft voice, her wings shifting around on her back. Then she stood up and slowly strolled over to him.
“Morning, Moira,” Ash said, smiling up at her.
She hadn’t complained that Mei took up half of Ash’s nights as of late. In fact, she’d almost seemed rather satisfied with the situation.
A second later and Tala wandered out from around the corner of his home, looking as if she’d been dozing nearby herself.

“And Tala, of course. Na is just inside the house and will likely join you as soon as you leave,” Locke explained. “Those three are more or less your bodyguards at this point, it would seem. Though Chunhua does often add herself as well, I suppose.”

Turning his head, he looked at Tala.
“Good morning to your elegant self,” Ash said with a smirk.
Tala’s eyes focused on him as she closed in, then she snorted.
“Yes. You will assist my elegant self with a bath tonight. Then we shall discuss me being ready to move forward,” Tala said, coming to a stop in front of him and putting her hands on her hips. “Moira has chastised me enough for not fulfilling my role as her partner and your should-be lover.”
Raising his eyebrows at that, Ash decided he wasn’t going to comment on it.
“When I collect you t—”
The front door to his home was opened fast and with some force. Na stood in the doorway.
“That isn’t possible,” Na said simply. “Ash has other commitments this evening that he’ll need to take care of. Mistress Sheng has requested that he host a celebratory feast in honor of our victory.”
The argument that had formed on Tala’s lips the moment Na had disagreed seemed to evaporate after she heard the full explanation.
“That is… that is a fair and right expectation. Then it’ll be tomorrow, Ashley Sheng, that I’ll collect you,” Tala said, once more addressing Ash. “And we shall enjoy one another, and you will know just how rare my elegant self is.”
“Ah… tomorrow he’s likely going to be interviewing inductees. I would expect there to be a great many more who wish to join,” countered Na, “given that we returned with extremely few casualties. I’ve heard the other groups did not fare even a sixth as well as we did.”
“Know your place, Handmaiden,” Tala said with a chuckle. “I will—”
“Stop, Tala,” Ash said firmly, getting to his feet. “You will stop. You and Na may remain here to discuss the matter at length. You may both rejoin me later.”
Moving away from his home, Ash got onto Sheng Street proper and started to head down it. Away from the problem that he was the cause of.
Moira joined him a second after he made it to the road, her hopping gait matching him stride for stride without a word.
Seconds passed before he realized she wasn’t going to say anything. She’d let him be the one to broach the subject.
“I know,” Ash said finally.
Passing by what had once been the original intersection onto Sheng Street, he gave it a once-over.
The road was gone. Now it was just a wall that was as high as the buildings on either side of it. That meant the new road was finished and entering or exiting Sheng Street could only happen in one location.
“I need to make choices or the fighting will continue,” finished Ash. He knew that was the absolute truth of the situation. They were acting the way they were because they believed everything was still up for grabs. Until he finalized things, that’s how it would remain.
“That’s not quite true,” Moira murmured. “I myself care not for their squabbles because what we have is far beyond what they will ever understand.
“Tala will likely be the same given time. She has yet to comprehend it, however.”
Letting out a soft sigh, he couldn’t deny the validity of her statement. Moira, Tala, and he were bound for all time.
“I can’t keep pushing Tala away, can I,” said Ash. It wasn’t so much of a question as it was a statement.
“Not really. She’s now determined that she wants more from you. You know she won’t stop, and it will only infuriate her if you reject her further,” Moira offered. Then her wing extended and curled around his shoulder and arm. “Don’t fret. We’ll always have one another, and I know you. Know your inner desires. That you just want to lead a simple life. To maybe be taken care of and to relax. To enjoy the world as it is and not push, and push, and push.”
Ash almost missed a step at those words.
She was right. He didn’t want to do what everyone else did.
What all the other cultivators wanted.
They wished to see themselves at the pinnacle and look down at everyone else.
He just wanted to live safely and quietly. Bothering no one and enjoying his life.
“Yeah,” Ash muttered.

“I’m afraid that really isn’t an option anymore. But I do promise you that you’ll at least enjoy your life, my Chosen One,” Locke commented. There was an odd pitch to his voice that caught Ash’s attention.
“Allow Tala her mental victory, have sex with her, and then come back to me,” Moira said, pulling at him with her wing and easing him closer to her side, throwing his thoughts right back into herself. Then she leaned down to lightly nibble at his ear and just behind it. She’d taken to grooming him like this at odd moments. A lot like how a bird would. “I’ll ease your burdens and your mind. Even if all it must be is talking.”
“Thanks, Moira,” Ash got out in a wheeze. It seemed at least one person understood him, even if everyone else around him thought him a Chosen One.
Sniffing once, Moira pushed her forehead against his jaw, then stood upright, her wing falling away from him.

“I’m sorry, Ashley,” Locke said in the quiet that followed. “I know you didn’t ask for this. And while I may not be the best companion, I do think you’re the best possible choice for what you must do. The Veils themselves will depend on us.”

Mentally wincing at that, Ash really wanted to go crawl into a ditch and sleep for a while. None of this was anything he wanted.
Truth be told, he’d almost rather have preferred becoming a citizen, working for a pittance, and trying to find a woman to make his wife.
That sounded considerably easier.
As he continued to walk down the street, he was constantly greeted. Every single person recognized him, called out to him, greeted him, wished him well, or thanked him.
“Ashley Sheng,” called out a clear and firm voice. Turning toward the speaker, much as everyone else did, he found them exiting a home.
Staring at her, he felt that she looked familiar. More so than most of those in his alliance.
Then he realized it was the woman he’d met once in the library when he was looking for Gen.
She was also the same woman he’d saved on the roof of the fort by putting his hands in her chest.
“Ashley Sheng,” said the woman again in a softer tone, moving quickly toward him. “I never had a chance to express my gratitude.”

“As a reminder, she happens to likely be the single best talent we’ve ever seen. You should bed her,” Locke said nonchalantly. “And speaking of bed. I never did ask you. What’d you think of the dead woman I took control over? Was she pretty? Sexy? Did you like that she was even bigger than Mei in the chest?”

Walking right up to him, Ash realized the woman was actually taller than he was as well.
“My gratitude,” the woman repeated softly, staring down into Ash’s face. “I honestly believed I had purchased my ticket to rebirth. That my current path had come to an end.
“And then, you were there. Even as my vision dimmed, my skin grew cold, and I felt the end coming, you appeared. I felt you hold my heart in your hands. You… you rebuilt my Dantian. Rebuilt me. I feel your hands on my heart with every second. I hear you in my Dantian.
“I’m yours, Ashley Sheng. In all ways and for all time, without limits. Yours.”
Before he could respond, the woman placed both her hands to the sides of his face, leaned down, and kissed him hotly.
Once more there was the crack and rumble of a new statue being built.
Even as the woman kissed him, holding him in place by sheer strength alone, Ash could hear more pledges being made all around. And then more people were arriving and doing the same.
Statues were being erected faster and faster inside his Dantian.

“Oh! This is perfect. We really do need a lot more of these pledges. So many more. Hopefully, news of this will spread and more will pledge,” Locke said almost to himself.
Then the woman shoved her tongue in Ash’s mouth, and her hands moved down across his back.

“Well. That’s rather aggressive of her. Hm,” Locke commented. “Kinda nice though. If all your women were like that, all this fighting would be over. Now, about the dead woman. I think she’d look great in skirts and tank-tops. What about you?”

***
Having freed himself from the mob that’d formed around him as he was kissed, Ash finally made his way toward the end of Sheng Street. Only to find another change had occurred.
The large sect testing building that’d had its rear wall to Sheng Street, now had a door and two windows.
Pausing in front of it, Ash peered into one of the windows.
“Training dojo, shop, and general gathering point,” Moira murmured. She’d managed to pry the orange talent off him eventually, but it’d taken her actually using an ability to do so.
I won’t be able to go out by myself like this ever again.

“Unlikely, no,” Locke agreed.
“Mei bought it?” Ash asked, still looking through the window.
Inside were a number of women in sparring matches, resting, or just hanging out. It was exactly as Moira had described.
Almost like a community center or something.

“Or something,” Locke said.
Are… there people in there who need help? Resources, training, or otherwise?
“Quite a few. Why?”
Mark them for me. Leave their talent symbols and colors but give them a numerical designation. One through whatever. One being who needs the most help. Then give me an indicator towards whoever is the most needy inside there.

“I… hmph. I suppose next you’ll want a list of everything they need help with?” Locke grumbled.
Yes. That’d be ideal. If they need abilities, prep that for me as well. But only if they’ve already… sworn themselves to me.

“As you will it, Chosen One,” Locke said.
Moving to the door, Ash pulled it open and went inside.
The air was warm and the sound of grunts, bodies hitting floors, and limbs hitting other people was unending.
Not far away to the left was another door which led somewhere else. Considerably deeper in the open area was yet another door.
“They closed off the other side after the purchase,” Moira said after joining him. “This is a Sheng property. And no, it wasn’t purchased by Mei. It was bought by Yue.”
Yue?
Now that he looked around, he could see there was quite a bit of furniture spread out, as well as refreshment tables, Qi-powered fans, and other amenities.
“She bought it just a day or two before we left on our mission. Had it filled and refit while we were gone. Most everyone discovered it yesterday,” Moira added.
There was a decidedly elegant touch to everything as well. Refined.
With only a touch of femininity throughout it all.
A few people noticed him, but for the most part, everyone seemed to discount him as if he didn’t exist. They were all deeply entrenched in what they were working on.
Which was a much better response than the one he had received earlier in the street, when he was constantly being stopped and spoken to.
Thankfully, none had been as brazen as the orange.
Did… I even get her name?

“Nope. You didn’t. You’re rather clumsy at all this, Chosen One,” Locke said. “And her name was Liu.”

And could I—
A blue arrow appeared in his view. It seemed to be pointing him deeper into the facility, toward a mat near the back.
Ah. Thank you.
There was no response from Locke. His own needs in the situation seemed to lie closer to having people pledge themselves to him, rather than Ash helping them.
Except that was exactly the opposite of what Ash wanted. It felt humanizing to him to help others. To balance things back out and move away from the worship that people were throwing at him.
Sliding through the room quickly, Ash found himself standing at the corner of a mat. Far in the back and likely where fewer people would end up.
Yue was there, struggling through what looked like an entirely martial-arts-based spar.
Huh? Yue needs the most help?

“Yes. She isn’t trained like you or anyone else. She learned everything through what you dumped into her. She doesn’t have the same background and is starting to get things confused,” Locke explained.
Right. And that’s definitely something I can fix.
Is there anyone else that’s suffering in a similar way?
A series of blue arrows began to crop up all around him. Pointing him off in different directions.
“Stay here,” Ash mumbled to Moira and then turned away to track down the closest blue arrow.
If he was going to fix Yue, he might as well try to fix everyone else he could at the same time. There was no reason to not essentially hold a class and give private sparring lessons to each.
After all, martial arts was something he was actually good at.
Walking up to a lovely woman with a blue indicator over her head, Ash eased up next to her casually.
“Would you please come with me? Let’s have some one-on-one time,” Ash asked her with a smile once she looked over at him.
Blinking once, the woman stared at him, then nodded her head slowly.
“Of course, Master Sheng,” she murmured, turning her entire body towards him. “Whatever you wish.”
“Great. Let’s go pick up a few more, then,” Ash said, still smiling at her.
“I… of course, Master Sheng. I live to serve,” replied the woman.
Shit. She misunderstood.
Whatever. She’ll figure it out in a moment.
Following the next several arrows, Ash collected everyone who was listed.
He was going to instruct them personally.
I’ll make this part of my daily routine. Come here once a day and help out those that need the guidance and personal assistance.
Nodding his head to himself, Ash led the group of women—who still didn’t know what was going on—back to where he’d left Moira and Yue.
He had work to do if he was going to keep his promise to himself. To not overlook talent when it was there.
However, before he’d crossed the distance back to Yue, there was a rather loud commotion that caught Ash’s attention.
Turning his head, he looked back toward the entryway.
Standing there were two young men who looked annoyed and angry at the same time.
“—to leave. You’re not welcome here,” said a woman stepping closer to the men. She looked like she was about to put violence to her words as well.
“You dare to tell me what to do?” roared the man, turning on the woman.
Not waiting for this to get out of hand any further, Ash simply moved right up to the two men.
“Get out, or be thrown out. This is a private establishment,” Ash said, not allowing anything to be said.
“I’m here to challenge you,” said one of the young men as he stepped toward Ash. “I wi—”
“Be thrown out,” Ash said, shrugging his shoulders. “I don’t accept your challenge. I don’t want it. I don’t even recognize your right to challenge me. You’ve brought me nothing that would even tempt me into considering such a thing.”
Lifting his chin up, the young man’s eyes glittered darkly. It was obvious to Ash no one had ever dared to speak to him in such a way.
“You’re a worthless insignificant ant without value!” shouted the man. “Fight me! You have no honor at all!”
“Throw him out,” Ash said, waving a hand dismissively. “His friend, too.”
Turning on his heel, Ash cared no more for them. He wasn’t going to rise to the simple bait that this world seemed to thrive on.
Because the truth was, he didn’t care about any of it.
Let’s go train our people for today.
Tonight… you can prepare every single martial art ability we have in the Hall, and give them to me. Because I’m willing to bet… that won’t cost me anything at all.
It’s all body mechanics, most of which I likely already know.
“That’s… a valid point, Chosen One. I’ll prepare for that. There are some we can’t add to your knowledge simply because they’re foreign concepts to you, but the vast majority will work.”
Perfect.



Twenty-Nine
For the last three days, Ash had been doing nothing but teaching if he had no alliance duties. From the moment the doors opened until long after the sun had set, he taught.
Every person who came to him, he sparred with in a martial arts style that would be more suitable to them. One that would fit their abilities and limitations.
Thankfully, Locke took care of figuring out what that was, Ash merely became the vessel of instruction.
Panting, the woman across from him slowly let her arms fall to her sides.
“Master Sheng, forgive me. I’m spent,” murmured the woman, looking defeated.
Ash merely smiled at that and let his posture drop as well. With his constant replenishing of Qi at all times, he rarely tired from anything other than strenuous ability usage.
“You did very well,” Ash said, then bowed his head to her, placing one hand in the other. “Practice what we worked on, and go over the diagrams I gave you.”
Nodding her head, the woman smiled back at him, bowed her head and returned the gesture to him. Leaving the mat, she looked pleased with herself.

“To be fair, that’s only the third time you’ve sparred with her. Her improvements each time have been significant. But that’s what you get with someone who is just a smidge away from being an orange talent,” Locke said. “She’s also clearly investing a significant amount of time in it. A pity we couldn’t just give her transference papers.”

Giving her diagrams was a more simple solution that doesn’t involve revealing ourselves.
Looking at the next woman standing nearby, Ash nodded his head to her and then gestured to the mat.
Standing there—looking nervous, excited, and determined—was Yue.
“Yue, would you care to take your turn?” Ash asked.
“Yes, I would. Thank you, Ashley,” Yue said, moving quickly onto the mat. Since he’d taken to training others, she’d embraced every possible opportunity to spar with him.
To the point that he suspected something was wrong. That something was bothering her at a level she couldn’t even put into words.
He hoped she’d be willing to share it with him soon.
Falling into her personal martial arts stance, Yue stared at him, her eyes growing hard and cold.
“When we’re done, you can tell me what’s bothering you,” Ash said softly, deciding to get to the heart of whatever the issue was.
He was coming to the ugly realization that he was struggling against the tide. That not involving himself in the lives of those around him more deeply was foolish at this point. They’d chosen their positions and placements without any interference on his part.
Most of that truth had come about as he accepted more and more young women into his alliance. Women who almost immediately pledged themselves wholly to his cause after joining. Erecting ever more statues.
The literal army of them in his Qi Sea was growing innumerable. To the point that they’d had to shrink so that more could fit in that figurative space.
He would need to lead. Truly lead.
And soon.
“I… okay,” Yue said, the strange and hard feeling in her eyes instantly draining away. “Okay, Ashley. When we’re done.”
Smiling, Ash nodded his head.
He was planning on leading off with the same move that’d allowed him to land a soft strike to Yue’s side earlier in the day.
There was a bang, followed by the sound of shouts coming from the entrance.
Frowning, Ash stood up straight and turned his head to look that way.
The shouting and yells continued, followed by shocked gasps and angry curses.
What’s going on?

“I don’t know, but I’m positive we won’t like it. I’m scanning in that direction and someone is grievously injured,” Locke said.
How grievous…?
Ash had a flashback to what had happened to Yue. When she’d been harmed because of his inaction.
He’d made an example out of Mr. Stupid to demonstrate what an idiotic idea it was to cross him.

“Severed optic nerve, broken collarbone, several broken ribs, slow bleed in the liver, one broken arm, three broken fingers, a shattered jaw, ” Locke recited in an almost dull tone. “Nothing life-threatening but… honestly, her ability to cultivate is likely over. The injuries are simply too much to solve without drastic measures.”

Fine. Tell me what I need to give her. I’m positive we have the medicine or can have it made.

“I mean… well, yes, we do. It’d be one of the thousand-year-old golden ginseng pills that Yue made for you,” Locke murmured. “Those were given to you, though, to save your life, Chosen One.”

And it’ll save a life that’s mine. Because she’s already either pledged to me or she will afterward.
Locke said nothing.
Planning ahead, Ash was already certain of what had happened. Someone had attacked one of his people. Much as Mr. Stupid had.
Which meant the lesson he’d handed out hadn’t been received as well as he’d thought. He’d have to make more examples.
Enough examples that no one would consider such an option again.
Is there a way for me to damage a Dantian without destroying it? So that it’d leak Qi whenever the user started to push harder than normal everyday activities?

“You mean… similar to what the Deng did?” Locke asked.
Yes. Make that ability for me. Now.
“You don’t have—”
Do it. Figure out a way.
“Fine. Fine. I’ll just… modify a few things and—”
I don’t care. Get it done.
The three men pushed their way through the crowd. Two Ash recognized, but the third he did not.
It was the same two who had tried to challenge him previously.
The third came to a stop at the mat and dropped a young woman that he’d been carrying over his shoulder.
“This belongs to you,” said the man. “And now we’ve come with something for you to challenge us over.”
Ignoring all three men, Ash went over to the woman.
“Now wh—”
Using Spring Step, Ash slapped his palm across the face of the man who’d been speaking. The clap of a hand to flesh was like a gunshot. Cracking his head to the side, the man staggered a step away.
“Be silent, dog, or I’ll kill you,” Ash growled. Addressing one of the women nearby, he knelt down next to his injured alliance member. “Go lock the doors. These three aren’t leaving.”
The injured woman’s face was a bloody ruin and it looked as if she’d been beaten black and blue. She was breathing, though it was labored. Her clothes were bloody, but it didn’t appear as if they’d done anything untoward to her honor.
Even just from his casual examination, he could tell she was in very rough shape. It truly would likely end her cultivation career.
“And get me Rou,” Ash muttered.
Reaching into the Hall, he retrieved the golden ginseng pill Locke had mentioned.
Parting the woman’s swollen lips, Ash simply dropped it into her mouth. It’d dissolve just fine like that. He could solve this predicament at the same time.
Taking the woman by the shoulders, Ash gently pulled her off to one side and laid her out to recover.
Once he’d gotten her situated, Ash turned and looked at the three men.
“You did this,” he said in a flat tone.
“We fought her in one-on-one duels,” said one of the three. He seemed to be the only one with an intact spine now. The other two seemed to be reconsidering the situation.
Especially the one Ash had slapped.
“Then I shall fight you all. One by one. I’m going to return the favor of what you’ve done back to you,” proclaimed Ash. “Each and every thing you did to her, I shall return to you equally. When you pity yourself in the future and bemoan your fate, remember this moment and what you did.”
Scoffing, the one with confidence stepped onto the mat and then held his hands up.
“After I’m done breaking you, I shall break some more of your women,” said the young man, a cruel smirk curling his lips.

“Ability ready. You’ll have to tap into your Dao to utilize it, however. It was the only way I could make it work, Chosen One,” Locke said. “Attack their Dantian just as you did previously to the old fool. Hit them with your Dao, however, and force the flow of it to reverse. But only a fraction of it. Not all of it. This will do what you intend.”

Thank you, Locke.
Ash activated Spring Step and darted forward without another thought.
Feeling his bones and muscles creak as he crossed the short distance, Ash didn’t care.
He was tired of failing his people. Tired of underestimating his foes. Tired of being passive.
Using Spring Step on his arm even as he was still in the effect of the first usage, Ash drove a fist up into the man’s midsection.
With a whoosh of air, the young man crumpled in on himself and folded over Ash’s arm.

“That broke two ribs. You’ll need to break one more,” Locke commented dryly.
Show me where to strike to give him his punishment.
There was an odd popping sound in Ash’s ears, and then an overlay appeared atop the young man who was clutching the fist still pushed into his guts.
There were a series of green, yellow, and red circles across the man’s body.
Assuming the colored indicators were how hard to strike, Ash brought his left arm around in an ugly hook at the man’s jaw. Striking right atop the red circle, he used Spring Step once again.
Snapping grotesquely, the man’s jaw broke, the sound a hideous crack that was heard over everything else.
Before anyone could act, or the man could fall, Ash struck repeatedly with his right hand. His left hand held on to the man’s collar, keeping him upright.
Ash continued to land blows atop each and every circle until they vanished. The one that was atop the man’s eye took several forceful blows.
Finally, there were no circles left on the man.
Tilting his head to one side, Ash held the man up with his left hand.
Groaning, bleeding, with eyes that were rolling back into his head, the man was a wreck. He wasn’t even a contest to Ash.
This whole ordeal had the stink of someone provoking this. Bringing this situation to be.
Concentrating on his Dao, the flow of all things, Ash reached down with his right hand and gave the man a light pat on his stomach.
Right atop his Dantian.
“There, there,” Ash said, even as he struck the man’s Dantian directly. He felt it when a small fragment reversed itself. Qi would no longer be stored, but pushed out.
It was correctable, but it would require a significant investment.
“You’ve received your punishment,” Ash stated, nodding his head. “Now you will be displayed as a pumpkin at the entrance of Sheng Street. I’ll ensure you do not die, but I will keep you there for at least a day.”
Tossing the man to one side, Ash turned and looked at the other two men.
“Which one of you is next?” Ash asked with a flat smile.
***
Standing next to his three new pumpkins, Ash made full eye contact with anyone who dared approach or came to look at his display.
Each of the three had received basic medical attention so they wouldn’t die, just as Ash had promised.
But he’d also been very adamant that no one would take his pumpkins.
Several Inner Sect disciples had come to try and claim them, and Ash challenged each and every one of them. Promising them that they could join his display if they lost.
Along with allowing them to share their injuries.
None had accepted.
“Ashley… if… a master comes, do we turn him away?” Chunhua asked quietly from nearby. She was now considered by most of his alliance as the ‘guard captain’. She often led patrols and was responsible for a good majority of the Sheng Street security.
“No. We explain the situation, ask why they’ve come, and find out if they were responsible for sending these three out,” Ash said, watching a man who was staring at the pumpkins with wide eyes.
“No one should dare cross Master Sheng,” Na said with heat.
“Hm. I wonder about that,” muttered Ash. “I’m not convinced that I wasn’t actually the cause. I could have nipped this one in the bud early by kicking their teeth in when they first showed up.”
There was no response from anyone around him at that comment.
Which meant they likely agreed with his statement.
“Master Sheng need not apologize for anything. You were attempting to be above their vulgar natures,” Na said firmly, after a second of what he assumed was thought. “Your mercy is well known and will continue to be so.”
“I’m afraid not. That’ll be ending,” replied Ash, watching another person as they got an eyeful of the three men. “I must… move forward. I can’t keep relapsing like this. No more falling back and hoping others will respect my wishes.”
Chunhua, Na, and Yue were all with him. And once again, none of them immediately responded to his comment.
He didn’t doubt for a moment that Na had already alerted everyone else who mattered as to the situation. But for the time being, none of the others had shown up.
Considering his mood, he was somewhat grateful for that fact.
Someone came up at a jog from Sheng Street, the sound of their approach making Ash turn his head.
It was one of the many guards. They still wore the black and yellow armbands that they’d adopted as a badge of their station after the competition.
Realizing it wasn’t likely any concern of his, Ash looked back to the plaza. He wanted to know if anyone would come for his guests.
Desperately so.
If he could put a name, face, or group to the ones who sent these three, he’d be all the happier to continue repaying those who’d caused one of his people harm.
“Ashley,” Chunhua said, coming over to stand at his side. “Rou sends word that Biyu is up and moving around. She’s tired, but recovering. Rou also stated that there was little for her to do. Apparently whatever you gave her, restored her nearly outright.”
“Thousand-year-old golden ginseng,” Ash said, watching those who watched his display. “Yue gave them to me. Biyu suffered because of me and likely would have lost her cultivation. It seemed a fitting trade.”
There was a soft gasp that made Ash turn around once more.
The woman who’d been jogging their way was standing just behind Chunhua, staring at Ash with eyes that were as wide as they could be.
As if realizing she was staring, the woman shook her head once, then bowed down low at the waist to Ashley.
“Thank you,” murmured the woman. “Thank you, Master Ashley. Biyu… Biyu is a dear friend. She asked me to convey her thanks, but… we didn’t know you’d given her such a precious treasure.”
“Tell her she’s welcome,” Ash said with a small smile, then he turned toward the plaza once more. This time, however, he found someone coming his way that he didn’t expect.
It was Master Li-Yong. He had his hands behind his back and a dark, ugly smile on his face. He looked like he had something in mind that he both disliked and enjoyed in equal measure.
Slowly, the master came to a full stop next to Ash’s horrific examples.
“Interesting decor,” Master Li-Yong murmured, his eyes moving over the pumpkins, and then to Ash. “They don’t seem particularly willing.”
“They were more than willing to harm one of my members. To the point that it required a thousand-year-old golden ginseng to heal her, or she would never cultivate again. I’m sure you can appreciate why I’ve punished these three for attempting to end her journey,” Ash said, holding Li-Yong’s gaze. “I, of course, have taken the value of said medicine from them. In body, spirit, and whatever they had on their person. I would have gone to their homes and robbed them as well, but they would not reveal where they lived.”
Li-Yong’s eyebrows went up at that. The small amount of annoyance on his face shifted and suddenly became something more akin to rage and disgust.
“Yes. Yes, I can appreciate that,” Li-Yong said, his eyes cold and malevolent as they looked at the young men. “I regret my task then. Mistress Zha has asked that we return these three to the Inner Sect leader. I agreed to come ask on their behalf, but I made no promises. These three are suffering tribulations they asked for.”
Ash contemplated the situation before he answered.
The fact that the Inner Sect was behind this was no surprise. That it was the leader of the Inner Sect, was. It made Ash rather nervous about the whole situation.
With the Inner Sect headmaster acting so directly, it was almost a guarantee that there would be no avoiding this.
“Would you gain face if I were to relinquish them to you?” Ash asked Li-Yong, looking back at the three in question.
“Yes, of course. No one expects you to hand them over. If I—”
“Then they’re yours,” Ash said simply. Placing one hand in the other, he bowed his head to Master Li-Yong.
“Ah… many thanks,” Li-Yong said, returning the gesture to Ash. “Leave them here, someone will collect them. There’s no need to do anything further.”
Giving away his prizes was a gain in this situation. He had nothing more to get out of it otherwise.
“Good day, Master,” Ash said, bowing his head once more. Li-Yong returned the gesture.
Ash turned back toward Sheng Street and started to leave. He had answers.
They weren’t good, but he had them.
The woman who’d come with information about his wounded alliance member was gone. Only Yue, Chunhua, and Na remained.
Na and Yue fell in on each side of him even as Chunhua remained at the entry point to the street.
“May I serve, Master Sheng?” Na asked.

“Poor little concubine. A handmaiden without a use. I’m sure she would love an answer from you that she’ll never get,” Locke said with a chuckle. “I think Tai will bed the Dokkalfar before you take Na to your sheets.”

You’re telling me that’s really what she wants.
“Yes. That’s what I’m telling you. It’s what Mei has told you. She put herself into this role deliberately. She took your name, named herself Handmaiden, and forfeited her independence. Technically, Jia is in the same role. She put herself there. Named herself Jia Sheng the Bound. Remember?”
Ash did indeed remember. He just didn’t like the way it felt to him.
Except this wasn’t his world, not his culture, and not his beliefs.
“Handmaiden Na Sheng, could we have dinner or lunch at some time this week?” Ash asked, deciding to jump straight to the point.
“Of course. I look forward to cooking for you personally,” Na said quickly and with a firm nod of her head. “I’ll prepare a fine meal for you and—”
“No… no. I mean, can I take you out? To lunch. Or dinner. Just you and me,” Ash said, turning his head toward Na.
He wasn’t going to ask to get in her bed, but he was willing to at least entertain the idea of going out with her.
Na’s mouth opened, hung there for several seconds, and then she slowly nodded her head, looking at him. Her eyes dropped to the ground first and then she slowly looked ahead again.
The beautiful Handmaiden Na Sheng was at a loss for words.
“Ashley… can we speak?” Yue asked from his other side. “You… wanted to know what was wrong.”
Ah, yes.
Laying a hand to Yue’s back, Ash pulled her off to one side of the street.
Na kept walking, lost in her thoughts.
“It’s… it’s…” Yue’s voice trailed off as she came to a stop next to him. “The man who killed my parents is here.”
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“The… cultivator? That man?” Ash asked, suddenly wishing he had paid more attention previously.
“Yes. The one who… who made my brother and I homeless. Who orphaned us,” Yue said, lifting her chin up slightly. Her lips trembled as she spoke, her arms rigid and straight at her sides. “The man who, if not for you, would have forced me to do the unthinkable to care for my brother and I. Who killed my parents and… and ruined the life I had.”
“In the sect? The city?” questioned Ash. He wanted to make sure he understood exactly what she’d said.
“Yes. He’s here. I don’t know why, but I just know he’s here. He’s staying in a sect-owned inn right now,” Yue said, her jaw flexing as her teeth snapped shut on the last word. Then she shook her head minutely, her eyes slowly going wider. “I have to kill him. I have to. I have to… to take his life. I must.”
“Ah… I see. And what rank is he?” inquired Ash. If he could solve this for Yue, he would. She’d given him an endless amount of support and dedication. Returning it in this manner would be a massive repayment on his part to her.
“Mid-level Mortal Refiner,” Yue said in a tight voice.

“Beyond us then. And we can’t put him in the ring. Tai and the Dokkalfar are there and I can’t imagine that turning out very well. Not to mention with that much power stored inside it, they could prove to be a problem,” Locke offered up before Ash could ask.
Thinking, Ash chewed at his lower lip. He really only had one answer available to him.
Could Master Li-Yong kill him?

“Certainly. And with little difficulty, Chosen One,” Locke replied with a chuckle. “Though I can’t imagine w—”

“What’s the man’s name? Where’s he staying?” Ash blurted out, ignoring Locke.
“Jie. That’s all he goes by. He’s staying at the Horse’s Kick,” Yue murmured.
Not waiting a second longer, Ash turned on his heel and set off at a swift jog. He needed to catch Master Li-Yong before he got too far.
“Ashley!? Where are you…”
Yue’s voice faded out quickly as he got some distance from her.
Can you find him for me?

“Certainly, Chosen One. What are you planning on doing exactly?” Locke asked curiously.
Begging. I’m going to beg.
At the end of Sheng Street, Ash reached the plaza.
The pumpkins were already gone and the spectacle he’d created was over.
Quick. Quicker than I thought.
Can you give me an arr—
A bright blue arrow appeared in the middle of the air, giving Ash a definitive direction to go.
Heading straight for it, Ash went after it as an arrow would fly toward its target.
Moving swiftly along the plaza, Ash dipped into a street. Racing down along that street, he didn’t deviate until a turn down a smaller street. He felt like it was heading toward the library, but he wasn’t sure.
Almost as quickly as he’d entered the smaller street, he burst out into a very large plaza. One that was packed full of disciples, masters, and citizens, all at the same time.

“He’s here. Surprising that he’s in the market plaza, though. I wonder what he needs,” Locke mused.
Faster than he was expecting, Ash ran up to Master Li-Yong.
The man was currently inspecting a stall that was filled with pots and vases. He was holding one large green vase in his left hand while running a fingertip along the rim of it.
His eyes moved from the vase to Ash and then his eyebrows shot up toward the top of his head.
“Ash?” Master Li-Yong asked, his tone curious and slightly concerned.
“Master Li-Yong, I’ve come to ask a grave favor of you,” Ash said without any preamble. Instead, he got down to his knees, put his hands to the ground, and smashed his forehead down onto the stones.
He could feel shame and the weight of people’s gazes on him as he prostrated himself before Master Li-Yong.
How did Na do this with all those people watching? Knowing exactly what might come of her future and what they’d assume?
This is at least a student to a master.
At the very least they might assume I’ve done something stupid.
“Ash… what… okay. I understand. Please… rise. We will discuss whatever it is,” Master Li-Yong said with some concern.
Holding that position for several more seconds to make sure he committed to the act, Ash then slowly rose up once more.
“Now, what’s this about?” Master Li-Yong said, his eyes searching Ash’s face as if he could determine what was going on through that alone. The vase was still in his hand, though it seemed almost forgotten there.
“Master, I must ask a grave favor of you. One that I believe I can only go to you for. I have no one else I can rely on with this matter,” Ash said earnestly.
Li-Yong’s lips pressed together into a thin line. Then his eyes jumped from Ash to a point behind him.

“It’s Yue,” said Locke.
Making a harrumph like noise, Li-Yong pulled a pouch out of his robe and dropped it on the stall counter. Tucking the vase under his arm the older man motioned with one arm toward one side and then promptly led the way.
Moving off to one side of the plaza, Li-Yong looked around casually. Seeming satisfied, he waited for Ash and Yue to step up to him.
Lifting his left hand, he made a casual gesture. Ash felt a cocoon of solid Qi envelope them completely.
“Speak, Ashley Sheng. I will hear you,” Li-Yong said with a deep sincerity.
Okay. So… the display worked. Good.
Let’s follow it up.
Bowing deeply at the waist, Ashley spoke toward Li-Yong’s feet.
“Master, there is a man in the sect who I must see the demise of. His death must occur and I must make it happen in any way I can,” Ash explained. “I came to you to ask for assistance, guidance, or otherwise.”
“See the demise of? Stand up. Explain yourself,” Li-Yong demanded.
Standing upright, Ash met Li-Yong’s eyes.
“His name is Jie. He is staying at the Horse’s Kick. He killed Yue’s parents, and orphaned her and her brother. Her parents were citizens, and he is a cultivator,” Ash said, gesturing at Yue who stood beside him. “Yue is my alchemist, and has supported me in all things. I must see this man die because of what he’s done to her.”
Li-Yong’s nostrils flared widely at that and he took in a sharp inhalation.
While everyone who’d been retrieved from the Open Hand knew that Ash was responsible for their return, they also knew where the medicine he’d given them originally came from.
That source was Ying Yue, the unlikely master alchemist with little cultivating skills, who was kind to all the older men from the Open Hand and was bound to Ash.
“There’s no one else I could confide in this to, Master Li-Yong,” Ash murmured. “Ying Yue is extremely important to me, and I must see this through. Regardless of what the cost is to me.”
“I will see to this personally,” Li-Yong said with a small smile. “And I’m deeply gratified you sought me out personally and paid me such respect, Ashley Sheng. This… Jie… will not live through the evening. I guarantee you that.”
Then Li-Yong paused and looked at Ying Yue.
“My compliments, Master Alchemist. I will deliver his head to you personally,” Li-Yong murmured and then bowed his head to the young woman.
“Thank you, Master Li-Yong,” Yue said with a wide-eyed look. Then she quickly bowed deeply in return to the older man.
Smirking, Li-Yong walked away with determined steps. He had the look of a man on a mission.
He… was complimented.

“Of course, he was. You didn’t ask him where Gen was, or how to reach Gen. You asked for him personally. You paid him respect, not Gen,” Locke said. “In that entire ordeal, you paid all of that deference to him personally. In front of others.

“Then you admitted it was for Yue. The Master Alchemist of the Sheng Alliance. Found, supported, and nurtured by you. The very same woman who gave him back his cultivation. All that respect paid, a chance to pay back some of his own debt, and a form of revenge that is entirely righteous. The type that will make for stories in the future.
“He’ll kill Jie. In front of anyone who will watch, and carry the head back through the streets to Yue.”
Before Ash could respond or think of what to say, Yue pushed herself against his side, pressed her face to his neck, and hung onto him.
“Thank you, Ashley,” she mumbled against him. “Thank you.”
“Course, Yue. Of course,” Ash said with a soft sigh, laying his arms around her shoulders. “I said I’d do anything to solve it, after all.”
Several hours later, Li-Yong did indeed go to Yue’s home. Ash had decided to hang around Yue’s place just to see what would happen.
The master presented Yue with Jie’s head in an enhanced glass box that would preserve the trophy, and thanked her for allowing him to handle such a thing for her.
To which Yue had broken from what was likely tradition and expectation, and proceeded to hug the older master. Much like a young girl would hug her grandfather.
Looking slightly embarrassed, though gratified, the master had left after being subjected to a long tear-filled hug.
The story of what Li-Yong had done followed him by a few minutes as others came to tell Yue what they’d seen.
Li-Yong had gone straight to the inn from the marketplace, having only stopped at one other stall on his way to purchase the glass box.
He’d found Jie, loudly proclaimed he was going to die for his transgressions against Ying Yue and her family, and then beat him to death.
Then and there in the inn.
There was no challenge beyond that, no allowance, no boasting.
The master had followed through with his statement and killed him. In front of everyone who watched or cared to. In a cold, calm, and calculated way.
As if he were nothing more than a side of beef to be tenderized.
Leaving with the body, he’d casually tossed a few spirit stones into the bloody pool left behind as repayment for the mess.
In its simplicity, it was an ugly story that had little flare in the way of retelling. Direct and bloody punishment for a crime.
When one heard the circumstances around it however, the story took on an aura of righteous justice.
Ash had left once it was obvious Yue was emotionally spent. She’d fallen asleep upright on her couch, the severed head sitting on her coffee table not far away.
Stepping out of Yue’s house, Ash was somewhat surprised to see that the sun was just hitting the horizon. Long shadows were being cast across the street.
The patrols and guards that were ever-present during the day were being replaced by sentries and smaller-numbered groups who would work overnight.
Feels more and more like a defensive fortification.
“Given what happened to Biyu, that’s not incorrect. Now is it, Chosen One? ” Locke asked.
Ash had to concede that point. It wasn’t wrong. They were in somewhat of a locked-down siege situation.
They were more or less at war with the Inner Sect.
“Good evening, Ashley.”
The voice shocked him momentarily out of his thoughts. Looking at the speaker, Ash found Jia standing not far away.
She was dressed in a blue dress that flattered her and would have been awkward at best to move quickly in, let alone spar or train in.
Her hair was pulled up behind her head, and she was even wearing some small pieces of jewelry, as well as eye makeup.

“I… believe you’ve been ambushed. This should be interesting, ” Locke murmured.
You find my love life far too interesting.
“I mean… I don’t have one. I can only live through yours.”
Staring at Jia—a woman who had had his back when he knew her as a man and he was but a citizen—Ash finally came to a conclusion.
“Good evening, Jia Sheng,” replied Ash, placing his hands behind his back and turning toward her. “You look… lovely.”
Smiling, Jia looked down at herself and shifted her hip to one side. Then she turned her gaze back to Ash.
“Why thank you, Ashley Sheng,” Jia murmured. “Would you care to join me for dinner?”
“Indeed. I shall. We could also use this opportunity to speak with your brother, if you like. Or… would you rather see him?” Ash asked. This might be the perfect time to let her see him.
Privately.
Where no one else could eavesdrop on the situation. She could speak to him without anyone judging her for her words.
Jia took in a small sharp breath, then nodded her head.
“Could we?” Jia asked, one hand coming up to touch lightly at the neckline of her dress.
Toss us in. Be ready to pull us back out if they do anything at all.

“As you wish, Chosen One,” Locke mumbled.
And then they were in the Hall. Tai and the Dokkalfar woman were sitting side by side not far away in the grass. They were talking to each other.
Completely unaware of Jia and Ash having just joined them.
“I…” Jia’s voice trailed off as the Dokkalfar woman laid her head on Tai’s shoulder.
To which her brother casually laid an arm around her and said something which made the woman laugh.
“Take us out,” Jia whispered. “Please. Quickly.”
The Dokkalfar woman twitched once and she tilted her head partially to one side.
Then before Ash could even think to ask Locke to do so, Tai’s head spun around toward them.
His gaze fell on Jia and Ash, and he froze.
“Jia?” Tai asked, not moving away from the Dokkalfar.
The woman slowly turned her head completely toward Ash and Jia. Her dark eyes took in both of them, then dismissed them.
Instead, she leaned back into Tai and laid her head back down upon his shoulder.
“I… wanted to come see you,” Jia said, with a small flutter of her hands in front of herself. Then she began to walk toward Tai and where he sat. “I see the Hall has been treating you well.”
“The Hall. That’s what this place is called?” Tai asked. He hadn’t pulled away from the Dokkalfar at all. In fact, he seemed unashamed in the least to be where he was.
Not that Ash could actually fault the man.
Even he personally couldn’t deny that the woman was impressive to look at.
“Yes, that is what we call it. We have used it as refuge before. As well as storage, training, things of that nature,” Jia said as she came within a normal speaking distance with Tai. “And as a prison, recently.”
“So I’ve come to find out,” Tai murmured and then looked at the Dokkalfar. “This is Ehrinis. Ehrinis, this is my sister Jia.”
“Hello,” grunted the Dokkalfar, not lifting her head from Tai’s shoulder. She seemed unimpressed and unwilling to participate.
“Don’t be grumpy,” Tai said softly, pressing his mouth to the Dokkalfar’s ear.
“Not. Just liked alone,” grumbled Ehrinis. “No leave.”
“Ah,” Tai said, then responded in a few halting words in what sounded like Ehrinis’ own language. To which the woman responded with a small hand chop.
“Ash and I were going to have dinner… would you care to join us?” Jia asked.
Tai looked taken aback at that, but then slowly nodded his head.
“Alright. I would be happy to accept,” Tai said before his eyes turned to his companion. Then he asked her a question in her language.
To which she once more responded with a hand chop and a single word. After a few seconds though, she made a different hand gesture and said a different word that sounded a lot more accepting and neutral.

“She’s angry. She thinks you’re going to free him but not her, or vice versa,” Locke explained. “Then they’ll separate and go their own ways. Him back to his family, her back to her own Veil, or turned into a slave.”

I see.
I see… well. Is it possible for her to cultivate? Does she have a Dantian? Or something that could function in the place of?
Locke was silent even as Jia and Tai began to talk about casual subjects. Ash was only paying attention in a general sense.

“She does actually have a Dantian. It’s similar to Yue’s. It’d need to be widened but it’d function well enough. Her talent is even decent,” Locke answered. “Nothing that would shake the heavens like Chunhua, but… not bad.”

Great… prepare the papers for me on what I need to do to her, and how we train her.
I have a feeling we’ll need the leverage with Tai later.
Because I can’t keep playing the nice guy anymore.
Nice Ash really needs to die. For good this time. No more mercy. No more second chances. No more whatever I was before.

“Conservative, reserved, and lazy. That’d be my description,” Locke said happily.
And how would you feel if I just started singing the same song over and over in my head for the next six hours?

“You’re… a wonderful human being, Chosen One,” Locke amended.
Ash kept a smile on his face and determined he would do his best to enjoy the evening.
Or at least, tolerate it and do so while looking like he was enjoying it.
Because when he looked at Jia, he saw she was ecstatic to talk to her brother. That was likely due to the fact that he wasn’t trying to force her into anything at the moment.
But Tai was still her brother and Ash understood what that meant.
All too well, given what’d happened with his family.



Thirty-One
Groaning, Ash woke up.
His chest ached. Ached like someone was pushing down right in the middle of his sternum.
Wincing, he shifted around under the covers. Inadvertently, he ended up jostling Mei and causing the leg she’d laid over his hip to slide off.
With a soft snore, Mei shifted around in the bed next to him, then grew still again. The shirt she wore to sleep in had slipped partly down her shoulder.
Unfortunately, Ash couldn’t appreciate the beauty that was Mei at the moment.
Feeling like he was having a heart attack, Ash put a hand to his chest and crawled out of the bed.
Locke, what the fuck is going on?
Ash winced and kept his hand to his chest, slowly hobbling out of the bedroom and into the darkened living room.
He was trying to be as quiet as he could. Tala and Moira both had excellent hearing, after all.

“Nothing. There is nothing physically wrong with you,” Locke replied. He sounded frustrated if Ash had to pinpoint the tone. “The closest this resembles to anything is when you first felt your tribulation.”

This is part of the tribulation? Damn.
This is… this is awful.
Shaking his head and trying to get past the feeling of something squeezing his heart in a vise, Ash sat down on the couch.
Groaning, he tilted to one side and slumped over the raised arm, draping himself over it like a blanket. The pressure had turned into a sudden, sharp pain.
As if someone was crushing his heart even as it laid in his chest.

“Dip into your Qi Sea. Now! You need to harden your organs and cultivate as if you were in the middle of a fight!” Locke demanded.
Trying to sit back upright, Ash slid into his Dantian.
The absolute army of statues there in the swirling Sea of Qi was disconcerting to Ash.
But for right now, he was glad they were there. He didn’t feel quite as alone in his living room at this moment.
Pushing down hard on one side of his Qi Sea, Ash forced it into a much faster spin. Ramping it up to where he’d have it swirling if he were in mid-fight.
Immediately, the pain in his chest eased a touch.
Spinning up his Battle Cultivation to full force, Ash began to actively cultivate. Pulling at the surrounding Qi and drawing it inward.
As soon as he felt the crash of unrefined Qi splashing into him, Ash began to cycle everything from his Qi Sea into his Meridians. Then from there into his organs and muscles.
With all of the Qi rushing into him, Ash quickly felt full. Beyond full. As if he would burst.
Clenching his teeth together, he did his best to not consider what he was about to do. Then he tapped into his Dao and the effect it had.
He focused on the idea that he was momentum and, right now, he needed to crash. Crash hard and fast, shattering everything and anything that stood before him.
Focusing on that thought, he shoved up on the bottom of his Qi Sea. Much as the ocean would respond, there was a roar and shudder as a chunk of his Qi rose up into a towering tsunami.
With nowhere to go, however, it crashed into the side of his Dantian and began to curl around the edges. A whirlpool formed that went from the very top to the absolute bottom.
The force being generated began to simply rip the very Qi out of the air and shove it down that vortex.
The crushing, debilitating pain in his chest slowly began to recede. As his Qi Sea burned away with the use of his Dao and was almost instantly replenished by the ambient Qi he was drawing in, Ash could see further and further into the flow of time.
What began with five seconds stretched into ten.
Except, in looking forward, Ash could see the tribulation was going to push back on him. To try and end him right now because of his disregard for the rules of the heavens.
If that is your response to me crashing, then I shall recede as you engage. I will simply not be there to receive your blow.
Cutting himself free of the force he’d been using to whip up his Qi Sea, Ash watched as the whirlpool faded. The insane force it was generating easily slid into a flat, if swiftly moving, ocean. A far cry from the raging natural wonder it had been.
The next blow from his tribulation was unlike anything Ash had ever felt before. It struck his Qi Sea like a mountain made flat and had been intended to shatter his Dantian to pieces.
But it did nothing.
More like a paddle dipping into water, all it did was make his Qi Sea spin in the opposite direction. None of the force was dissipated and, in fact, it simply allowed Ash to ramp his Qi Sea right back into the vortex once more.
I am momentum.
That is my Dao. I will flow with all things and measure my response.
Now… receive my return.
Feeling a smile curl his lips, Ash did exactly as he did in any fight. He took the attack and redirected it back to where it’d come from.
Aiming it for the vague sense above him where the attack had originated, Ash flung it back. Using his Qi Sea and its spin to impart more force than the blow had come in with.
There was a flash of what felt like tremendous force flying away from him, followed by a detonation he could feel throughout every fiber of his being.
A second after that, a massive backlash of Qi came roaring toward him. The tribulation had been reduced to little more than what it’d been made from.
Qi and elemental energy in equal measure.
Unable to resist what was about to happen, Ash simply didn’t try. Instead, he emptied his Qi Sea. Drained it dry and built a mass of Qi bricks out of it all. Storing them in the Hall the instant they were formed.
Ash felt like he was being washed away. A flood of Qi rushed in even as he pushed more out, but Ash could do nothing else. He was moving with the flow and attempting to compensate.
Then it was over. No further Qi came to him, the pain was gone, and Ash no longer felt in danger.
Letting his Dao drop, he exhaled a shuddering breath, and his head slowly dipped forward.
He was exhausted and worn out. As if he were a washcloth that’d been wrung out by a titan with steel hands.

“That was… unexpected. I begin to fear what our tribulation will actually be. I had my suspicions and theories but… nothing like that,” Locke murmured. “We should see if we can seek out Gen. Master Li-Yong is a good master, but I think… I think this might be beyond everyone we know. Including us.”

Ash said nothing. Or thought anything, either.
He was too busy focusing on not passing out. Everything was swimming around him. It felt like he was going to lose consciousness at any moment.

“I believe we can track Gen. We’ll just have to go on a walk around the sect. Shouldn’t be that bad at all,” Locke continued. “We could take one or two others with us as well, just to make sure we’re safe.”

“Fine. Whatever,” Ash whispered. “In the morning. Just wake me before sunrise.”
Getting to his feet, he managed to stumble his way back to his bed. As his footsteps carried him on, he slowly got the feeling of the tribulation coming back to glare at him.
Hanging over him like a rain cloud.
Entering his bedroom, he realized it wasn’t going to leave, either.
Collapsing onto the bed, Ash sighed, feeling uneasy. He pulled the sheets back over himself and stared up at the ceiling.
Moments afterward, Mei scooted over next to him and re-wrapped herself around him. Every night that she spent with him, she slept practically atop him.
Falling still and silent just moments after snuggling up to him again, Mei began to breathe deeply once more. The faint sound of her breathing filled the room.
She… really does care for me.

“Yes, she does. More than you gave her credit for. Don’t bother me, Chosen One, I’m working,” chastised Locke.
Laying there, while Mei’s body heat began to slowly overwhelm him as it always did, Ash considered her.
When he got home, she’d asked how he’d spent his day and he explained. At first, he had been afraid of how she’d respond. However, after telling her he’d spent the day with Yue, then the evening with Jia, and only returned after kissing Jia goodnight, he’d found that Mei didn’t care.
She’d congratulated him on easing Yue’s burden, tending to Jia’s needs, and then took him to bed and cleansed him of his own worries.
Curling his arm around Mei’s shoulders, Ash closed his eyes and realized he needed to follow through with his plan. Both for Na and Jia, but also for Tala, Chunhua, Rou, and Yue.
The feeling of the tribulation still hovering over him made him feel uneasy about falling asleep.
***
Tala grunted, her head turning one way, and then the other. Looking back and forth like a dog on watch. Waiting for something to happen.
Her ears swiveled in different directions than where her eyes went, as well. As if she were listening to one thing but looking at another.
“Far too many of these fools gaze at you with either longing or hatred,” grumbled the Kin.
“Don’t blame them for recognizing greatness. Both of those types of looks are only because of who he is. Master Sheng is Master Sheng,” Na countered. “Even I stared at him before he took me as his Handmaiden.”
“Maybe they’re watching your elegant self,” Ash offered, moving down the street at the pace Locke had instructed. He’d rather they didn’t talk about him like this. If he could change the subject to something else, all the better.
And Tala was almost always willing to talk about Tala.
“Some are indeed gazing at me with desire. Little do they realize I’ve decided to accept you as my other half,” Tala said with a snort. “I’m just waiting for my opportunity to formalize it. Or for you to come to my bed and beg me for my attention.”
“That’s definitely one way to put it,” Ash said, focusing on the display Locke had made for him. It was a miniature map of the sect. They were slowly crisscrossing back and forth and scanning as they went. “Later, however.”
“You said that last time,” Tala complained. “I’ve made my intent clear now, and stated that I’m no longer holding back. You should take the initiative.”
“Tonight then,” Ash muttered. “I’ll take Na to dinner, then come see you and avail myself of you in your bed, then head back to Moira to go to sleep. Or you can wait until later, and we can be a bit less formal about it. Make plans. Enjoy it, rather than simply looking for an end goal.”
“Dinner?” Na asked as they slowly turned the corner of the street. “With me?”
“I did ask you out, did I not? I’d like to complete that today, if you’re willing,” murmured Ash.

“I’m still somewhat shocked you’re moving on Na first,” Locke said in an offhand way. “I’d have gone for Tala. I mean… those legs.”

She’s more likely to fit in with Moira, Mei, and Jia right now. Na, that is.

“And… Jia’s next?” inquired Locke.
Probably. She doesn’t seem to be taking no for an answer. Once I bed my Handmaiden, that’ll open the door for ‘the bound’ I imagine.
“Huh. You’re actually thinking this one out. That’s rather surprising.”
“Then it’s done. I cannot argue this action. Of course, I’ll go to dinner with you. I just… I didn’t expect it, Master Sheng. I am but your Handmaiden,” said Na. “A concubine. I should only receive your attention to service your needs. Not treated like a woman of worth to—”
“Go to dinner with me. Just as if I was taking Mei to dinner,” Ash said, his eyes moving toward a blue dot that’d just showed up on his display. “For you’re no lower in status than she is, Na.”
“I… shall wait for later. As you requested originally,” Tala answered in a subdued voice when Na didn’t respond to Ash. “I would very much like this to be less formal. To… enjoy it. Please forgive my hasty words. I’m… nervous and flustered.”
Huh. Maybe I should have listened to you earlier. Going after them definitely seems to have better results than being passive.

“It’s the culture. The Kin, or perhaps just Tala, seems to be far closer to the cultivator lifestyle than you are. You may be living in it, but you never fully adapted. You cling to values and morals that no longer apply. You can no longer be the good man doing nothing and thinking you’re better than everyone else. Do you really think it will matter that you can say you did the right thing while everyone else takes advantage of the situation, and your goodness and mercy collapse around you?” Locke responded. “And yes, I do believe that blue dot is Gen, Chosen One.”

Unable to immediately respond to the scathing remarks, Ash trudged on.
He didn’t care to admit it, but he actually believed Locke was right. All he needed now was time to prove that to everyone around him.
At least we’ve found Gen.
Nodding his head once, Ash began to move in that direction. He didn’t want to bother Li-Yong if he didn’t have to, but he did need to speak with Gen about the situation.
Even now, he could feel the tribulation building over him. Glaring down at him. Waiting to pounce on him once again or to attack when he wasn’t expecting it.
Moving down the street, Ash broke his gaze away from his display when he got close to the location that had the blue dot.
He was standing on a street with homes on either side.
Except when he looked at those who were standing around, Ash felt strange about the situation. Very strange.
Considering this was a citizen and cultivator mixed part of the city, there were a significant number of cultivators. Far more than citizens.
Which was odd considering there were on average ten or twelve citizens to every cultivator.
They know Gen is here somewhere and are looking for him.

“That would be my guess as well, Chosen One,” said Locke.
We’ll… try again later. Maybe.
I don’t want to reveal where Gen is. Just in case.
Is there anywhere nearby that I could go? To disguise that I came down this street?

“There’s a number of restaurants not far. You could take Na and Tala there for lunch,” Locke said with clear glee. “Otherwise, no. There’s nothing nearby that you could dodge into.”

Damn.
“How about you two join me for lunch? I haven’t found what I’m looking for and honestly… I’m hungry,” Ash said, turning to look at Na, and then Tala. “My treat, of course.”
“Of course. A lady such as myself should be treated accordingly,” declared Tala. Her personality had shifted right back to where it always was.
“I accept the invitation,” Na said, not meeting his eyes. She was considerably more subdued since he’d invited her to dinner. “Thank you, Master Sheng.”
Could I—
The display Locke had created flashed, then reappeared in the corner. The minimap shifted position entirely. A yellow dot and a dotted line appeared on it as well.
Then a new arrow began to glow, pointing him down the street.
“I just… don’t know how to behave,” Na confided quietly as they walked along.
“As a woman with pride,” Tala said, her normal self-confidence evident. “Anything less is silly. Because that’s exactly how Ashley has treated you. Not as a Handmaiden or concubine. He doesn’t treat myself or Moira as slaves, either.”
Ash nodded at that.
Tala was correct.
They were exactly what they were to him, and he wasn’t going to treat them any differently.
“Do exactly that,” Ash agreed. “Be yourself. You may call yourself a Handmaiden or a concubine, but as Tala said, I treat you as Na Sheng, formerly Na Deng.”
Na visibly swallowed at that, then slowly nodded.
“I can do that,” she murmured. “I can do that… Ashley.”
Several seconds passed in absolute silence. Ash could feel the tribulation growing during that period, then suddenly dissipating just as quickly.
As if it were breathing.
“Master Sheng,” Na added, clearly unable to break completely away from her own self-imposed role.
Baby steps. Baby steps will get us there.
“Right into the bedroom. And boy… this is going to be fun. Na is… Na is beautiful. I wonder what she’ll let you do to her. Mei lets you do anything. Like last night when you asked her to su—”
Shush! SHUSH!



Thirty-Two
Returning to his home with Tala and Na after their shared lunch, Ash was surprised to find Li-Yong and another master he didn’t know waiting for him. The other man was wearing an Inner Sect master’s robe, which meant he was likely a problem. He had a shaved head, a short white goatee, and dark beady eyes.
There were four disciples as well, all wearing Inner Sect robes, though Ash had no memory of ever having met any of them. They were strangers to him and he hadn’t crossed their paths as far as he knew.
Standing directly opposite them were everyone who Locke called his “inner harem”. From Rou to Jia, they were all there.
“Ah, perfect timing,” Master Li-Yong said with a smile as Ash approached. “We were just having a discussion about the fact that legally we cannot enter your home without permission.”
The Inner Sect master made a harrumph-like noise and turned to Ash. Lifting a hand, he pointed a finger at him.
“You will let us into your home immediately!” shouted the older man.
“I beg your pardon?” Ash asked as he joined the group.
“You should indeed beg my pardon!” growled the Inner Sect master. “And then apologize to poor Master Li-Yong for being a thief! How dare you rob others? Have you no shame, you brigand?”
Raising his eyebrows at that, Ash really had no idea how to respond.
“And when did this so-called robbery occur?” Yue demanded, putting her hands on her hips. “Because I can tell you right now, that any one of us can account for his whereabouts at any hour of any day.”
“Yesterday,” piped up one of the disciples. “He took everything we had on us. Even one of my family heirlooms.”

“I’ve gone ahead and scanned the dwelling to see if there’s anything there that shouldn’t be. There’s nothing there out of the ordinary,” Locke said. “Which means they plan on planting it if we let them in.”

Uh.
I see. Got it. We can work with this though. Right?
I mean, all we have to do is have you snatch whatever it is into the Hall as soon as it appears. Then it becomes our word against theirs.
And given that they’d already go that far, without evidence, this won’t go anywhere.

“A valid point. I’ll make sure to take everything the moment they try to plant whatever it is,” said Locke. “I wonder what it is they’re on about.”

“—inside immediately,” demanded the master. “So we can search and find the evidence. You can wait outside while we look, just to make sure you don’t try anything.”
Ah. There it is.
“I’ll allow you to enter, but only if Master Li-Yong supervises you. I don’t trust you. I think you’re going to plant evidence,” Ash said, simply getting straight to the heart of the matter. Pointing out where this was going to end up before it even happened.
Because if he could draw attention to the end result, people would be less likely to believe anything else afterward.
The master’s eyebrows shot up and his eyes went wide. His nostrils flared and he shook with rage.
“How dare you!? You give me no face at all?!” demanded the master.
“No. Because I don’t know you. You haven’t given me your name, nor have you asked for mine. You assumed I was a thief before even having proof. You’ve done nothing to demonstrate that you deserve anything at all other than scorn,” Ash said simply, holding his hands out in a ‘what can you do’ type of gesture. “I’ll treat you as you treat others. Without respect.”
Everyone was staring at Ash now. Even Master Li-Yong looked somewhat shocked.
“Though, I should apologize,” Ash said, then turned partially to Master Li-Yong. Bowing from the waist, Ash faced the ground. “Please accept my sincere apologies, Master. This student has spoken poorly in your presence to others. Regardless of them deserving it, it is disrespectful to do so in front of a dignified and respectable personage.”
There was a brief sound as if someone were choking.

“I think the Inner Sect master might explode. That or he’s swallowed his tongue,” Locke said dryly.
The sound of boots pounding on the turf was followed by the door to his home being flung open hard.

“The disciples and the master all entered together. I’m scanning and watching for anything at all,” said Locke.
Peeking up with the corner of his head, Ash saw Master Li-Yong staring at Ash’s house with a smirk. He was clearly enjoying himself.
“I’ll make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid,” Master Li-Yong murmured and then followed after the others. The amusement in his voice was rich and deep.
Standing up, Ash chuckled.
“Thank you, Master. Though afterward, may I trouble you for some of your time? My tribulation acted again last night,” requested Ash.
“Of course. Not a problem, Ashley. We’ll discuss it,” answered Li-Yong, heading into the home.
Standing there with nothing to do, Ash looked around and then chuckled.
“I wonder what they’re trying to do this time. This seems like a bit of a stretch, doesn’t it?” Ash asked.
Shaking her head with a growl, Yue looked extremely angry.
“They’re being stupid. I’m going to find out what family they’re in and see what havoc I can cause,” Yue promised and then stamped a foot. “They dare threaten you, Ashley? I’ll threaten them!”
The look she gave him at that moment was filled with such unshakable faith and love that Ash swore he could practically see little hearts sparkling around Yue’s head.
While I think getting Yue her revenge was the right answer, I fear it’s created another problem.

“No, that was already there. She just seems to have turned it up to eleven now, instead of where everyone else only goes to ten,” Locke disagreed. “Besides, she loves you. Loves you exactly as you are and doesn’t want anything from you. If you were looking for actual pure love, it’d be Yue.

“So why not take that spry, cute thing to bed and give her a real good time? I bet she could put her ankles behi—”
“Yes, well, let’s see what they do first,” Ash said, ignoring Locke outright. “Then you can decide how to respond.”
Mei sighed and wandered over to stand next to Ash, then put her elbow on his shoulder and leaned against him.
“I think that you’re right, my love,” Mei said, reaching up to tap his lower lip with her free hand. Then she kissed him before continuing. “What shall we do after they find their ‘evidence’?”
“Nothing. Because there won’t be anything,” Ash said, wrapping an arm around Mei’s hips. Then he drew her closer to his side.
Coward no more.
Mei looked surprised for a moment, but then pressed in even closer.
“Oh? Good. That’ll make this easier then, I suppose. If they don’t find anything, they can leave with the nothing they brought,” declared Mei. “And we can continue on with our day. Speaking of that… you’ll need to sit and evaluate new members again.
“I’m afraid your display the other day with the pumpkins caught more eyes. I made sure to filter them, of course.”

“More maidens. Ever more maidens,” Locke crowed.
Shut up, you. This is your fault.
Yue stepped up to Ash, took his left hand in hers, and clutched it tightly. Her fingers sliding through his own.
“Ashley,” Yue murmured, staring up at him. “I put in all the right paperwork for our clan. You’re our head. I should have the paperwork back in a few weeks.
“I listed myself as a bride. To you. I also formally sent in documents to that effect this morning. I will be Ying Yue Sheng.”

“See? Should have grabbed the bull by the horns. Or in this case, by her hair. Or ears? Ears would be more accurate I guess, but the hair seems more stable,” Locke said with glee. “Oh, well. At least she’s a beautiful bride, Chosen One.”

“—rse to list you above me, Mei Sheng,” Yue continued. “Though I will take your place in time.”
“I welcome the challenge,” Mei replied warmly with a wide smile. “All of you should compete with me. I will relish casting you all down, then allow Ash to come tend to your wounds, before returning to me.”
“Th-thank you for doing that, Yue,” said Ash, trying to firm up his resolve. Getting the Sheng family formally recognized was something he needed to have done.
The bride thing had definitely been jarring, however.
“I listed Gen as an honored elder as well as the head elder. I also included your parents,” Yue said, as her eyes swung back to Ash. “Your sister, as well. They’re all part of the main family. I put your father as the originator for this branch, though you’re the head of it. Gen was very specific about putting you as the head.”
“It’s so that no one can move against us except for those at our own age or family level. And… let’s be honest, we’re technically quite small,” Mei said with a chuckle. “If Gen was the head, it would open us up to many more enemies.
“Oh, that reminds me—”
Mei turned in place, though not moving away from Ash, and caught Na with her eyes.
“We need to start converting all the Deng holdings to Sheng. As the last daughters of the Deng, we should formally start doing that,” explained Mei.
“I’ve already been working with Yue, Mistress Sheng,” Na said, bobbing her head once. “Everything that we could transfer, has been transferred. We’ve also already been systematically determining the statuses of all known caches.
“All in the name of Master Sheng and for him, of course.”
“Yes. All for you, Ashley. Na and I have been working very diligently on this. I listed her as your Handmaiden and my personal servant,” Yue said.

“And the battle lines are firmly drawn. Na has pushed Mei back a step, and lined up with Yue formally. This is so very interesting. I should write a book about all this. Just from their side of course. Their story is more interesting than you are,” Locke grumbled. “Love, politics, scheming, battling for position. Ah… it’d sell well. Romance makes a girl’s heart pound.”

Keeping himself from rolling his eyes, Ash smiled and nodded his head instead.
“Thank you, Yue, Na, I appreciate it and—”
“Ah-ha!” shouted a voice from inside. It sounded like the Inner Sect master.

“Got it,” Locke said with more than a little amusement.
“I have right here the p… what…? Where did it go?” asked the same voice. “It was… it was right here.”
“What?” Mater Li-Yong demanded. “A pillow? You ripped open a pillow? Why did you rip open a pillow? This is disgraceful. You’re just looking for a way to punish Ashley.”
“No… I p—I found it. It was here,” said the master.
“Yes! It was there, we saw it!” said a younger voice, presumably one of the disciples.
“If you saw it, then where is it? I see nothing. Nothing at all,” Li-Yong said, his voice growing colder by the second. “Nothing except a bunch of Inner Sect lackeys trying to get someone else in trouble. This ends here and now, after you leave compensation for these pillows you ruined.
“Later, I shall go speak to your master and the sect leader. It is absolutely disgraceful for you to do such a thing.”
“I had it in my hand. The proof was right here,” the master stated, clearly unwilling to let this drop.
“And yet it isn’t there now,” Li-Yong countered. “That means you either imagined it, or you’re lying and trying to get Ashley in trouble. This ends. Now. Pay for the pillows.”
There was a soft thump and the clatter of what sounded like rocks.
“Now get out,” demanded Li-Yong.
The four disciples and the master scurried out of Ash’s home and left. They headed down the street quickly, as if their feet were on fire.
Clucking his tongue as he exited Ash’s home, Li-Yong sighed and looked at Ash.
“My apologies,” Li-Yong muttered. “Mistress Zha permitted this nonsense to occur by allowing them to even come speak with you. She’s not strong enough to lead the Outer Sect.”
“And the Inner Sect is obviously corrupt,” Ash added. “But we’ve known that for a while. After all, they allowed what happened with the Deng and did nothing.”
“Yes… though, I suspect that was partially motivated by greed,” Li-Yong offered, putting his hands into his sleeves and holding them in front of himself. “As I spend more time here, I have come to find much more has changed than I originally suspected.
“There is a sect not far from here. The Flaming Mantis. A sect that is rapidly growing and wants to expand further. Much of their cultivator recruitment comes from the same cities and towns as the Jade Fist and the others.”
Ash offered no comment to this. He was hoping that Li-Yong would continue or offer more information.
“If I were to guess… I believe the Deng family and the Inner Sect were attempting to take over the Jade Fist,” murmured Li-Yong, “so that they could sell everything over to the Flaming Mantis. The grounds, treasury, and students. Do it in such a way that everything could look normal from the outside, but slowly erode everything away from the inside.
“Doing so in such a way would leave the sect leader with only his own authority to resolve it. It also would not provoke any previous students who have become powerful from returning to right the wrong.”
Blinking, Ash couldn’t quite believe his ears. This was all so complicated and convoluted to him.
He wasn’t an astute business major or a political-maneuvering shark. That was best left to people who had heavy names like Alexander or Felix.
“They… it’s a take-over?” Yue asked. “But… that’s so risky.”
“Apparently not so risky as one might think,” Li-Yong said with a smirk. “If not for a small group of young people, it’s very likely this could have already happened and come to pass. No?”
As if a bolt of lightning had jumped from person to person, Ash and his group stared at Li-Yong without words.
“I mean, have you truly not considered your role in this?” Li-Yong asked with a laugh. “You may not have been there, fighting with everyone who paid with their bodies. A bloody price that was paid on both sides for their beliefs.
“But you brought us here. Me, here. You were a force-multiplier that didn’t just shape the face of the fight, but provided one side with the weapons to actually fight. The blacksmith behind the weapon that was forged.”
Li-Yong slowly looked from person to person, then started to laugh. A deep and actually joyful laugh.
When he finally stopped, he shook his head and wiped a few tears from his eyes.
“Ah, you are all so young, and yet you’ve already done so much. It is interesting to see such talent and bright outstanding minds, behind such youthful eyes and souls,” Li-Yong said, then chuckled once more. “Mmm. A good reminder for me, I suppose. Now… you said you wished to discuss your tribulation?”
“Yes,” Ash said, stepping away from Mei and bowing toward Li-Yong. “I experienced what felt like an attack. It attempted to stop my heart. I was forced to engage my Dao and cultivate to defend myself.”
“Cultivate? Last night?” Li-Yong asked, watching Ash carefully.
“Yes. It was late. I woke up with chest pain,” Ash explained. He considered elaborating but Li-Yong wasn’t the type who wanted useless information.
“Well. That explains the Qi wave that swept through the sect,” muttered the master. “Hm. We’ll need to move Gen’s preparations into play sooner rather than later then.”
Looking at the others once more, Li-Yong pointed at Mei.
“Are you experiencing your tribulation?” he asked.
“Yes. I’ve felt the edges of it,” Mei said quickly.
Li-Yong pointed at Jia.
“Yes, Master Li-Yong. It has attacked me only once so far,” Jia confirmed.
Next, Li-Yong pointed at Yue.
“I… I think so? I was making some medicine for Ash and it felt like my hands were suddenly on fire and—”
“Yes, tribulation,” Li-Yong said, interrupting her. Then he pointed at Na. “And you, Na Sheng?”
Inhaling slowly, Na lifted her chin.
“My tribulation is due to arrive any day. I’ve made the appropriate preparations for it,” Na declared. “I will be able to rise to a Mortal Refiner without issue.”
“Of course, she did,” Mei muttered under her breath to no one.
Moving his hand over, Li-Yong then pointed at Chunhua.
“The elements call to me,” said the sorceress. “I can feel the hum of the Qi at all hours now.”
Looking grim, Li-Yong finally moved to Rou.
“Nothing,” Rou said with a wide smile. “But I’m not really a cultivator anymore. I’m Ash’s personal Qi Healer. It would be lovely if I never had a tribulation at all.”
“Unlikely. Yours will simply be more to do with Qi and its usage,” Li-Yong said, letting his hand drop to his side. “I must prepare your formation immediately. You will remain in this formation until all of you have finished your tribulation. Bring enough food and water for several days. You will need it.”
Turning away from the group, Li-Yong began to walk away down Sheng Street.
“I will return this evening,” Li-Yong called over his shoulder.
Leaving everyone standing there without a clue as to what to do.
Other than perhaps prepare.
“I suppose that means I won’t be able to go to dinner with you,” Na murmured. “Sorry, Yue.”
Yue made a vague shooing motion as if it wasn’t a bother.

“Ah. She was going to bring Yue along. That makes sense. They’re partners in this after all. Smart girls. They’re going to win, in the end,” Locke said. “And by the way. The item they were planting? A nice little artifact that assists with Alchemy. It’s not quite a philosopher’s stone, but it’ll be a wonderful gift for Yue.

“Maybe after you get those ankles of hers behind her head?”
Ash nodded his head slowly at first, then began to shake it back and forth.



Thirty-Three
I still find it hard to believe we don’t have enough food. We had loads of it.

“I mean, I’m also feeding two other people,” Locke grumbled. “And I’ve been doing my best to make sure they get a balanced diet, Chosen One.”

No. What you mean is you’ve been treating them every time they get closer. And now we’re running low because of that.
Locke didn’t respond.
Which Ash took as acceptance of his statement being factual.
Shaking his head, Ash continued to put food that would travel well into his basket. Which primarily seemed to consist of dried fruits, nuts, salted or dried meats, and hard bread.

“Don’t forget the pork. Ehrinis really likes pork,” Locke reminded Ash for the third time. “Every time I put some on their table, she immediately goes after Tai and drags him into the bedroom.”

Rolling his eyes, Ash didn’t respond. He’d already told Locke that he’d take care of it. Him nagging incessantly wasn’t going to make Ash go over there any faster.
You’re really invested in this little deserted-island romance you’ve created for them.

“There really isn’t much else for me to do. It’s almost a form of… entertainment at this point. Live vicariously through her. Them,” Locke admitted. “Though… though, I wouldn’t mind it if we could collect others? I’m sure I could create an entire—”

No! No. We’re not going to abduct people just for you to play dolls with them.

“Dolls. Yes. Hm. Rather depressing when you think about it. Playing with dolls. Right back to being a kid all over again,” Locke complained.
Letting out a short breath, Ash moved away from the shelf and started over for the counter. The last thing he needed to do was pity Locke.
“Are you all done, Master Sheng?” Na asked, remaining at his right side.
“Yeah. Not much else to get other than more of the same. And I’ve got plenty of that,” Ash answered.
“Yes. I have quite a bit, as well,” Chunhua agreed from his left. “It should be more than enough. Are you sure you don’t want me to grab anything for you, Na? My basket isn’t quite as full as Ashley’s.”
“I’m already prepared. I assumed this time would come given Master Gen’s prior comments,” said Na with a dip of her head toward Chunhua. “Though I appreciate the gesture.”
“You’re always one step ahead of everyone else,” said Ash, getting in line. They were, of course, utilizing one of Yue’s shops. He always put his money back into her businesses whenever he could. He also declined any and every type of discount her employees tried to give him.
“I try to be. That way no one can surprise me,” Na admitted. “The last person who surprised me, then did so twice more by saving my life and protecting me from everyone else.”
“Yes. He does seem to be a walking romance fable at times, doesn’t he?” Chunhua murmured. “Even my own experience is like something out of a tale heard at an inn. From… a nobody with nothing, to… what I am today.”
“Yes. It was quite impressive when you defeated Mei this morning,” Na agreed. “Mistress Sheng is not a weak woman.”
She beat Mei?

“I wasn’t there, but… I would assume so, given that’s what Na said,” Locke replied airily. “It’s not as if I’m psychic, Chosen One.

“And don’t forget the po—”
Locke stopped talking in mid-sentence, which gave Ash pause.
Na and Chunhua were still chatting as if nothing were out of the ordinary. Which meant whatever Locke had sensed that caused him pause wasn’t anywhere in the immediate vicinity.
Locke?
The silence Ash got as an answer unnerved him. It disquieted him to the very core of his being.
Locke was never silent if he had something he wanted to say.

“Two unaffiliated masters are heading this way quickly!” Locke said in a rush. “The normal security we have around us left a few minutes ago. I don’t know why. I just assumed it was a shift change! We need to leave! Now!”

Dumping his basket into the Hall, along with Chunhua’s, Ash turned on his heel and started running for the back door.
He had no reason to ever doubt Locke. He might withhold information from him from time to time, but he’d always been keen on keeping Ash safe.
Na and Chunhua were behind him a second after he simply blasted through the back wall. He’d pay Yue for damages, but he needed to get out now.
Stutter-stepping for a moment, Ash caught his balance and looked around.
He was behind Yue’s shop, which was on a raised part of the city. She’d bought into an elevated district that looked down on others.
Which meant that behind her shop was a cliff.
Not waiting, Ash stepped off the lip and started to slide down the hill. As if he were skiing down the slope itself, he held his hands out at his sides and tried to keep his balance. His boots skidded and bumped across the rocky surface as he picked up more and more speed with every second.
“Get down! Move! There’s an—”
Not waiting for him to finish his warning, Ash tried to throw himself backward. To drop down onto his back and slow his descent enough that whatever was coming would pass him by.
A roaring ball of something Ash couldn’t even begin to identify shrieked past him. It came from above and behind him. If he’d kept going, it would have likely torn his head and torso from his waist.
Slamming down into the ground, the ball simply vanished out of sight. The scream of its power was subdued almost instantly, though he could still hear it. Now it just had a strange muffled effect to it.
Muffled like it’s underground.
Undergr—
In front of Ash, the ground yawned open. A hole the size of the orb that’d passed him carved straight through the rock.
Scrabbling at the rocky ground with fingers and boot heels, Ash slowed himself partially.
All he managed was to make it so he didn’t go flying into the hole at full speed. Instead, it was only at about half speed.
Shooting into it, he bounced off the interior of the hole and then began to slide down the wall.
Above him, the light dwindled rapidly as he fell faster and faster.
Below, he could see the ball of chaotic energy drilling further and further into the earth.
Trying to marshal his thoughts into some coherent semblance of useful actions, Ash didn’t see the change in the shape of the wall below him and promptly smashed his forehead into an outcropping.
Everything faded out into a dull, roaring blackness a second after that.
Almost as quickly as the lights had gone out, they came back on.
Coming back to himself, Ash didn’t know where he was for several seconds. He felt like he should still be falling.
Except the light from above that he’d been focusing on was gone.
The ball of chaos below him was also missing.
All around him was impenetrable darkness.
“Ashley?” asked a soft voice. A warm hand pressed to his cheek. Trailing across his cheekbone was a finger, even as several fingernails lightly scratched at the back of his head. “Oh, thank the heavens.”
Realizing his eyes were closed and that’s why he couldn’t see, Ash tried to get them to open. Pulling at his eyelids with all the concentration he could muster.
As if they were on a time delay and not responding to his commands, his eyes slowly opened.
Hovering above him was Chunhua, staring down at him.
Partly off to the side of her shoulder and behind her, was a floating ball of Qi. It lit up their surroundings in a soft, mellow way.
“Ashley, can you speak?” asked Na, appearing over Chunhua’s other shoulder.
“I was falling,” mumbled Ash.
“I caught you,” Chunhua said with a sheepish smile, nodding her head. “You were falling so fast. But I was able to catch up to you. Then I grabbed you. The… attack kept going downward, but it’d passed through a cavern. I just… took you in there. Then I sealed the wall behind us. No one will know where we went.”
Locke?
There was no response to his inquiry.
“I heard them go by,” Na added. “It was two people. Very strong. I could feel their Qi through the earth. They haven’t come back up yet. They didn’t feel familiar to me. Non-sect masters.”
Chunhua grunted at that, her hand on Ashley’s face sliding up to his hair and then moving through it.
“I’ve fed you some medicine. I also did a little bit of work to help you,” Chunhua murmured. “Rou teaches me what little bits she can, if I can use them. You had a few things inside your brain that weren’t right. I’ve repaired them.”
Locke? Hello?
Pushing his Qi into his ring, Ash could feel a response that matched back to what he always felt from it. He could also feel Tai and Ehrinis in there.
They were currently engaged in seeing if they could break the bed with their hips.
Pulling away from the ring, Ash gave his head a small shake.
Which was the wrong thing to do.
It left him feeling like he was winded and the world around him was shivering uncontrollably.
Oh, shit. I really got hurt, didn’t I?
Again, there was no response from Locke.
“Master Sheng, we should move away from this location. Just in case they come up and search for us,” Na murmured.
“I’ll carry him,” Chunhua said. Releasing Ash, she got to her feet. Then she bent down, scooped him up, and held him just as Rou had done when he was injured. “Lead on, Na. I’ll follow and care for our Ashley.”
Feeling like he wanted to throw up from the movement, Ash gritted his teeth. Keeping himself from doing just that down Chunhua’s back.
A cool hand began to lightly brush back and forth over his neck even as Chunhua got him situated against her forearm.
“I’ll care for you, Ashley,” Chunhua said, as she and Na started moving away from their current location. “Take care of everything.”
By the fourth step she took, Ash realized he couldn’t hold it anymore.
Leaning further over Chunhua’s shoulder, Ash tried to throw up beyond her so it wouldn’t touch her.
“There, there, Ashley,” Chunhua murmured, seemingly undisturbed by his retching. “I’ll care for you. Worry not.”
Which were the last words he heard before he blacked out again, as he laid his head back down on Chunhua’s shoulder.
***
Groaning, Ash shivered once and then slowly curled up.
He felt cold and nauseous. All he wanted to do was get warm and throw up again.
Possibly at the same time.
“He’s waking up, I think,” Na murmured. To Ash, it felt like she was atop him. “Do… mmm…should you put your clothes back on?”
“No. Ashley has already seen me nude. Several times now. I have nothing he hasn’t already viewed at his own leisure. Nor anything that I haven’t offered him,” Chunhua said. She sounded like she wasn’t far off.
Letting out a slow breath, Ash didn’t want to move.
“Oh… he might be back asleep,” Na mumbled.
“Given how hard he hit his head, that’s not surprising,” replied Chunhua.
“You offered yourself to him?” asked Na, her voice changing volume as she moved away from him.
“Indeed. To service him even as others watched and then to join his bed, as well,” Chunhua said and then laughed. “I fear I’ll have to get into his bed naked for him to make a move, however.”
“Yes… Ashley… Master Sheng… is very slow to approach,” Na agreed.
“I would say he’s just… very concerned about us, actually,” countered Chunhua. Then she clicked her tongue and sighed. “Ash, are you awake? Are you listening? I tire of waiting and will wait no longer. If we survive this, I’m getting into your bed, whether you are willing or not. I want to grow closer with you for who you are and what you’ve done for me. And that’s final. I shall claim my place and Rou’s as well. Tala, Na, Jia, and all the rest can come after us.”
Na’s sharp intake through her nose was audible.
Ash imagined she was looking in his direction.
Managing to muster up some energy, he grunted once.
If he survived this, he was going to put a lot more effort into wooing his harem. The cultivating world was too chaotic for him to take his time.
“Oh. Good. I’m glad you understand,” Chunhua said, her voice coming closer. Soft fingers brushed his hair back tenderly from his brow. “I know you’re cold and don’t feel well. That’s the medicine I put into you just a short bit ago. It’ll help clear the rest of the damage. You’ll be fine when we wake up.”
“Unfortunately, that’s the only outcome we can bet on right now and can’t wait for. Even from where we were, I could feel those two Qi signals exploring the tunnel the attack made,” Na added, drawing near again as well. “There’s no telling if they’ll remain in the hole, or start looking for caverns. They could end up b—”
There was a distant crackle and boom of power.
“Ah, it would appear you’re a fortune-teller of doom,” Chunhua grumbled. There was a rustle of fabric, which was likely Chunhua redressing herself. “Ahh, still wet. But the vomit is gone. This’ll do. Time to go, Ashley, my heart.”
“I’ll carry him this time, it’s my turn. You have the light as well,” Na said, her voice coming directly from above Ash. “Forgive me, Master Sheng. Ashley. This’ll likely cause you discomfort.”
He had about a second to prepare himself before Na picked him up, then pressed him to her front. Much in the same way everyone else seemed to carry him.
Groaning, Ash pushed his face into Na’s neck, grabbed the front of her clothes with both hands, and tried to hang onto her.
“Ahh… ahhhhh… alright…ah… we’re ready,” Na said in a very uncertain tone.
There was a pop and flash of light through his eyelids as Chunhua likely made more magic to guide them with.
Locke? Are you there?
Once again, there was no response. Ash was on his own with Na and Chunhua. There would be no insights or assistance from Locke.
Distantly, in the darkness behind Na and Chunhua, Ash could see a faint wash of red light.
As if someone were scouring the area with flame.
“We’re going to go down into the crevice!” Chunhua said from in front.
“What!?” Na asked, moving much faster now.
Unfortunately, it was jostling Ash every which way and he suddenly wanted to throw up again.
“We don’t really have a choice. They’re behind us. And we couldn’t feel anything from there, so it’ll hide us just as easily,” Chunhua said. “Now jump!”
Na came to a stop, Chunhua appearing off to one side. She gave him a slightly fractured smile and waved a hand at him.
“Right behind you, Ashley,” said the sorceress.
Then Na jumped.
And the light of Chunhua and her magic vanished out of sight.
There was a feeling of falling for a moment as rocky edges and jagged outcroppings passed by. And then they hit solid ground again.
“We reached the bottom!” Na called, then scurried out of the way. Ash imagined Chunhua would be coming down next.
There was a rather large bottom from the shaft above them, but no sign of Chunhua.
Peering upward Ash felt helpless and terrified.
She didn’t just… close it behind us and stay up there to throw them off, did she?
Locke, answer me damnit!
Staring up into the dark, Ash felt his heart lurching and his stomach falling into his feet.
There was no sign of Chunhua.
Right up until there was.
Appearing with a thump, Chunhua landed and then moved forward quickly.
“Lot of rocks coming! Go!” she commanded, putting her hands out in front of her and pushing at Na’s back.
There was a sudden rush of air that swarmed over them as they ran. Propelled along with it were dirt, grit, and small rocks.
A deep, resonating boom made everything quake around them as well. Several watermelon-sized rocks tumbled away from the corridor and practically chased after them.
“I kind of… brought down a lot of the cave,” Chunhua said with wide eyes and an odd smile. “I… I just figured it’d keep them from searching too much into the crevice and further down the cavern.”
Ash was watching her even as he bumped and bounced along on Na’s shoulder.
Then her words slowly processed through his foggy mind.
There was no way out for them, but to go deeper. Ever deeper and without a map or gear. All while two masters were looking for them, to kill them.
“Good work,” Ash got out. He wanted to encourage her for what she did, because it was definitely needed. Even if he currently felt like a rotting pile of putridness left underneath a month’s worth of dirty clothing. “Very good work, Chunhua.”
“Of course, Ashley. Can’t have you dying on me just when I got you to promise to let me into your bed,” replied the sorceress.
Lifting her left hand, she caught his chin with her fingertips, then pressed a swift kiss to his lips. It was brief, a little awkward, and jarring, but she managed it even as they ran onward.
Running through the dark caverns without an idea of where they were going, or where they even were.
Locke?
Ash tried once again.
And once more, there was no response to his mental call.
Not even a whisper.
As far as Ash could tell, the blow to his head had possibly knocked Locke out as well.



Thirty-Four
“I can’t… go any… further,” gasped Na as she stumbled along. Over the last few minutes, she’d almost dropped Ash at least three times.
“Okay,” said Chunhua from in front of them. She was also sucking in lungfuls of air. Both women were completely spent and winded from the mad dash.
Except it hadn’t really been a dash, but a marathon.
Ash had no way of knowing, but he would put the staggering breakneck pace that they were moving at—sometimes up, sometimes down—as having lasted two hours at a minimum.
He couldn’t even begin to wonder how deep in the earth they were, or how far away they were from the sect now. If they’d traveled further and further they could be out in the plains with no hope of help anywhere.
There was a thump that Ash couldn’t identify, followed by Na dropping to her knees.
Carefully, she set Ash down like he was delicate pottery, then collapsed onto her side. Laying there, panting, she closed her eyes.
Looking around, Ash realized that the thump had been Chunhua, who was only a foot away. She was also laid out and unmoving on the ground.
I… Locke?
Unable to help himself, Ash tried to call out to Locke once more and found him unresponsive.
Chewing at his lip, Ash sat there, watching the two women who had single-handedly saved him. Picked him up, and ran off with him. Away from those who would see him dead.
They were more than spent, they were exhausted.
They need to go somewhere safe.
Can I get back out of the Hall on my own, though? I don’t think I ever exited it without Locke’s help.
But how would others have done it, if not for that?
Making his decision, Ash reached out with his Qi, wrapped up Na and Chunhua, and brought them into the Hall with him.
Or tried to.
There was no jump this time. No trans-location and appearing somewhere else.
He was still in the cave.
Listening to Na and Chunhua gasp and pant.
Okay. Okay, can’t go into the Hall.
But we can still retrieve things, right?
Focusing on the storage aspect, Ash tried to pull out his bedrolls.
They were instantly there next to him.
Grabbing the closest of the three, he began to roll it out. He was determined to do something for these two women who’d risked everything for him.
Unfortunately, he still felt incredibly weakened. It wasn’t as bad as it was when he’d woken up, but he was in no way well. Which meant setting out the two bedrolls had taken longer than it should have.
When he’d finally finished, he went to Na first and lifted her up partially. Keeping her head and shoulders off the rough ground, he dragged her bodily over to the bedroll.
Her eyes had opened briefly as he’d done so. She’d watched him as he’d moved her into position atop the bedroll.
Giving her a smile, he patted her sweaty brow and then turned to Chunhua. Doing the same for the sorceress, he moved her atop the other bedroll.
Chunhua’s eyes had never closed since she’d laid down. They’d followed him as he settled Na, and then as he’d moved her.
When he’d gotten her in position on the bedroll, she finally blinked.
At the same time, the light she’d created flickered before coming back to life again.
Ah, she’s keeping it up and burning herself out at the same time. We’ll fix that now.
Retrieving a solid Qi brick from his storage, Ash reached out and grabbed the floating light. Holding it in his hand, he could feel a dull warmth emanate from it through the gauzy feeling in his hand.
Sticking the brick on the ground, Ash then put the light atop it. It made a weird flicker, then grew in brightness.
Focusing on the point where the light met the brick, Ash bent his will and desire. He wanted to slow the rate of transfer. He assumed that in doing so, he could dim the light without turning it off.
Slowly, with increasing accuracy, he could feel the connection between the brick and the light. The flow of one to the other.
The momentum of it.
Even though he wasn’t touching his Dao, he could feel it wanting to burst free of him and be used. To be utilized and order the world accordingly.
In response to that, the tribulation that hovered over him eternally shifted. It became interested in him.
Easing away from the ache that flared in his Dantian from his Dao wanting to be used, Ash turned his attention back to the light. Dampening the flow, he lowered the light filling the area considerably.
Pulling out two hand towels from the Hall and a bottle of water, Ash set about wiping down the two women who’d saved his life.
Cooling them down, getting water in them, and giving them some time to rest.
Which they clearly needed, since each one of them fell fast asleep almost as soon as they drank their fill of water.
Looking from one to the other, there were no reservations in his head anymore about either one of them.
They weren’t just selling themselves to him out of duty or honor, but choice. It would have been easier and safer for them to not jump into the hole where he’d vanished.
Chewing at his lip, he reaffirmed his earlier choice. He wouldn’t turn them away if they actually wanted to have sex.
Wanted to have a relationship that was more than what they had currently.
He did have feelings for them both in a strange way. Ones that were creeping up to where Mei sat in his heart. Though, they were still slightly behind where Moira was.
Or Jia.
For whatever reason, despite his best logical thoughts, Jia still held a prominent place in his head and his heart.
It just felt odd to him to have feelings for more than one person. Having more than one spouse was literally illegal in his homeworld.
Sneaking closer by the second, Ash’s tribulation drew closer and closer.
With a grunt, Ash adjusted himself where he sat. Resting his hands in his lap, he began to cultivate formally.
He knew how to handle the tribulation now. He just needed to use his Dao to receive or return whatever it put out. Because that was the trick here, he figured.
The tribulation was here to test his path. His Dao.
Him.
Not to kill him, but to test him. To push him to the limits.
Closing his eyes, he focused inwardly. Then he gradually tuned everything else out.
***
Opening his eyes, he found that Na was starting to stir. Her breathing changed, her heart rate sped up incrementally, and her head lifted partially from the bedroll.
He was far more aware of things than he wanted to be when he dove that deeply into his cultivation. Far too aware of Na and Chunhua.
“Ash—Master Sheng?” Na whispered, slowly propping herself up in the bedroll.
At that moment, he’d realized that the Qi brick and the light that had been feeding off of it were both gone.
How long was I cultivating?
“I’m here,” Ash said quietly. “Chunhua’s still sleeping.”
“I… how… how long was I asleep?” Na asked, getting into a seated position. Her head slowly turned one way, then the other.
She can’t see me… is my night-sight that much better than hers?
“I don’t honestly know. I’m afraid I was cultivating and lost track of everything,” Ash admitted. “At first it was to battle my tribulation, then it was to work on repairing some of the issues lingering in me. Chunhua did a wonderful job, but it’s easier for me to see what’s wrong.”
“Yes. That’d… yes. I understand,” said Na. Letting out a breath, she had ended up turning her head toward Ash. She likely couldn’t see him, but she could at least hear him.
Probably sense him, too, given her inherent strength and talent.
“I think… I think we might be in the Jade Vaults. Or… at least, the caverns that lead into them,” whispered Na. “They’re what gave the Jade Fist its name. There’s a high level series of abilities and techniques that involve jade from the Jade Vaults. Only those who are sworn to the Jade Fist for life may enter the vaults, or even learn the abilities.”
“And… these were below the sect?” Ash asked.
“That’s what my family believed,” Na confirmed. “Not that it was somewhere else, but that it was directly beneath the sect. Heavily defended and fortified.
“But… no one had ever thought there’d be a way in from elsewhere. But if it really is beneath the sect, that’d mean it likely is actually a cave or series of caves. Like where we are now.”
Thinking on that, Ash couldn’t quite believe it, but he couldn’t fault the logic either. It made sense if you lined it up like that.
“Defended how?” Ash asked, wondering if they could actually find some wandering masters down here from the sect who could help them if they managed to find the vaults.
“I don’t know. It’s… not something Bao Jade, or any of the Jade Masters, ever really spoke of. The Jade Masters are separate from the sect in a way. Almost like a council,” Na explained.
And probably who the Deng family was ultimately after. As well as the Inner Sect.
This is all one master play to kill Bao Jade and take over the sect, then sell it off.
The Jade Masters would be lumped in with all those that needed to die for this to happen.
“Does… does this help us at all?” Ash asked.
“I don’t know. Probably not,” lamented Na.
“We just—” muttered Chunhua, not moving from where she laid. “We just need to keep going. Press forward until we feel we’re safe. Then I can cut upward. I’m an Elemental sorceress after all. This is nothing to me. And I’m awake now. Just… still resting.”
Ash hadn’t even noticed that she’d woken up. He’d been too busy staring at Na in the dark.
Oh, right.
She can command anything and everything externally to her. This… this isn’t half as bad as I feared.
“That’s… the problem though,” Na said after a second. “Can you feel anything here? At all? Ever since we jumped into the crevice, I haven’t been able to sense anything. In fact…”
Na’s voice trailed off as she held up her hands.
Her fingers slowly closed, then opened. Then she flexed them outward.
Nothing happened.
“I can’t even access my abilities. Can you, Chunhua?” Na asked.
Lifting her head, Chunhua looked around, as if finally noticing everything was quite dark.
“I can’t sense anything, no,” muttered the sorceress. Sitting upright, she made a small hand motion, flicking her wrist to one side.
Once more, nothing happened when it apparently should have.
“And… I can’t… I can’t access my abilities either. Nothing… works,” Chunhua said, her hand moving back and forth several more times.
Ash thought about that. He still couldn’t access Locke, but he hadn’t been able to since he hit his head.
Everything else was still working for him. He could access it as easily as he could elsewhere.
“I have no problems accessing anything,” Ash offered. Holding his hand up he did a very simple Spring Step to open and close his hand rapidly. There was a pop as his knuckles popped. “And I can sense everything, as well. Well… the distance is certainly a lot less than it was, but I can sense things.”
Though maybe that explains why I can see in the dark, as well. It’s almost as if they’re cut away from their Dantians.
Wait… is it because I have two Dantians open?
Maybe. That’s the only difference between them and me, right?
Realizing he’d been expecting a response again, Ash felt a sudden, deep ache inside himself.
Taking hold of that feeling, he contemplated it. Turned it around and examined it. Over and over. Thought about Locke and what he meant to Ash.
In that moment, he realized what it was. He and Locke had their differences, fought, bickered, and annoyed one another. But Locke was also the one person who would know everything Ash did, could offer advice, and was completely interested and invested in Ash’s survival and growth.
“Alright,” Ash murmured. “Since we can’t make a new light, we’ll just use me.”
Getting to his feet, he brushed off his backside.
“Chunhua, get behind me and grab my shoulders. Na, grab her shoulders,” Ash said. “I’ll be our eyes and lead us to wherever this goes. And while we’re going, you can try and teach me to cast a light globe, Chunhua. I doubt I’ll be an average student, or even a bad one. Probably a miserable one. But if I can learn to cast that light spell… well… we’ll all be better off.”
Gathering the bedrolls, forming the line, and then marching off into the darkness of the caves, the three began their journey.
It wasn’t as if they could sit around forever until the food in the Hall ran out.
Though that did pose a different question for Ash.
Did he refuse to give food to Tai and Ehrinis to save it for himself, Chunhua, and Na, or did he keep feeding them, until he couldn’t.
It wasn’t a question he wanted to really think on for too long. Because no matter what answer he picked, it’d be wrong.
***
“I can see something,” Chunhua said. “I can see something, right? I’m not imagining it?”
“I see it, too. It’s not light, it’s… it’s green?” Na said, her tone sounding almost incredulous.
Lifting his eyes up from the rocky ground he was traveling across, Ash looked ahead. Distantly, he could see a turn in the passageway, but nothing out of the ordinary.
Looking back at the broken and crumbling rock that tended to shift beneath his boots, Ash continued onward.
“No idea. Can’t tell. Trying to keep us on a decent path,” Ash muttered.
“You’re doing fine,” Chunhua said, then squeezed his shoulders with her hands. “It’s up ahead. It’s not light. It’s like a reflection.”
Trusting Chunhua to her word, Ash just kept moving. Right up until he hit a point in the path where the floor dropped an inch in height at a strange jagged line.
Cuts and gouges in the stone looked man-made and somewhat haphazard.
Then the whole thing became quite smooth. The entirety of the floor having been ground down to a stable, flat surface.
“It’s man-made,” Ash said, still moving forward toward the turn up ahead.
“What is? Oh, the ground. It’s so flat,” Na said, as she apparently came down over the same lip in the ground.
“If… if it’s man-made… are we getting closer to the sect?” Chunhua asked quietly.
“That or the Jade Vault,” countered Na.
Glancing to the ceiling, Ash saw it wasn’t worked like the floor, but the walls up ahead at the turn definitely appeared smooth.
“If we’re approaching either… we’re in an abandoned part of whatever it may be,” said Ash. “They started work, and then ended it. Never completing it. Let’s hope we’re not in some abandoned mine shaft with no way up.”
“No mine shaft would block us from our abilities, Master Sheng,” Na argued. “This is the Jade Vault. I’m certain of it.”
Saying nothing to that, Ash kept moving.
As he got closer to the turn, he could finally see what the girls had. It was indeed a green light, partially reflected from the wall.
It was so soft in color and glow that he’d just looked right over it. The light had blended in with his vision itself and become just part of the background.
Going around the turn and following it, Ash found himself entering an open area. The very walls themselves were covered in a brilliant green material. From the floor to the ceiling, nothing but a green shimmering surface.
“It’s jade,” Chunhua said as she stepped out from behind Ash. “It’s… all jade. We’re in the Jade Vaults.”
“Yes, Master Sheng has once more demonstrated his role as a Fated One,” Na murmured. “To find something hidden from all, except those who swear their very lives to the sect. And he finds it as a place of refuge.”
“We’ll see about that. We’re not out of this yet. I mean, we’re not even sure that—”
“Welcome to the third test, Jade Disciple,” said a disembodied voice.
Grimacing, Ash nodded his head slightly. He was expecting something to happen. Na had said there were defenses. On top of that, only people who swore themselves to the sect were allowed in.
That’d mean there were things to protect.
And protecting treasures with that level of secrecy meant the defenses wouldn’t be fun to deal with.
“Please prepare for the third trial of combat. You may utilize your Jade-abilities only,” said the voice. “You have ten minutes to prepare.”
Great.



Thirty-Five
“Yeah. No. Not doing that,” Ash said with a shake of his head. “Not bothering with any of that. No idea if this is a trial where failure means death or just a do-over.”
Looking around the room, Ash was determined to find the way out.
“I… what can we do?” Chunhua murmured. “I can’t even feel my Qi Sea anymore. Everything is… it’s all behind a wall.”
“Master Sheng, I cannot feel anything either. It’s as if I were a citizen,” Na said.
They both sounded quite nervous. Nervous and scared.
It’s likely that neither one of them ever had to live as a citizen. They probably both opened their Dantian quite early.
Na’s for her family, and Chunhua because hers is an external power.
“Rely on your martial arts and just remember, don’t get hit. You can’t block or receive a strike. You must dodge completely,” Ash said, as his eyes searched the walls.
Except he didn’t see anything.
In fact, when he turned around, he couldn’t even see the way they’d entered the room. It looked as smooth and solid as every other part of the room.
Turning around in place, Ash reached out and put his hand to the wall. To the spot where he knew they’d come in from.
Solid and unmoving under his fingertips, he felt only smooth green jade.
Okay. So they lock you in here and then subject you to the test. Which means failure isn’t an option. At least not one they want you to consider.
Frowning, Ash called up Spring Step and then shoved with his hand. Putting all the force he could into his palm.
With a crackling detonation, the wall exploded outward. Jade fragments burst forth and bounced around the walls, ceiling and floor.
“Get out,” Ash said, turning to look at Na and Chunhua. “I’ll try to find the other way into here. They couldn’t have come in the way we did. That’s just not possible.”
“Agreed, the voice said this wasn’t the first trial, which means there were others before this,” Na said. Turning, she marched into the hallway they’d come in from. Her boots crunched and crushed the jade as she went.
Chunhua followed behind her only a few seconds later.
Alright. Uh.
Now… now what?
Chewing at his lip, Ash began to slowly move around the room. Laying his hand to the walls and then shoving with Spring Step.
Nothing gave and nothing shifted. There was no change in anything at all.
After having made two full passes around the room, there was a deep, dull gong sound.
“Begin,” said the same voice from earlier.
Spinning in place, Ash faced the center of the room.
A massive lump began to take shape at the center of the room from the ground itself.
It seemed to pull from the jade around it. The green mineral gained an almost liquid consistency before it formed into a pool from which the growing mound slowly rose.
“Oh, fuck. What is that?” Ash grumbled, moving into a defensive posture. “I just… can’t I just catch a break?”
Even as the pool of jade formed, he tried to hit it with Sneaky Peeky. Except nothing came back. Not a single bit of information.
As if it didn’t exist in any way whatsoever.
Growing taller and wider, the indistinct mass of liquid jade had gradually begun to shift and morph. It developed into a vaguely humanoid shape while continuing to increase in size at the same time.
“It’s a golem!” called Na from the hallway. He could just barely see the top of her head as she peeked around the corner.
“Great, any advice?” Ash asked in a growl. “Cause I don’t know how punching a giant jade golem is g—”
Deciding that was the moment to finish molding itself, the jade giant moved its arms forward toward Ash.
Activating Spring Step, Ash took a hopping step backward and put himself out of reach of the golem.
“—n’t get hit!” Na clarified with extremely helpful advice.
“Pretty sure that’s what I told you!” Ash shouted back to her and then shook his head. He focused his entire attention on the construct of jade in front of him.
Gone was the liquid-like state it’d been in originally. Now it seemed to be formed of extremely hard jade. The arms of the golem were as thick around as Ash’s entire torso.
“Anything else that might be more useful?” Ash yelled.
“Don’t die,” Chunhua offered.
Rolling his eyes, Ash clicked his teeth together and stared at the monstrosity before him.
Okay… okay, so… this is a test for people to pass. It isn’t a defense or anything. It’s just—
“Illegal abilities detected,” said the voice from earlier. “The trial is suspended.”
Oh. Oh, does that mean that I can—
The jade golem became bright green. A massive charge of Qi began forming on its left limb while the right one transformed into an elongated blade.
Ah… shit. Now it’s just going to try and kill me.
Charging forward, the golem rushed at him with far more speed than Ash expected it to have.
Taking in a sharp breath, Ash yanked at his Dao. He’d deal with the tribulation as he had to, but right now he needed his momentum.
And immediately.
Connecting himself with the momentum, Ash had a momentary loss of control. His mind was in too much turmoil to manage to hang onto his Dao.
It skipped away from him, even as he tried to sink his fingers into it.
In the flash of time that he’d had a hold of it, he did see where the blade of the golem was coming.
Straight for his chest.
Jerking to one side even as the vision of the future fled, Ash reached out with his hands. With a deafening clang, the blade slammed into the wall behind where he’d been standing just a moment ago. Latching onto the blade with both hands, Ash utilized Spring Step. Pressing down hard with both hands, Ash poured Qi into the ability.
Right up to the point where he felt he might break his arms and hands.
With a ping that sounded like metal being snapped, the blade broke free from the limb.
The weight of the thing surprised Ash, and he was forced to drop it to the ground for now in order to continue fighting. Unfortunately, the whole exchange left him off balance and caused him to go stumbling forward.
A screeching roar from the golem tore at Ash’s eardrums. Like they’d been stabbed almost directly by the sound.
Looking back at his opponent, Ash raised his hands and patted his left hand against his hip.
The chain that was attached there had links the size of a large dog.
Qi that felt oddly over-fashioned began to roll into him from the golem.
More than enough to hold my Dao for a while.
Digging back into his Dantian, he called it forth once more.
Getting a better hold on it now, he quickly settled his thoughts and emotions. Smoothed them out until they were more akin to the surface of a calm lake.
Regardless of what was going on beneath, he would wait and react to the situation.
Stomping one giant foot down to the ground, the golem paused and then stood motionless.
Jade began to pull away from the walls and the floor, turning to liquid and sliding across toward the golem.
Great. Okay, so… fuck this. I can’t win.
Not by fighting him.
If he’s just going to flow like water and d—
Before he could finish the thought, Ash snatched out with his Dao at the monster. At the very substance it was made of.
After all, it was flowing right now, even though it could also become a solid.
That meant it had a momentum all its own. One that he could perhaps tap into and control.
Or at the very least, destroy.
Having already absorbed some of the Qi that this golem was created from made it all the easier for Ash. He could practically see the same Qi forming strands to pull more jade into itself.
Those very same strands were filling out the entirety of the golem and holding it together.
Bringing his hands together in a clapping motion, he ripped at all the jade in the room.
If the golem wanted more jade to build itself up, who was Ash to argue?
Especially when it suited his own purposes.
Shattering and cracking like glass, the jade around the room broke free and rushed the golem. Slamming into it from every possible direction, it suddenly looked like a horror movie monster. Bits and pieces of broken, jagged shards covered its every surface.
It’d also grown three times in size and practically couldn’t move anymore.
In doing that, Ash had managed to reveal the exit he’d been looking for all along. An archway was visible in the far wall. He couldn’t see beyond it, but anything was better than where he was at the moment.
“Time to go!” Ash shouted, turning to look toward Na and Chunhua.
Both women fled the hallway and darted out into the room. Seeing the newly uncovered archway, they ran for it.
Bending down, Ash collected the heavy jade blade, braced it over his shoulder, and ran after the girls.
Behind him, he could feel the jade golem trying to break itself free. Except it was only being trapped by what it was.
There was nothing to escape or get loose from.
“What’d you do to it?” Na asked as she ran through the archway.
“Stole its momentum!” Ash explained. It was the right answer and anything more than that was simply out of his control at the moment.
Na and Chunhua winked out of existence as they kept running. As if they’d stepped behind a wall and were no longer visible to him.
Right up until he apparently crossed over the same invisible demarcation point that they did.
Standing in a much larger version of the room they’d just been in, Ash felt defeated. This room was also covered in jade and was quite empty, having not a thing in it.
I guess I should have thought of that. This could end up just being one continuous run-on trial. Moving from room to room.
That’d make this combat room two?
Chunhua and Na came to a stop not far ahead of him. Both women were breathing normally and didn’t appear to be winded in the least.
They were cultivators first. Even without access to the abilities that defined them, they were still in excellent physical shape, their bodies long nurtured by Qi.
Standing there, the three of them waited. Wondering what would happen next.
Ash could feel his heart pounding in his chest and worked to calm it. Utilizing the time they had right now to try and re-balance himself.
The flow of Qi coming to him through the chain dried up suddenly and then went dead. Signifying that the golem had either failed outright or was no longer something that could be considered a valid target.
Working quickly, Ash distanced himself from his Dao. Releasing it as his control faded without any whiplash to himself.
“Nothing… is happening,” Na murmured.
Looking around once more, Ash felt almost worse that nothing had changed.
I can deal with a problem. It’s much harder to deal with… nothing.
Grinding his teeth back and forth, Ash waited.
He stared at the walls.
His anxiety grew, folded over itself, and then exploded.
Except nothing happened. Nothing changed.
An empty room coated in glowing green jade on every surface.
And them.
“Do… do we look for an exit?” Chunhua asked. Her voice echoed a few times before trailing off.
“I mean, how would we even do that?” Ash asked. Frowning, he let the jade blade come to rest point first on the ground with a ping-like noise. “I had to practically rip the jade from the walls in the other room to see it.”
“We cannot remain here,” said Na, letting her hands fall to her sides.
Ash’s tribulation took her words as an invitation. Lashing out at him, it struck at his heart, making it beat oddly.
Wincing, Ash held his breath and tilted his head to one side.
Bleeding some of the pressure on his chest away with his Qi Sea, he let everything slide past him. Not bothering to counter the momentum of the push against him, just letting it flow over him.
It was gone as quickly as it’d come on.
But Ash didn’t get the feeling the tribulation had eased up at all.
“Yeah, can’t stay here,” Ash agreed and meant it. If he remained here, he’d likely be killed by the tribulation long before he perished of starvation or dehydration.
Reaching up with his free hand, he rubbed at his chest. He’d managed to dodge most of the feeling, but some of it lingered.
I have less time than I think. Don’t I?
Sighing, Ash tapped the jade blade against the ground with some force.
A sharp crackling noise caused him to look down.
The blade had sunk into the floor and started to shatter the jade itself.
Oh. That’s right. It went through the wall.
Huh. Alright… we’ll do that.
Lifting up the blade horizontally to his body Ash walked over to the wall. Then he began to drag it along the surface as he walked the perimeter of the room.
Behind him, the jade walls cracked, crumbled, and fell apart.
After he’d made a complete circuit and returned to the starting point, he turned and looked back at his work.
Every wall was a ruin.
Shattered, broken, and tumbling off even as he watched.
“I… I don’t think the sect leader will forgive us for ruining the Jade Vault,” Na murmured.
“He’s welcome to be angry,” Ash said without a care. “I’d rather him clean this up, than our corpses when they discover us later on.”
“That’s… yes. That’s a very good point,” Chunhua said then sighed. “I feel so helpless.”
“Master Sheng will care for us. I feel weakened, but not helpless,” declared Na moving toward the wall. “He won’t let harm befall us. He is too kind.”
Chunhua nodded briefly at that as she continued to inspect the walls.
“Is that our exit, then?” she asked, pointing toward an archway that was now partially revealed.
“I imagine so since… well… there’s no other door,” Ash replied.
While Chunhua and Ash had discussed the exit, Na had been busily sweeping jade into a spatial storage ring.
So their items still work. Just like mine.
Just… not abilities.
Chunhua met his eyes and then gave him a casual shrug of her shoulders. Realizing that she didn’t have any better idea about the jade than he did, they started walking toward the only visible exit.
Reaching it, they passed through the archway without another word between them. Na joined them once more and offered nothing as to the jade collection she’d just taken with her.
Once more, the three of them crossed a point where they entered an entirely new area.
Why the heck is everything separated like that?
They had entered into a new room. Smaller than the previous room, it was also extraordinarily different than the last two.
This one contained a number of tables, chairs, bookshelves, and even small altars to make offerings at.
Lined up in rows from one side of the room to the other and stretching back nearly halfway to the far wall, were stone plinths. Atop each plinth was a jade statue.
Human-looking, lifelike jade statues.
Fuck. They’re all going to attack us, aren’t they?
A large male jade statue near the front of the unmoving throng slowly turned its head toward Ash and the others.
Staring at them with unseeing jade eyes.



Thirty-Six
Standing there, the three disciples stared at the jade statue.
The statue stared back.
Seconds crept by.
Ash pretended to be a statue, while an actual jade statue gazed back.
In the absolute stillness, Ash could hear himself, Na, and Chunhua breathing and little else.
Finally turning its head back to its original position, the jade statue apparently decided that the three of them weren’t worth its time. It returned to its unliving state as if this were all just a figment of their imaginations.
“Did… that move?” Ash asked, after a small amount of time had passed.
“Yes. Yes, it did, Master Sheng,” Na murmured.
He hadn’t noticed it at first, but both Na and Chunhua had drifted closer to him. They were practically shoulder to shoulder with him now.
“What do we do?” Chunhua asked.
“I honestly wish I knew,” Ash admitted. “I really don’t know what to do with this. Any of this. I mean… do we move… do we hold still… do we… do we go backward?”
Neither Na nor Chunhua replied to that. Each woman stood there with their own thoughts. Just as Ash did.
This was clearly a situation that was beyond them and their collective abilities.
And that didn’t even take into account that Na and Chunhua were locked out of the majority of their strength.
“I think… these are jade golems made of the previous Jade Masters,” Na said after perhaps another thirty seconds had oozed by.
“And why would you think that?” Ash asked, his eyes still slowly drifting from statue to statue.
“Because… because I recognize one. I think,” Na said and slowly let herself relax out of her defensive posture. “And I don’t think we’ll have any problems with them. I think this is actually the true Jade Vault. Not what we were in previously, but right here. These golems are the treasure.”
Ash raised his eyebrows at that. He wasn’t sure how she had reached that conclusion, but he didn’t doubt her. Na was incredibly intelligent and insightful.
Shaking her head minutely, Na passed between two jade statues and moved deeper into the formation.
Chewing at his lip for a second, Ash contemplated what to do. Then he realized he didn’t have much of a choice. Following Na wasn’t even a question.
Moving quickly, he passed between the jade statues and caught up to her.
“It… took me a little longer than it should have,” said Na softly. “But I hadn’t… haven’t… seen her in a while. A long while now.”
“Who?” Ash asked, glancing up at the lifelike jade statues he passed by. More than a few turned their heads to watch him walk by, but not all of them did.
To say it was unnerving was putting it lightly.
“My great-grandmother,” Na said, stopping in front of one particular jade statue. Staring up at its face, she seemed lost in her own world now.
Following Na’s gaze, Ash looked at the carved jade features. He couldn’t see a resemblance to Na but that didn’t really mean anything.
“I used to… hide in her garden,” Na murmured, her eyes searching that jade face. “She’d be painting and I’d watch her. I wasn’t supposed to be there. No one was supposed to disturb grandmother An.”
Watching the face, Ash saw no change there. There was no movement from the golem and it seemed almost as if it weren’t interested in anything.
“I don’t think all of them live,” Chunhua said from behind Ash. “Some are simply statues, some are golems. That or there’s something else going on here.”
Likely the latter.
I’d bet on… them simply choosing not to engage. Or being in a much deeper sleep.
Na apparently didn’t care that the statue hadn’t responded to her.
Getting down to her knees, Na placed her hands in her lap and then bowed her head to the statue.
It was both familial and respectful.
Frowning, Ash looked away from Na and instead turned his attention to the statues—or golems he supposed—directly around him.
Of them, a few were looking at his small group, but most were content to ignore them.
“Ashley, I’m not sure what we should be do—”
A deafening boom muted out anything else Chunhua had to say.
Dust, fragments of stone, and solidified Qi rushed in from the archway where they’d entered.
“It’s the masters!” Chunhua hissed, then got down in a low crouch and put herself behind a golem.
Growling, Ash ducked down behind a statue’s pedestal as well. Peering out between the booted feet toward the entryway.
Na had done the same, though she was hiding behind her great-grandmother’s likeness.
“We need to—” Na’s words died on her lips as the two masters practically appeared amongst them.
Both were men wearing long black coats, carrying swords, and with their faces covered. They had the look of people you would cross the city-block to stay away from, let alone the street.
The one in front of Ash stabbed down at him without a word or a second of hesitation.
Ripping at Spring Step, Ash scrambled to one side, practically rolling out of the way.
Smashing against the ground, the tip of the blade rebounded before the man quickly retracted the blade. There was no damage to the edge of the weapon that Ash could see and it clearly hadn’t broken.
Qi enchanted or made. This isn’t going to—
Another sword came flashing down for his life. This one was from the second man. Ash had barely gotten his feet to the floor before he activated another instance of Spring Step.
This time, he rolled backward with a great deal more force.
Bumping and rolling end over end, Ash felt like a bowling ball.
More so when he caught a bounce badly and careened off a heavy stone plinth. Only to get forced to the side to hit another, before finally smashing into a third and coming to a stop.
Groaning, Ash rose up to his feet as quickly as he could.
But it was already too late.
Both masters were dashing toward him, sword points leading the way.
Well, shit.
“Remember this moment!” screamed Na as she threw herself bodily into the two masters.
Even without her Qi-enhanced self and not using a technique, her body weight was more than enough to push one into the other. Knocking them off their footing.
One tripped over his own feet as the other slammed into a jade statue head first. He went down to the ground in a heap and laid there unmoving.
“Run, Ash!” yelled Na.
The one that she’d collided directly with recovered swiftly. Turning to face her, he lifted his blade up and drove it toward her.
Slamming his teeth together so he didn’t bite his tongue off, Ash pulled his entire Qi Sea into his Spring Step.
He wasn’t fast enough, though.
Spearing forward, the sword tip slid into Na.
Stopping a bare fraction of an inch inside of her, the blade came to a shuddering stop.
A jade hand clutched the middle of the blade.
Standing in front of Na was the jade golem that she’d knelt to before. The one she’d called her great-grandmother An.
There was an ominous creaking sound which heralded that bad things were about to happen. Like something was going to break.
There was a crackling, like stone shattering, followed by a high-pitched whine and ping noise.
Shattering and crumbling on both sides of where the jade hand held the sword, the blade itself had broken. In a single second, it’d become less than half its original length.
And was now without a working tip.
Before the master could respond to the situation, the jade golem swung around with its free hand. Smashing into the man’s masked jaw, it caused a disgusting crunching noise.
Spinning around until it seemed as if he were looking backward, the man’s head was now facing the wrong way.
Toppling to one side, the master twitched several times on the ground but made no other moves.
The jade golem jumped with a strange hopping motion and promptly landed on the second master’s head.
A red, steamy pulp of blood and gore splattered out in every direction under the green woman’s feet.
Turning, the jade golem slowly looked toward Na, who had a hand pressed to her stomach. Though the blade hadn’t gone too deeply into her, she’d still been wounded.
“Granny Ahnan?” Na asked in an almost dreamy way.
The corners of the jade golem’s mouth curled into a smile even as the creature tilted its head to one side. Then it nodded its head twice.
Reaching out a jade hand that’d just crushed what was likely a Qi-forged sword, the golem gently laid its hand on Na’s head.
Patting the crown of her head tenderly, the golem was clearly more than what it appeared to be.
Leaning its head down, the jade golem pressed its forehead to Na’s.
Ash swore he heard something spoken, but he couldn’t be sure. To his ear, it almost sounded like rocks briefly grinding together.
Standing upright, the golem moved back to its plinth and took up its original pose. Going instantly still once it had resumed its previous stance.
Na stepped over to the golem and then laid her head against its thigh. Closing her eyes, she stood there, one hand pressed to the wound.
“Ahnan said the exit is behind them. In the far wall,” Na murmured. “She told me the password, as well.”
Unable to respond to that, Ash could only nod his head. He wasn’t quite up to speed on everything that happened.
In fact, all he could see in his mind’s eye was Na shouting to remember this moment as she tried to sacrifice herself for his scant possibility of escaping.
He feared it would set a dangerous precedent.
***
Hours later, after tending to Na’s wound and looting the corpses of the two masters, the trio exited the vaults.
It’d been a long, winding climb up a great number of stairs, coupled with a number of rest breaks for Na to catch her breath.
The medicine she’d been fed was clearly helping her along, but it was only able to do so much for her without her Qi Sea being active.
All throughout the climb, they’d been without their Qi-backed powers. Between that and her injury, there was no possible way she’d get up the stairs without needing to rest often.
“I think we’ve reached the top. Almost done, Na,” Chunhua promised. The sorceress had taken it upon herself to help carry Na up the stairs after Ash had done so for the first half.
“Oh, thank the heavens,” Na grumbled. “I just want to sleep. I’m so tired. My Dantian aches. Everything needs to rest.”
“I know, almost there,” murmured Chunhua.
Ash was a bit further ahead of them and knew that it was definitely the end of the staircase.
However, directly in front of them was a large, heavy stone slab. It was clearly divided in the center and would slide apart in each direction.
Except Ash had no way of knowing how to make it do that.
Probably that password Na mentioned, since we didn’t need anything before this point.
Wincing, Ash felt his tribulation shudder and lunge toward him again. Only for it to fall back fairly quickly once more.
The constant attacks and retreats were starting to wear on him.
They were also increasing in severity and frequency. As if his tribulation were ramping up toward its final testing of him.
Which was a rather unnerving thought since he clearly wasn’t at the defensive formation. He was also almost positive that his chances of surviving the tribulation without assistance were non-existent.
“Jade and humans, both are sharpened by bitter tools,” Na groused as Chunhua approached the door.
Ash raised an eyebrow at that. He’d never heard the expression, but it felt like it fit well with the cultivator lifestyle.
Turning into a solid glowing green color, the door made a slamming noise but didn’t move. Then, with aching slowness, the doors began to part from one another.
Dust and grit began to fall and drop into the opening between the doors as they moved.
“Weird,” Ash mumbled. Looking at the falling bits of debris, he had no idea what else it could mean except that this door hadn’t been opened in quite a while.
Maybe the Deng had been working to suppress the Jade Vaults. If there’s less Jade Masters, that’d likely mean there’s less resistance.
It’s quite likely that all those people they attacked would have eventually been considered resistance as well. Preemptively taking out the competition before they could become it.
This wasn’t just a grab for power.
It was a very long-term con for them, wasn’t it? Slowly whittling away at what made the sect strong enough to resist others.
Sects, people, or otherwise.
And then they made an attempt on the sect itself.
When there were no more Jade Masters.
Nodding his head as he put the pieces together, Ash realized he’d have to step out of the shadows to assist. Had to meet with the Sect Master and see how he could help rebuild.
Especially given the fact that there were now Masters paid to eliminate him. He couldn’t wait any longer.
Things were progressing past the point that he could reasonably cope with them. Hiding in the sect wasn’t going to work without someone being able to help discourage others from looking into him.
More or less what Gen warned me about, isn’t it?
The lack of response from Locke somehow came as a surprise to Ash. Once again, he’d forgotten that his companion and traveling partner was gone.
There’d been no sign of Locke in any way, shape, or form.
Snapping his teeth together audibly at the thought, Ash began to walk through the open door.
On the other side of it was a green jade golem, much like the ones they’d found inside the vault.
It was on its side, unmoving, and appeared to have been dumped here.
“That’s odd,” Chunhua said, as she carried Na past the statue and set her on her feet.
Ash grunted at that and then grabbed the jade golem. Dragging it past the door, he set it on the inside of the vault.
“Best we can do, I guess,” Ash said, looking at the two women. “For now, let’s just… get up there and find Bao Jade. We need to tell him about this and what’s happened.”
“Agreed,” Na said, and then sat down on the ground right there, her hand still pressed to her middle. “But I’m done. I can go no farther, Master Sheng. I’m sorry.”
Shifting down onto her back, Na lay still and closed her eyes.
She kept breathing, thankfully, but Ash didn’t need to be a Qi Healer to know she was more hurt than he suspected.
More than likely, she was only stable at all due to the medicine running through her.
Chunhua bent down at the waist and checked on Na. After a few seconds, she stood back up and looked at Ash.
“As far as I can tell, she’s alright. Just very tired and run down. Everything is still blocked from me down here, though,” Chunhua offered.
“Great,” Ash said and meant it. He felt a deep debt of gratitude for the little-handmaiden-that-could. She’d willingly given up the expectation of living in order to try and knock down the masters and give him a chance to escape. “Can we carry her up or—”
“Let’s leave her here,” Chunhua said, interrupting him and holding up her hands. “I don’t have the strength for it and I don’t think it would help her. Let’s seek out help. Find Rou or a master we trust and come back. That way we don’t make her wound worse. She’s resting, safe, and warm for the moment.”
Ash couldn’t argue with that assessment.
Na was stable right where she was. Trying to carry her out of here was likely to cause more harm than good at the moment.
Besides, we might get a hundred paces from here and find that the block on their abilities is gone.
That’d make this whole situation quite a bit easier then. Going back for Na to carry her to that point would be reasonable.
Nodding, Ash moved up next to Chunhua, and the two of them proceeded down the hallway.
They needed to get help as soon as possible and then get Ash to the defensive formation.
As if it could sense his thoughts, the immaterial bundle of anger and resentment loomed closer toward him. Practically hovering over his head.
He could feel its desire to break him. To throw him down and conquer him. To remove his very ability to cultivate.
Or just kill him outright.
“I can feel that power circling you,” Chunhua said with an edge of fear to her voice. “That’s… that’s your tribulation?”
“Yeah,” Ash got out through clenched teeth. He was having to lean on his Dao again just to be able to keep moving. “It really doesn’t like me.”
“It wants to kill you. I’ve… never heard of a tribulation that just wanted to kill the one who summoned it. Ever.”
“Yeah, well, mine does. He’s a dickbag. Or she. Whatever.”
“It. It’s a dickbag,” Chunhua corrected. “It’s just Qi, though. You’re assigning it emotions that aren’t real. Feelings that it can’t have. After all, everyone always says a tribulation is bereft of any real desires and—”
Lashing out at him, the tribulation slammed into Ash, forcing him to pull much more deeply on his Dao. Wasting large amounts of Qi to defend himself.
After the attack passed, Ash realized he’d come to a complete stop with Chunhua staring at him.
“Never mind. That’s… that’s a real desire,” Chunhua murmured. “It just wants you dead.”
“Yeah, I know,” Ash grumbled. “Well aware of that, in fact.”



Thirty-Seven
Pushing against the wooden panel, Ash wasn’t able to make it budge.
Taking a step back, he looked it over once again.
As far as he could tell, it was just wooden boards slatted together. Much like how the walls of many houses looked, in fact.
Does that mean that the Jade Vaults empty out into a basement or something?
I mean that’s the only answer, I guess. A basement or a root cellar or… something.
“Smells like storage,” Chunhua said and then wrinkled her nose. “And leaking cider.”
Basement.
Putting his hands on his hips, Ash looked away from the wooden boards to their fittings. They were practically flush with the jade-covered walls.
Clearly, it was meant to be a hidden entrance. One that was fit to conceal itself, but still allow passage as necessary without too much hindrance.
And that means the door should be relatively easy. Right?
So I should be able to—
Chunhua lifted a leg up, pivoted, and kicked out at the edge of a board where it passed over the jade wall.
The board broke in half with a sharp crack. Half of it fell into the room beyond the wall, leaving them with a better view inside.
Yeah. Overthinking it. Way too much thought put into something this simple.
With a growl, Ash used Spring Step through his entire body and bull-rushed forward.
Tucking his shoulder in and turning his head downward, he slammed straight through the wood. Stumbling through the wreckage and shattered door, Ash blew right through it.
He finally got his feet back under himself several steps beyond, after partially losing his balance on a bottle.
“Oh, that was quite well done, Ashley,” said Chunhua, delicately walking over the wreckage. She even went so far as to lift up the hem of her dress, preventing the edges of it from dragging.
Acting kind of ladylike for a woman who just broke a wooden board with a kick.
Clicking her tongue, Chunhua came over to stand next to Ash and then lightly began to brush at his shoulders and chest.
Tilting her head to one side, her eyes moved up to his head and hair. Reaching up, she began to pick her fingers through his hair, dislodging whatever she found there.
“There we are,” Chunhua said, giving him a smile. “Now let’s go see who’s here so we can get some help for Na. Then get to Bao Jade and finally Gen. We have to tell him about this.”
Nodding his head at that, Ash hesitated for a moment, then turned and went for the stairs that weren’t far off.
“Who’s down there?” called a voice from above before Ash had even gotten halfway up.
“Ah… hello?” replied Ash, coming to a stop on the stairs. “I’m sorry, we don’t mean to be here. We… somehow… I—”
“Ashley Sheng?” asked the same voice. There was the firm tread of boots above as someone started coming down the stairs.
The voice felt familiar to Ash, but he couldn’t quite place it. A face or name didn’t come to him.
Green robes were visible before an older man stepped into view.
It was none other than Bao Jade himself.
“Ah! Sect Leader!” Ash said with immediate relief. “I’m so glad to see you.”
“What… what are you doing in my basement?” Bao Jade asked, his eyes taking in Ash and then moving to Chunhua.
“We were attacked by outside masters,” Chunhua said, bowing her head to Bao Jade and putting her hands together. “We fled them. Many people saw the attack. We ended up in a cave system beneath the sect and… and then we ended up somehow managing to enter the Jade Vaults.”
Bao Jade’s eyebrows were raised and he had a somewhat shocked expression.
“And the masters?” he asked.
“Dead,” Ash said quickly. “One broke his neck and the other… was killed by a Jade Golem.”
“The defenses are active,” Bao Jade murmured, his eyes looking down and to the side.
“Yes. Or, at least… yes. Yes, they are,” Ash said, realizing no elaboration would be needed. It wasn’t as if the leader of the sect wasn’t aware of the golems.
“And did you leave the doors open?” Bao Jade asked quickly, his eyebrows now slamming together over his eyes.
Ash suddenly had an odd feeling.
The doors had closed on their own. They hadn’t needed to do anything to shut the way behind them. Something wasn’t adding up for him here.
“They closed on their own,” Chunhua murmured, raising her head up slightly and looking at the sect leader now. “We put the jade golem that was outside, back inside, as well.”
Growling at that, Bao Jade shook his head, his hands clenching into fists.
Okay. Something is not right at all here. Not right in any way.
Taking in a quick breath, then letting it out, Bao Jade sighed and then pressed a hand to his temple.
“I’ll need to reset the doors, the defenses, and put the golem back outside,” Bao murmured almost to himself.
When the sect master’s eyes flicked to him, Ash had the distinct impression that this was a performance. That something truly wasn’t right in this situation.
“Sorry, given the instructions that the vault keeper gave us, it seemed like the most prudent action,” Ash lied smoothly. As if it were the most natural thing in the world that they’d talked to the vault keeper.
“Ah, yes. I could see how that’d be the case,” Bao said, looking considerably more at ease. Folding his arms together, he was the very picture of a sect leader. “It isn’t a problem at all.”
Smiling, Ash nodded his head.
He’s not who he says he is. That or… that or he’s never been in the Jade Vaults.
But he’s the sect leader?
That’s not possible!
I need to talk to Gen. Right now.
We’ll come back for Na once we have help. Once we have someone we can trust. Until then, we won’t mention her.
Coming right back with help.
“Yes, exactly. They mentioned they’d open the door again tomorrow for me. I left some of my belongings where we entered the vaults,” lied Ash again. “In the meantime, though, I need to go check in with Gen. I’m sure he’s expecting me. I imagine someone in my alliance has already sent a message to him about the assassins by now.”
Bao Jade was watching Ash closely now.
“Oh! Did Gen already reach out to you? I mean, I don’t even know how long it’s been since we vanished,” Ash said. “I was thinking maybe a day or two at most.”
Bao Jade’s face slowly went slack. His eyes lost any energy or feeling in them, and he straightened himself up.
Staring back at the sect leader, Ash had no idea what to do or say.
He had the feeling that Bao Jade was no longer being fooled.
Which was proved to be exactly the case when the older man slapped Ash across the face hard enough to knock him out.
***
Feeling as if his arms and legs were tied down with thousand-pound weights, Ash struggled his way to consciousness.
Groaning, he didn’t manage much of anything. At least not much more than twitching around on the ground a little.
“Ashley?” Chunhua whispered.
Grunting, Ash tried to voice a response.
“Nnnnnnggh,” he groaned.
That alone was too much for him, however. Moving his tongue around at all made him feel like his jaw wasn’t right. Like it was a bag full of broken glass and things were just shifting around.
And quite painfully.
“I think he broke your jaw with the slap,” Chunhua murmured quietly. She was practically on top of him, or so he guessed by her voice alone.
Yeah. Pretty sure he did.
Broke my damn jaw. Maybe more than that.
Am I missing teeth?
Experimentally, Ash tried to touch his molars with his tongue.
That was also a very bad idea. He found that yes, he was indeed missing some teeth. He had also found that his jaw bone was broken up inside of his mouth.
I’m really messed up, aren’t I?
Damnit. I hope Rou can put me back together.
“If I had my storage treasure, I’d give you some medicine. I bought one… after what happened in the other veil,” Chunhua apologized. “I’m sorry. Bao took it right after he knocked you out.”
Medicine.
Medicine!
I don’t have to wait for Rou.
Ash felt like his thoughts were beyond sluggish. There was definitely something wrong with his thinking beyond just the never-ending pain of his jaw.
Hit me so hard.
Did he take the Hall?
Closing his hand on itself, Ash could feel the ring right where it should be.
Didn’t take it or couldn’t see it.
Doesn’t matter.
Pulling out a thousand-year-old golden ginseng, Ash encouraged himself to take it. This was a perfect time to use such a rare and expensive pill.
“How… where did… they didn’t take your storage treasure?” Chunhua asked as Ash managed to force the pill between his lips.
When it landed on his tongue, he wanted to throw up. Wanted to spit it out and then cut his tongue off.
The flavor was overwhelming and bordered on rotten.
Pressing his eyes closed tighter, Ash smashed the pill up against the roof of his mouth with his tongue. It was the best he could do to limit the taste and speed up the dissolving of said abhorrent pill.
Eventually, Ash gave up on trying to dissolve it. The taste was too unbearable.
Wiggling the pill to the back of his mouth, he attempted to swallow it.
Which resulted in the bag of broken glass that was his jaw wobbling around for a second. Followed by the excruciating, yet welcome, feeling of the pill moving down his throat.
Unfortunately, this also meant that Ash was about to head into the hard part about these kinds of things.
Pushing everything back together for the pill to work. It wasn’t as if the miraculous healing arts could know where things went.
Pills weren’t sentient.
Groaning, Ash turned inward to his Qi Sea.
Settling into his Meridians from their connection to his Dantian, he began to follow them upward. Up and into his skull.
The damage was extensive.
Other than the broken jaw, he clearly had what was likely a concussion, his cheekbone was fractured, and his left eye’s retina had detached itself.
Letting out a miserable whimper, Ash began the excruciating task of putting all the shattered bits of his jaw back together. Then he had to hold it all in place as the medicine did its work.
Shivering as he laid there, he could feel tears streaming down the sides of his face.
His entire world was one of never-ending pain and mind-numbing hurt. There was nothing else.
To the point that he actually partially blacked out.
Only to awaken again as the pain began to slowly subside.
Even when he’d slipped into unconsciousness, he’d managed to keep everything together.
Groaning, Ash’s mouth fell open, the strain of keeping his mouth shut no longer something he could bear.
“Ash!” Chunhua said, practically atop him once more. “Oh! Oh… it… it doesn’t look as bad. It looks… it looks normal, actually.”
With a grunt, Ash lifted his hands up and then tentatively felt at the outside of his face. His fingertips slid over smooth unblemished skin. There didn’t seem to be any protrusions, shifting bones, or soreness.
Using his tongue, he carefully probed at the hinge point of his jaw.
The teeth were still missing, unfortunately, but the damage was healed. Open sockets were now replaced with healthy gum tissue.
Poking around with his tongue tip, he quickly tapped his teeth one after the other. Fortunately, he’d apparently only lost a wisdom tooth and a molar.
Which wasn’t that bad when he thought of how terrible it could have been.
Ash sat up and got his hands to the ground, bracing himself. Opening his eyes, he inspected his surroundings.
Chunhua was beside him, and her face held clear concern. He’d bet on her having cried recently, but there was no proof of that now.
“I think I’m okay,” Ash muttered. Then he shifted his jaw around, moving it back and forth. Everything felt alright. “Yeah. Things feel like they’re in the right places.”
Throwing her arms around his shoulders silently, Chunhua held him.
“I didn’t tell them about Na. I was afraid they’d just go kill her. Hopefully, they don’t go exploring before we can get out of here,” Chunhua eventually murmured, her arms still holding him tight.
Reaching up, he awkwardly patted her on the back.
“They made me take a pill. My Qi Sea is empty. I can’t cultivate or do anything,” mumbled Chunhua. “It feels like it’ll wear off in time, but… I can’t do anything at all.”
Ash nodded at that.
The room they were in felt like a converted storeroom which was being used as a temporary dungeon.
The conversion likely took an hour and happened at a moment’s notice, as well. There were no bars, no locked door, and no visible guards.
They were simply locked in a room with no obvious way out except one door.
“There are two Inner Sect masters at the door,” Chunhua whispered, pressing her lips to his ear. “I think they’re going to wait for your tribulation to kill you. Then kill me and blame it on you and your tribulation.”
Huh.
That makes sense.
But… why would Bao Jade do this? He’s the sect master.
He would want to keep the sect open, wouldn’t he?
Ash realized the reason didn’t matter right now. Bao was trying to kill him.
A sudden, gut-wrenching feeling speared him as power began to accumulate around him. As though he were deeply buried in a fog; fog as thick and as deep as the ocean.
His tribulation had arrived in full.
And it wanted to absolutely murder him.



Thirty-Eight
Pushing Chunhua away from himself, Ash scrambled to his feet.
“Hide,” Ash hissed and started moving quickly for the only door in the room. “Get behind something because I’m pretty sure that—”
Before he could finish his sentence, the tribulation lashed out with a bolt of Qi Lightning from directly in front of him.
Catching the bolt with his left hand almost instinctively, Ash redirected it with his right hand. Straight toward the door where he was heading.
With a detonation of thunder, the bolt of lightning shattered the door. A brief scream was heard at the same time.
The smell of burnt hair and charcoal was strong. Much stronger than the acrid smoke that was already spewing out of the charred and burnt walls around the door.
Shaking out his hands, Ash felt like he’d made a mistake by trying to redirect that bolt. It’d been incredibly powerful.
To the point that he was almost certain his wrists might be fractured. Or just outright broken.
Maybe burnt?
Lifting a hand to his nose, Ash took a sniff as he marched through the smoking, burning doorframe.
Realizing there was no way in hell he’d be able to tell if it was him or the dead man at his feet, Ash let his hand fall.
Both of the Inner Sect masters were on the ground. One was a blackened log with burnt robes and a great deal of hideous smoke pouring out of his mouth and ears.
The other master was severed in half at the stomach. He was busily trying to scoop his intestines back inside himself, his eyes half-glazed over as he did it.
Not waiting, Ash turned and explored the area.
It was just a blank hallway. Without windows or anything that’d give him an idea of where he was.
Frowning, Ash began to move away from the door and down the only exit available to him.
A stronger bolt was already building in the tribulation that was all around Ash. He could feel it gathering its strength.
Moving at a quick jog, Ash didn’t make it down the hallway before the next strike came.
Digging into his Qi Sea, Ash strengthened himself and the Meridians in his arms. Capturing the bolt with his left hand just as he’d done the last time, he once more pushed it back out through his right hand.
Unfortunately, it didn’t completely work.
Part of the power of the bolt remained inside him, and his arms began to cramp as the Qi attacked the muscles and bones.
Screaming through his teeth, Ash pulled his arms together and crossed them in front of himself. Hunching over them, he did his best to cycle Qi through the Meridians there. To leech it away and into channels made to carry the energy.
The bolt he’d sent elsewhere smashed into the end of the hallway, creating another eruption of fire and explosive Qi.
Stamping his feet, Ash felt like the kid who’d touched the hot cookie sheet and was now blowing on his fingers. Just considerably worse.
Before the pain could completely subside, Ash once more felt the tribulation building up its next attack.
Oh, my fuck! This is too much!

“Yes. Yes, it is! I can’t hold it back anymore. This is beyond my ability!” Locke shouted at him. “Call up our Dao already and let’s not be where it’s going!”

Locke!? What are—
“SHUT UP AND DO IT, ASHLEY!”
Standing upright, Ash dove headfirst into his Dao. Bringing it up into full force, he pushed at his Qi Sea. Pulled at it from the other side.
Set the whole thing spinning at maximum speed even as the tribulation grew and grew.
“—you doing?!?” shouted a voice at the end of the hall.
Ash lifted his eyes to the newcomer and realized it was an Inner Sect learning master. Someone who wasn’t a disciple, but was much closer to a master.

“Perfect. Let’s siphon off all we can from the attack and give it to him,” Locke advised. “Don’t take the full hit, just as much as we can.”

Having not considered the option of splitting the attack, Ash realized that it was possible. The bolt was wide enough that he could possibly peel away part of it and dodge the rest.
Or at least, dodge it so long as he had his Dao employed.
The world and time slowed down around him as he dove into the core of his middle Dantian and his Dao.
There, in the dark confines of that black void, he found something new. New and completely unexpected.
Sand.
An endless amount of sand as flat as the surface of a still lake.
As he stared at the sand, he could also see what was going on around him.
Like the point when the tribulation finalized its newest attack, one with six times the power of the first one, and brought it into the material world.
Ash wanted to deflect as much of the attack as he dared. To strip a chunk out of it and redirect it. The rest would likely return to the Tribulation but that was preferable to dying.
That was his need.
In his Dantian, the sand formed itself into the world outside. Shaping itself into a replica down to the smallest detail.
Then the whole of it began shifting. Moving into new positions.
He watched as the sand clone of himself took a half-step to the right, brought its left hand around, and caught a fork of the lightning bolt.
Bringing his right arm around in the same motion the sand-clone flung it almost underhanded at the man at the end of the hall.
Crunching down into itself, the sand reset itself to its original position and began to go through the exact same motion.

“Mimic it!” Locke called.
Diving into the sand-clone, Ash filled it with himself.
A strange and disorienting view came to him. A world of sand and reality merged together. Where he could see the exact path of the bolt as it came and where he needed to move.
Down to the smallest shifting of his wrist to match the arc the lightning took as it obliterated a floating mote of dust.
Passing into his hand, crossing over his torso, and exiting his right hand, a major portion of the bolt was torn off.
More than Ash was expecting.
Instantly, a sizable chunk of that Qi was fed into the ring on his finger. Into the Hall.
The rest was transmuted into another bolt of lightning that shot across the hallway towards the only other person Ash could see.
Hitting him square in the chest, the man was blown off his feet. He slammed into the wall behind him and became stuck there. Creating an indent of his body as he sunk into the wood.
Catching fire, his head went up like a struck match, his hair crisping and curling as he burned.

“Yeah, I know. It’s not lightning, though. It’s a Qi-infused bolt. It’s all of the elements taking the shape of a lightning bolt. Now go! We need to keep moving. Holding still gives it a chance to power up even more,” Locke commanded. “Oh, by the way. There’s a whole bunch of people heading this way. Hope you’re ready for a game of hide-and-seek mixed with tag, Chosen One.”

Ash rolled his eyes, but was unable to help the smile he felt on his face as he ran down the hall. Passing by the burning wall-art that he’d turned the master into, he kept moving.
The tribulation, however, didn’t attack. If anything, it seemed to pull back into itself and follow him at a distance.
Running along, Ash realized Locke was right. Moving fast would make it harder for it to get at him.
“No. It’s waiting for your Dao to drain you dry.”
Oh.
Easing up on his Dao usage, Ash tried to go as lean as possible. In the short time it’d been fully active, it had already drained half of his Qi Sea.
Ash quickly realized that even at this minimal amount of usage, it was going to empty his Qi Sea quickly.
Strangling the amount he was pulling on, Ash kept going until he was only taking small sips of his Qi Sea. Once for every two steps he took.
It was almost too much, though. With his perception fluctuating between the world of what-will-be and the world of now, Ash could barely keep them separate.
Seeing things happening for a split second before everything snapped back into reality, only to sprint ahead in time again, was unnerving.

“That’s good! Keep that up! I’ll see if I can’t modify our Battle Cultivation to include this!” Locke shouted.
Reaching the end of this new hall, Ash saw a flicker of someone stepping out from around the corner.
If it really was a master, engaging him directly wasn’t an option.
So… kinda like tag. Minus the tag part.

“I guess,” Locke muttered.
In the next instant, he activated his Dao and the sand-world overlay once more coalesced. Ash could see where he would need to put his right foot down just before the intersection, then duck low, and barrel under a rather potent side kick.
The force coming off that kick gave Ash the impression it would have turned his chest into a bucket.
Planting said right foot, Ash went low and dodged the kick. Dashing past him, Ash once more called upon his Dao on the second step.
And was almost too late.
Massive, instant, and without warning, a bolt of Qi-constructed retribution from the tribulation was barreling down the hall toward him.
Not waiting for the sand-world, Ash dove forward in the air, getting his legs up and out of the way.
Passing beneath him by a scant few inches, Ash could feel the scorching heat coming off the attack. The absolute destruction it promised if he’d even tried to siphon away anything from it.
It was more akin to a coherent beam rather than the loose bolt it’d been before.
Hitting the ground, Ash tucked and rolled, then started patting at his chest with a fiery need. His robe had actually caught fire from the heat coming off the attack that’d been directed at him.

“Look out!” Locke cried.
Throwing himself to the side without even knowing what was coming, Ash tucked his limbs in and tried to roll forward as he landed.
Hitting the wall, he moved a much shorter distance than he expected. His roll ended up being little better than a drunken stumble.
The sword that’d snapped through the air where he’d just been had smashed into the wall, the blade getting stuck in the boards.

“It’s deep, but not life-threatening,” Locke said with certainty.
What is—
Glancing down, Ash could see blood welling up along his right shoulder and upper chest. He hadn’t even felt the blade as it cut him.
Pressing his left hand to the wound, Ash looked at his attacker.
It was none other than Bao Jade.
Growling, the sect master darted forward faster than Ash could even comprehend. As if he were invisible.
Activating his Dao, Ash could see he had few options. Most of them resulted in him getting caught and then his neck being broken with a single punch.
Charging forward at the older man, Ash took the one option that looked like it had the best outcome.
Colliding with Bao Jade, Ash grabbed onto his privates and squeezed for all he was worth.
Squealing in a high pitch, the master of an entire sect collapsed to his knees, his hands darting for his crushed jewels.
Not bothering to wait, Ash used a Spring Step to throw an uppercut into the older man’s jaw. Then he dove backward and away from the master.
This was the last place he should be at the moment.

“You… you made them explode,” Locke said in an accusatory tone.
Yeah, well he broke my jaw and tried to kill m—
Inner Sect Master Peng stepped around the end of the hallway and in front of Ash.
From behind him, the tribulation had decided this was a perfect time to launch a massive condensed attack on Ash.
Even before it had built, though, he could feel a second one behind it. Then a third. And a fourth.
His Dao, which was running on the last remnants of his Qi Sea, showed him there was no actual way out of this.
Each and every scenario ended with him being caught or struck by the attack.
Fine. Fine.
No answer? I’ll flow with the only answer I have.
I’ll get caught.
“Chosen One, he breaks your neck quite quickly and—”
Ash didn’t wait.
Plowing straight into the Inner Sect master’s side, Ash came to a complete standstill after spinning the man ninety degrees.
Fast as a thought, the Inner Sect master had his hands around Ash’s neck and was already pulling one way while twisting the other.
Activating Spring Step, Ash did the opposite of what he normally did. He willed his neck to remain absolutely stationary. To the point that he couldn’t even actually breathe.
Struggling against the ability, the Inner Sect master didn’t even see the tribulation’s attack coming for him.
Right up until it blasted into his torso and exited out through the other side.
Ash took the opportunity to leech a significant portion of power from the attack as it ripped through the master.
He deposited it quickly into his Qi Sea and let it flood him with much-needed power. Drenching the poor desert that was his Dantian in a near torrential downpour.
Grunting, the Inner Sect master looked down at himself. He appeared to be whole and unhurt, but something had clearly happened to him.
Taking the chance, Ash kicked out with a foot and pushed against the master’s knee.
Launching himself out of the man’s grasp, Ash landed only a few feet on the other side of the master, but it was more than enough.
Turning to face Ash, Master Peng looked like he was going to grab him again.
Dropping to the ground instead, Ash wanted to get as much clearance as possible between himself and what was coming next.
Because the tribulation had followed through with its plan.
It just kept attacking.
A second bolt, then a third, and a fourth smashed through Peng. Each one entering his back and going right through him.
Each time one whipped past, Ash struggled to shave off power from it and dump it back into his Dantian. It wasn’t as easy as it had been earlier, but it was actually possible after having gone through Peng.
He’s not dying!
“Yes. Yes, he is. Just not in the way you’re thinking.”
Groaning, the master of the Inner Sect put his hands to his stomach. Right above where his Dantian would be.
Collapsing to his knees, Peng looked like a man who was lost and confused. Looking at his hands, he seemed to be contemplating something that only he could see.
A massive beam of tribulation Qi burst out of Peng’s chest. The attack had landed much higher this time, as the man was lower to the ground.
Ash didn’t even try to take any from the attack. It was simply too powerful and wouldn’t be something he wanted to touch.
Squeaking, Peng collapsed to one side and laid on the ground, unmoving.
“He’s done. And so is the tribulation. Bao Jade is… he’s not going anywhere. Congratulations. You survived, Chosen One, despite the odds. You even defied fate with that dash into Peng. Though we still have—”
The learning master whom he’d dodged under before appeared above Ash. He looked partly charred, but was still alive. Holding a sword in a two-handed grip above his head, he was poised to decapitate Ash.
And he swung the sword down to do just that.
Exploding out from the man’s sternum was a second sword. It’d come out sideways, sliding through the ribs and passing neatly out the front.
Letting out a soft grunt, the man stared at the tip of the sword poking out of his body. He dropped his own sword, which clattered to the ground and fell still.
A hand grabbed the man by the shoulder and shoved him to one side.
Chunhua took his place, looking up the hall one way, and then down the other.
Then she looked back to Ash and gave him a beautiful smile.
“I’m no princess that needs to be saved,” said the woman, holding up the bloody blade in one hand.
“Sure thing,” Ash said, staring up at her. Then he let out a breath and closed his eyes.

“Anyway. We still need to collect the tribulation crystal. It’s as big as a plum. I don’t think it’s going to be easy to swallow that,” Locke murmured.
Swallow… it?



Epilogue
Walking into the small comfortable room, Ash found that he instantly felt better.
Gen was there, lying in bed, reading a book.
He looked for all the world exactly as Ash remembered him.
Though he didn’t seem to have any hair on his head or face at the moment. Not a single strand.
And when Ash looked closely at the older man, his skin had a reddened appearance to it.
Closing the book, Gen set it down on his bedside table and smiled at Ash.
“Hello, Ashley Sheng. Your honored Elder greets you,” Gen said, placing one hand in the other in front of himself.
“Master Gen,” Ash said, returning the salute but bowing his head over his hands toward the other man.
“Oh, I don’t think there’s any need for that. Not for the first time, or perhaps even the second or third now, you’ve provided an exit for me that I didn’t believe was available,” Gen said, putting his hands in his lap. “And yes, you can argue that Yue made the medicine, but you gave her the abilities to do so.”
Ash let his hands fall to his sides.
He had been about to argue, but he decided against it.
“I come with news,” Ash muttered instead.
“Yes. Likely I’ve already heard it, in fact,” admitted Gen, his mouth curving up into his wolf-like smile. “It seems Bao Jade will need to take some time to recover. Apparently, he was injured in a training accident.”
Thinking on that, Ash shook his head after a second.
“I crushed his nuts with my hand,” Ash said simply. “And the Inner Sect master apparently no longer has his lower or middle Dantian.”
Gen’s smile only grew wider at that.
“I heard that, as well. Just not the details about Bao,” Gen said, then let out a sigh. His smile fell away from his face. “I considered him a friend. An old friend. I never would have suspected him.”
“That’s… usually how deception works,” Ash mumbled. “If it was easy to spot, it wouldn’t be a concern.”
Opening his mouth, Gen looked like he wanted to argue that point, then closed it. Nodding his head once, he then shrugged his shoulders.
“You’re right. Absolutely right,” said Gen. “How did you ruin the Inner Sect master, by the way? No one can seem to determine what actually happened to him.”
“Tribulation attack hit him. A lot.”
The skin where Gen’s eyebrows would have been moved upward at that.
“Your tribulation made him a citizen? I think we greatly underestimated just how strong your tribulation was.”

“And then some. And then some. I’m afraid your next one—when you cross into the Spirit Refiner world—will be even more dangerous, Chosen One,” Locke said.
Pulling out the tribulation crystal from his storage, Ash showed it to Gen.
“This is what was left over,” Ash said, holding up the plum-sized and perfectly clear crystal.
Shaking his head as he eyed the prize, Gen clicked his tongue and made a hand-waving motion at him.
“Put it away and show no one else. Be sure you take that into yourself before the day is over. Far too precious a thing to not be kept secret until you can process it,” Gen ordered.
Ash put the crystal back into the Hall and then waited. He wasn’t sure what to say to Gen.
Or if he should apologize.
The truth of the matter was, he’d single-handedly crippled the sect. Without its sect leader, there was a distinct lack of force and power that it could now call upon.
Doubly so, because Inner Sect Master Peng was no longer a cultivator.
“Don’t fret. We’ll make it through this rather easily, to be honest,” Gen said with a dark chuckle. “I’ll murder Peng, splash his blood around a bit, likely on a medallion I have just for him, and then have a chat with Bao. I don’t believe I can fight him and win in a one-on-one fight, but… but with knowing what we do now, I don’t think he’ll be willing to test me.
“Chances are, we’ll be able to act on any information he has without fear of his compatriots. Because this whole business isn’t over. Not by a long shot.”
“I would imagine not. Someone has been investing a great deal of time and money into acquiring the Jade Fist. Though… Bao Jade couldn’t enter the Jade Vaults, could he?”
Taking in a slow breath through his nose, Gen appeared to be contemplating that.
“No. It would seem the Jade Vaults have been sealed since the last Jade Master vanished. Though I begin to wonder if they didn’t vanish so much as they were made to disappear,” Gen grumbled. “The Jade Masters have also been absent for quite a while. Whenever anyone inquired about them, Bao would just say they were out taking care of sect business.”
“In other words… there’s no one at the top to protect us from another sect attacking us.”
“Outside of our faithful alumni, no, there isn’t. Which is why it’s a good thing you didn’t end up killing Bao Jade. That would have made our position beyond untenable. Given what we know of him—and that he is now aware we know—he’s… in an interesting position. If he were to take further action, we could go to the alumni and they would dispose of him.”
“I thought—”
“They might not be able to take on another sect for us or defend us in a direct attack,” Gen said, nodding his head and cutting Ash off, “but they could easily get rid of Bao Jade and replace him. That’s well within their power to do.”
“So… we’re left with a defender that, up until recently, wanted us all to die,” said Ash, clarifying the situation, “or getting rid of said defender without anyone to replace him. I can’t tell which option is worse, considering that he personally tried to kill me.”
“Indeed. But those are the options we’ve been given and must work with,” said Gen with a sigh. “And in the meantime, as I handle sect troubles, you must begin working on cultivating your middle Dantian. As well as rebuilding your Qi Sea once you incorporate your tribulation crystal.
“Though, I believe your companions will be returning tomorrow from their own tribulations. They weren’t able to wait for you and needed to continue on with Li-Yong.”
That’s a good point. They had their own tribulations they needed to deal with.

“Indeed. Chunhua and Na still have their own to go through, you realize. It’s quite likely that they’ll need to handle theirs in the next few days. Chunhua in two or so, Na in five. Hers will rely on her ability to control her Qi, I imagine. Rather than a mindless brute like yours was, Chosen One,” Locke added. “Theirs should be much more… normal… compared to your own. Though, they’ll certainly still be above average.”

“How about for now, you have a seat, and we have a nice game?” Gen asked, then gestured to a black and white checkered board off to one side.
“Yes, let’s,” Ash replied with a chuckle.
***
Ash walked into his home, closed the door, and paused.
There was no sound coming from inside.
No light was turned low and waiting for him.
Coals were not banked in the hearth.
His home was cold, dark, and empty.
Huh.

“I mean, what’d you really expect?” Locke said with a chuckle. “Everyone is tending to their own lives in one way or another, Chosen One.”

Ash couldn’t argue with that point.
It was incredibly accurate.
Standing there, he had no idea what to do with himself. He really hadn’t been alone since he’d run away and secluded himself in the Hall in a temper tantrum.
Even then, he hadn’t really been alone because he knew people were waiting on the other side for him.
Right now, he had none of the people who he’d consider himself close to.
The guards walking Sheng Street that were posted outside his home were acquaintances to be sure. He even knew a great many of their names and what they were like as people.
But they weren’t what he’d call his inner circle. His confidants.

“Your harem,” Locke offered.
My… harem. They’re not—yes. They’re my harem.
Fine. Yes.
They want it, I want them physically, and people want me dead.
Whatever.
No more back-stepping. No more being passive. No more letting things happen.
Need to lead. To push forward.
To charge ahead.
Shaking his head and once more reaffirming his resolution to not be passive, Ash walked deeper into his home.
Moving to the hearth, he started placing a number of smaller logs into it.
“No sense in letting the house stay cold, even if it’s just me,” said Ash aloud.

“Makes sense to me. But I don’t feel heat or cold, so it’s mostly a topical discussion. Much like wondering what outer space tastes like,” Locke replied.
“Wha… what? That’s just weird,” Ash said, settling the wood into place. Rather than getting out a fire-striker, he just channeled Qi into the wood itself.
Seconds after the wood could hold no more, it burst into flame.
“Yes, very indulgent and wasteful, Chosen One.”
“As if I need the Qi. Feels like I’m always full these days.”
“You are, actually. Always full, that is. We need to finalize your transition into the Mortal Refiner realm soon.”
Nodding at that, Ash couldn’t disagree.
There were a lot of open items he needed to attend to. So many, in fact, that he was beginning to wonder if he had the time to complete enough of them before more issues appeared.

“You probably don’t. But that’s okay. Because you’ll start farming some of these tasks out to your harem, right?” Locke asked. “You yourself said you’re not going to turn them away from your bed either. You going back on that already, Chosen One?”

The denial died on his lips even before he could get the first syllable out.
“Definitely going to give them some tasks,” Ash agreed, then let out a short chop of a breath. “And not turning them away either, no.”
“Good. With that being said, I’m going to go check on my lovebirds. I swear they spend more time in the bedroom than they do anywhere else.
“Feels more like a porno than a romance now. I’m extremely glad I gave them some means of birth control or she’d long since be pregnant.”
Ash raised his eyebrows at that and held his hands out toward the fire. The flames were spreading from log to log quite quickly now, and it was starting to throw out some heat.
Squatting there in his empty home in front of the hearth, Ash quietly went about ordering his thoughts.
His tasks.
What he needed to get done long-term, and what he had to do in the following days.
Staring into the fire as it moved and flowed over the surface of the wood, Ash felt himself being drawn into it. Becoming part of that chaotic and crackling ripple as it devoured the log.
The chaos wasn’t real. At the base of the flame, where everything was actually happening, it was calm.
Steady.
Chewing away at the wood and converting it. Using it as fuel.
It flowed over the log as if it were a liquid.
Turning his right hand at the wrist, Ash willed the fire to move down and around the log’s edge. To shift down, onto the next log, and begin to gnaw on that one as well.
Responding in a stuttering and shuddering way, the flame did as it was bidden. Flowing along.
Fire, water, wind, molten metal or earth, so many things can flow if you look at them closely enough.
What can’t I do with my Dao?
Time… space… many of the elements. So many things are open to momentum.
Closing his hand slowly, Ash willed a small section of the fire to simply smother itself down into a single ember. To be nothing more than a glowing orange dot.
And so it became an orange dot.
Relaxing his control over the fire, the ember rose up into a flame once again.
“Always more to learn, it seems,” Ash murmured and stood up.
A sudden knock on his door caught him off guard as he started to move away from the fire.
Realizing after a second that no one would be answering it for him, Ash went to get the door.
Opening it, he found Na standing on the other side of the doorway.
“Your Handmaiden is reporting for her nightly duties, Master Sheng,” Na said, bowing deeply at the waist to him.
Pressing his lips together, Ash considered sending her away.
He wanted nothing to do with her if this was only a duty.
“And… also because I wish to enjoy the bed with you,” Na added, standing upright again. There was a warm smile on her face. “So I look forward to this duty and want this to happen. Do you defy me, Master Sheng?”
Looking at the beautiful, intelligent woman, Ash took a step to the side.
“By all means, come in,” Ash said simply.
“Ah, thank you.”
Moving past him, Na entered his home. Pausing several steps past the entryway, she turned to face him.
“Thank you for saving me, Na,” Ash said and shut the door. Slowly Na’s eyes moved up to his own and remained there.
“Of course, Ashley. Master Sheng. You spared my life and protected me. I’m indebted to you,” Na murmured. “That and… I also saved you for my own selfish reasons.”
“Na… I’m shocked. Selfish?” Ash asked with a grin, taking two steps toward her and closing the distance.
“Yes. Selfish. Because if I were to save you, and we both survived, then I would be able to have an encounter such as… as what we’re having right now.”
“Sounds like being selfish worked out.”
“Yes! It did. Doubly so, as Chunhua is currently preparing for her tribulation with Gen. I will have you to myself tonight, and most likely all of tomorrow,” Na said. Slowly, the smile on her face faltered. “Though I must share a secret with you, Master Sheng.”
Raising an eyebrow at that, Ash waited, folding one hand into another.
“My… my Granny Ahnan pushed a piece of jade into my wound,” Na said, her face taking on an odd look. “It… I’ve… been able to interact with it. Through my Qi. I think it’s a very weak version of what you can do. I’m slowly learning… the Jade Master techniques from it. In fact…”
Na paused and then pulled the large, broken, green jade sword out from her storage ring. Ash had given it to her to handle and care for, then promptly forgot about it.
The jagged edge at the bottom where he’d broken it off was gone. As was a large portion of the material that it’d come with.
It’d been reshaped and clearly formed into a slim one-handed blade.
Then Na pulled out a second weapon, identical to the first.
“I can mold and shape the jade,” Na murmured, pressing the two blades together. They immediately formed into a single large two-handed weapon.
And almost as quickly as that’d happened, it became a staff that stretched out to each side.
“It only works with the jade sword and the jade I gathered from the vaults, though,” Na added, then vanished the staff away into her storage equipment. “I believe I’m going to become a Jade Master.”
“Then congratulations are in order,” Ash said, bowing his head slightly to her. “And I’m sure Granny would be most excited to see your control over the jade already.”
Na let out a soft whoosh of breath as her lips curled upward into a wide smile.
“She would be, wouldn’t she?” murmured Na, staring hard at Ash now. “I accept your congratulations and demand that you allow me to tend to my nightly duties.”
“As you wish, Handmaiden,” Ash said, reaching up and laying the fingertips of his right hand to her jawline.
Then he leaned in close and kissed her, his left hand coming to rest on her hip.
Na made a small squeak, before pressing in close to him, kissing him back with abandon.

“Ugh, it’s pornos on every channel, it seems tonight,” Locke grumbled. “Can you at least do something other than missionary with her? That’s all Tai ever does. Life has so few surprises.”

Surprises aren’t very fun.
Ash was rather busy seeing how long he could kiss Na at the moment and wasn’t paying much attention to Locke.

“They can be quite fun. Depending on the surprise, that is,” Locke said. Then he coughed once and cleared his voice twice.

“It just really depends on the surprise,” said a very feminine and sultry voice inside Ash’s mind. One he’d never heard before and made his skin prickle. “Some can be quite enlightening. Amazing, even. At least, to me. But we both know I’m a trickster who loves a good romance. Isn’t that right, my Chosen One?”
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