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One




Panting, Ash stumbled along through the darkened sewer tunnel.

He could hear Rou and Locke moving along behind him in a similar fashion. While they had fairly good night-sight, the darkness that surrounded them was near impenetrable.

Only Ash’s sense of Shen’s Qi and a helpful green arrow gave them any direction to go off of. Though that only gave him a general direction.

Which proved to be entirely unhelpful when they ran into intersections that didn’t offer a tunnel that went in the direction they wanted.

Such as right now.

Ash came to a stop at a three-way intersection where two of the tunnels went in nearly the opposite direction of where they wanted.

He could only vaguely see that there was an intersection at all. His other-worldly senses based in his Battle-Cultivation and feeling the momentum of Qi due to his Dao were the reason he knew of the break in the tunnel.

“This is terrible. I’m so sorry,” Rou got out between heavy breaths. “I promise I’ve done all I can to increase my physical abilities. I’m not trying to hold you two back.”

Ash frowned, and even though he couldn’t see the red-haired and blue-eyed Qi-Healer, he could sense where she was with his abilities.

That and even though it echoed wildly, her panted breaths were pretty easy to zero in on.

“It isn’t you, Rou,” Locke growled in a frustrated voice. “It’s these damn tunnels. I can sense Shen and Xiaohui. I know exactly where they are. We just… can’t get to them. These tunnels are endless.

“I’m plotting our route and everywhere we’ve been, but it’s still a damn maze. With that said… take… take the left side, Ashley.

“It feels like it’s going the wrong direction, but I feel better about that one than the other direction. That just doesn’t feel right to me.”

Ash had turned partially to where he was certain Locke was. He couldn’t see the incredibly beautiful, dark eyed, dark haired, and over-developed sex-idol, but he was once again fairly certain of where she was.

“And thanks! I’m glad you think I’m a sex-idol. I’m having to work hard to keep it like this. Not too much training, not too much food. Gotta make sure I don’t put on too much muscle but not that much fat,” Locke said, veering wildly off topic and into a territory of conversation that didn’t match their location.

They were ankle deep in human waste.

“What?” Rou asked in a surprised tone.

“Not all of us have a metabolism like you, Rou. Mine sucks,” grunted Locke. Then she was right next to Ash. He could feel the heat from her in these cold tunnels. Her hands came up and she pushed him on the shoulder. “We should go.”

Ash nodded his head a bit.

He was having a somewhat difficult time keeping his thoughts straight.

Too much had happened in too short a period of time for him. Everything felt incredibly off balance and left him reeling.

“I mean, it’s a lot to happen in a short time. To be banished from the sect, marrying the princess, stopping a royal coup, then killing the realm lord. Only to have the Emperor show up himself and throw us into prison,” Locke ticked off. “Any one of those could be too much for someone. You’re dealing with all of that. That and… and… Moira. I’m fairly certain she’s alive by the way.

“I think we’d feel it if she died since she’s under a slave’s compulsion. Though that does make me worried about the distance between us. I have no idea how this’ll affect her since… well… actually I’m not even sure we’re in the same veil anymore.”

With a grunt as a response, Ash took off at a slow jog. He didn’t want to push Rou harder than he had to. She couldn’t hide in the hall or recover there.

She was their weakest link but also their greatest trump card.

He needed to protect his Qi-healer.

Then he realized he needed to protect Locke as well.

She was locked out of the Hall. Where she was primarily bound and locked to.

There was a concern that she might be ejected out of the body she inhabited. Her soul was part and parcel to the Hall, her body was merely a vessel that she used, more akin to how one might a hand-puppet.

“I’m fine,” Locke murmured as she moved along beside him. “I can already tell that it’ll be okay. I just need to… I need to be really careful with my body. To circulate, cycle, and utilize Qi, and treat my body as my body.

“Rather than treating the Hall like my body. It’ll be fine. I promise.”

“I can always help tie your soul down, Locke,” offered Rou. She wasn’t panting as hard now that they’d slowed their pace down. “Some of the abilities you gave me gave me some room to experiment. Given the Demonic Cultivators and their poisonous stolen Life-Qi, I was toying with a few things. I think I can help if you need me to.”

“Yes, please, Rou. Do all you can for me,” Locke said with an edge to her words. There was no teasing or playfulness to it.

In fact, now that he thought about it, Ash was fairly certain that Locke’s banter was mostly due to her anxiety. All her sexual innuendo, flirting with him, throwing a few passes at Rou, were all tied to her growing panic.

“Rou, my Qi-Healer, please help Locke Sheng,” requested Ash as they ran along. He felt like they were making a long turn while slowly climbing upwards at the same time.

Given that they’d spent a long time moving downward, that was good news to Ash. He’d already had a few dire and dark thoughts about being lost in endless tunnels deep beneath the surface.

“I already planned on it. Regardless of who takes the peak, Locke will be an essential part of that, as she’s part of you, my Cultivator,” Rou answered.

“Oh, haha, good point. I’m like… a bonus wife. I think I’m the only one who goes both ways though,” Locke offered with a laugh. Her voice had lost the keen edge it’d had though. Whether she wanted to admit it or not, Rou’s words had had an effect on placating her to a degree.

“You’re the only one who goes both ways,” confirmed Rou. “But I’ll treat you as a platonic wife if I’m the peak, Locke, and respect you as such. As will my partner.”

I mean… to be fair, every woman being bisexual in a Harem is kinda farfetched. It’s somewhat farfetched to even have more than one if there is one, really.

I mean, if you get right down to it, population percentages wouldn’t really merit representation or inclusion other than for the sake of it.

Err… what’d Uncle Josh used to call it… token representation?

“Yeah, yeah, I get it, I get it. I think I can probably corrupt Moira and Tala though. They’re outlanders and not as tied into this culture. Besides, I’m freakishly hot, right?” asked Locke. “You’d beg me to reward you with this body. I know you would.

“If I’m this hot, I could bend Moira and Tala. Right? I’m hot… super-hot… I could do it. Couldn’t I?”

Ash wanted to reassure her, but right now he was doing his best to navigate his way through a literal river of filth. The timing was the worst he’d ever heard of.

Ash abruptly stumbled as his boot smacked into something. His shin then hit it and he went tumbling, face first.

Landing thankfully onto something very hard and much drier than the surroundings. It did have a slimy feel to it, but it wasn’t human filth.

“Watch-watch your step,” Ash warned and pushed himself up. He got his boots down onto the new floor and stopped. He could feel Shen up ahead somewhere. Or at least his Qi.

Rou muttered something and then there was a flare of Qi behind him.

A soft green light filled the area around them. Bathing everything in a warm and calming light.

“One of my very limited Qi abilities,” Rou explained. “I have to kind of hold still to manage it though. I’m trying to get better at it. If we’re staying down here, I guess I’ll get a lot of practice in.”

Ash was grateful for being able to see where they were. He wasn’t about to complain to Rou about her or her abilities.

Looking around, he could see they were in some type of maintenance chamber. Whoever had made these sewers used this point as either a loading, unloading, or service center. There were a number of spots and places that looked as if they’d once held equipment of some sort.

Of what remained, all was long since broken, rusted through, and abandoned. Nothing was identifiable and everything was the definition of trash.

At the far end of the chamber, Ash could see a handful of faces peering up at them. They were all sitting down in the middle of the area. Most of them were clustered together, though there were a few who were standing apart.

What Ash was feeling of Shen was from the group of people they’d just discovered.

“Ah, hello,” Ash said, lifting a hand and waving it. “Just… new prisoners. We just escaped the welcoming wagon.”

There was no response from the huddled inhabitants of the sewer. Some stared at him, some looked back to the nothing in front of them, and one rolled over onto their side and let out a loud fart.

Everyone here couldn’t seem to care less for his arrival, what he might do, or what he had to say, they showed just as much concern about him as they did about their living conditions. This was no place to live or be, and it’s not like they were content with it, they just didn’t care at all.

“Well, at least we’ll be able to take a moment for ourselves here,” Ash muttered at the lack of response from the others. “Catch our breaths.”

“I… yeah. Yeah. I can circulate Qi and try to reaffirm myself in my body,” Locke agreed while stepping up next to him. “Then we can make some plans and get out of this sewer. We can’t stay here.

“Or… well… we could stay here, but I refuse. This is… no. I’d rather go fight for a cardboard box up above.”

Rou let out a long sigh as she took the position on Ash’s other side.

“I agree with Locke. I’d rather put what little martial skill I have to use for a dog’s den above us, than remain here,” Rou concurred.

“Yeah. We’ll… we’ll get out of here. Just a quick chat with those people, a chance to settle ourselves, then we go,” agreed Ash. “I’ll start pushing Qi out, let it flow through the tunnels. You’ll be able to map it that way, right Locke?”

“I… uh… yeah. Yeah, I can do that. I can’t get back into the Hall, but I can still use it as effectively as I did before,” answered the beautiful woman. She’d turned to face him and had a look of confusion on her wondrously pretty face. “It’s weird. It’s like… like… losing a hand, I think. It’s not there anymore, but I can still wriggle my fingers. Or at least, feels like I’m wriggling my fingers.

“It’s like that with the Hall. I can still do everything, it responds, it’s as much a part of me as it always was, I just can’t… push… my body back into it.”

“It’ll be fine,” promised Rou. “I’ll just make sure to tie your soul down till we escape. I don’t think we’ll be here for hundreds of years. Let alone a few months.

“I imagine Ash will come up with some improbably or impossible solution and break us free. The bigger issue will be having gone against the word of the Emperor. He sentenced you here, Ash.”

“Yes, but not you,” Ash countered. “Or Locke, for that matter. He wrongly sentenced two people just to send me here. He’s a debtor to you both.”

“And the Emperor despises a debtor,” both women said in unison.

Locke chuckled and shook her head.

“I’m going to demand he reduces your sentence as repayment,” she said, and then started walking forward.

“Likewise. That should help. We just have to figure out how to get Ash completely free, as I don’t think he’d reduce the sentence entirely just based on that,” Rou added, following behind the other woman. A green orb of light floated in her palm and wobbled uncertainly as she moved.

Moving toward the people they’d found, Ash realized that Shen wasn’t among them. The Qi he felt was coming from something not far away.

It was pushed up against the wall and was entirely black. The green light that Rou was putting out made it seem all the darker, in fact.

Ash suddenly realized what it was once they were standing over it.

What they’d found wasn’t Shen.

Though it was quite obvious proof that Shen had been here.

They’d found a corpse that’d been burned to little more than charcoal.

Blackened remains that could only be described as a charred husk, that more resembled a log than what once was a person.

“That’s a crispy critter,” Locke remarked, looking to the others. “Given his Qi powers… this isn’t a surprise I suppose. That move he tried to use on you when we met him was quite fiery. Burned himself badly with it, right?”

“Right,” Ash confirmed and then sighed. He’d partially been hopeful to find Shen and recruit him. The man would’ve been helpful to have in a party here in prison. It’d at least be one more person that could contribute to their power base.

Turning away, Ash scanned the area. There was a darkened corner of the area that was higher than the rest. No one was there and they actively seemed to be avoiding it.

“Over there then?” Rou asked, having seen the same space.

Collectively the three of them then moved off without another word.

It was considerably colder over here for some reason, but it wasn’t unpleasant. At least not yet.

Given time, Ash imagined it’d be uncomfortable to remain in this location.

Right now though, Locke needed a chance to circulate Qi and pull herself back together. To reaffirm her soul and make sure she wasn’t going to lose her body.

A cold, quiet spot that didn’t invite others would be perfect for that goal.

Locke sat down and put her hands on her knees. She stared down at the stone floor and looked to be trying to bore a hole through the ground.

Rou stepped up behind Locke and gently moved the other woman’s hair off her shoulders. Then she laid her hands down on her and held onto her.

“Don’t comment,” Rou sternly warned Locke. Even as she said it though, she grinned. Locke had already opened her mouth as soon as she felt Rou’s hands, and was likely going to throw out a flirtatious or scandalous comment. “Focus on yourself, Locke Sheng. Focus entirely on making sure that bright soul of yours, stays there.

“Ash… I think that’s the woman you noticed earlier. You could go ask her what happened to Shen. Keep yourself busy. You’ll distract Locke otherwise.”

Locke froze up at that, her face taking on a weird emotion Ash couldn’t identify. Then she let out a squeak and nodded her head, staring down at her feet instead.

Huh.

Alright.

Just let me know if you need me, Locke Sheng.

I’m your husband.

What’s mine is yours, and yours is mine.

That includes worries and problems.

“I… yes. Thank you, Husband. I appreciate it. Appreciate you,” demurred Locke in a warm and fuzzy way. Once again, he found that smothering Locke in affirmative tones and warmth shifted her into a far more honest-seeming state of mind.

Ash turned and left the two there.

This was a sensitive and somewhat delicate time for Locke. One that really would require focus and careful monitoring. 

They wouldn’t be leaving until Locke was stabilized. 

Looking to the point that Rou had indicated, Ash saw that there really was a woman there. She was hunched up into herself.

Her knees were raised, her arms wrapped around them, and her face laid atop that. All Ash could see was the top of her head and the back of it.

He could vaguely remember the clothes Xiaohui was wearing when she was sentenced to prison, and he couldn’t deny that it looked similar enough.

Without seeing her face, or her figure for that matter, Ash wasn’t quite sure it was her, though. Given that he had nothing else to do though, there wasn’t any reason to not approach her and at least confirm it.

“Xiaohui?” asked Ash, coming to stand next to the woman. He’d pitched his volume low and gentle. If this really was the same woman, then he needed to approach her slowly.

Her Dantian had been damaged. “Burnt” had been the way he’d described it previously.

The woman lifted her head and stared up at him.

It was indeed Xiaohui.

Locke had said she rivaled anyone they’d met in the looks department, with a body that could compete with herself or Mei and win, while possessing talent enough to be on par with Chunhua.

This was what Ash would’ve called a classic Heroine out of a badly-written novel. The only problem was, she’d been horribly damaged and could no longer be such a thing.

“Ashley Sheng,” whispered the woman, staring at him. Her eyes peered at him through the gloom. Rou’s green light barely reached her and gave him enough light to see her by.

One eye was still swollen shut and the other still had a disturbing appearance from the burst blood vessel. To the point that her beauty was quite ruined at the moment.

“Xiaohui, it is you,” Ash said and then knelt down in front of her. “How’d you end up here?”

“Shen took me here,” she whispered, her tired and worn eyes staring into his face. “I can’t see you really well.”

Ash realized he had his back to the light. His face was likely completely cast in shadow.

Shifting to one side, he put this side to Rou’s light source. Now half his face would be revealed, just as half Xiaohui’s face was.

“It is you, Ashley,” whispered Xiaohui. “But… why’re you here? You didn’t come here just for me, did you? I told you. There’s nothing worth rescuing. Nothing worth saving.

“I’m… just… I’m a citizen who’s attractive anymore. I’ll live as long as a cultivator does and be nothing more than a first-year sect disciple. Can expect nothing better than selling myself by the hour now.”

Ash shook his head slowly at that.

He hadn’t intended on meeting up with her, but now that he had, he realized that he didn’t need Shen.

Fixing Xiaohui and putting her back onto the path she’d been on previously would be more worthwhile. Provided that she could be loyal to him, rather than Shen.

“If Shen brought you here, where is he now?” Ash asked.

“Abandoned me. Said I wasn’t worth his time anymore,” whispered Xiaohui. “Left me here with the filth, because I’m filth. He betrayed me.

“He’s the one who did this to me. Accidental or not, he did it. His actions caused all this. For us to be thrown in jail. Then he just… left me down here.”

Xiaohui let out a slow breath and put her face back down into her knees.

“There’s nothing for you to save, Ashley. Though I’m flattered at your intent,” murmured the young woman. “I never said it, though I meant to… I’m sorry for how I spoke to you previously. It has nothing to do with the position you rose to either.

“You… received my scorn and deserved none of it. My eyes were filled with false promises, and I saw nothing of the truth.”

“Not so fond of Shen anymore, then?” Ashley asked.

Xiaohui didn’t speak, though Ash could see that there was a faint fiery Qi that started to simmer inside of the woman. A flickering candle flame that could be blown out with ease, but still a flame.

A handful of seconds passed in silence before the flame went out again.

“I have no fondness for anyone, least of all Shen,” she mumbled, then went silent.

Ash didn’t get the impression she’d be willing to talk to him any further.

Instead, he started working mentally at what kind of inscription he’d have to use to help Xiaohui. As well as how to split her Dantian and then what kind of pills and elixirs he’d have to force feed her to get her back to a reasonable strength.

All while not disturbing Locke.





Two




Using his finger, Ash carefully sketched out the next carving he thought that’d be best for Xiaohui in the dirt of the ground. Without using Qi, or permanently etching it into the stone, this was more akin to a child doodling scribbles.

Clicking his tongue, he realized that this sketch wouldn’t work either. Xiaohui’s lower back was rather narrow where it met her waist. This wouldn’t work out very well, given that he had to fit it to her body, as well as balance what it could do.

Why do you have to be built like a damn wet dream? Fight Locke one-on-one with that damn body.

Muttering, Ash flicked his fingers through the dust of the stones and then spread it out again. So far, he had only really been able to put together one truly workable pattern that’d fit her back.

The more he fiddled with his abilities, the more he found Scrivening and Enchanting were able to cross back and forth. That what worked for one, worked for the other.

All it came down to was using a different set of tools.

“What about it?” Xiaohui questioned from where she sat hunched into herself next to Ash.

“Er, what?” he replied, not really sure what to say.

“You said my body was a… wet dream. That I could fight with Locke,” Xiaohui murmured, not lifting her head out of her own embrace. “What about my body? Is that a sketch of me that you’re making? Why do you keep putting designs on it?”

Ash grunted as he considered how to respond. He hadn’t realized he’d said his thoughts aloud. Nor had he really considered the fact that she was actively paying attention to him.

He really hadn’t considered her as being aware of much other than that he was sitting next to her. So lost in her own thoughts and turmoil.

“Yes,” admitted Ash. “You said there was nothing to save, but I disagree. I could use you, Xiaohui. I could make you into a weapon to fight for me. The problem is, I have to figure out what kind of weapon to make you into.

“Assuming you’re willing to become one, that is. For all I know, you really don’t want me to save you. Maybe you genuinely don’t want me to rebuild you back into a cultivator.”

Ash had a momentary flash of how he’d treated Chunhua, Yue, and Rou. He’d scooped them up when they were at their lowest points.

The women of this vale were not like the women from his home. They were not women with the same moral and cultural values that he still thought of the world in.

Women of this vale are hardy, rough, and survivors.

All you have to do is provoke that martial spirit they all have. Possibly make an offer that they’ll understand at the same time from their own viewpoint.

“If you want to stay down here with the filth and trash, waiting for someone to pick you up and carry you off to use you as a bed toy, that’s fine,” Ash stated with a slow nod of his head. He suspected Xiaohui was peeking at him. “It’d be a waste of a strong woman for only what her body could give up in a bedroom, but I’d understand it. You’re beautiful, certainly. Stunning, even.

“But I can’t help but think of the woman who I had to fight aggressively and do my best to put her down quickly, because I was concerned she’d be smart enough to figure out how to fight me.

“Your call, of course. I just think it’s a shame. I could really use a woman like yourself.”

Ash sketched out the rough outline he’d made of Xiaohui’s back once again. He began to slowly rebuild the engravings he was most confident with. Putting in everything that’d be needed to turn her into a martial version of Chunhua.

“Won’t work. Or at least, not without a few extra touches,” Locke warned inside of his thoughts. “Her Dantian… half of it died. Literally. The part that was burned simply no longer exists as it once did.

“It isn’t really dead, I just can’t think of a way to express it other than dead. It won’t be able to utilize Qi ever again.”

Wait, so… she’s crippled?

“Yes. She is. Her Dantian only functions at half of what it once did. It isn’t as it once was and no longer can process Qi. She… it’s like she had an arm amputated,” Locke relayed to him in a way that felt like a whisper.

Okay, so how do I fix her Dantian? We could use her. We need allies here I imagine.

If I can fix her Dantian, how do I convert Qi into a format that she can use? I mean, we did it for Tala and Moira, why can’t we do the same for Xiaohui?

Is there a “not-dead” Qi that’d match her “not-dead” Dantian?

“A… not-de-yes! Yes there is. Yes, we can fix this. Though… ah… yeah, we could,” Locke responded excitedly. “We’ll have to really work on her with your skills, though. From the palms of her hands to the soles of her feet.

“Likely a few lines across her chest. Nothing large, but still there. Right above her heart and linking it around to her back. Likely a line down her sternum to her… ah… pubic mound, then around her waist.

“We could run a line up her spine and to the back of her skull rather than her face. There’s no way I’d ever want to mar a face as beautiful as hers. Bad enough we’ll be putting scarring on her front.

“We’d be linking her lower, middle, and upper Dantians together to make this work. It’d work though. It’ll take her time to figure out how to utilize it all, too.”

What exactly would we be doing? What’s the point of all that?

“Her Dantian can’t process Qi. It can process death, though. She’ll be somewhere between Chunhua and Mei in her abilities. Utilizing a ranged Qi with projectiles but able to fight in close quarter combat. We’ll be shifting her away from Fire-Qi though and moving her to… uh… well, Nature Qi,” Locke explained. “Or more specifically, Life Qi based on Nature Qi. So she’d have similar abilities in some ways to Yue.”

Err… so a mid-range fighter that uses Life and Death Qi?

“Yes! Exactly. She’ll be perfect for what we need. Using her natural talent, she’ll be able to reach Mei’s level very quickly. If we use some elixirs and growth herbs, she’ll be able to get to Chunhua’s level within a few weeks,” gushed Locke. “The only real issue is talking her into it. Because… well… it’ll be obvious she’s different the moment she starts using Qi. She’ll be a pariah to every other cultivator.

“We’d have to split her Dantian, drain it, carve her up, then refill her. Just like what we did with Chunhua, just a lot more carving. Same thing, though. I’ve already prepared all the transference papers for abilities and cultivation as well.

“I should warn you now though… if we do this, she’ll grow quickly from anyone dying around her. Friend or foe, animal or human. Death will empower her. So will birth but… that’s a bit harder to come by, really.

“Once she starts down this path, she’ll become very similar to yourself or Chunhua. An unstoppable boulder rolling down a hill.”

“I’d kill myself before I let myself be used in such a fashion. Never!” she hissed and then lifted her head up slowly. She peered at him with some heat now. Something had changed within her, or she wasn’t being honest with herself. “And how would you make me your weapon? What is it you’d need of me to become this? My Dantian doesn’t work, you know. It doesn’t… I can’t circulate Qi, here.

“If there was even Qi to circulate, that is. What I can feel, I can’t even process.”

Ash blinked at that and only now realized why everything had felt so strange to him. Why it’d been so easy for him to identify Shen’s Qi despite there being so many people around.

There was almost no Qi here.

All around him, Qi was moving to him like normal, but it was significantly less than expected. By at least three-fourth’s, in fact.

“And yes… there’s a lot less Qi here. A lot less. You’re taking in about what you originally started with when we first met. Growth will be much slower here. Good thing you’ve been storing all those Qi bricks away,” Locke chirped. “Our Sheng Stones likely will come in very handy here. That, and you just pull in all the Qi all on your own. In this Qi starved place, you’re a walking accumulator.”

“Well, I can make you a weapon,” Ash confirmed and nodded his head at Xiaohui. “It’d require a lot of work on my part. A lot of work. An investment of Qi, time, resources, abilities, and elixirs that’d bankrupt a smaller sect.”

Xiaohui snorted at that, her head going back down to her knees. This time she’d done it in a way that she could keep her eyes on him. She was watching him openly.

“And what would you want for such a thing? I’m willing to barter. You’re clearly interested in my body as well as me as a person,” Xiaohui stated. “I’m willing to hear negotiations. Though I’d require a promise from you that is non-negotiable.”

“What’s that?” Ash asked.

“I want to eat Shen’s heart,” growled Xiaohui. Her eyes held an inner light that looked eerie in the gloom of the sewers. “He caused all this. All of it. All for the sake of his foolish pride, thinking that he was better than everyone. That no one else mattered but him. Selfish greed caused this.

“I want to eat his heart. To literally eat it. To savor the flavor of it as he lays dead at my feet. Can you promise me that?”

Ash considered that for all of two seconds.

Shen meant nothing to him, and he’d gladly kill someone in cold blood to acquire Xiaohui as a weapon.

“I’ll pledge that to you if you wish,” Ash offered. He was more than willing to trade Shen’s life away. From what he’d seen and heard of the man, it didn’t seem like he and Ash would see eye to eye anyways.

“Ah… okay. I’ll pledge it back to you then,” whispered Xiaohui. “I’ll be yours if you give me Shen’s heart at some point in the future.”

“Agreed,” Ash confirmed with a short bob of his head.

“Then I’m yours, Ashley Sheng. Please don’t treat me poorly. I’m no maiden, but I only knew one man and have never pledged previously,” Xiaohui declared, the words followed by the sharp crack of a statue being built inside of Ash’s Dantian.

Turning his mind inward, Ash gazed into his Dantian.

The slowly spinning whirlpool of his Qi-sea circled the massive golden pillar of his Dao. Spread through the Qi-sea was an army of statues. All of them in various poses, positions, and materials.

Each and every one was facing the massive and glowing Dao at the center.

Now that he looked at it, Ash realized it was significantly bigger than the last time he’d looked at it.

Ash wanted to see if Xiaohui really had just completely pledged to him. He mentally focused on the idea of her statue.

His attention was yanked to one side, and he found her statue there.

She stood with her arms raised to the Dao pillar. Her head leaned back with her eyes closed. She was naked, without weapons, and looked as if she were praying.

“Well, that’s good. We’ll need her,” Locke offered. “By the way, we’re all done over here. Rou helped me attach my soul to my body. I feel… stronger… than I had before. I may not be able to flit about like I did when I could access the Hall, but I shouldn’t be in danger of losing myself.”

Releasing his hold on his Dantian, Ash put his attention back to Xiaohui.

“You may address me as Hui, Ashley Sheng. I must say… I’m… very impressed with the strength of your Dao,” said Xiaohui, looking at him in a very different way now. “I had no idea that it’d reach out and take hold of me. Sweep me up and carry me away. I… I can already feel power seeping into me.

“Just from pledging to you I can already see growth. I look forward to seeing what you do with me next to turn me into a weapon.”

Ash detected the barest hint of an odd twinge to her words. As if something else lurked behind them. It didn’t seem to be pointed at him, thankfully, but it didn’t sound like it boded well for others.

“By the way, your work with her back was really good. You picked everything I would have and placed it exactly the same way I would have,” Locke offered with a laugh.

I mean, I learned from my beautiful and intelligent wife, Locke Sheng.

How could I strive to be anything less than as amazing as she is?

Beautiful, ravishing, sexy, intelligent, kind, caring, endearing, cute, provocative, tender. She’s everything I could want.

Especially since she’s always in my corner. To the point that I think she’d pull a knife on anyone if she thought they might harm me.

My partner in life and likely death.

Isn’t that right, Locke Sheng?

The overwhelming and absolute feeling of love that came searing back at him left Ash speechless. It was as if Locke had just thrown open a shutter on a blacked-out window, and now had him staring into the sun.

“I love you,” squeaked Locke as she bathed him in the brilliance of her feelings. It was obvious she was unable to control it. He could feel her trying to squirm away from his awareness of her.

Except all that happened was her feelings became more and more clear with every second. Leading up to a strange and broken whimper from Locke as she understood he could feel everything from her.

Then a single clear wish streaked out of Locke.

A faint and sputtering hope that maybe even she didn’t realize was there. As soon as she identified the feeling, she recoiled in fear and managed to clamp her emotions down tightly.

Except, Ash had realized what that hopeful fear was in the same moment Locke had.

At some point in the future, she wanted to give him children. To be a mother for the first time in this life, or her LBA persona.




***




Xiaohui turned her head to the side and dry-heaved again. Ash eased the chisel away from her back and paused. He knew she couldn’t control what her stomach did and was perfectly happy waiting.

By this point she was out of vomit, urine, and excrement. All of it having been evacuated at some point due to the sheer agony of what he was doing to her.

She’d urinated herself when he’d split open her Dantian. Followed quickly by losing control over her bowels and stomach.

Somehow, she hadn’t passed out when he’d given her the set of transference papers she’d needed. Her mentality was the strongest he’d ever come across.

“We’re almost done, Hui,” Ash offered consolingly. Without thinking about it, he laid a hand to her bare hip and gently patted her.

It was a very intimate place to put a hand on her, given that she was completely nude. But it was one of the few places that wasn’t bleeding and inflamed at the moment.

“It’s okay,” groaned Xiaohui. “This is all to become your weapon. I’m okay with this. Better than… than someone taking me away and using me as a bed toy. Just as you said. To be what I once was, or better.”

Shaking her headful of long hair, which had a bald stripe up the back of it where he’d carved into her scalp, Xiaohui then laid back down on the tarp Ash had put down for her.

“Did anyone else make it through this?” she gasped out. The carvings on her front were just as open and sensitive as the ones on her back. Except she was forced to lay on them for this.

“Very few,” Locke admitted, sitting near Xiaohui’s head. “Very, very few. Two, in fact.”

“Most screamed and passed out,” Rou added. “I did.”

“I will be among the few of your women who remain awake then,” growled Xiaohui. “I shall be more than just regret. I’ll be a weapon. My name will be Jian Hui Sheng.

“My wielder will call me Hui. I am Jian Hui Sheng. Jian Hui Sheng. No longer Xiaohui and her regrets. I’ll live for today and only today.”

Staring into nothing, her eyes wide open, Hui held herself still even as Ash laid the chisel to her lower back once again.

“I like her. A lot,” Locke said with a laugh. “She reminds me of Yue. The devotion is clearly there. Just with a bit less bloodlust.

“Her and Na are going to get along famously once they meet one another.”

“Bloodlust?” Rou asked, peering at Locke.

“Yue is… she would burn the world and everyone on it if she thought it would help Ash. Many of us would. The problem is she wants to do that even if he doesn’t ask for it,” Locke offered with a wary tint to her words. “I think she’d set fire to a building if she thought Ash was cold, before asking him if he was cold.”

Rou looked confused for a moment then shook her head.

“I could see that,” Rou admitted.

“Jian Hui Sheng will be better than Yue,” growled Hui. Ash wasn’t sure how much of that she meant and how much of it was just her trying to amp herself up to get through the pain. “Jian Hui Sheng will be the weapon that Ashley reaches for. Ashley will feed me Shen’s heart.”

Pulling the chisel down toward her rear end, Ash connected it to the line that came across from her pubic mound. With a small curl of his wrist, he flicked off the chunk of flesh he’d peeled off her onto the tarp.

There was an inaudible whooshing that raced past him as he completed the circuit. Qi began to rush into Hui. From all corners of the sewers a strange and cold feeling whipped by and into the carvings that covered Hui.

Who let out a groan and pushed herself up to a sitting position. She folded her legs underneath herself and planted herself there on the tarp as if she were a tombstone.

“Should Hui cultivate now, Ashley?” asked Hui. The strange change of vocabulary was starting to make Ash worried. She’d never referred to herself like that previously. The somewhat haughty and prideful tone he’d associated with her previously was coming back on top of that.

“Ah… yeah. Use the cultivation technique,” Ash said, somewhat stunned. She’d moved through her Dantian being ruptured, being given new abilities, and being carved, without ever losing her grip on her mind, or succumbing to the pain.

Nodding her head once, Hui closed her eyes, laid her hands on her knees and went still and quiet.

“My turn then,” Rou murmured and then moved behind the incredibly hard to look away from naked and beautiful Hui. Ash tore his gaze from her loveliness that shone through even the bleeding and open wounds.

Putting her hands to the woman’s back, Rou began to do her job as a Qi-healer.

“Well, shall we plan what to do next?” asked Ash, turning his gaze to Locke.

She was watching him with a small smile.

“Yes. Yes, we should,” she said quietly, her eyes moving about his face searchingly. Whatever she was looking for, it seemed like she found it, as her smile grew wider. “First… some background on where we are, the emperor’s prison, while Rou takes care of Xia… Hui.”

“Good place to start,” Ash agreed.

“It’s managed very simply. Guards are in key points and maintain order there. We were put into the prison at the entry point during off guard hours,” Locke said with a shrug of her shoulders. “Qi is limited or non-existent here. The different areas of the prison are managed by the guards or the prisoners, depending on where you go.

“Staying with the guards is a viable option but… you just end up doing labor on behalf of the emperor for them. Though they do protect you and uphold the laws of the emperor.”

“Alright… so that’s where the weak go,” Ash concluded.

“Exactly. Now… the other areas are supposedly held by Qi-Lords. Those who have enough Qi to keep everyone together in a faction of their own,” Locke continued. “They buy, sell, trade all as if they were their own kingdoms. Supposedly, some have been here a very long time. There are tales that even before this was a prison, it was a realm all its own. Then an emperor sometime in the past turned it into what it is today.”

“So… we submit ourselves to the guards and play nice, or go our own route with the Qi-Lords,” Ash summarized. “How do we get out? I really don’t want to stay here.”

“The Qi-Lords would be more likely to know the way out,” Locke answered.

“Then that’s where we should—” Ash paused mid-sentence as he felt an odd feeling. As if someone were calling out for him.

He belatedly realized what it was.

Liu was calling out for him through her Dao, which echoed in his own.

That meant he might be able to talk to her.

Except, when he reached out to her in return, he found that she was still unconscious.

Unconscious, but not for long.

Even without being there, Ash could tell that she was finally recovering. Her mind was waking up and starting to seek him as she started to resurface from her coma.

“We’ll start with the closest Qi-Lord’s realm,” Ash finished, locking eyes with Locke. “So, how do we get there, Locke Sheng?”

“I flirt with the closest male cultivator for information,” Locke said with a grin. “Men are stupid and share info with women. Especially cheap information.”

Ash didn’t like that at all, but it sounded like it’d work.

He knew he’d give up information to Locke if she asked him as a stranger would. Even if he knew he shouldn’t.

She was just too attractive.

“Ah, thanks, Ash,” Locke crooned with a wave of a hand at him, her nose wrinkling. The smile she wore was rather wide. “I’m going to reward you as soon as we get some alone time for those rather warm and fuzzy thoughts you keep throwing my way.”





Three




“It’s really strange,” Rou murmured, peering upward into the orange sky above them. “It isn’t sunrise, or sunset. The coloring is the same though.”

“In the book I read, it said the light is weak. Since it’s artificial in nature, that’s no surprise,” Locke replied.

Ash was rather confused by it all.

By this place.

They were slowly moving down a street that reminded him a lot of a run-down semi-industrial area of his homeworld. Buildings that made it to three or four stories up at their tallest, all relatively close packed, and mostly falling down.

He’d thought they’d escaped part of the prison when they’d fled the previous evening. Locke had mentioned it was the arrival area, but he really hadn’t understood it until they exited the sewers a few minutes ago.

It was a massive and sprawling city. One that was clearly made by Cultivators and citizens alike. Where there was a great deal that was clearly made by hard labor, and other things that were formed with Qi abilities.

Most especially the floating buildings that were above them in the sky. Hovering in position and looming above like sullen clouds.

As he thought about it, Ash had glanced up.

Small floating boats connected to ropes that led from the top of a building on the street reached up to the bottom of the floating building. Apparently, these were the only way to access said building without having the ability to fly.

Given how little Qi there is here… that’s most everyone. Even Chunhua would have difficulty floating here since the Qi density is so terrible.

Though that does make me very curious about how the buildings are floating.

Far above those buildings, amongst the sky itself, were several islands. They moved more freely than the buildings, drifting lazily along.

As far as he could tell, the light was coming distantly from somewhere above them. As if it were always noon.

“— completely enclosed. The whole thing being covered in formations,” Locke murmured. “I’d love to see them up close. I bet there’s a lot we could learn from them. Every formation is just another way of Enchanting something.

“I’ve been able to extract and replicate a great deal of new possibilities from combining it all together. Doesn’t matter what the medium is, since it’s all relatively the same thing.”

“Ashley, what should we do first? Your weapon waits a direction,” asked Hui, turning her face toward him and watching him.

The beautiful woman had changed drastically from the woman he’d met once long ago. From a haughty and strong cultivator to a broken wretch, to a woman who called herself a weapon and took on a new name.

Ash could see her personality still there beneath it all.

When they’d left the sewers, she’d made sure to keep Ash away from all the inhabitants. Stating that he’d dirtied himself enough by touching her to cleanse her, and that he needed to preserve himself from their filth.

All in all, he could see much of a traditional Cultivator’s point of view in her. That anything other than another Cultivator was beneath notice.

I’ll have to work on that.

“Like Locke suggested. Find a man, have you three ask questions, pretend I don’t exist,” Ash paraphrased. “That way we get some information. With any luck, we can find a Qi-Lord’s territory nearby.”

While they’d been standing there, several groups of what Ash could only consider as “guards” had gone by. They were escorting groups of men and women in work clothes carrying all manner of tools.

Not far off was a new group of guards and people. Passing by Ash’s group in the opposite direction.

One of the women in the group exited the formation to grab something she’d spotted in a heap of trash. Pocketing it, she’d gone right back into the middle of the group.

Leaving Ash with the belief that they really weren’t directly prisoners of the guards and that they were in truth actually being escorted somewhere.

“Ah! Excuse me, we’re new here,” called Locke to the group in a warm and bubbly voice. “Could you tell me which way the closest Qi-Lord territory is? We’re trying to figure out what to do and we’re just… trying to stay out of everyone’s way.”

One of the guards eyed Locke in a way that any man would. Then he laughed loudly.

“Good luck with that,” the guard spat out.

“That way,” said a man in the group with a pickaxe. He was pointing off behind Ash’s group. “If you’re actually looking to settle down in a place, if you have any strength at all, that’s not a bad place to do it. Otherwise, you’re better off with the guards and us. Do your time, pay for your crime.”

“Pay for your crime,” responded everyone in the group.

Right… found the passive sheep. Wanting someone to tell them what to do and a goal to follow. One they can submerge themselves in.

“Well, sounds like we’re going that way then,” Rou muttered.

“Your weapon awaits direction, Ashley,” Hui said. Her eyes had only left him for a moment to confirm what the other group had said. “Please… please direct your Hui.”

Well that’s an odd way to address herself. Even after that short nap, she’s still speaking in an odd way.

Hui was wearing a set of clothes Ash had pulled from the Hall. All the wounds on her body had been forcefully treated by Rou and some medicine which had also been taken from the Hall.

While no one else could access their storage, the Hall seemed to be outside of that. An exception that Ash could utilize freely.

From all appearances, she was a beautiful woman without anything wrong with her.

Internally, she was a mess.

Her Dantian was recovering, and she was processing her two types of Qi. Both life Qi and death Qi. Each was being extracted from the environment and Ash’s carvings were simply providing her with them.

Given what they’d done to her, she could take in either Qi type and convert it to the other with very minimal loss. She was effectively able to gain Qi at double the normal rate of anyone else, as she had two sources to gain from.

Her meridians were frayed and torn from the change-over and getting used to their new Qi. As well as her Dao having been scooped out entirely and restarted.

Having never passed out after all that’d been done, it was a wonder that Hui wasn’t a raving lunatic. Though the way she looked at him left Ash wondering if part of her mind had been fractured after all.

He’d truly hoped a quick nap might help her, but it didn’t seem to have corrected anything.

“Hui, are you alright?” Ash asked instead.

“I’m very well, Ashley. I’m just… I’m… eager… to begin working,” Hui admitted, her words taking on a breathless quality. “I can feel myself growing in power. That I’m slowly correcting my own difficulties the longer I circulate my new cultivating method. The fact that I can do it passively constantly is very helpful.

“I just… I want to begin earning my keep as your weapon. I was talented and powerful before. Had we met at my prime I would have forced you to kill me, or I might have beaten you. Now-now I feel as if I’m going to grow even further.”

In other words… it’s just like everyone else I’ve helped out.

When they feel indebted, they feel it to the core of their being. It becomes all encompassing.

Doubly so since a pledge was involved.

This is what you’re always warning me about, isn’t it Locke? That these women are survivors that would gladly do what they had to?

“Exactly. You get a bit squirrely with the idea of a woman selling her body for gains. Men do the same for female cultivators in the opposite direction too, you know.

“In this realm… the vast majority of the men and women in this realm don’t think like you do. They’d consider it an even trade depending on the price,” Locke confirmed. “She is much like the Brides of Sheng. All willingly joined without coercion for the price they were given in exchange. Not one woman in the Brides of Sheng joined without them wishing to. Wanting to. It’s completely and only voluntary.

“And before you get huffy, I made a change just before we left. I forced it through with Mei so it’s already in effect.

“I abolished the adoption rights that Yue had put in for them. I also put in term limits for them to remain Brides. Now, the Brides of Sheng can only serve for thirty years and then must retire back to the Sheng alliance and work to improve and expand it. That means taking a husband and having children if they choose to do so.

“I knew you were uncomfortable with it, so I had it changed. Have no fear, Ash. I’ll protect you when I can.”

You did? I… thanks!

Yeah, thank you. Thanks a lot.

It really did bother me.

I know they bartered themselves into debt to get what they wanted, but not having limits on that was… that was just too much. Bad enough if they’ve pledged to me, since I can’t release those easily.

“Yes, they pledged. All of them. Mei had it done while you were sleeping, and I worked to silence the racket it made so you’d sleep through it,” confessed Locke. “It was easier that way since they weren’t going to listen to you asking them not to pledge.

“But everything else is fine. It’s more like a military service now. Where they put their lives on the line and then retire out to a normal service in the alliance.

“There’s even some beginnings of a male version of it. The Brothers of Sheng. They’ll all be dedicated to you as a brother, but won’t be pledging.

“Yue was against it but… err… we need a viable gene pool to work within and without. That means lots of other men in the alliance. It was funny at first, but now that it’s an actual clan, we need to correct our foundation.”

Ash was stunned.

He had no idea Locke had been doing all this behind the scenes.

For him, specifically, no less.

Locke would had to have fought Yue directly on most of this.

Thank you, my wife. Locke Sheng, thank you.

“That’s the way we go then, dear Hui,” Ash murmured and looked over his shoulder. He couldn’t see a way through the buildings directly behind them, but he imagined they could find a street that’d take them that way.

“Of course… husband,” purred Locke a second before a green arrow appeared at the bottom of his vision. It was directing him. “I’ll lead you, darling.”

“Your weapon will lead the way, merely direct me,” Hui said and then lifted her chin up fractionally. A smile swept over her face and lit her face up in a way that emphasized her incredibly good looks. “I shall knock all those aside who get too close to you. Your weapon will take the dirt and grime in your stead and push it away.”

Oh… great.

Another Na.

That’s not what I needed.

“Does that mean you want him to grab you by the handle?” Locke asked with a laugh as they began walking.

“Yes. He should grasp his weapon tightly. Grasp it tightly and use it frequently in every way he wishes. His weapon will remain with him in all things so he should utilize it in all things. I’m his to use. From the bathroom to the bedroom to the trash when he’s done with me and has fed me Shen’s heart. Use me in all things,” Hui stated without any subtlety or embarrassment. “The weapon of Ashley Sheng is what Hui is.”

Worse… worse than Na.

Definitely not what I needed.

***




Ash now understood what the man had meant when he said that you couldn’t miss it.

An entire block from one side, to the other, had been flattened to nothing. Torn down to the stones and earth with nothing left behind at all.

In front of them was a large wall that rose an easy forty or fifty feet into the air. One that was topped with guards and towers in equal number.

They were armed, watching, and patrolling.

This was quite literally a city, within a city. 

“This is all so strange,” Rou mumbled with a small shake of her head. “I’m honestly not even sure how to take all this.”

“Well… the answer to that is carefully and with caution. Remember, you’re my wife and a weak cultivator. We don’t discuss why we were sent here. You’re not a Qi-Healer at all,” Ash repeated again. It was a simple story they’d come up with. “Locke, my other wife, Hui… Hui is our communal familial servant.”

“Yep, yep!” Locke stated cheerfully. “This should be kinda fun? We’re just nobodies! We can do whatever we want as long as we keep our heads down.”

“Should we find others to join us?” Rou asked curiously. “We’re not planning on staying here so… if we make friends, do we try to get them out with us?”

Ash had been staring at the back of Hui while listening to Locke and Rou.

She was circulating her Qi back and forth. Converting life Qi to death Qi and back, then back again. Each time she completed a cycle, she forced it through her meridians and back again.

He could feel it every time she made a circuit. Each time she forcefully expanded her Qi-sea and refined her Dao. In less than twenty-four hours, she was rapidly approaching the end of the Mortal Refiner level.

Shit, she’ll likely pop into Spirit Refiner in the next hour or two.

How will we handle tribulations?

“I’ll just eat them. I can still open portals to the Hall, I just can’t… go there,” Locke answered.

Ash had a weird thought at her response and filed it away for later. He wanted to explore it, but they had other needs right now.

The group of four began moving to the hodgepodge-made gates. A terribly made blending of metals and wood slammed together.

There was also a faint feeling of Qi running through it, as if they’d used materials that’d been at one point enchanted.

Neither of the two guards stopped them, asked them a question, or even paid them attention. They briefly looked over Rou, Locke, and Hui as a man would, then ignored them.

In fact, Ash realized belatedly as he walked by them, that they weren’t even Cultivators. They had no Dantians or Qi inside them.

Given the quizzical looks on his companions, Ash figured they’d all noticed the same thing as well. That, or they were surprised the guards left them alone.

Walking into the “city” of the Qi-Lord, Ash found it was very similar to the quarter nearby where he grew up. Everything had a damp sheen to it that one could nearly call slime.

Dirt and detritus were practically everywhere.

Around them were a number of ugly and squat homes. Made out of whatever was available and thrown together as sturdily as they could manage.

“It’s pretty bad. Though I haven’t actually felt any Cultivators yet. These are all citizens. Which is kind of weird. I thought this was a Cultivator’s prison,” Locke worriedly shared.

Ash nodded his head as they kept walking.

This wasn’t a surprise to him if he was being honest.

If there was no Qi here, and people were people and sought comfort in each other, then there would be a great many people born here. With a lack of Qi and people being born regularly, that meant there’d be a number of citizens born inside of this prison.

“Let’s find a room,” Ash blurted out when he suddenly felt Liu wake up. Wake up and immediately reach out to him with her own Dao. It was as if he was in a bedroom and she was quite literally clawing at the door. “We can listen in on conversations in the common room and figure out what to do next there while I talk to the others.”

“You can talk to them?” Rou asked with hope in her voice.

“Liu. He can talk to Liu,” Locke interjected. “Her Dao is him. Quite literally.”

“The weapon of Ashley Sheng would like her Dao to be reformed again,” Hui quickly threw in.

“Not possible. You wouldn’t want it anyway,” Locke cautioned. “Ah, let’s go that way. I’m confident that there’s an inn there.”

“Why do you think that?” asked Ash.

“Lots of people that are fucking, drinking, or sleeping,” Locke answered while laughing. She quickly moved to the head of the group and began leading the way.

Valid reasoning.

Super valid reasoning.

I think that’d probably be an inn, too.

“I’d like to do all three of those, by the way,” Locke then added, looking back at him with a wide smile. “Especially the first one. I need you to emit some Qi into me. As much as you can spare. There’s so little Qi here.”

Rou cleared her throat, but before she could add her own wishes in, Hui clapped her hands together quickly and with force. Shattering Rou’s attempt.

“Your weapon would like the last one, but is open to the first one if you need it of her. If you do use Hui for the first one, please treat Hui gently, as she’s only known one man.

“Do not misunderstand, Hui is very eager to experience Ashley’s needs personally. I’m-I’m very inexperienced, but willing,” Hui stated, somehow mixing up all three forms of speaking. From an item, to third person, to first person.

Ash now firmly believed she was not right in the head. There was something certainly wrong with Hui after her transformation.

That or her Dantian being damaged had affected her far more than she’d let on. In such a way that her quiet acceptance of it and wishing to simply let her life slip away had been only the surface of her feelings.

“I… for myself, I’d have to agree with both Locke and Hui for my needs. I’d like to experience all three and it must be stated,” Rou added on, whatever embarrassment she had going right out the window. “And yes, I clearly have to be forward if I’m going to keep pace with these two while we’re stuck here. I have no idea how long that’ll be, but I can’t afford to become a decorative piece that’s set aside.”

Saying nothing, Ash really didn’t want to respond.

Just as Locke often shut down with him being aggressive, he usually did as well.





Four




Locke managed to nearly swindle the innkeeper out of the room she got for everyone. Talking him down in price to the point that there was no way he was even breaking even.

Likely, the room was being rented to them at a loss.

All it’d cost Locke was promising to mention the place if others asked where she was staying. Rou and Hui had quickly done the same for the man.

After the deal was struck, Ash was finally allowed to come into the inn.

The three women had wanted him to stay outside just in case the innkeeper thought he had a chance with them. It’d be easier to talk him into a terrible deal with Ash not being present.

Ash had momentarily felt guilty for the man.

Except that’s how negotiations went.

Find your point of leverage and shove.

Sitting down on the edge of the bed, Ash considered how to reach out to Liu.

He needed to do it in such a way that didn’t send her tumbling back into a coma, but it had to be a way where they could communicate back and forth. Which meant practically getting inside of her again.

“She won’t mind,” Locke remarked from where she was arranging the wardrobe.

The room had come with some limited furniture.

“In fact, she’s a lot like Na. As someone else pointed out, I honestly forget who, you could push Na face first into a roaring fire to have your way with her, and she’d say thank you,” murmured Locke as she gave the drawer she had open an odd look. Then she shrugged and closed it. “Alright. Rou and I are going shopping. Since you and I can chat regardless of where I am, this works out well.

“Jian Hui Sheng, I leave our master in your charge. Please be sure to attend to him diligently.”

“I… of course. Hui will do her best to take care of Ashley,” Hui said, bouncing up off the bed she’d been cultivating on. She performed a martial salute, putting one hand to the other in front of herself and dipping her head to Locke.

“What is it, Hui?” asked Rou, looking curiously at the other woman.

Apparently, she’d seen something no one else had.

“I would like to go shopping later as well. I don’t have any clothes that are pretty. I may be the weapon of Ashley and his to use as he sees fit, but… but I enjoy clothes,” Hui confessed in an almost ashamed way. “Especially since Ashley has… has stated he is… interested in my body from a physical standpoint.”

“Oh! Well… you know what, just come with us,” Locke said with a laugh. “Ash is fine without us. He’s honestly stronger than all three of us if he got serious and pulled stones from the Hall.

“And speaking of Stones… Ashley? Husband of mine? Darling?”

Unable to help it, Ashley grinned. He already knew what was coming.

“Yes, Locke Sheng, beloved wife?” he replied, knowing she wanted to hear such a thing from him. That no sooner had he spoken the words than an electric current would practically jump down her spine.

A stray thought floated through his head.

That maybe with Locke being locked out of the Hall, she might be free of the emotional echo that she always heard. If given some time, she might be able to develop her own feelings.

Then he listened for that echo from her.

He could feel that she was delighted at what he’d addressed her as. That she was incredibly randy at the moment and wanted to kick Rou and Hui out and seduce Ash outright.

But that was the extent of it.

There was no forced feedback from his own emotions reverberating back and forth. She was already free of the echo.

“Would you give your wife an allowance?” Locke purred at him. She bent forward and exposed her cleavage to him, putting one hand behind her back, and holding the other in front of herself.

“My wife doesn’t get an allowance because she owns everything I do,” Ash remarked, still smiling. “Merely tell me how much of our funds you want, and I’ll give it to you.”

“Mmm… could I have a pouch with a hundred spirit stones in it?” she asked, smiling impishly at him. “Since the cards won’t work, we’ll have to carry them about in purses I suppose.”

Ash put three such pouches together and then held them out. Conjuring them from the Hall.

“One for each of you. There’s no way I could send you out with only a hundred for three of you,” Ash stated.

“Such a dear man, my darling is. I’m going to spoil you tonight. I’ll be sure to try and find some earplugs for Rou and Hui so they can sleep through the night,” Locke promised, her eyes staring into him.

“Likewise. I’ll make sure to get you a blindfold, Locke, as I know your heart aches to watch others,” Rou stated and then carefully plucked the pouches from Ash’s hand. “Thank you, husband. Your Qi-Healer appreciates you and your kindness.”

Not waiting, Rou turned and then exited the room.

Hui looked to Ash for a moment, then followed Rou.

Locke was chewing at her lower lip, watching him.

Without even having to think about it, he knew she was contemplating letting the two women leave and then shoving Ash into the bed. Locke’s sex drive practically had no limit.

“I need to talk to Liu,” Ash offered. “Not sure how long it’ll take.”

Locke clicked her tongue, then darted in to him. She kissed him warmly for several seconds before breaking away.

The three women exited the room and closed the door behind themselves.

Ash let out a slow breath. He’d been half tempted to ask Locke to stay behind.

There was no end to the pleasure Locke drummed up in him when she tried.

Closing his eyes, Ash instead turned to his Dao, then sank into it. He let himself float through it as if he were getting caught up in a current.

He was slowly pulled down into the whirlpool of his Qi-Sea and began to slowly spin around the golden column that sat in the middle of it. Bobbing along through the statues that covered everything.

As he floated along, he heard Liu’s Dao. Echoing his own and calling for him.

Letting himself be drawn to it, he glided along through the realm.

Escaping it entirely without much effort.

It was then that Ash realized the prison was in a different veil, let alone a different realm. That it was actually somewhere else entirely.

Then he found himself inside of Liu’s Dao.

Or more precisely, inside Liu.

He settled down comfortably inside of her and let his consciousness spread throughout her. Her heart beat in time with his own. Her meridians were his meridians.

Her Dao was his Dao.

“Ah… it’s exactly like we thought. He’s found me. Master Sheng, I welcome you,” Liu said. “I’m pleased you came so quickly, too.”

Except he didn’t hear it from inside their shared space, but thru Liu’s own ears.

“Oh, why thank you Bride Liu,” Ash replied with a chuckle. His voice didn’t exit through Liu’s mouth, but it felt more like it was transmitted to her by thought.

I wonder if this is what Locke feels like.

He could feel that Liu was cultivating in an open space. She had her hands palm up and spread out while seated on what felt like grass.

Her eyes were closed and she was focusing inwardly.

“Master Sheng is with me,” said Liu. “He… he can hear everything I can. It’s tough to hold it together but I believe I can keep this up.”

“Good work, Bride Liu,” said Mei. It sounded like she was very close. “Ah… Ash? Can you hear me?”

“I can, yes,” he said. This time it came out of Liu’s mouth though with a slight delay. He figured she would just speak aloud whatever he did. “Uhm, before anything else, is Moira okay? Was she treated? Did-did the emperor kill her?”

“I’m fine, Ashley,” Moira responded. Her voice had a deep warmth in its tone. A soft laugh followed her words. “I’m flattered to be your first question, my love.”

“I mean… of course. I saw you practically destroyed just as I was flung out of the realm. Everyone else is okay? And before you ask, I have Locke and Rou with me,” Ash stated. “They’re both fine.”

“Everyone here is fine as well,” Jia said. Ash had the impression she was practically on Liu’s shoulder. “There are no concerns. The Brides of Sheng are maintaining everything exactly as you would wish it.

“All things are secured and being protected. Though the realm is changing rapidly.”

“It is? Why?” asked Ash, relieved to hear that things weren’t what he’d feared them to be.

“He’s still really nervous about Moira,” Liu said in her own voice. She’d been pitching Ash’s voice lower than her own as if to emphasize who was speaking.

“I’m… I’m fine, Ashley. Truly,” Moira said. “The emperor healed me and then vanished. I got the impression he really didn’t mean to harm me. I’m perfectly well.

“Tala and I don’t seem to be suffering any ill effects from our slave bonds. Though I wonder if they’ve been perhaps removed, since I can’t even feel it anymore.”

“Slave or not, my elegant self is bound to Ashley. By choice if not design,” growled the warrior. Her tone shifted quickly with the last word.  He could hear a change in it as if she were a different person entirely. “Though… Ashley, may I take the name Tala Sheng? May I formally be your wife?”

“Of course you can,” he answered immediately. Given what’d happened with Moira, and now being separated, he’d felt a need to grab up and bind them all to himself much more closely.

“Wonderful. Thank you, dearest. My elegant self looks forward to your return,” Tala offered with a great deal of affection in her voice.

“Yes, we’re all eager for you to come home,” Chunhua piped in. “Though… where did you end up?”

“In prison. Just as the emperor said. It’s rather strange here,” Ash said. Then he let out a soft breath. “Wait, before I get into that, you said the realm is changing, how?”

“Well, it’s rather simple,” Mei said with a laugh. “The Sheng alliance holds the position of the realm lord. The Sheng alliance are also in-laws to the royal family.

“Where there had been a deadlock between the two factions previously, there is none now. Gen and Hu are hammering things out faster than you can draw in Qi, Ashley.

“About the only thing they’ve disagreed on so far is if the Sheng family is a noble clan or a martial clan. They settled the matter by naming Ju a princess of the Sheng and a princess of the Peng.”

Note to self.

Do not get Ju pregnant, or the kids will be royally screwed.

“And yes, she’s pregnant,” Mei deadpanned. “You got her in one attempt.”

Fuck.

“Alright, well, alright. Right. Hm,” Ash muttered. “Anyway. Prison life. Where do I start? Actually…. I know where to start. Probably with Xiaohui.”

Ash began to explain the situation to everyone back in their home realm. With every word spoken, he felt better and better as well.

He could hear all the important people in his life around him as he inhabited Liu’s body with her. They were quietly discussing what he was saying, making plans, and generally relieved that he was well.

Much as he felt in regards to them.

All his fears and concerns washed away in the moment that he’d found out that Moira was perfectly fine, and that everyone else was well and healthy.




***




“Okay. Then… that’s all we can do,” Mei said. “We’ll work on our end to see if we can punch a hole to the veil you’re in, and you just… survive. The lack of Qi on your side of this will make it nearly impossible for you to do such a thing.”

Ash nodded his head. That made perfect sense to him, given everything that they’d talked about.

Their only true options came down to three things.

The first was petitioning the Emperor for mercy, which was unlikely. The man had built his entire throne off of his laws, rules, and holding to them strictly. To the point that he’d happily butcher an entire city that bothered him too much and violated one too many of his laws.

The second was reaching out to the Emperor and letting him know that he’d sentenced two innocent people to prison. That’d likely get Locke and Rou out of the veil, but there was no guarantee the Emperor would do anything for Ash in that situation. Mei and Jia had quickly disagreed with Ash’s thought that maybe he’d give Ash some leeway for his false imprisonment.

The fact that there were people living in the prison that were clearly born there, meant that the Emperor didn’t actually care that much. If it didn’t concern him and his laws, it likely wasn’t going to matter to him.

Banking on his mercy was truly betting on a dark horse.

Last was taking action into their own hands and committing completely to a prison break. Getting Ash out of the prison outright and not bothering to wait for his time to be served.

Waiting for his sentence to run its course was realistically a stupid thing to hope for. There was no written record of his release date, no planned extraction, and nor was there any type of agency to petition for information.

Such a plan was entirely dependent on the Emperor remembering the date, how long he’d sentenced Ash for, and being willing to retrieve him once the time was up.

For everyone involved from Ash’s circle, that was just too much of a risk.

“Afterward, you just need to make sure you lay low and stay out of view. To make sure the Emperor never even suspects that you’ve escaped,” Mei concluded. “Alright… ah… we should cut this here. Liu is looking very pale and very likely needs to rest.”

“I admit I’m very weary, Mistress Sheng,” Liu confessed. Ash could tell she was tired as well. Her very Dao felt quite thin in comparison to how strong it’d been when he’d first jumped into her.

“Then that’s what we’ll do. I’ll try to reach out again in a few days once Liu has recovered. Until then… ah… I love you all, please be safe,” Ash murmured and then disconnected himself from Liu.

He came back to himself with a whoosh.

At some point his body must have gotten tired of sitting upright, as Ash found himself staring up at the interior of the room. He was laying on the bed now.

“Hm. Odd,” he muttered, then moved his tongue around in his mouth.

It felt dry.

Very dry.

When he went to move his body to try and get up to get a drink, he found it mostly unresponsive. His desires to move went unheeded and all he managed was to twitch about.

“Is Ashley well?” Hui asked, appearing above him.

He hadn’t realized it, but he’d likely been talking longer than he thought. Long enough that Hui had returned. He wondered if everyone was here, or if she’d come back by herself.

The beautiful and slightly disturbed woman was staring down at him as those thoughts popped through his head.

Concern and care were evident on her face.

“What… what should Hui do? How can I help?” continued Hui before he could even respond.

Then her hands were pressed to his face on either side.

“I… I’ll give you some Qi. You seem empty,” murmured the woman to herself, even as Ash tried to voice a response. “It’ll be okay. I’ll just convert death Qi directly into normal Qi into you, then pull it back out on the other side.

“I’ll cultivate through you. I do it normally through my body. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

Before he could tell her to stop, she began.

Qi began to quite literally flow through his head, between where each of her hands were. From more or less one ear, to the other.

It left him feeling quite literally light-headed, as well as causing his body to go rigid.

“Ahh, see? Hui is helping you, Ashley. Your weapon can be more than that. Please don’t discard your weapon,” said Hui, sounding incredibly insecure all of a sudden. A far cry from the noble and imperious woman he’d seen as of late.

“Your weapon can do anything you need of it. Hui can be much more than just a weapon. She can be anything you need her to be,” continued Hui, cycling Qi through his head from her hands. He was starting to feel better about it as time went on, but it still felt like too much stimulation. His body was beyond his control. “I’m willing to be anything for you, Ashley. Just guide me. All I want is Shen’s heart and a safe place to be. Please protect me. Protect Hui, Ashley. Don’t get rid of me. I’m really useful!”

Okay, yeah, damaged.

I can even see why, now.

Shen used her up, caused her to be wounded, then dismissed her as if she weren’t worth anything. When I found her, it was after he’d already told her he was getting rid of her.

Everything from then on was her trying to cope with what’d happened, handle the trauma and stress, all while holding up her own mentality.

She’s incredibly strong, but also incredibly weakened.

Gritting his teeth, Ash stopped fighting.

Instead, he sunk himself into his Dao and the momentum of what was happening. He could feel the frantic and asymmetric energy of it. How Hui was in a mental state that was bordering on the edge of losing her grip of herself.

To become nothing more than the sobbing broken mess he’d found in the sewer.

Forcefully, he shoved at the momentum’s peak energy, and pulled at the lows. Flattening it out, but not altering the amount of energy it had in total.

Redirecting it, rather than stopping it in any way.

The intensity of it all increased, but the constant spikes were cut away.

Ash felt it when he’d stabilized everything. To the point that he could actually get his hands to move again. The Qi Hui was pushing through him was more like a faucet on high rather than a kinked hose that was being released of its pressure every other second.

Reaching up, he laid his hands atop Hui’s. He redirected the Qi she was putting through his head, into his hands. Through his lower Dantian and back out to the other hand. Creating a loop between himself and Hui.

The Qi he was pushing back to her was pure and without the turbulent emotional baggage that it came with. Instead washing into her like a cool breeze on a hot pan.

It wouldn’t instantly quell it, but it’d slowly leach away the heat.

Hui whimpered, her eyes widening as she gazed into his face.

“You won’t throw me away? Throw Hui, your loyal weapon, away?” asked Hui.

“I won’t throw you away. You’re my weapon. Jian Hui Sheng,” agreed Ash, forcing himself to a seated position. It inadvertently forced Hui to back up and caused her to sit on the bed with him.

Rather than release her hands, he instead continued to cultivate with her. Much as he’d done with Na, Mei, Jia, and Chunhua a number of times. Their Qi and talent allowed him to do such a thing.

Hui was no different.

Stifling a sob, Hui continued to stare at him as he quietly circulated Qi back to her.

With each passing moment, more of the emotional debris that was lodged in Hui’s heart was washed away. Eroding at the sharp edges that were left and smoothing them over.

“I can’t leave my weapon in such condition, now can I? I have to care for my Hui. Don’t I?” asked Ash, wanting her to make that self-realization.

“Yes, you have to care for me. Your Hui. Your weapon. Hone my edge,” she choked out, then began crying in earnest. She tilted forward, put her face into his shoulder, and held onto his hands.

It was the first time she’d finally lost control over her emotions and let herself feel what’d happened to her. The momentum of the room Ash and Hui were in violently wobbling for an instant, before it came back under his control.

Unending emotions flooded and rushed into Ash, coloring and clinging to Hui’s Qi.

Ash held her and became a filter for her.





Five




Ash turned and looked to the door as it opened.

He already knew it was Locke and Rou returning. He could feel their Qi the entire time they were within range.

The fact that this place was just about barren when it came to Qi made it that much easier for Ash to see everyone, and everything. What little Qi there was gave him a near perfect picture of his surroundings at all times.

I wonder if I’m technically more powerful here, due to the Qi limitations.

Probably.

“Probably,” agreed Locke and closed the door behind herself. She set down the large backpack after shrugging it from her shoulders. Rou did the same and piled it up with three other backpacks that were in the corner of the room. “In the land of the blind the one-eyed man is king.

“And before you say it, yes, I know. If an eye for an eye makes everyone blind, then you’ll cut everyone’s fingers off and learn braille. I agree whole heartedly. Also, you two look awfully cute.”

Rou was standing over Ash by this point. Hands on her hips and staring down at him and Hui.

The latter was curled up in front of him in the bed. Just about against his chest and front, in fact, with her head nestled under his chin.

Hui’s fingers were interlocked between Ash’s. Even now after having cried herself empty, then passing out, she was circulating Qi through him.

Using him as a cultivation tool, really.

“Well, that’s better,” Rou said critically. Bending over at the waist, she laid a hand gently to Hui’s jaw. Her thumb pressed to the other woman’s brow, her fingers lining up with her jaw. “Much better, actually. Her Qi has settled down. It’s considerably purer now. Cultivating with you has offered her a considerably smoother path.

“I admit I was somewhat concerned for her, given how… wild… it was all inside of her. I had to use my own Qi to heal her as hers was too chaotic to actually work very well.”

“She cried herself out,” murmured Ash. He’d tried to slip away a few times already, only for Hui to stir partially.

An eye would open to peer at him until he settled back down, or she’d snuggled firmly into him till he was practically submerged beneath her.

“Yes… as someone who was afraid of anything and everything, I’d say I completely understand her,” Rou commented, her kind blue eyes moving to meet his. She gave him a warm and radiant smile then. “I also completely understand seeking solace in a certain young man. One who just… clears away the worries and problems put down in front of the path. Makes perfect sense to me.

“We’ll just have to keep an eye on her. She’s… not well. Or at least, not entirely well. Whatever happened to her, damaged her deeply. At the level of her psyche and mind.”

Grinning, Ash once again felt deeply indebted to his Qi-healer. Without her in his life, he’d have had a great many more difficulties. A great many that he probably couldn’t have solved on his own.

“Given how she refers to herself, that seemed rather obvious,” Locke teased with a laugh. She was right behind Rou now. Grabbing the smaller woman by the shoulders, Locke held onto the Qi-Healer with some obvious force.

“Look, Ash, it’s how you and Rou do it. Though you hold her hips way more roughly,” Locke blurted out while staring down at Ash. She was indeed positioned behind Rou as she often had him do.

Rou was red-faced and had frozen up completely.

Locke released her, moved past her while planting a kiss on the redhead’s cheek, then collapsed into the bed behind Hui. Pushing herself up against the beautiful woman’s back and posterior, Locke then put her arms around her and grabbed onto Ash.

“So, we talked to a lot of very lonely men. We have information and likely a simple direction,” Locke said as if she hadn’t just done anything at all.

“Locke Sheng,” hissed Rou, who was now standing upright. “I will tolerate your antics in private like this as I know you mean well. I even know you care for me in a strange way, given how I can see the distinct Qi lines between you and Ashley.”

With an actual obvious flinch, Locke had a wince on her face before hiding her face in the back of Hui’s head.

“I know you hide it in your flirtatious banter, but you view me sexually at times in a way that Ashley does,” Rou continued, not stopping. “But I’ll not tolerate you treating me like that. If you’re going to… going to try and tempt me to the other side as you mentioned, then do it correctly.

“Do you understand me, Locke Sheng? Wife to wife, I need to hear a response from you.”

“I’m sorry, Rou Sheng,” Locke said into Hui’s hair. “Ash was feeling very romantically inclined to you in that moment and I couldn’t stop myself. It’s not as bad as it used to be since I’m not in the Hall, but I still feel everything he does.

“He was thinking some really forward and fun things about you and how much he wanted you.”

“I… fine. I understand. I accept your apology,” Rou relented with a sigh. Then she reached down and laid a hand to the back of Locke’s head. “I know you suffer under a burden for Ashley’s sake, and I forgive you. Please fight against it as best as you can.”

“I will, I’m sorry,” Locke mumbled, still pressed into Hui, who was unbelievably sleeping through all of this.

Rou clicked her tongue and then looked to Ash.

“Romantically inclined, hm?” she asked.

“You do so much for me,” Ash explained with a shrug of his shoulders. “You’re a beautiful woman inside and out.”

“Well… thank you. Now! As to what we learned. Locke Sheng, please explain to him. And pull your head out of Hui’s hair. Let her sleep,” Rou commanded and then pulled at Locke’s earlobe.

“I’m letting her sleep,” grumbled Locke, but she did pull her face out of Hui’s hair. “There aren’t any cultivators down here. They all move to the upper levels. Those floating buildings and the islands above them. They all move upward.

“The Qi is denser the higher you go. So their positions are determined by how high up they are. Even the most basic of cultivators move into the buildings that act as ports to the upper areas. Everyone down here is a citizen.

“Other than the Qi-lord who owns this area, cultivators don’t come here. Except, even the Qi-lord doesn’t remain here. He only visits and then leaves. They have citizens who run this city for them while they stay far above. The city exports some things upward and imports things downward.”

Ash nodded his head, that all made sense.

It also gave him a plan that was somewhat stupid in a way but might work.

He’d already experienced proof of his sudden idea working previously as well.

“What if we redirected Qi?” he asked, looking at Locke directly across from himself. “Could I put down a number of formations to redirect and channel Qi down here? I’d rather stay among the citizens and let the cultivators remain above.

“I’ll just put Qi-chains to you all and feed you Qi constantly from myself and what I pull in. If I need to, I can just drain some Sheng Stones and use those to empower us.”

“I mean, yeah? You could do that. All of that. Though… eventually the cultivators would realize the draw was shifting and start to move down this way,” Locke countered.

“That’s fine. That’d be more than enough time for me to do what I wanted. Once the formations are down, and hidden, it’d be too late for anyone to stop me,” Ash insisted.  “If I’m going to punch a hole out of this realm, then I need to begin storing up Qi.”

“Sounds like a good starting point,” Rou agreed. “By the way, there is an ‘outside’ here. This city backs up to a wasteland of broken things and wild animals. People venture out there to kill them for resources.

“It runs all the way to the edge of the prison. Which is just a smooth flat wall that extends all the way out above, below, and to the sides. This whole thing is a gigantic cube.

“It’s like whoever created this took a massive bite out of a city that included a great deal of surrounding area. But they didn’t take the entirety of the city, just most of it. Then enclosed it.”

“Yes, a big, enclosed cube,” confirmed Locke.

“Perfect,” Ash said with a grin. “That sounds like a perfect place to put up some formation boundaries. If we make it all the way to the wall, I could even put down a self-replicating formation that’d crawl its way to the top.”




***




Standing in one of the few open plazas, Ash was quietly watching the stalls and the people moving in and out of them. Most people were buying and selling food and simple household objects.

Nothing was out of the ordinary or anything that’d generate curiosity in him.

This was entirely expected, given that this was essentially a city of citizens without any cultivators. No one who needed Qi would be here.

Ash could certainly agree that there really was no point at all for a cultivator to be here. The amount of Qi that was free floating was non-existent.

Or at least, it would be if Ash wasn’t always pulling everything toward him.

There was a fresh stream of Qi always moving toward him from above. Falling down upon him as a refreshing rain on a hot day might.

“Ashley, those people keep watching us,” warned Hui.

Looking toward what Hui had indicated with a tip of her head, Ash did indeed see several young men watching them. Except they weren’t any trouble at all and wouldn’t be.

“They’re just admiring you, Hui,” Ash replied and went back to his people watching.

Locke and Rou were currently moving to the far side of the city to put down the last of his formation papers he’d enchanted.

All they had to do was drop it on something that wouldn’t be moving anytime soon, and then put down the transference paper that’d hide the formation directly on top of it.

Ash and Hui had already completed their own mission and planted down three other formations in the city. They were realistically just killing time at the moment.

“They’re just watching you, Hui. It’s because you’re too attractive,” Ash added without thinking further about it. It wasn’t a situation that concerned him.

Hui was incredibly hard not to look at, even for him.

“Oh. I understand. My face is very attractive. I have great features,” Hui said without any modesty. “My drawbacks were always my figure, skin coloring, and family.

“Then again… that’s who Xiaohui was, I suppose. I’m Hui. Hui has a great figure according to Ashley. You often look at Hui the same way you do Locke and Rou. Locke is equally as… differently figured as Hui.”

“More or less,” Ash agreed with a chuckle.

He knew that by and large, a slim, pale, and pretty woman was the cultural preference. Ash was very much an outlier in that.

“Hui is pleased that you have an interest in her beyond that of a weapon,” stated Hui.

“Hui, I say this out of care for you, but I think you need to figure out who and what you are,” Ash murmured, his eyes following a young boy as he exited the crowd. He had taken something from a young man that was perhaps a year or two older than Ash. “It’s obvious from how you refer to yourself that you’re not quite sure. That or we really need to sit you down and have daily therapy sessions.”

“I… ah… yes. I will… think on what you’ve said,” whispered Hui. “Hui is Hui. I am Hui. It is hard, as I see myself as two different people now. Xiaohui, who died in the sewer, and Jian Hui Sheng, who you took to hand as your weapon.”

“That’s fine. I’m not trying to rush you. Take your time and think it through. I just wouldn’t feel correct if I didn’t point it out.”

“You’re a considerate owner. Hui thanks Ashley for his care of his weapon. Hui looks forward to your continued care.”

“Did you just ask me to spoil you?” Ash asked with a laugh, glancing at Hui. She had a faint blush to her cheeks, and she was, for one of the first times he could think of, not staring at him.

“Yes. Spoil Hui and treat Hui as a prized weapon,” she answered after a pause.

“Yeah, yeah. Hone Hui’s edge till she’s a blade that rings,” Ash said as he watched a group of older boys follow the younger one down an alley.

“Yes. Hone Hui’s edge. For a craftsman to do their job well, they must sharpen their tools.”

Ash pushed off the wall he’d been leaning on and moved to follow after the boys. His curiosity was piqued after he’d seen the look on their faces. They didn’t have only ill intent coloring their features, but what Ash felt was murder.

Having suffered his own trials and tribulations as a young man often at the hands of others, Ash felt himself being moved into their momentum. Even if he really didn’t want to, he felt he needed to insert himself.

Hui moved in to quickly stand on his right. Her hands clasped one within the other as she moved. She had a fluid grace to her now that was constantly being refined.

Ash also knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that she circulated her Qi continuously. Cultivating life to death and back again.

“She’s on the edge of a double tribulation. To put herself right at the starting point of an Empowered Mortal,” Locke advised him. “We’re done here, by the way. We just finished. We’ll be heading back to the room now. Though I might stop along the way and shop just a little bit.

“Just a little. My husband was generous with my allowance, and I want to see if I can’t find anything that’d fit him, too.”

Dork. It isn’t an allowance.

“My husband loves me and made my allowance infinite,” countered Locke.

You goon.

Ash got the impression Locke began laughing out loud at that. Ash pushed it to the back of his mind and turned down the alleyway that the boys had gone into.

Following along, Ash realized that this wasn’t a good idea for anyone who wasn’t expecting trouble. He could see ahead that it grew narrow and darkened.

With several places that one could easily ambush another.

“Hui smells blood,” Hui said and then forcefully pushed herself in front of Ash, though she didn’t stop moving forward. She kept walking and let her hands move to defensive positions in front of herself.

Now that she’d said it, Ash could smell blood too.

A great deal of blood, actually.

More as if he’d stepped into a butcher’s shop than a back alley.

Up ahead, Ash could see two of the boys he’d seen on the ground. A third was standing upright, but there were three who were missing.

The one standing had been the younger boy that’d pickpocketed one of the people in the market. He had a hand to his side and a great deal of blood had splashed down along his leg. His other hand held a bloody knife.

Of the two on the ground, it was obvious they were dead. Their throats had been cut outright. Most likely by the knife of the one who was standing.

Looking up, the young boy met Ash’s eyes.

“I worked so hard,” he said in a somewhat disbelieving tone. “I worked… I worked hard. I tried. I really did. I did all I could to get to this point and it wasn’t enough.

“It still… it still wasn’t enough. The heavens do not favor me. It might take ten years to hone a blade, but for me… heaven is high and the emperor far away. I am unseen.”

Slumping down to his knees, the young boy could be described only as crestfallen. As if the world had just ended and he was left with nothing in front of him.

“Is that so?” asked Ash curiously. He wasn’t about to step into the middle of a situation where this young boy had clearly killed to others and been stabbed in return. “And what would you have done if you had more time? If the heavens had seen you?”

“I’d have killed my sister’s rapist, instead of being killed by him,” whispered the boy as he began to totter from side to side. Several more seconds passed before he fell backward and lay unmoving on the ground.

Ash clicked his tongue. His first involuntary thought was to heal the wounded boy and then look into what he’d said. 

Except in that direction lay getting involved in a situation that didn’t have anything to do with him. He’d be subjecting him and his people to a situation that they had no value in.

Hui turned and looked to him with an empty gaze. She didn’t seem to care either way about the situation but was looking to him for instruction.

To her, there were probably three corpses here, not two.

Maybe this is what I’m always being warned about.

That I’m just guarding a tree stump and waiting for rabbits. Rather than going out and finding them myself.

I need information on the backstreets and from the uglier parts of this city. Given how this played out, that boy is as street urchin as they could be.

Ash walked over to the young man and pulled out a very low-grade medicinal pill. It’d be more than enough for a citizen to recover from a mortal wound. Its efficacy would be certainly less to a cultivator, which meant its value was much higher in the here and now, rather than holding onto it for himself.

With a firm pull, Ash tugged the boy’s mouth open and dropped it down into his mouth. Making sure to push it under the tongue.

Then he put his hand over the top of the wound and kept the pressure on. It’d only take a few minutes for the pill to dissolve. All he had to do was to make sure the boy didn’t die until then.

“Should I assist, Ashley? Hui can feel death coming for him,” asked Hui.

“I… uh… sure. Come. Help me keep him alive. We’ll see about using him for our own ends,” Ash requested with a smile for Hui.

Coming over, Hui wrapped herself around Ash from behind and put her hands atop his own. He immediately felt her begin to cycle Qi through him once again.

A minute passed in silence as Ash tried not to think about how warm and soft Hui felt against his back. It was quite honestly beyond the point of distraction.

She was an odd mixture of Mei and Na, and it left him wanting both.

“You, who’re you?” asked a thin voice.





Six




Ash looked up from the wounded boy and found a young woman not far off. She was standing at an alleyway drainage way. The space she’d come from had been so narrow that Ash hadn’t even realized someone could actually fit through it.

She had light-brown hair and looked malnourished. Her pale-brown eyes were soft and watery. If Ash had to describe her, it’d be very similar to how he might a puppy.

A wounded puppy.

“Tan!” whimpered the woman as her eyes fell on the boy. Her mouth crumpled inward, and her brow came down. Her eyes crinkled and Ash felt that she was about to burst into tears.

“He’s not dead,” Ash got out before the waterworks could start. “He had a fight. Killed those two, but was in turn stabbed. Not sure why the others fled but… they left him here to die.

“To be sure, he would have. I’ve rendered aid, however. He’ll not be going to greet your ancestors yet, and the brother of sleep won’t be visiting.”

The woman shook her head as if she didn’t believe him.

“Come and see. He’s quite wounded, so I’m merely applying pressure to the area so that he doesn’t bleed out before the pill I gave him starts working,” Ash continued. “I promise you I’ll not harm you. I’ll swear it on my Dao and Cultivation if it helps.”

“You’re a cultivator?” whispered the woman, her eyes rounding out and widening now.

“Mm. I am. So have faith. Your brother Tan shall live,” Ash finished and looked back to the boy. His color was bad, but his breathing seemed steadier. “He’ll be weak for a bit. I can’t just… make new blood I’m afraid. That’s something his body will have to tend to.

“As to the wound itself though…”

Ash peeled his hand back and saw that the flesh had knit itself over. There was an ugly puckered scar there underneath the blood, but it was sealed. 

“As to the wound, it’s already closed. You see?” Ash said, looking back to the woman. “Bloody, certainly, but also quite healed over. I can’t do anything for the scar, but I’d say that’s a small price to pay.

“Now… what’s your name? You already gave me his name. By the way, my name is Ash, Ash Sheng.”

“I’m Jian Hui Sheng, his weapon,” Hui stated with some force. “He has many wives, let alone women such as I. Do not fear him, he has no use for you.”

“That’s rude, Hui,” rebuked Ash, never looking away from the young woman. “You may apologize to her. She didn’t do anything wrong and she’s right to be wary of others.”

“Hui apologies to you,” said Hui without hesitation. “Hui has wronged you and she would seek your forgiveness. She only sought to comfort you, who clearly fears Ashley as a woman would a man, rather than him as a person.”

Err… that’s fair.

Her brother did mention that he was doing this because she was raped. She’d likely be the sister and the way she’s looking at me would certainly lend credence to that belief.

Reaching over, Ash put his hand over Hui’s and squeezed it. What she said was rude, though her intentions were in the right place.

There’s that haughty personality again. Though…at least it’s coming from the right place.

“I’m Song,” murmured the woman, her eyes moving back and forth between Ash and Hui. She was leaning forward and to the side, trying to see her brother from where she was. “He really is okay?”

“For someone who murdered two people in an alleyway, yes, he’s fine,” Ash deadpanned. The fact that he’d killed two people still remained as an issue. He claimed it was in response to rape, but that’s an easy thing to claim as a reason for killing someone.

Ash would gladly take the boy’s words as a possibility, but the fact of the matter was murder was still murder. Even in a prison there were likely laws against killing someone, even for the right reasons.

“Yes, they raped me,” Song muttered, her eyes darting to the two dead young men. They were several years older than the boy and closer in age to the woman.

“Both?” Hui asked.

“They all did,” Song dropped on them. “That whole group did.”

“Far as I can tell she’s telling the truth. I don’t have all the senses I used to, but I can still get a decent read on people from the Hall,” Locke said. “That and there’s some trauma and damage… down there… that wouldn’t be something someone willingly sought out. Might want to give her a similar medicinal pill as to what you gave Tan.”

Ash winced at that and stood up.

“Well. Shall I carry Tan to your home?” Ash asked. “We can talk further there. It would be best to leave the area. Someone might stumble upon us and then it’s a lot harder to explain.”

“If we kill everyone who comes here, then there will be no one to report us for murder. A simple and straightforward solution,” Hui argued, looking at him with a flat stare. “Hui welcomes you to use her as a weapon. Hui would welcome Ashley to use her well.”

Ah… yeah.

She probably got a power up from them dying.

Actually… given what I’ve seen of this city, she’s probably constantly getting power ups.

Not to mention we need to test if I can put bodies in the Hall.

“As to testing, I’m sure that bodies can be loaded into the Hall.

“And yes, she is gaining power. I’ll need to capture her tribulations tonight. They will converge at the same time, and she’ll pass into the Empowered Mortal realm,” Locke remarked with some annoyance. “I didn’t think she’d level so quickly, but her talent is very much at the level of Chunhua’s. She’s also only recovering the same ground she’d made previously, so it’s going much quicker for her.

“She’ll be at your own level very soon. I disallow you from-from emitting Qi into her. She doesn’t need the help. I do though. That or you can pull out a few Sheng stones for your dear beloved wife? She spent her entire allowance already, surprisingly. Tee hee.”

Strangling down the chuckle that nearly sprang out of him, Ash smiled at Song and picked up Tan by his belt. Then he casually flipped him up. Landing the boy on his shoulder without staggering.

“Lead on,” Ash said.

My possessions are your possessions, dear wife. Though at this point, I think you phrase it the way you do, just to hear me remind you of it again.

It’s very cute, dear, but you know how I feel.

“I… yes. I do. I love hearing it. Being in a committed relationship is so weird and fun,” Gushed Locke. “Oh! Sorry, Rou and I are going to jump into this store. They have some really fun clothes! Tell Hui I’ll get her something pretty for her bottoms!”

Song was nodding her head and then gestured deeper into the alley, then began moving off.

“Locke said she’ll get you something pretty. For your… bottoms,” Ash told Hui as he’d been instructed. He was always on the lookout on how he could get a reward from Locke.

“Wonderful. Hui needs pretty bottoms so when Ashley eventually comes to her bed, he will be pleased,” Hui remarked with a wide smile and no shame.

The women of this realm are just too strong.

Far too strong.




***




Song had taken them to what was nothing more than a lean-to.

Several pieces of wood slatted together with some rusted out iron that’d been wedged into a wall shape. The top of it was nothing more than old branches and twigs with a large number of waste fabrics tied to the top.

This was no place anyone should be using for living.

What was absolutely terrifying though was that this was an average looking dwelling given its surroundings. This wasn’t just a slum, but a location even those who lived in a slum would avoid.

“This isn’t even fit for animals,” Hui remarked with pity coloring her words. “Hui suggests we go rent them a room so Tan can recover. He will not do well here.”

The beautiful cultivator turned and gave Ash a full-face pout. One that slapped him hard with a memory of Mei doing something similar.

“Hui will gladly use her own coin if she’s allowed any to do so,” she continued.

Song was standing in the ugly lean-to and looking to them with confusion writ large on her features. She was partially hunched over, as the ceiling wasn’t quite tall enough.

“Yes, that’s fine,” Ash agreed with a small shake of his head. “Go rent a room nearby for us, Hui. I trust in you to do what you feel is best. Something nondescript that won’t draw attention to them.”

Ash summoned a small bag filled with Spirit Stones in them and held it out to her.

“Hui will do as Ashley wishes. Your weapon is pleased to be utilized,” Hui remarked, her pout vanishing in a flash with a smile replacing it. She watched him for a few seconds before her nose wrinkled partially, her grin widening. “Thank you, Ash. Your trust in me boosts my self-worth.”

Taking the pouch, Hui went off. There was no swish to her hips as she went as Mei might do, nor the predatory stalk that Na had.

Hui simply moved quickly and efficiently. She was given a task and would complete it.

“Uhm… I… please… I don’t have anything to trade for what you’re giving us,” whimpered Song. She’d watched Hui leave and was now looking to Ash.

“I’m not asking for anything,” Ash said soothingly. He had a flash of memory in regards to Yue and what she’d contemplated doing to keep her brother and herself safe. “Pack your things. We won’t be coming back here regardless of anything else.”

Maybe that’s why I’m interceding.

They remind me of Yue and Lie Jie. Though neither of these two have a Dantian.

Song was breathing harder now, watching him. One hand was pressed to the ragged tunic that hung on her like a scarecrow wearing a potato sack.

I dislike this city immensely.

Even Xing wasn’t like this. There were certainly slums, and there were the destitute, but this… this feels like too much.

“Ah… you there. What business do you have here?” called a voice from the side.

Ash turned and put his eyes to the speaker. He was in a foul mood right now, so if this was yet another fool he had to deal with, then Ash would be testing out Locke’s assertion that he could indeed put corpses into the Hall.

Standing not far away was a group of five men. They were dressed in shabby clothes that matched what he’d seen of Song and Tan’s attire. These were people who belonged to this area.

“My business is my own. What business is it of yours to ask me mine?” Ash stated in a flat voice. He had no patience for anything.

“You can’t just barge in here and do what you want,” said a man, stepping toward Ash. He was in his later twenties by Ash’s reckoning, with dark black hair and eyes that weren’t quite brown. They bordered on a greenish hue the longer he looked.

“I’m here by invitation of Song and Tan, and that’s the extent of what my business is going to be revealed to you. You can leave at that and walk away, or I’m going to end up making you my business. You won’t like that. In fact, you might want to remember this moment,” Ash said, the last having the chilling feeling of finality as he spoke it.

He didn’t want to slaughter them all, but he would.

“It… it’s okay!” Song called from inside the lean-to. Apparently, his words had assuaged her concern for him, as she was now quickly picking through her meager belongings. Throwing everything together on top of a long leather strap. “Uncle Ash is just here to help me and Tan!”

The men who’d gathered up nearby didn’t look convinced. They did look confused and no longer as sure of themselves though.

And where were they when Song was apparently assaulted?

There’s more to that story than meets the eye. I’ll need to learn a great deal more.

Wait, who’s that?

After being surprised by the first group, Ash had paid more attention to his surroundings and the Qi flows.

Turning, Ash looked down a muddy track that passed for a street. He could see a new group of people heading his way.

They had the feeling of citizens, though a few carried things that held Qi. They weren’t the type of Qi he associated with Spirit Stones though.

“Damnit. Scatter,” hissed one of the men. A second later and they all fled in every direction.

“No… no, no,” Song whispered from inside the lean-to.

“They the bad guys?” Ash asked, pulling the unconscious young man off his shoulder. He set him down inside the lean-to.

“The bad-yes. Yes, they are. They abuse the citizens here in the Gutter,” Song confirmed. “They rob, beat, rape, and just do whatever they want here. We can’t legally resist them because… because they’re part of the Qi-lord’s soldiers.”

“They some of the ones that raped you?” Ash asked, realizing he was about to get some information about the Qi-lord from these people, he imagined.

Though if they were really in his employ, that meant he already knew a great deal.

That more than likely, the Qi-lord was a scumbag.

“No. That… that’s a different… group,” Song stammered. “They would though, if they could. They’ve never caught me alone.”

Ash clicked his tongue, then opened and closed his hands several times. He started to lightly bounce in place and began getting ready to use his abilities.

Coiled Spring Step and Battle Cultivation were always active anymore. Only a single thought away from activating.

“Well, guess Hui was right in the end. If there’s no one alive to make a report, then there’s no crime to report,” he joked to himself as he bounced about in place. He could feel his body warming up quickly, the slow momentum that’d been prevalent rapidly falling away.

“I’m on my way but I don’t think you’ll need me!” Locke reported.

Of course I need you, wifey. Get yourself over here so I can watch you knock these fools out.

“I… you… what?” Locke asked with a laugh.

You’re a lot of fun to watch. Should I lie about it?

You know I think about it anyways. I can’t hear the echo of my emotions in you, but you clearly still read my mind. Clearly still feel my feelings.

“Well, who am I to disagree then. I’ll be there as soon as I can, so you can watch!” Locke promised.

Ash had the distinct impression that Locke had grabbed Rou and was hustling her along now. Maybe even bodily holding onto her.

Laughing all the while.

Grinning, Ash summoned up his butterfly-swords and then put his hands behind his back. They were short enough that he could hide them without too much trouble.

Going still, he stood there, waiting for the newcomers to reach him.

They were all dressed in dark-black martial artists gis. Each with some type of symbol emblazoned over their heart.

Ash didn’t care to inspect it or even pay it any mind, other than to note the general shape of it. It’d help him identify enemies later.

When they reached Ash, they stared at him in confusion. The seven of them were all armed with simple martial weapons.

Deciding there was no reason to act, Ash stared back at them. If he didn’t have to kill them, that was fine, too.

If he did have to kill them, it’d be better if Hui was here so she could gain from their lives ending. When he thought about it like that, Hui was the best partner for him.

He could kill everything and gain directly from them, while she gained from their deaths as well. They could both benefit from the same source.

One the men stepped forward toward Ash while trying to peek into the entrance of Song’s lean-to. They were clearly here for her.

Stepping forward, Ash put himself directly between the man and the entrance. Smiling all the while.

Unbelievably, Ash and the group of seven once more engaged in a stare-down. He realized he’d have to break the silence.

“And you are?” he asked. His patience was spent, but his humor was in good spirits. He could spend a smidgen of time here to have some fun.

“Uh,” one of the seven finally got out.

“Your name is Uh?” Ash quipped with a smirk. “Your parents must have been quite the intellectual pair. I hope your surname isn’t Lee or something. I can’t imagine being named… Uh Lee.

“Then again… I suppose it isn’t too far from the truth. Now is it? Did someone beat you when you were young? You look like a potato.”

The seven men were now staring at Ash with wide eyes. Anger was building in each of them, and Ash could feel the momentum of them wildly flaring to life.

They were about to launch an all-out attack on him in just a moment.

“Ah… well… let’s remember this moment, Song,” Ash remarked, glancing aside at the woman. “You’ll be the only one to remark about their passing.”

Ash slowly glided forward to engage them as they rushed ahead. The smirk Ash was wearing felt somewhat odd, even to himself, as he began to lay into them.

Except he found himself feeling quite good about this.

There was nothing more rewarding than altering the momentum of a thing that was swinging in a bad direction. Like correcting a mislaid tile on the floor so it fit perfectly.

There were many things here that would need to be corrected from what Ash could see of it.





Seven




Ash flowed into the group of men, his blades held in tight as he determined where to strike first.

Even as he moved, he felt his Dao swell up from inside. Where the momentum of the fight, the area around him, and even the city came into sharp focus.

The fight he was about to engage in had a momentum that was more like sandpaper. There was no height to it, as they were just citizens after all, but it was all peaks and valleys when you got close to it.

For what they were, in Ash’s momentum they were but specks, though powerful in the Gutter itself. Which was in the middle of a drastic reordering due to Ash pushing himself into the politics of it today.

In the microcosm of this fight, Ash was a drumbeat. Heavy, thudding, and dictating the pace of the rest of those involved. Regardless of what they wanted, they would be beholden to him and his desires for the rhythm.

The Gutter was responding to him, and he was rapidly turning it to fit his needs as well. The longer his presence was felt in any way in the Gutter, the more direct his influence would force it to change, and the longer it’ll take for his presence to fade.

The city didn’t respond to him in any way. Its momentum carried on with its own current.

It was obvious that these seven men could feel the instant and sudden pressure Ash dropped on them. To the point that he ended up moving past them without even having touched them.

“Oh. Right,” Ash muttered, standing past where the seven men were now laying on the ground. Nodding his head, he realized he’d forgotten that they were but citizens.

Putting the pressure of his Dao on them, adding his killing intent, and the weight of his Qi, had knocked them flat. Knocking half of them out, outright.

Clicking his tongue, then running the tip along the inside of his teeth, Ash felt rather stupid. A lot like he’d pulled a sledgehammer out of his toolshed to crush an ant with a full overhead swing.

“You… you just… I,” whispered Song behind him.

“Help me pull them into your shack there,” Ash said and vanished his swords back into the hall. Turning around, he grabbed two men by the front of their clothes and began dragging them over. “I’ll kill them when Hui gets back and then we’ll head out. Then get rid of the bodies so there’s nothing left behind.”

“I-okay. Okay. Yes, Master Sheng,” Song squeaked out. She moved forward and grabbed the closest unconscious man.

She began to slowly inch the man to the lean-to.

Ah… yeah. I guess I’ll be moving them all myself. She doesn’t have any muscle to her at all.

We’ll wait for Hui to come back, cut their throats, dump the bodies into the Hall, then head out. Get some information out of these two kids and then… then we’ll probably go see whoever’s running this city.

Because while I was originally content to just live here and do nothing, I think it’d be better if I ran the city. Even if I just ran it for someone else.

As long as I’m allowed to make the rules for the city, I’ll gladly let someone else tell me what I need to give them from the city as tribute.

Well… up until I take over their position, too.

Qi-Lord Sheng sounds like a fun title.

I bet it’d even help me with my goal of getting out of here.

It only took twenty minutes for them to wait for Hui, slaughter the unconscious men, store their bodies in the Hall, and make it back to the inn she’d set up for them.

“We have the room for three months. I forced him to give me a good price, but not too good. I also paid half up front, the other half, halfway through the time spent here. I saw no reason to rent a room in a different location than ours. We’re directly across the hall, Song,” explained Hui as she shoved the door open. She ushered Song inside. “I’ll pay the rest of the rental to the innkeeper personally when the time comes. I do not trust him, nor do I think that innkeeper would mean well for us. If I hadn’t told him I’d crush his head if he did something stupid when I rented the first room, I suspect he’d have already tried to sell our information to thieves.”

Ash came along behind her still carrying Tan. Moving into the interior, he spotted a nearby bed. Walking over to it, he dropped the boy into it. Song was standing near the window and had her hands held in front of herself.

She was still nervous around Ash, though not as much as she had been when he’d first met her. In fact, she seemed more afraid of his power than who he was as a person.

In other words, that he’d kill her, rather than assault her.

Which to be fair was a far more likely outcome, all things considered.

Considering that killing her was something he didn’t want to do meant both fears were pointless.

At least to him.

“Your weapon would like to thank you again, Ashley,” Hui stated as she closed the door. “You’re showing great care in honing its edge. Hui is very happy to be taken care of so well. Especially since Hui hasn’t done anything yet deserving of reward. Hui wonders what will happen when she actually completes something noteworthy.

“Or if you take Hui to bed. Would that be equally noteworthy? Especially if Hui does her best? Your weapon is very excited to see what you’ll do to keep her honed.”

“You… you mean happy,” Song interjected.

It was surprising to see her talk at all, but more so that she would correct one of them.

Then again, she did seem far more at ease with Hui than Ash.

“He’s trying to keep you happy, Hui,” Song suggested. “If he was trying to-to keep you honed as you called it, wouldn’t he treat you as an item? Or just something to be used?

“It’s obvious he’s stronger than you are. If he needed only a weapon to use, wouldn’t he treat you differently?”

Ash couldn’t argue that point. Song clearly had a profound understanding of people and likely had a high Emotional Quotient.

Or so he thought if she was able to deduce this much already. 

Before Hui could respond to that, there was a knock on the door, followed by it simply opening. Locke stood in the doorway with a blazing grin.

“Honey, I’m home,” she declared and then skipped into the room, dragging Rou along behind her. The Qi-Healer was winded but didn’t look too run down. She also had a bag she was carrying.

“More loot?” Ash asked with a grin, indicating the bag.

“Clothes. A few pretty things as promised for Hui,” Locke answered, indicating the other woman who was still internalizing what Song had said. “And the rest is for Song and Tan. There’s no way we can let them run around in rags if we’re going to be taking care of them.”

“Most certainly-not in rags,” Rou got out in two breaths. She was already moving over to where the young boy lay on the bed. “This’ll take me-only a moment-to fix. A perfect demonstration for me.”

Rou sounded excited and laid a hand to the boy’s brow.

“Mm. That’s my Qi-Healer,” Ash said, indicating Rou while catching Song’s eye. “And this one… is my little wild-cat, Locke.”

“Mrow?” Locke asked with a laugh and fished out something from the bag and descended on Song. She held it up against the young woman while holding her shoulder with her other hand. “Oh, that’s good. Though you’re too skinny. You have a good build and a pretty face, you’re just… a scarecrow though.

“We’ll fix that. Rou will take care of the rest and get you sorted out. After that… well… the rest is on you, as only you can fix your own thoughts.”

Locke had fished out another set of clothing and held it up to the very confused Song. Her eyes were wide and jumping between Locke and Rou. Worry for herself and worry for her brother fighting for position.

“So, Song,” Ash jumped in with. “Who’s in charge of the city when the Qi-Lord is away, and where are they? I think I’d like to go see if they’re strong at all.”

He’d seen enough of this city to know he wanted to clean it up. If only for the people like Song, Tan, and at one point in time, Yue.

Not to mention, it was now quite obvious there were a bunch of citizens living here. All trying to make their lives less miserable.

There could be people just like his parents here, too.

Song was staring at him with wide, almost unseeing eyes.




***




Walking slowly along, Ash felt somewhat pleased. Song had clearly directed him to the right place.

There were a great number of men with simple weapons that were quite visible. The entire area was a rundown warehouse that’d been converted into what might be a mansion.

If you squinted hard enough and turned your head to one side so you couldn’t see it as well, that is. It was the most well-off building in the city though, and this section of the city could only be called “affluent” by comparison.

Which would pass for just above the “slums” of Xing city.

“The lowest of the low,” Ash murmured quietly as he, Locke, and Hui strolled past the entrance. Song had advised them of what was locally around and had pointed out that there was a business plaza nearby.

They could theoretically pass by this “mansion” without issue, as many people did to get somewhere else. Though that hadn’t worked out as well as he’d hoped so far.

If they were walking to the end of a street that’d just be suspicious as all hell.

Except that wasn’t the problem.

What the problem was, of course, was that he was accompanied by Hui and Locke.

Being as attractive as they were, they got looks from everyone. Even with them wearing normal clothes retrieved from the Hall, that did nothing to emphasize them other than as being martial artists which was how most people dressed, they still got a great deal of attention.

“It really is quite terrible, isn’t it,” Locke agreed, then huffed. “Alright, I think I should head back and make sure Rou and the kids are okay. You don’t need me here, and realistically, I need to work on attaching my soul again. We’ve only been here for a day and a half, but it feels like forever.”

“That’s fine,” Ash said and turned his gaze to Locke. He grinned at her. “Go rest, my beloved wife, Locke Sheng. Sleep, attach your soul, watch over the others. Hui and I will be fine.

“I’m going to go see if I can’t get an audience with their leader. See where it ends up. Maybe take over the city today, maybe not. Really depends on how strong he is, I suppose.

“Because I really… I’m not… this city can’t remain like this. There’s so many things that could be done just to make life easier for everyone and it wouldn’t even take very much effort.”

Locke smiled affectionately at him, wrinkled her nosed, and exposed her upper teeth in the doing. She shook her head a bit and reached out, patting his cheek.

“Oooh, that’s my Chosen One. My personal Chosen One,” crooned Locke. “You just can’t stand leaving this city of citizens under this tyrannical boot heel. Can you?

“It’s fine. It’s fine. If you weren’t this way, I wouldn’t have chosen you, after all. This is well within expectations. Completely.”

“Well, that and being the lord of the city will make it easier for us to punch through later, won’t it?” Ash argued.

“Maybe. It might. Could equally be just as easy as hunkering down in the inn-room and letting things come as they may,” Locke countered. Then she leaned in and kissed him briefly. “Watch over him Hui, he gets into trouble easily. His heart often leads the way rather than his head.”

“Hui will do everything she can to make sure Ashley survives and gets what he wants,” confirmed Hui. “Hui’s purpose is whatever Ashley defines for her.”

Ash sighed and smiled at Locke.

It’s like having Na around all over again. Just… maybe a bit worse.

Na at least tells me what she wants.

He waved a hand at Locke, then turned around. Heading for the warehouse front, he stopped in front of the guards there.

Behind him, he heard Locke start walking off back to the rooms they’d rented.

“Hi, I’d like to pay my respects to the lord of the city. Any chance I could get a meeting?” Ash asked with a grin.

The two guards, armed with iron spears and some odd-looking armor, had been rather shocked at his approach.

“Uh… he’s holding court,” said the guard on the left.

“Is that a yes?” Ash prompted.

“Yeah,” said the guard on the right. Then he opened the door and held it open. “Just uh… go to the line of petitioners on the left side of the room. You can plead your case when you reach the front.”

“Really? Fantastic,” Ash remarked with a cheerful laugh. This was working out remarkably well for some reason.

Hui entered before he could and moved into the warehouse-mansion. Ash followed her in.

They came into a large open area with a number of seats to each side. They were arranged in a way as if they were to watch a sporting event. Most of the seats were filled and had a number of people in some of the better clothes Ash had seen so far.

In the middle area were a number of people lined up on the left. All standing around, though waiting quietly.

At the back was a man on a very elevated dais, sitting on a throne. He looked quite bored and had an elbow resting on the arm of the chair. He had no hair to show, as it was clipped nearly down to his skull. There was a sour look on his face as if he’d been gnawing on a lemon rind.

Surprisingly, he was as much of an outlander as Ash or Rou appeared to be.

With blue eyes and a full red beard, he was also quite tall and heavy-set, compared to most of the people from the veil.

Standing beside the man on the throne was a cultivator.

His body was covered in a black robe, black tunic, and black pants. He even had a black hood that covered his head and face. His dark brown eyes were the only really visible part of him.

His power was that on a level that’d barely be an Empowered Mortal.

His Qi felt half-empty to Ash.

Like a water canteen with a hole in it. Dripping slowly out onto the ground.

Hey… Locke… what would you say my power level is.

Not my cultivator level, but what I could probably fight in a stand-up fight?

“Hmm? Oh… ah… probably like… a peak Awakened Mortal? Your gains from killing the Realm Lord were significant,” Locke Answered. “You’re almost at the point of moving into an Enlightened Mortal, you know. We’ll have to capture your tribulation when it shows up.”

Nice.

Thanks, dear.

Love you bunches.

There was a flustered and warm response that came back to him from Locke, but no words. She was rather happy. Happy, suddenly nervous, and unable to process her own emotions.

This was still all incredibly new to her, but Ash was starting to get really confident about how to push her into a good spot.

Compliments and care.

“Cultivator,” Hui remarked, her eyes having found the same person Ash had noticed. “Weak. Hui can stomp him for power. He feels wrong.”

Ash couldn’t argue that point. Even he felt like the person standing next to the throne wasn’t a good person. Edge-lord outfit aside, he had a general wrongness to Ash’s sense for momentum.

The man was running counter to the rest of the city and was throwing out hard spikes. Ones that completely eclipsed the city lord sitting in the throne.

“Maybe a puppet?” asked Ash, tilting his head to one side.

Those around the two of them were staring at them with wide eyes. Most likely shocked at their conversation. Not that Ash could blame them for their responses.

This isn’t… are we being overly aggressive? Is this too much?

“I mean… yes? But in the same breath, does it matter? You wouldn’t have sat around and let something happen. You would have crossed paths with these people one way or another. Better you do it on your terms than theirs,” Locke explained. “It’s… it’s like trying to make oil and water mix. At some point, they’ll separate. No matter how much you mix it. There’s no way you’d have sat around and watched these things happen.

“It’s not who you are to watch. You were lazy, once upon a time, but even then, you’d act if you saw something that bothered you.

“You wanted to go slowly and wait to act and ended up being forced to, too often. Now, you’ve moved past that to the point that you’re moving beyond what even I’m expecting. You’ll find a balance at some point, and you’ll feel better about it. Personally, I like what you’re doing.”

“What’re you doing here,” whispered an urgent voice at Ash’s side. “Don’t you know what’ll happen if you come here with such a beautiful sister?”

Looking to the speaker, Ash found a man in his early forties standing there. He was dressed in the same uniform that Ash had noticed of the guards out front.

Surprised, Ash raised his eyebrows.

“The Hand will take her,” hissed the guard, motioning at Hui. “You, please… you must leave, young lady. Flee before he notices you. You cannot remain here for your own safety.”

The way the guard was gesturing was toward a door between racks of seats. There were two guards there and they had the door open. They were motioning as subtly as they could, but were clearly waving Hui on.

Huh… they don’t want us to get in trouble.

Well, that’s reassuring. Though also odd.

Glancing to the where the dais was, Ash noticed something this time that he hadn’t previously. Something he’d overlooked somehow.

The guards behind the throne were different than those that were in the front half of the audience hall.

They were dressed in a similar way as to the ones Ash had exterminated, in fact. Their uniforms were all as dark black as the cultivator who stood near the throne.

In fact, now that he was looking, they all had the same symbol over their hearts.

The cultivator wore the same symbol.

Except, the man on the throne didn’t wear such a symbol, nor did the guards that were trying to escort Ash out of the throne room. None of these guards had the partially Qi-infused weapons he’d looted earlier either.

Those behind the cultivator did.

“Oh. I had it backwards,” Ash remarked with a chuckle.

“You there, what’re you doing!?” called the cultivator.

The guard hesitated, then turned away from Ash and Hui. He hurried up to the front of the line and performed a polite bow.

“Merely questioning them, lord Hand,” answered the guard. “They arrived late and were not part of the original group allowed to enter the hall.”

“Oh? I’ll question them personally. You two, come on up to the front,” demanded the cultivator, who was apparently “Lord Hand” and worked for the Qi-lord directly.

“Hui is eager to kill them all,” said Hui, looking to Ash with wide eyes and a smile that twitched into place. “Will Ashley kill them to hone H— to make Hui happy?”

I miss you, Jia.

Mei.

Even you, Na. I miss you all.

You were all a crazy I understood, in a way.





Eight




Ash and Hui walked up to the front of the audience chamber. Right up to where the dais ended, and petitioners would obviously stand. There was a number of such people to the left that were still waiting for their own turn to take said place.

“What brings you to my court today? I don’t think I’ve seen either of you before, and you have a notable countenance,” asked the man on the throne. He looked nervous and uncomfortable. As if he didn’t really want to talk to Ash, but not out of any hostility.

More anxiety, really.

“As you’ve noticed, we’re somewhat new here. Only recently arrived. We wanted to talk to you about your city and its people,” Ash said, placing one hand against the other in a martial salute. “What we could possibly do to help it, and you, along. There’s much that could be done to ease the suffering of your people.

“Things that wouldn’t even cost an investment, other than people caring enough to help themselves. Even if they don’t… well… I’m sure payment could be managed even in the simplest of ways. I’m even willing to consider taking up payment myself for some of it.”

“It’s not needed,” stated Lord Hand with a chop of his hand before the man on the throne could respond. “Though I can see that you’re cultivators. We should exchange some pointers some time.”

“Maybe. We can discuss that later,” Ash allowed, looking at the cultivator, then back to the man on the throne. He’d looked interested at Ash’s words, then quickly dismayed as Hand had cut in. “City Lord, I haven’t heard your answer. As this is your city, I believe it would come down to your own desires and wishes of what could be done.”

Lord Hand, the city lord, and every person in the audience, held their breath. Staring at Ash as if he’d just proposed that he’d like to spend the night with each and every one of them.

“You… excuse me?” demanded Lord Hand.

“You expressed your opinion. You’re not the city lord. He is,” Ash said, pointing at the man on the throne. He had a fair enough idea of what was going on here now. Lord Hand was the troublemaker. All Ash would have to do is kill him, take his place, and then deal with the Qi-Lord. Given that it was obvious any Cultivator coming down to this part of the prison would be akin to a fish out of water, Ash was confident in his ability to handle them. Even if they were an Immortal. All he’d have to do was bring them into his formation.

In fact, now that I think about it.

Locke. My beautiful wife, dearest heart, lovely one. Could you help me?

“I’d do anything for you, Ashley,” purred Locke. He could feel the entirety of her attention pushing in on him. To the point that it was echoing through the Hall. It made him suspect that maybe Locke was starting to chip her way back into it.

I want to look into the possibility of putting down an enchantment that would climb up the walls of the prison. To slowly spread itself out.

A self-replicating enchantment.

Like a virus.

One that would slowly cover the entirety of this prison realm.

“I… yes. I’ll look into it immediately, husband. Of course,” promised Locke.

Great. I’ll be sure to reward you.

A rush of embarrassment and flustered feelings flashed through the Hall like a blast of static, before the impression of Locke was gone.

“It would be the city lord’s approval I seek. Not yours,” Ash said at the same time that he’d had his mental conversation with Locke. He was getting better at thinking and talking in different directions now. “You’re more of an ambassador, are you not? Your opinion holds weight, but it doesn’t make the decisions.”

The Hand was unable to be seen given his attire, but Ash could feel a subtle killing intent bleeding off the man. It was reined in for the most part, but Ash was sensitive to these kinds of things.

“Ah, yes. You’re right,” the Hand said in a hiss. “I’d love to discuss this more with you at length. In fact, I’d love to have your companion, and you, over for dinner tonight.”

“We’ll pass, though we thank you for the invitation,” Ash said with false kindness in his words. 

“I’m sure your companion isn’t busy. She can join me for dinner,” the Hand pushed.

“No,” Hui said with absolute finality.

“It’s no longer an invitation,” rejoined the Hand.

“You’re courting death,” Hui replied in a cold voice and a wide smile. “Please, don’t stop. Hui is hungry.”

There was a tense feeling that was spreading throughout the audience hall now. As if the string of a guqin was being pulled tighter and tighter. The pitch going up with each passing second.

“Won’t you feed Hui?” prompted the beautiful cultivator. She spread her hands out beside herself.

Her left hand began glowing then. A golden aura spread out across her fingers and covered it.

The right hand became a black-shadowy claw. The fingers hooked with talons and slowly curling inward. They lightly flicked at one another, a noise that was similar to the sharpening of a knife could be heard.

“Feed Hui?” begged Hui, an obvious need coming out in her words. 

The Hand was staring at Hui with wide eyes. Ash figured the man had realized now that this wasn’t a fight he should push.

“Arrest them! Bring her to my bedroom!” declared the Hand.

Or maybe not.

Ha.

Despite how long I’ve been here, their motivations still make no sense to me.

Hui let out a warm and rich laugh that stirred Ash’s loins in response. He couldn’t deny he was terribly attracted to Hui, and the way she was acting right now didn’t curb that for him.

The men in black gis all rushed forward toward Ash and Hui. They were wielding weapons and armor imbued with Qi.

Not quite citizens, but neither were they cultivators. They were somewhere in between.

Given the Qi-starved nature of this location, they’d actually be able to do quite well against cultivators down at this level.

That is, if Ash wasn’t here and hadn’t put Qi chains on Locke, Hui, and Rou. They were all being fed Qi just as he’d wished, despite their distances.

“Kill them all, Hui. They look like the people who would’ve harmed Song,” Ash commanded. He realized he wouldn’t have to do anything here. This was a good opportunity for Hui to utilize her abilities. She’d memorized them, mentally trained with them, practiced them slowly at a physical level, but never used them.

Not in combat where someone was guaranteed to die.

Crossing his arms, Ash sniffed once and just watched.

Hui threw out her left hand in a swiping motion. Her fingers spreading out as well in the move. Gold beams shot out from her finger tips and struck four of the men rushing her.

Holes appeared where the beams struck. The sizes were easily the width of Ash’s fist. From one side of the opponents to the other.

“Wow,” Ash murmured. Two of the men’s guts started to tumble out of the newly made holes. “That’s rather messy. You knocked their guts around.”

Hui laughed at that, once again her voice ringing prettily in the air, in stark contrast to the four men who fell to the ground dead.

“Your weapon thanks you for your praise!” cried Hui, sounding as if she were ecstatic. She put her right hand out and visibly clawed at the air.

Long black gashes darted through the air in a wave. They swelled and crashed over the men as they came on. Two were cut in half and a third lost his arm. Several others were clipped and ended up spraying blood out.

More than a dozen survived both attacks and kept moving toward Hui.

“Yes, come to Hui,” crooned Hui, waving both hands in a beckoning manner.

Then they fluttered one over the other. A circle that was half gold and half black appeared between her hands, then was shot forward.

It struck the lead man and detonated, blowing outward and to the sides, as if it were a bomb going off. Golden and black chunks tearing through the enemy ranks and gouging hunks of meat from their bodies.

Before the attack had completely finished, Hui had sprinted forward. Her feet now glowed in opposite to their hands. The left black, the right golden. Her attacks weren’t as vicious as Mei’s, but they had a force and strength to them all their own.

Hui was quickly going through a series of punches, kicks, and Qi based attacks, one after another. Each of them was strong, but clearly dialed down in strength.

Or at least that is what had become clear to Ash.

At this point, he had assumed she was attempting to slow the fight down so she could keep experimenting. Otherwise, she could have just flattened them all already.

With each strike, each shift, it was obvious Hui was making changes. Adjusting her body to the new abilities. Taking the knowledge she had, applying it and tailoring it for a real-world usage.

Hui lashed out with her black claw and slammed her palm into a man’s head as his sword swished past her chest. The flat of the blade bounced off of her front as she turned sideways.

Almost disdainfully, she twisted her claw around and disconnected the man’s head from his neck, as if she were plucking an apple from a tree.

Skipping back a few steps, she tossed the head to the side and held up her claw above her head. She’d killed a number of attackers and left their bodies where they fell.

Black Qi began to stream out of the dead to pool around her hand. Slowly gaining in size and density. All the while, Hui held her left hand up in front of herself, ready to fight anyone that might close on her.

No one did.

Those who’d survived were now in full retreat. Running toward the back of the audience hall.

“Well, that was very well done, Hui,” Ash offered while clapping excitedly. He’d been impressed. While he knew she was stronger than the foes she would be facing, their numbers had been an issue.

Taking out a number of them before they reached her, then juggling their attacks and counterattacking, all while keeping herself undamaged, took coordination and effort. This wasn’t as one-sided as most would believe it to be.

Especially given their Qi-weapons.

Ash hadn’t missed it when a spear-tip had punched right through an impromptu shield Hui had thrown up. Only her rolling backward as well had saved her from catching a stab wound.

“Your weapon thanks you, Ashley,” Hui squeaked out, her black claw clasping shut as the last of the black Qi pooled there. Turning, she looked to him with bright eyes and a smile that stretched from ear to ear. “Hui is so excited. These abilities are like nothing Hui has ever seen before.

“They utilize everything you put on Hui. On me. On my back. I can feel it all move about. As if it were fluid traveling through a pipe. Only to come back out the other side. Cleaner and with more power.”

Ash continued to smile back at her, but then turned to Lord Hand.

“We thank you for the distraction,” Ash apologized with a chuckle. Then he turned his gaze to the city lord. “My apologies, City Lord. We’ve made a mess of your audience hall. Now could we—”

Before Ash could finish, Hand was racing down the Dais toward Hui.

While he couldn’t be certain it’d put Hui in danger, Ash didn’t want her tangling with this man. There were simply too many unknown variables that spanned from her still getting used to her abilities to whatever abilities Hand might have.

Ash launched a Spring Step off and leapt forward. Landing just in front of a very surprised-looking Hui. Slipping a hand around her side, Ash nudged her behind himself.

As he did so, he engaged his Dao and brought everything up to the pace he wanted. As Hui had set the momentum for the previous fight, all he had to do was lean on his Dao gently.

What was Hui, if not his, after all?

Her momentum was his.

Hand stormed right up to him, his focus entirely on Ash now.

A long spear made of shadows appeared in his hand, with faint sparks of lightning bolts flickering off from the handle. He held it casually with one hand.

Then it was moving forward toward Ash’s chest. Except Ash could feel it coming before it did. The pace of the attack pushed up against the flow Ash was pushing out.

Stepping into the attack, Ash moved up along the shaft of the spear. He simply tapped it away with a gentle thump from a forearm.

It was still an attack, and the Qi of it, lashed out at Ash. It left his arm feeling as if he’d been too close to a soup pot for a moment. As if he had a slight burn.

“Feisty,” Ash commented, and tapped the newly formed Qi-chain to himself. There was an immediate draw of Qi.

Some of the damage that Ash felt was of course returned back to Hand, causing the man’s eyes to widen partially. 

“Let’s continue,” Ash remarked, standing far too close for the reach of the spear to be useful. Summoning his butterfly swords, Ash darted forward.

The Hand flashed with Qi as he zipped away from Ash. A crackling bolt of black lightning that traveled halfway up the dais.

“I’ll kill him,” the Hand said pointing the weapon at the city lord.

“Okay,” Ash said, his speed slowing as he began to saunter after the Hand. “I’ve been here for all of a day. I was sent to this prison two days ago. I don’t even know his name.”

Disgust flashed across the Hand’s face as Qi began to fill him. Going from half-filled to full of Qi in a single minute.

“You don’t even know what you’ve done,” the Hand remarked.

Ash didn’t respond this time, instead, he made a casually underhanded lob of a Chained Leech Blast. The ball with a chain attached to it wobbled through the air toward the Hand.

Unsurprisingly, the man swatted it out of the air with his free hand.

Smiling, Ash connected the fresh chain to himself again. There was a slow and gradual draw of Qi being fed to him. Given that he was under a slow bleed of Qi to Rou, Locke, and Hui, this was a rather welcome change.

“Want another?” Ash asked with a laugh and lobbed another Chained Leech Blast toward the Hand. This was also slapped aside, giving Ash a third chain.

Giggling now, Ash stopped at the foot of the dais and started to throw one after another of his leeching attacks up at the Hand. Always in an underhand way and with no strength behind it.

Enough to be insulting and cause the man to treat them contemptuously.

“Yes, I want them all. Keep at it,” replied the Hand with what Ash felt was misplaced eagerness. As if the man was expecting something from all of this.

Shrugging, Ash dismissed his swords back to the Hall and then began to underhand lob Chained Leech Blasts at the man with both hands. One after another after another.

Unendingly.

I feel like a juggler trying to engage an audience member.

But they’re going full on Karen and won’t participate at all.

“I… yeah. It looks ridiculous,” Locke remarked. “And before you ask, I can’t see it. I’m not in the Hall. I can get a feel for what’s going on though, and can kinda peek through your own emotions and Qi.

“It’s weird but… I know what’s happening, even if I can’t see it anymore. I really miss being in the Hall. Especially the beds in the Hall. Last night hurt my shoulders so bad in that rickety piece of crap bed. I begged Rou to heal me, and she almost didn’t because I stole you and… I’m rambling. I’m sorry.”

Ash had continued to just throw his Qi attacks at Hand.

The number of chains he had from the man was easily in the low hundreds by this point. Each of them attached to Ash’s arms so that he could keep throwing as quickly as he could.

Except, while the man was certainly losing Qi now, he was replenishing it just as quickly, if not faster. Right now, Ash was trying to empty a lake with a cup.

“That all?” asked Hand with a laugh, slapping several more balls out of the air.

“I mean, no? I can keep going. Why. Is it a problem?” Ash asked, still throwing.

“Of course not. You can continue like this as long as you want. You’re just wasting time. The inevitable conclusion will come regardless,” Hand argued.

“Okay. We’ll just uh… keep… going then. Mind if I start throwing them harder? Think you can still slap them away, or would you start dodging them like a bitch,” Ash asked. “You gonna dodge? Or can you slap them off?”

The Hand’s eyes widened once again, and Ash felt the killing intent from the man this time. He stabbed his spear down into the dais where he stood and put his hands on his hips.

What the fuck is this shit, ha.

He’s so competitive that’s all it took to rile him up?

Whatever.

I’m going to drown him in my balls till his Qi is completely dry.

“Lesssgo,” Ash murmured to himself and then began throwing the attacks much faster and overhand now. It was slower, but each one had a lot more impact and power put into it.

He figured it wouldn’t take him even a fifth as long as it would’ve if he kept giving him those T-ball pitches.





Nine




Ash cocked his arm back and lobbed another attack.

Lord Hand casually swatted it away, another chain forming instantly as he did so.

Casual as could be, Ash attached it to himself, smiled and prepared the next.

“This is insipid!” shouted Hand. “We’ve been at this for too long! An entire incense stick would’ve burned away by this point!”

“I mean, you said to keep going. I saw no reason not to do just that,” Ash remarked and then hucked yet another fastball Qi strike at the man.

Once again, Hand flicked a hand and knocked it aside.

Yet another chain was formed that was attached to Ash’s forearm smoothly.

“You’re wasting my time,” growled Hand. He began moving down the dais toward Ash. Grabbing his spear as he went and wrenching it out of the wooden platform.

Grimacing, Ash felt uneasy.

Hand hadn’t lost any of his Qi as far as Ash could tell. He still had a fully filled Qi-Sea despite Ash draining at least one-eight of it every second.

The Qi Ash was pulling out of the man was all flooding into the Hall. Likely turning into Sheng Stones or repairing the Hall directly.

He must’ve noticed that he was actually being drained.

To be fair, it’s at a point where it’s hard to not notice it. He had to be draining Qi from somewhere else to have not lost any.

Did I pull enough out of him that he’s actually worried about running out?

He can’t wait any longer so he’s moving to an actual fight? That’s fine, I guess.

I’ll just play for time, and this’ll be—

The Hand’s spear shot out with a speed Ash didn’t see coming. The head of it came forward as the man lunged and used one hand to push forward.

Twisting, Ash managed to move out of the way though only barely. The blade edge grazed him on the back of his wrist and a trail of blood rose up quickly.

Summoning his butterfly blades, Ash readied himself as quickly as he could. Bringing forth his Dao once again and putting pressure on the momentum.

Thankfully, it was moving at a pace he could work with. Given his dominance of the situation in tossing his attacks at Hand, most of the situation was well in his control.

Or at least Ash thought so as he pulled his blades up and got them in front of himself. In the next moment, he was shown he was wrong.

Hand was not inside his momentum at all. He was a complete counter to Ash’s current. Hand had more than enough Qi, strength in his Dao, and cultivation, to hold the momentum at an even pace for himself.

The spear came out at Ash with a rapid set of stabs. Three of them, all focused in a tight area around his chest.

Dodging the first, Ash then bumped the second to the side, and hacked down at the haft of the weapon on the third. The blade of his weapon clunking down hard into the wood.

With a noise that reminded Ash of a two-by-four being dropped, the spear was knocked downward and slapped into the floor.

Only to swish sideways at Ash, the blade coming up at his leg.

Frickin’ hell. This reach difference is ridiculous. I need to get a longer martial weapon added to my skills or something. This is stupid.

Lifting his leg up and kicking it skyward, Ash bent backward and went over the spear. Planting his hands, he did a clumsy back handspring, his blades clattering against the floor as he did so, and came up in a standing position.

Hand was already moving toward him, his spear held in close and tight. He wasn’t going to let up on Ash.

He was immoral and self-centered, but not stupid. The worst kind of enemy.

Standing there, Ash felt he was finally warmed up for this fight. He could feel his Qi circulating freely through his body.

His lower Dantian was swirling and grinding away in its turbulent whirlpool form. His middle Dantian was a reflection of his Dao now, with him at the center. A series of colors that drummed, thrummed, and beat along with his Dao. A color representing each and every shift and change in the momentum, though with more intensity.

For the Dao itself, it was beginning to throb. Pushing out more power as Ash reaffirmed his desires, pace, and wish. Slowly inching into seeing what would be coming next.

It wasn’t future sight, but an awareness of what would happen next based on what was happening currently. An innate sense of the next movement.

The next wave that was building and would later break on the shore.

Things clicked in that moment and the fear Ash had felt fell away.

He couldn’t dominate this fight, but neither would he be dominated. He just had to play for time until Hand ran out of Qi.

A victory was a victory, regardless of how it was achieved.

Hand dropped back a step, lifted his spear above his head, and shouted something. The fact that he gained a bit of distance before using it gave Ash pause.

Is that what this prison is doing in a way? Training people to become far more lethal and aware of combat?

If this had been the lower realm, they’d have just used that ability right in front of me. Not even thinking about the fact that they would be in range.

A strange cloud of inky smoke rushed out and surrounded Ash.

It obstructed his view and left him without being able to see anything further than how far he could stretch out his arm. It was a dense Qi cloud that clung to him.

Except that Ash could still feel where Hand was. With both his Battle Qi senses, as well as his Dao, he knew exactly where his opponent was.

As well as what he was doing.

Rather than worrying over the cloud bothering him, Ash began to draw it into himself. Cultivating it into Qi and dropping it into the Hall.

It’d take at least twenty minutes to completely drain it, but he didn’t see a reason to not benefit from it.

After all, Ash firmly believed in waste not, want not.

Hand had circled around behind Ash and partially to one side.

“Ashley, to your right side, behind you!” called Hui, even as Hand lashed out with his spear.

Ah, bless her heart.

We’ll need to reward Hui.

Ash had already shifted around so that he was actually facing Hand. The fact that Hui had called out left him with the realization that they couldn’t see him either.

“I like your cloud,” Ash called out as he squirmed around the spear thrust. Letting it whistle past him. “Any chance you could teach me how to use it? I can see a lot of uses for it. Especially if you’re sharing an inn room with other people, ya know?”

The Hand growled at that and began stabbing wildly into the cloud. Thrusting for all he was worth every time.

Ash had eased to the back of the cloud but hadn’t left it. Standing where he was, it didn’t seem to try to follow him, but it also gave him just a little more room to dodge.

Perfectly happy to let this continue, Ash began to sidestep the attacks and lash out with his sword at the spear.

Though blindly.

He only managed to land a strike on the haft a third of the time.

Surprisingly, the cloud began to thin out rapidly. The Qi that held it together was dissipating into the surroundings even as Ash drained it directly.

Only for him to take the Qi that fled the cloud as well.

Ash was a gigantic magnet for Qi now.

In less than a minute, he could see out of the cloud. He found himself staring at Lord Hand. There was a shocked and puzzled look on the man’s face.

“What Qi-Lord do you work for?” asked Hand. “Who sent you here? Baron Ghast won’t tolerate this! He’ll kill you and everyone you know!”

“Yeah, wasn’t sent by anyone. I’m here just for funsies and because I don’t want a repeat of my past. That means being proactive here and now.”

“You’re… you what…?” demanded Hand. His voice sounded shocked.

Disbelieving.

“Yeah, I’m surprising, aren’t I?” Ash asked. “By the way, where do you get those uniforms? You look like a reject out of a really bad kid’s novel. I mean… really. ‘I’m the Hand! Me and my men all wear black!’

“You fucking two bit edge-lord. You trying to spook kids? Or just the citizens? Can’t even do it with your abilities alone? Geeze, my dude. Can just bet on you being some cringe basement dwelling in—”

Hand’s eyes flew open wide, and he dashed forward. Straight toward Ash.

Glancing to the front of the spear, Ash saw something he hadn’t expected.

The blade of the weapon itself was heavily enchanted. To the point that he was certain it’d just blow right through him if it struck him.

However, the haft really was just ordinary wood.

Given how often Ash had managed to strike it, it looked pretty haggard. Only a good shot away from crackling apart completely.

As the spearhead shot forward, Ash pushed hard on his Dao. Ramping the situation and momentum to a sudden and horrifying spike. The tension of the situation hitting its absolute upper limit as his Qi-Sea rapidly began to empty. Losing half of its contents in a flash.

Ash stepped forward, used his right blade to deflect the spear ever so slightly, and then chopped down with his left blade. Aiming for the spot where it looked the weakest.

Unfortunately, it left Ash crossed up as well. His right arm was against his chest and his blade out of position to defend himself. The left was whistling downward and would have its momentum checked one way or the other by the spear.

If Ash failed to break the weapon here, he’d be at the mercy of lord Hand. Ash would nearly be sideways to the man.

All it’d take is a single ability or a thrust with a knife to bring him up short.

There was an ugly crack as the wood splintered apart and the spear broke at the front. Hand’s face wasn’t visible given what he was wearing, but his eyes showed Ash all he needed to know. The man was terrified.

And off balance. His strike had carried him forward, but the breaking of his weapon had left him out of position.

His feet weren’t where they should’ve been.

“If you do any—”

Ash recovered his balance before Hand did. The right butterfly blade coming around in a deadly and shimmering arc.

The flat of the blade passed by Hand as if it hadn’t even struck him. Moving past him and then coming to rest near Ash’s right side.

Having put all his strength into the slash, it’d spun him around partly, so he was facing the other man.

There was an odd noise that Ash felt sounded similar to wind whispering through a crack in a window frame, before Hand’s head toppled down to the side. Bouncing off his shoulder and hitting the ground with a thump.

His body followed it down and he ended up landing atop it. His stomach and chest squashing it down into the floor.

“Well,” Ash said and dismissed his weapons. He could feel the Qi drawing away from the corpse rapidly and filling Ash. Everything he’d had in his body was drained, and he could feel the gains from killing a Cultivator entering his Qi-Sea. “With that said, what do you think, City Lord? I’d like to work on improving the city.”

The man had never left his throne. Sitting there wide-eyed and watching the entire exchange wordlessly.

“We… should speak elsewhere,” deadpanned the man. He turned and looked at someone to one side of the audience hall. They had a semi-important look to them.  “We’ll end court today and resume tomorrow. Please take care of it.”

Not waiting for a response, the man in the throne stood up and began walking away toward a cluster of what Ash was now thinking of as city guards.

Those in black uniforms had been killed to the last while Ash fought Hand.

Hui had mercilessly gone around and snuffed out their lives. A pile of their Qi enhanced weapons was next to the dais now. Along with a small pile of what could only be the valuables they had on them when they died.

“Ashley, your weapon is eager to present to you these trophies. They are… not very valuable,” Hui admitted, standing next to the pile she’d made. “However… however, they are sentimental to your weapon. These are all the trophies from those she killed in her first true battle.

“Hui wants none of them for herself but wants to give them all to you. All to show you her absolute… absolute thankfulness for what you did. Hui underestimated how empowered you made your weapon.

“Hui feels honed and ready for battle. Hui… I… your weapon is happy, Ashley. Very happy.”

Smiling, Ash dipped his head toward Hui, then casually tossed the pile of weapons she’d motioned to into the Hall. That left the smaller pile next to it.

“Hui would ask you to please store these for her. They have even less value, but Hui will hang onto them or use them for her own ends,” requested Hui, now indicating the leftover pile of personal effects. “Perhaps trading for currency so Hui isn’t entirely dependent on Ashley. It makes Hui feel worth less than normal having to rely so much on Ashley.”

Ash once more made the items vanish away. He did his best to sort these off into an unused piece of furniture, so he kept it separate from everything else.

“You’re worth everything I’ve ever spent on you, or for you, Hui,” Ash countered, and then began moving to follow the city lord. “Come on. Let’s get moving. He wanted to have a chat with us on the side.”

Hui nodded her head, then held her hand out toward the dead Lord Hand. A ball of black Qi rose up from him. The size of it was significantly greater than what she’d pulled out of the others so far. 

Shooting toward her, it slapped into her clawed palm and vanished into her flesh.

Disappearing.

“Ah… he had a great deal of Qi leftover, I think,” Hui remarked. Walking over to the corpse, she began to rifle through his clothes. “Hui will catch up with you, Ashley. Go ahead. I won’t be long. It isn’t as if they can harm me or stop me either.”

Mixing her self-identifying statements again.

Either she’s getting worse or better. I have no idea which.

Ash was surprised that there was no response from Locke. He’d half expected one, really.

He was used to her always being there, though now with her not being directly in the Hall at all times, it made it harder for her.

In turn, it made it harder on him.

Ash shook his head and reached the point where the city lord had exited. A number of guards were waiting for him. They held the door open as he passed through it and into the area beyond that.

Which was a small room that looked more like a breakroom of sorts. A place where the city lord could relax and enjoy a few snacks. Perhaps even between hearing petitioners.

“You say you don’t work for a Qi-Lord?” asked the city lord as he dropped onto a chair. He motioned to one directly across from himself. There were two plates set down.

One for Ash, and one for the city lord.

Their contents looked rather meager compared to what Ash had expected for someone of his stature. Those in positions of power tended to favor themselves when it came to food.

“I only eat what the middle class can eat,” the city lord answered Ash’s unspoken question. “There’s no reason for me to be above them when we’re all here together. Though now that you’ve freed me from Hand, maybe I can start clearing the Gutter. Putting it back to how it should be.”

Ooookay.

So yeah, the city lord isn’t a shithead.

That’s kinda nice. This was exactly what I thought it was in the end. Lord Hand was the problem, not the city lord.

Ash took the seat and then summoned a skin of wine from the Hall. It was more than enough for himself and the city lord both. He figured, if the man was sharing with him, he should do the same in turn.

“I work for no one, that’s correct. I only recently arrived,” Ash elaborated. “I barely understand what’s going on here. I just knew that I didn’t like what I saw happening and was going to act on it. Brought me here.”

“Well, for that I’m thankful. Though… also very concerned,” the city lord said as Ash began pouring the wine into two cups he summoned from the Hall as well. He eyed it curiously and only realized what it was when Ash pushed the cup closer to him. “Wine? From an actual working storage device? You sure you’re a prisoner here? Storage devices don’t work in the Hell of Mirrors.”

Ash had no idea what the “Hell of Mirrors” was, but he’d have to ask Hui, Rou, or Locke about it. Chances are they’d know what it was and how it related to the prison.

“Definitely a prisoner. Sent here by the Emperor himself,” Ash confirmed. “Now, about the city. I have some propositions. I’ll start with the simple things first.

“As far as I can tell, the city needs clean water and food. The first rather desperately and the second not too far behind that. Would you agree?”

“Yes. The wells we had have gone dry and we can’t go any further down with the equipment we have,” the city lord agreed. “When the water started to dry up, it made running what limited farming we have, impossible.

“Lord Hand… he was supposed to help us with the water. Instead, he just did whatever he wanted and turned on us. Ghast really didn’t care as long as Lord Hand kept delivering the monster carcasses. We couldn’t even use them for meat as Hand always gave Ghast any extra we had for more benefits.”

Taking a sip of his own wine, Ash could easily see how this situation had come about.

It was corruption, plain and simple.

“Well, sounds like we have our work cut out for us. I’ll work on the water first, you start preparing the fields. I’m sure I’ll be able to get you as much water as you need so… build towards that,” Ash remarked. “And before you ask, I want nothing in return other than the ability to do what I wish, within the limits of the law. By the way, what’s the name of this city? I never asked. Or your name for that matter.”

“I… ah… Wahst. Wahst city,” said the city-lord. “And my name is Kyle. Kyle Stitt.”

He gave Ash an odd smile and slowly tilted his head to the side.

“Yes, I’m from an Outlander bloodline. Just as you are. Lots of Outlanders here. This… prison… wasn’t always one. It had a natural population that inhabited it,” Kyle admitted. “This isn’t just a separate realm but… a separate veil, to a degree.

“Okay! Water… water and food. Then I should probably put together my… cultivator-do list, for you I suppose.”

Now that’s… surprising.

Another veil entirely.

Maybe that’s why the storage devices don’t work.

But… then why does the Hall?

Is it from another veil entirely?

A question for another time.





Ten




Hui made a clawing motion with her hand cloaked in black Qi. Nine of the guards who were dressed in the colors of the Hand fell. Their bodies torn to shreds under Hui’s attack.

“Ha! Your weapon is more skillful. With each exchange she becomes sharper and more deadly,” Hui proclaimed and turned to look at him. There was a bright smile on her face and an odd glitter to her eyes. Then she fully turned to face him squarely.

The way she was positioned, her gaze, how she seemed to be waiting, he realized she wanted praise. Praise and likely reassurance that she was useful.

Just how damaged are you, Hui?

How badly did Shen treat you? I know he more or less left you, but there’s clearly more to it than just that. Much more to it. And I don’t want to ask at all.

“You are indeed a wonderful weapon, and an even more important person to me,” Ash said, hitting the words with an over emphasis. He wanted to make sure she heard it exactly as it was said. “You’re important. Hui is important. You won’t be cast away even if you weren’t skillful. Even if you weren’t getting better.

“Any support at all is worthwhile. You don’t need to qualify it or quantify it, Hui. Even as your old self, with only a half working Dantian, you’d be worthwhile even for what support you could give. We all play our part.

“The talented, the untalented, those with Dantians or without. We all have our part to play for our friends and family. In the Sheng alliance, you’re worthwhile as you are. You won’t be cast away if you suddenly stop improving or don’t grow any stronger.”

Hui blinked slowly in a way that reminded Ash of Moira.

Her eyes dropped down to Ash’s boots and stayed there.

With a small flick of her hand, black-Qi welled up quickly from the corpses she’d made and zoomed to her hand. It all vanished into her palm.

“I’m… thank you, Ashley. I’m very pleased to hear that. Hui is happy. Very happy,” Hui murmured. There was a sincere, if modest, smile on her face. “I know that you’re… helping me. Fixing me. Investing in me. That you probably spend a lot of time considering how to… how to help me. I’m smart enough to know that you’re doing all this. In fact, I-you-that…”

“Say what you wish,” Ash encouraged. He was slowly picking over the corpses and collecting anything of use. They’d left their meeting with the city lord and began working at clearing the city of the agents of the Hand. “I won’t spurn you or think poorly of you. Be direct with me.”

“I’m intelligent. Highly intelligent. Brilliant, even! I was often told that I’m a strategist. I came from a small noble family that didn’t produce cultivators. I’m a genius seen once in hundreds of generations,” Hui blurted out. It was almost as if her lips were moving too fast for her tongue to keep up, given some of it sounded mumbled. “I know what you’re doing to build me up and I just… I want more of it. I crave your attention and reinforcement.

“I’ve never had… had anyone tell me the things you do. I’ve always been pushed to do more, to be more. Never told that I was already enough.

“So… thank you. Thank you and please… please continue to reassure me. To cherish me. Treasure me. Make me feel valued. Please don’t stop.

“I know it sounds pathetic and-and-and self-serving, but please keep doing it. Hui wants more. I want more. I want to develop plans and strategies just so you praise me more.”

“Ha, you broke her. Sounds like she’s never been given positive reinforcement. This is a good development though. I need someone else I can rely on for strategy, and it does seem like Hui might have that capability. Well, if she goes back to a normal mentality.

“So keep breaking her!” Locke crowed. “But uh… don’t … bed her. No bedding anyone other than me. I want to be your only wife. No more harem. Just me.

“Oh, and Tan woke up. He got a little feisty until I flicked his forehead. It left a good lump. He now understands what’s going on. Song’s still asleep after Rou healed her and is recovering. Our dear Qi-Healer is dozing. I don’t think she slept well last night, considering what you did to her.

“I’m still kind of mad about the fact that you chose her over me, but I might forgive you. If you treat me good tonight, that is. Otherwise, nothing else going on here.”

Ash still wasn’t quite used to how drastically Locke kept swinging back and forth in her desires.

“Of course, Jian Hui Sheng,” Ash allowed, reaching up and patting her on the back. “Next stop is the ‘mansion’ that Hand lived in. You ready to do some more work?”

“Hui would do anything for you, Ashley!” promised Hui, her head snapping to the side and her eyes locking on his own. There was an inner glow there that he couldn’t help but see. She was actively cultivating at all times. He often could see one eye glowing with life-Qi, while the other swirled with a dark pool of death-Qi.

“Then off we go,” Ash remarked and began walking again. This was the last location that they’d needed to check.

Exiting the barracks courtyard, Ash stopped at the front gates. Looking back over his shoulder, he realized that maybe this was a perfect opportunity for him.

“Hui, what do you think about me opening a sect here. Using it as a base of operations,” Ash questioned. “I don’t plan on staying in the prison. I plan on leaving. Though… there’s no reason not to leave a mark here. A sect set up to help protect citizens and provide a foundation for people to grow positively… that’d be a good thing to leave behind here.

“That assumes we’ll be here long enough to do that. Though from what we’ve found out, it doesn’t seem like we’ll be able to escape this place easily or swiftly.”

“Yes! Yes. You should make a sect here,” Hui agreed, now looking at the barracks. Her eyes narrowed and she tilted her head slowly to one side. “Once we know how to break out, we can surely figure out how to break in. If we restrict the access to the sect in this way, we will have a security that no one can touch.

“If we’re careful with the naming of the sect, collecting pledges, being diligent with our rules… we could operate without anyone ever knowing where we work out of.”

Ash had no idea how to get any of that going.

“Hui wouldn’t mind handling all of this for Ashley,” offered Hui before he could ask. “Hui would… would feel very pleased if you gave this task to her. To give her such trust and responsibility.

“Hui would only-would only ask that you continue to stroke her ego! To pet her and reassure her and treasure her. Please feed Hui’s sense of self. That’s all Hui… I… want in repayment.”

“Done,” Ash said, then turned away. They needed to go clear the mansion. They could come back later and begin setting up the sect.

“We should call it Reset,” Hui announced, moving up to Ash’s right side. She was uncomfortably close. To the point that their shoulders touched with every step. “As in starting again for a new life. To be a new student, even if you were a master elsewhere. A new start for everyone. It’s appropriate.”

New life or new student.

Huh.

Yeah.

I could see that working out.

“Hui can also corrupt it later so that it is the sect of the Sheng Reset,” admitted Hui. “Where when one joins and becomes Sheng, they may begin again. They can reset their past and become new.

“Just as I did. I shall be the prime example. Hui shall hold herself up as the ideal to this new sect. Hui is Ashley’s and will be known to all.”

“She didn’t say weapon, that time. Just that she’s yours,” growled Locke. “You’re not allowed to bed her. Never. No more women. Less women. No more harem.

“Just me. Just Locke Sheng, and Ashley Sheng. I’ll… no. No.”

I kinda think that pandora’s box is already open and gone, Locke.

Locke grumbled about that, but didn’t argue with him.




***




“I like it,” Rou said and looked at Ash.

It’d been a single day since Hui and he had cleared out the barracks. They came back with Rou and Locke after having completely cleared out the city of the agents of Hand.

“This’ll be a good place to put down a sect for now,” Rou continued, then began walking forward through the gates. “It’s big enough for our needs, but not too big. Have you decided how you want to handle things?”

“No. Not at all. I was just going to shove all that at Locke and Hui,” admitted Ash, looking to the two women in question.

“That’s fine,” they said in unison, then looked to one another. Then they looked at Ash.

“I’d suggest not having an inner or an outer portion,” Locke offered. “Just ranks based on ranks. There’s no reason to have anything other than merit and results be our criteria.”

“I disagree, but only partially,” Hui interjected. “They must have the right morality and belief. A code of conduct must be adhered to and built into the sect. Something everyone is held to. Or we’ll end up with people who would bring us ruin from the inside.”

In other words… people like Shen.

Who had their own code of conduct that didn’t match the sect’s at all.

“Okay, that’s fair.  Yes, I agree, Hui. That’s a valid point,” Locke relented, then put an arm around Hui’s shoulders and pulled the other woman close. “I think, between me being an evil nasty bitch that just wants to min-max the shit out of everything, and you being the same but with a moral compass, we can really build this all up.

“Because we’re building it up… for Ashley. Right?”

Hui had looked recalcitrant up until Locke mentioned Ash’s name. Then she nodded her head and put her arm around Locke’s hips.

“Yes. Hui and Locke will handle this for Ashley. We will work closely and build this all up for Ashley,” Hui stated, staring into Locke’s face with wide eyes as she spoke.

“I… yeah, she’s cracked,” Locke confided to Ash with a mental chuckle. “She also tried to cultivate through me, realized she couldn’t, and stopped. Only you work as a glorified filter, my Chosen One.”

As if she herself realized what she’d done, Hui gently pushed off from Locke and went straight to Ash. He was reminded of the fact that Hui was as tall as he was when she stepped up to him.

She picked up his arm, put it around her shoulders, and put her arm around his waist. Her left hand came up and grasped his own, her right hand planted firmly on his hip.

Immediately, he felt her pushing Qi into his hip and drawing it out from his left hand. Thankfully, she’d made sure to repeat their previous method. Giving him life-Qi, before draining it from him and converting it to death-Qi.

“Thank you, Ashley. I appreciate you helping me,” whispered Hui, watching him from only a few inches away and facing him head on. “Hui feels much better when you help with cultivation. It comes back pure and clean.”

Ash only nodded his head while Rou and Locke stared at them. Rou seemed amused, but Locke had the jealous look of a woman who wanted to tear Hui’s eyes out.

“Locke Sheng, your lesser would ask for your forgiveness in being so brazen. Hui felt a bit lost and harmed after taking in so much death-Qi, and needs help,” Hui said, her eyes finally breaking away from Ash, flicking to Locke. “Also, I would like to make a suggestion and gather your own opinion on it.

“I believe we should invite two types of people into the sect. Those with a valid Dantian who wish to become a cultivator, and citizens with the right mindset to become the best that they can. If we learn to make Qi enhanced weapons, as well as armor, and provide them to these people, they could combat cultivators to a degree.

“Even I had to be careful when facing them in numbers. If they trained in martial arts specific to someone without a full Dantian, an art designed to kill a cultivator, we would have great flexibility.”

Locke’s face had shifted from jealousy to surprise when Hui asked her for forgiveness. That’d given way to extreme curiosity and interest as Hui had finished her suggestion.

“Yes! We could easily do that. We wouldn’t be able to teach them in our transference way, but we could teach them none-the-less,” Locke agreed, her eyes unfocusing as she gazed off into nothing. “Really, we shouldn’t be teaching many people by transference at all. We’ll be better off training people in a general set of basic moves, cultivation, and abilities. Then slowly shuffling people around into different schools inside of the sect.”

“What schools would we want?” Rou asked curiously. “Not to mention, we may not be here that long. I know Hui suggested being able to come back, but there’s no guarantee on that.

“Should we be investing this much into it? Should we be planning on settling in rather than getting out quickly?”

“I don’t think we’ll get out quickly,” Ash admitted. “I think we should set up the sect as if we’ll be here a while.

“As to the schools… the final result would be the distance and type. Wouldn’t it? Short, medium, long. Then by martial, magical, or utility.

“Everything else is mostly matters of ‘flavor’, and that’d be dictated by what we taught them and who the instructor was.”

“Instructors… that’s half the problem, isn’t it?” Rou inquired. “I mean, it was instructors who left me to my fate. Weren’t they? When you collected that first batch of people to be part of the Sheng alliance.

“We were all told to stand in a group by you and no one… no one stopped you. The instructors did nothing, as we were worth nothing to them. I had nothing to offer them to stop you. You could have taken us all away, done terrible things to us, and then just… kept going.”

Ash couldn’t argue that. The instructors had certainly been a problem all on their own.

“That’ll be the code of conduct and pledge on their cultivation,” Hui stated while pulling on Ash’s hip. Making him press as close to her as he could. “We won’t just accept anyone, we’ll pick and choose. Those we pick, those we choose, will need to swear by their cultivation, Dao, and pledge to the sect itself. Not Ash, but the sect. That way if we leave, it can still continue on without him.”

“Okay, I get that. I like that. But… how do we make a sect be something that can be sworn to? What is a sect if not the sect leader? They could swear to a code of conduct but… there’s no one to hold them to it,” Locke countered.

Everyone stared at one another with that statement.

Ash liked the suggestion himself, really. 

But instructors were indeed part of the problem. And he also didn’t think he could get people to change.

Most especially in a prison.

So how could they solve the issue.

How does one build up a sect that has a core that must be inviolable, something to be sworn to, and defend itself? It’d have to be something like, Locke but… she’s unique.

“Mmm. Why thank you, my Chosen One. I know I rocked your world last night, but I’d be happy to do it again tonight,” purred Locke.

Ash wanted to respond to that, but he didn’t trust himself. Instead, he kept his focus on the problem at hand. On somehow creating a core that couldn’t be shifted.

Then Ash realized that he’d already seen such a thing.

That there was already such a design that was made, then ruined by another.

“The jade vault of the Jade Fist,” Ash murmured.

“Oh,” Rou said, her head snapping up. She clearly knew exactly what he meant by that.

Hui wouldn’t though.

Looking at the beautiful and broken cultivator, Ash saw she was once again staring hard at him. As if he were the only answer to any question she had.

“They had a vault filled with living golems made of jade,” Ash explained in as direct and simple a way as he could. “If we did something similar, but gave it more… power, more autonomy, they could be the center of the sect.

“They’d work to assist the sect leader, but only so long as the sect leader abides by the pledge. It becomes a two-leader system. I think that’d work. What about you all?”

“Seems like a good end goal,” Locke agreed. “Though honestly, it sounds like worries for another time. The idea of you not being the sect leader seems… ridiculous.”

“Hui agrees,” stated Hui.

“I… yes, that’s valid. What if the instructors were like the jade vault golems though?” Rou offered. “The instructors could be impartial, law abiding, and given their own code of conduct.”

“In time, they’d likely become Martial Spirits,” Locke mused. “Especially if I suspect what Ash was going to suggest was to make his own version of the jade vault.”

All three women turned to Ash.

“I’m going to make golems,” Ash said with a shrug of his shoulders. “I’ve got the materials, the time, and the drive. Just have to figure out what the best way to do it is.

“Probably going to make a lot of failures but, well, lots of time. We’ll be spending a lot of time just sitting around letting our prison sentence tick down.”

“Sounds like you’ll need a workshop here in the sect. The sooner you get those… golems… working, the better,” Rou pointed out. “I’ll also need a medical ward. I should open a clinic to begin treating the people of the city, too. No charge, of course, since all it does it cost me Qi. I’ve got that on tap due to my dear cultivator taking good care of me. Though I won’t refuse any payments they give me, I just won’t be asking for them.”

“Speaking of, do you have any idea of how much Qi we have stored in the hall?” Locke asked, moving over to a guard post. She tapped the wood with a finger.

“No?” admitted Ash honestly.

“If we were to judge what Hand gave you, and how much you took from him in the end, you’re likely richer than anyone else in this prison,” Locke continued. She frowned and picked a fingernail at the wood. “To be fair, we traded a lot of transference papers over to the floating boat for gear. What they couldn’t offset, was all Spirit Stones. Then there’s what I took from the Realm Lord’s storage when he died.

“Not to mention what we started with and… well… everything else. Or the fact that you constantly gather Qi. To the point that even while feeding myself, Rou, and Hui, you still are storing Qi.”

“Oh. In other words… the snowflake has become an avalanche coming down the mountain,” Ash summarized.
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Ash leaned away from the carved stone face.

To him, it looked quite life-like, if completely made out of stone. It wasn’t based off anyone nor was it likely to resemble anyone.

When Ash carved it, he was just randomly carving it till it looked as if it were a person.

“You know, this really doesn’t feel any different than Enchanting or Scrivening. Stone carving is more or less the same. Just a different medium,” Ash remarked to himself, though it was more aimed at Locke.

Locke was always listening in and aware of what he was doing. No matter where he was, what he was doing, she was always paying attention to him.

“I imagine so. Going to take up wood carving next? That’d be with a knife rather than a chisel. Might be different enough to fire off different parts of your brain,” Locke remarked, fulfilling his expectations. She was currently working with Rou in the clinic.

Hui was patrolling the streets and being a visible and angry presence. Since they’d made their deal with the city lord three days ago, she’d been acting the part of a guard with no mercy.

Anyone found breaking the rules of the city lord often got a trip to the city guard’s prison, with a broken bone at least if they resisted. It didn’t matter who it was.

Recruitment for the sect school would be starting in a day or two, though it was obvious many were planning on applying. There were countless people who came to the gates every day just to make sure it wasn’t happening early.

Most were young, though there were clearly those who weren’t, as well. Ash hadn’t put an age restriction on anyone, as he had no idea where talent would be.

It wasn’t as if anyone had opened up such a place here before.

“Maybe,” Ash remarked and then set the head down. He picked up the next boulder and lifted up his chisel. “Next is… Earth. That’ll finish the set of elemental masters for ranged cultivators. After that, it’s just putting Transference papers and personalities into them.”

Ash waggled his chisel around as he looked over the soon-to-be face he was going to make.

“Super-hot woman, or giga-Chad dude,” Ash mused aloud. “I haven’t made a giga-Chad yet. Made a hot woman though.”

“She looks too much like me,” Locke complained.

“Hush. I only borrowed your eyes for her. Your eyes are way too amazing, my beloved wife,” Ash soothed her. He briefly contemplated throwing in a flirty addition about when he liked to best look at her eyes, but realized it wasn’t the time for it. “Just know that I love you, Locke Sheng, and that golem will be stealing young cultivator hearts because it borrowed your eyes.

“If I wasn’t a jealous man, I’d be tempted to try gracing more of your features onto a golem. But I am, so I won’t be.”

There was a distinct musical laugh he could hear from Locke. He swore he could hear it coming through the nearby wall that he shared with the medical clinic for his workshop.

“Mmm! You’re just too sweet to me, lately. What am I supposed to do about this, my Chosen One?” Locke purred.

“Say thank you, demand more, and be yourself. Now… excuse me, darling,” Ash apologized and then laid the chisel down to the stone. He knew what he wanted to carve now.

Ash quickly lost himself in shifting his chisel and tapping at it to knock chips of stone away. Letting himself submerge into the work.

Unfortunately, the door slammed open just as he struck the chisel to straighten out a cheekbone. Ash ended up startled, pulled on the chisel, and the overly handsome man now had a scar that ran from his cheek to his eyebrow and over one eye.

Grimacing, Ash turned and looked to the door.

Tan stood there, breathing hard. His face was flushed, and his eyes were wide.

“I found them,” he blurted out.

Found them? Found wh-oh. The men who assaulted Song.

Right. I promised him I’d handle it.

To come to me when he found them.

Guess it’s time.

Locke, ask Rou if she wants some Healing Dolls.

“Healing… Dolls?” Locke asked curiously.

Yeah, Healing Dolls. I’m gonna go break some dudes apart and give them to Rou to put back together. They can serve some time as test subjects for Rou.

The more she practices, the better she’ll be.

Need people to practice on.

Tan and Song can beat them, or other students, and Rou puts them back together.

Win, win.

“Oh! I like it. I’ll ask her, I know she’ll say yes,” Locke promised.

“Lead me to them,” Ash said, looking to Tan.

There was hope, anger, and a need for a conclusion in the boy’s face.

Strangely, it made Ash feel bigger. As if he were acting the part of an avenging force of justice in some way.

He suddenly wondered if this was how master Li-Tong felt when he’d done something similar for Ash and Yue. If Li-Tong felt akin to a super hero.

I’ve got a shit name for someone who enforces justice.

Need a better name.

“What, a name like Warner?” Locke asked.

Ha! No idea. Ash answered her, snorting and shaking his head. 

Clearing his mind of any other fanciful notions, he kept following Tan.




***




Ash sniffed and rubbed the back of his wrist against his nose.

Tan and he were standing in front of a deserted building that looked abandoned. Abandoned, condemned, and only redeemable by bulldozing it to the ground completely.

Only then could one rebuild on this place and feel like it wasn’t going to collapse on itself.

“Fu’s in there,” Tan said, pointing at the building. “There’s a basement that they use as their base. This is just… a rotten building that they live underneath of. People leave it alone because of that.”

“No other way out?” Ash asked and wished he had something to blow his nose into. It felt like it was running.

Just my damn luck to catch a cold. Always catch a cold when I travel anywhere.

“No way out. It’s… so people can’t escape,” Tan answered.

“Yeah. Yeah, okay. I’ll bring them back. Alive,” Ash murmured, then coughed once. It felt like his sinuses were draining. He did indeed have a cold.

“What? Why?” demanded Tan.

“Because I’m going to give them to Rou to practice on. She needs people to practice on. You can beat the crap out of them, break a few bones, she heals them, wash, rinse, repeat,” Ash explained. He didn’t think this would take very long. It’d be almost a non-event, other than the fact that he was acting in Song and Tan’s place.

“I won’t be the only one who wants to beat on them,” Tan whispered.

“Well, we can use them as punching bags for the sect then. A living practice dummy could do a lot of good,” Ash murmured. “Not to mention, killing someone over rape… well, I get it. But the punishment doesn’t quite fit the crime.

“Years as a martial arts living dummy? That fits. Kinda like serving hard time and doing manual labor.

“If they survive it, I imagine they’ll never consider doing something like that ever again. Or so I’d like to think. In the end though, this is neither justice, nor evil. A measured approach is best. We have to find the right… momentum… for these things.”

“Momentum,” Tan repeated. Ash had thought the boy would reject the idea outright. It sounded as if he were considering it earnestly. “Okay. Yes. How many years?”

“He does this a lot?” Ash asked just for confirmation. He was fairly certain of this fact.

“And worse things, yes.”

“Mm… forty years at most. Thirty years at the minimum. He can be released when he’s an old man and his life is already spent,” said Ash after a quick think about it. Without knowing the details, it was hard to judge with confidence.

What he felt from Tan was the truth though.

That and he trusted Song quite a bit for some reason. Pairing his feelings on Tan and what he thought of Song gave him an answer.

Whoever these people were, they seemed to deserve the fate Ash was planning for them.

Ash moved into the ruin of the building. Searching around, he found a fairly obvious path to the back.

Provided one was looking.

Picking his way through the wreckage, Ash kept his eyes open and looked for the entrance Tan had mentioned. Or more specifically, for some sort of way into the basement.

When he reached the back corner, Ash found what he was looking for. It was just a hole in the ground that led down into a lit room.

Yeah… my expectations were too high.

Smirking, Ash folded his arms in front of himself, stepped into the hole, and fell.

He landed with a thump in the basement below after having fallen twenty or so feet. The ladder he’d ignored was beside him when he reached the bottom.

“What the—”

Ash turned to the left and found a group of sixteen young men in the room. They were sitting, standing, and a few even laid out on the ground. Napping, apparently.

They looked disreputable, worn-out, and little better than what he’d have considered ruffians where he grew up. By and large they were a varied sort, with light-brown to black hair and eyes that ranged a similar hues.

They didn’t really matter to Ash, other than that they mattered to Tan and Song.

“Ah, hello,” Ash said, the corner of his mouth curling up. “I’m here to collect those who have committed crimes in the city of Wahst. I believe that’s… all of you.”

“You come into here and—”

Pushing out with his Qi, Dao, and the simple desire to slaughter them all, Ash tilted his head to one side. Watching as each and every person in this basement crumpled down to the ground.

He did manage to control it this time so that they didn’t pass out. Questions needed to be asked.

“I’ll keep it simple. You’re all coming with me for Song and Tan to identify,” Ash continued and began walking forward. “At the same time, I’m going to ask around and see if anyone else has been wronged by you.

“I’m also going to be asking them who might else be part of your little… gang. Then I’ll go run them down and add them to my collection.

“If you want just a smidgen better treatment from me in the future, you could spare me the effort. Is there anyone not here that I need to go run down? Whoever tells me accurately where others are I need to grab… well… I promise that person won’t have it as bad as the rest of you.”

“No one will talk to—”

Ash turned and threw out a casual kick at the man that was speaking. His foot slammed into their upper-arm and broke it. A new joint forming right at that point as Ash had split the bone cleanly.

Not satisfied with that, Ash brought his foot back and lazily threw another kick at the man’s fore-arm. A satisfying crunch was heard as it broke as well.

Lifting his foot up again, he then put it on the back of the man’s hand and stepped down. The crunching and popping of multiple bones generated a strange sensation that was transmitted through his boot-sole.

Shrieking, wailing, and crying, the man was incoherently begging Ash to stop.

The momentum was wrong, though. Ash could feel it.

Right now, he was acting as an agent for Song and Tan, as well as the city lord. The people in this room had a momentum that was their own. It ran contrary to Ash in almost every way at the moment.

These were people who had caused a great many wrongs.

Let’s make a point.

Ash began to slowly walk his boot up the man’s arm. Shattering the bones in his wrist and then working his way up the arm.

He’d move to the other arm afterward.

“Ash! I think the Qi-Lord is coming!” Locke warned.

What? How do you know that?

“Because the Qi flow is going wild along the walls. It’s been pulling it all down from above, but now it’s pulling it from… well… more at our level. Which means something with a massive Qi footprint is now on the city floor,” Locke explained. “So I think it’s the Qi-Lord.”

I mean… okay, yeah. That’s really well thought out.

“That and the city lord said he was expecting the Qi-Lord today. Tee hee,” Locke teased with a laugh. Her tone had an almost insufferable tone if she didn’t sound as sexy as always. “Wanna punish your naughty wife later for pulling your ear? Mmmm?”

Most certainly. But it’s not your turn. It’s Rou’s.

I love you, Locke. Thanks for keeping it interesting. I’m kinda tied up at the moment though.

“Oh, that? It’s fine. I sent a patrol of the city lord’s guards your way. I’m pretty certain they’re above you talking to Tan,” Locke replied.

Ash nodded his head as he reached the man’s shoulder. He’d shattered the man’s arm from fingertip to shoulder joint. It was now nothing more than bits of bone held together by flesh and tendon.

“Or… you know… wondering if they should go bother the cultivator and the person that sounds like they’re being tortured to death. Something like that,” Locke mused. “I’m still not entirely convinced this is the best option, by the way. I know we talked about it briefly before but… this feels like a risk. Putting ourselves in front of the Qi-Lord like this.”

It’s a risk.

A big one.

There’s no doubt about that.

But we couldn’t have operated in the city without being noticed as cultivators. Once noticed, Hand would have come for us. He’d have made a move.

We needed to be able to operate freely, and openly.

While also hiding somewhat in plain sight.

This is that.

We just have to get over this hump and get the Qi-Lord to agree to our terms. I can still use the formation to escape so… it’s not just me rushing in stupidly.

While it was just a Qi-Gathering formation, it would still allow him to cause some momentary issues for someone if he pulled on it heavily.

“I agree to disagree, but I can see the merits of the plan.”

Not arguing with her further, Ash left the basement.

Thankfully, there was indeed a city-guard patrol waiting. Ash ordered them to take everyone into custody and take them to the Reset Sect prison. They would be personally tried by the sect.

For whatever reason, the guards seemed glad for that. Ash suspected they were aware of these people and there was more to the story.

Ash planned to just sick Hui on it and let her tear it apart. She was turning into an extremely valuable resource when it came to things he needed finished to a set conclusion.

Having her run down everyone and everything tied into those thugs was something she’d likely enjoy, too. He hadn’t missed how Hui treated Song.

***




The guards ahead of Ash pushed the door open for the royal warehouse as Ash approached.

“Thanks,” he muttered, passing by them.

Walking inside, Ash found Locke standing in the corner of the warehouse, chatting animatedly with a group of women. They were the city lord’s wife and her attendants.

Locke had quickly injected herself into their circle, won them over, and now was on incredibly friendly terms with them. Ash hadn’t attempted the same with the city lord.

It seemed like too much work, really.

Moving over to the position that lord Hand had been at, Ash put his hands behind his back, then looked over to the city lord.

He nodded his head at the man.

“Nothing new to report,” Ash offered up. “Work continues. Though I did run down a group of bandits I’ll be taking personal custody over. They assaulted a young woman I’m protecting. I’ll relay to you what happens.”

The city lord had been watching Ash as he walked in and took his place.

“Oh. Alright. Thank you. I… your… assistant… Hui, has been very diligent. My prison is quite full,” the city-lord tried.

“Mm, is she being overzealous? I can tell her to ease up,” offered Ash.

“Actually, no. Everyone she’s brought in has actually been a valid arrest,” Kyle admitted, though he frowned as he said it. “I just… I… I’m surprised. I didn’t think there was so much crime in my city. That there was this much one person could see just walking around.”

Thinking on that, Ash chewed at the inside of his cheek. The only answer he came up with wasn’t that satisfying, but it was at least understandable.

“I’d say there was no point to your guards taking action unless they felt they could make it stick beyond a doubt,” Ash ventured. “I mean… couldn’t Hand’s men have simply overridden anything your guards wanted to do? Just negate any charge they put on someone and erased it outright.

“This doesn’t feel like anything new, but more like a continuation of the previous problem. This is nothing more than a symptom of the problem that was Lord Hand. That’s all. I wouldn’t be too concerned about it.

“If anything, if I were you, I’d expect quite a few more surprises like this. I’m sure, as you start going through everything, more and more will shake loose. It’s unavoidable.”

The city lord looked upset at Ash’s words. As if they were an apple he’d just taken a bite out of, only to discover it was worm-ridden.

“Yes. I see what you mean,” he mumbled instead. Then he sighed heavily. “I see what you mean. I’ll have to have all the important things double-checked now, before they become a problem later. Double-checked, confirmed, validated.”

“I’d say so,” Ash agreed with a nod of his head. “But hey, at least it’s a problem you can solve. Those are the best kind of problems. Problems without an answer or solution are annoying as hell. Like an itch inside of your skull.

“Or like, you wanna… sneeze… but can’t. Just makes your nose tingle. Ya know?”

“Err… being hungry after just having eaten?” offered Kyle.

“Yeah, that. Exactly. So, you’ve got a problem. It has a solution. Be thankful,” Ash paraphrased.

“I shall be. You’re right. Be thankful,” Kyle said and slowly nodded his head. His head turned fractionally, and Ash realized he was looking to Locke and his own wife. “By the way… I appreciate your wife taking the time to speak with my own. To be… a person, to her. Cultivators tend to treat us like bugs at worst, animals at best.

“My wife never felt quite comfortable in my own court because of it. Your wife has shortened that gap and removed it entirely. At least for you, your wife, and your assistant.”

“Yes, I understand what you mean. I’m working to correct that, but it won’t be easy. Or quick,” Ash acknowledged. There was a thump that made the ground tremble.

“That’s… the Qi-Lord. Ghast,” Kyle answered the unasked question. “We’ll need to go greet her. She’ll probably be right outside. Then move to wherever she chooses. I rule by her allowance.”

Because she doesn’t want to be down here.

There’s no Qi to be had for someone with any power.

She’d be empty within a week if all she did was normal everyday things. If she tried to fight, it’d bleed away even faster.

Though… she? Ghast is a Qi… Lady? Rather than a Qi-Lord?

“I don’t know. But I don’t like it,” growled Locke as they all began moving to the door of the warehouse. It was clear to Ash that Locke was suddenly agitated.

He had no idea why Locke was anxious, but he hoped she’d share the information.

Except, when they exited the warehouse, the flash of envy, anger, and jealousy that ripped through the Hall and to Ash gave him his answer.

Locke didn’t want Ash around other women.

Especially attractive women.

Standing not far away was a woman who could only be the Qi-Lord Ghast, given the insane amount of Qi she held within herself. Beyond her was a large balloon that reminded Ash of a blimp.

The woman was mildly terrifying to Ash.

Although not entirely for the amount of Qi she held, which was quite notable.

Simply put, she was heartbreakingly pretty and soul-crushingly sexy. In a way Ash had never seen or fantasized about.
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Before Ash could comprehend the situation, Qi-Lord Ghast was directly in front of him. Staring at him curiously, with her head tilted ever so slightly to one side.

Her long pale-brown hair was pulled back behind her head, except for a set of bangs that framed her beautiful face. Brown eyes, that were so light in color they were almost green, stared into him as if looking for an answer.

Her shape and form were perfect in every way. The features of her face looked as if they were placed in the exact spot they should be. With clean sharp lines to her jaw and nose that gave her a very refined and elegant look.

Full lips, a mouth that looked to smile often, and a skin-tone that was blemish-free and clean. There wasn’t a single feature or facet of her that didn’t wrench Ash’s attention away.

“Good afternoon,” Qi-Lord Ghast said in a warm voice that felt as if warm fingertips had just grazed along the edge of his ear. “You must be the one who killed my Hand.”

Realizing Ghast was waiting for an answer from him Ash sputtered nonsensically.

The woman’s response was immediate, a small smile curled her lips and the corners of her eyes scrunched up. She was genuinely amused by Ash at this moment.

“Ahh… ahem. Yes. I killed Lord Hand,” Ash said, then belatedly performed a full martial salute to Ghast. Bowing his head over his hands. “I’m unfamiliar with how to address the lady, so I ask for forgiveness. I’ve only come to the prison in the last week. I’m very new here and was only recently sentenced.”

“Ooooh? Well. Welcome, then. You may address me as Lady or Lord. I don’t care which. It’s easier that way. Or… well, you can call me Ren.”

“Lady Ren, my name is Ash Sheng. I’m an Outlander who was given a chance to learn due to having a Dantian,” Ash explained, still bowing over his hands. “I was sentenced here for the murder of a Realm Lord. I killed your Hand as he attempted to take my follower away from me.

“They are pledged to me and cannot leave my side, nor did she wish to be… borrowed… by the Hand. When we disagreed with him, we came to blows. I took his life in defending my own.”

“I wish I could say that was surprising, but it isn’t,” Ghast observed. “He had a propensity for vulgar behavior. Well… we’ll talk about your punishment for crossing me elsewhere. I’m glad you presented yourself to me for it rather than running away and forcing me to chase you down. You may raise your head.”

Ash let his salute fall and stood there, looking at the incredibly attractive woman once again. She was now looking to the city lord.

“City lord, I have no need of you further. You may return. I’ll have a new representative for you soon,” revealed Ghast. There was no warmth or care in her tone. It was more similar to how one would speak to a pet.

“Your servant understands and wishes you a pleasant day,” Kyle intoned and then bowed deeply to Ghast. Not waiting for a moment longer, the man turned and then went back into the warehouse.

Leaving Locke and Ash standing before Ghast.

How strong is she?

“Not very. Maybe an Empowered Mortal, level six or so. You’re stronger than her, in a significant way. The amount of Qi on her person is abnormal, though,” Locke answered quickly. “The bigger issue is the ten or so cultivators she has behind her in that… blimp. They’re all Awakened Mortals at their peak. Every one of them.

“Whatever power she has, isn’t rooted in her combat ability. More likely, it’s that overwhelming Qi of hers.”

“I’m in a good mood and it’s done on top of that. This’ll go easier than I thought it would,” Ghast remarked, only for her eyes to flick back to Ash. She hit him with a smile that his body responded to without prompting, a stiffening in his pants that he couldn’t resist. “Now. Let’s retreat to my home away from home and discuss this. I do have to punish you for what you did after all. A Hand is a reflection of my power, and they’re not as easy to replace as I’d love to say they are.”

“Honestly, I wouldn’t mind taking his place,” Ash interjected and then once again went into a martial salute. If he could get that idea out now, before they got on her blimp, it’d be best. He was concerned she’d have him killed out of hand without him getting a chance to pitch the idea. “I’m sure I could do everything he did, and do it just as well as he did. Probably with… less… vulgar activities.”

Ghast had turned away from him by the time he started talking. Now, on finishing, she was looking to him over a shoulder.

Ash was peeking at her from under his eyebrows.

Her eyebrows were partly raised, a curious expression on her angelic face. Her mouth was parted in an “oh” expression as she contemplated his statement. Her eyes slid to Locke and remained there for several seconds.

“You can go back to… wherever… you were from. Continue whatever you were doing,” Ghast stated in a way that was obviously more of a command, than a request.

Locke hesitated in a way that screamed soundlessly how uncomfortable she was with all this. That being separated from Ash was the last thing she wanted.

Hesitantly, she nodded her head, then performed a martial bow to the other woman. Holding it for a moment, she then turned and left. Moving back toward the warehouse.

Ghast watched her, waiting until Locke had opened the door and gone inside. Leaving Ash alone with Ghast.

“Well, let’s be off then,” stated Ghast. She turned back to the blimp and began walking toward it once more. There was a small rope ladder that was dangling down the side of it, though it was only six or so feet from the ground.

A large metallic object that Ash couldn’t identify beyond “junk” had embedded itself in the ground nearby. A chain was tied through it and went back up to the blimp.

An anchor, I guess.

Following Ghast, and managing to keep his eyes off the woman’s waist, Ash obediently followed her to the ladder. They climbed up it and entered the blimp.

Inside it, Ash could indeed feel the ten Awakened Mortal cultivators Locke had mentioned. They were gathered around points that seemed logical if they wanted to disembark and move to assist Ghast in a flash.

She planned an entrance, how to appear, and how to make sure she was safe. She seems to be very focused on appearances.

“Given that I think she sculpted her body centimeter by centimeter, yes, I agree,” growled Locke.

Ash made sure to not mention that Locke had adjusted her own body to her desired specifications. That she could have done more, but chose not to.

He figured that realistically Locke was just feeling insecure right now. Him pointing out something like that wouldn’t help her at all.

Ghast took him to a small side-room and went and flopped down in what could only be described as an easy-chair. There were three cultivators in the room, two women and a man, and each of them could probably break Ash in half without an issue.

“Have a seat,” Ghast murmured and crossed one leg over the other where she sat. A young woman entered from outside the room and came over with a tray of drinks and snacks. She held them out to Ghast. “This’ll be quick. As you likely surmised, I was planning on killing you. You killed my Hand, I kill you, it works out.”

Ash nodded his head. That’d been one of the possibilities he’d considered. The only reason he’d remained in the city was, he was certain he could talk the Qi-Lord into going with his plan.

The simple reality was, he could offer more benefits to being alive, than dead.

In the absolute worst-case scenario, Ash could activate his formations, drain Ghast and a few other people, and escape.

At most five, he could empty five, though that’d leave him with five cultivators left able to fight that he’d have to deal with.

It was a last use option, and he didn’t want to use it. It’d take too long to set up again and there was no guarantee he’d survive it either in this instance.

No, we’re betting on talking her into a deal. That’s why we stayed.

Ghast was watching him, saying nothing now.

“I did, yes. I think I’m worth more alive, than dead, though,” Ash stated. “As your Hand, I can easily complete the same responsibilities that the old one did.”

“You don’t even know what he did for me,” Ghast countered.

Ash couldn’t argue that point.

“I don’t, but that doesn’t mean I think I can’t do it,” he answered with a shrug of his shoulders. “I’m sure whatever it is, I can meet your expectations. The city lord had no idea what it was the Hand was doing for you though. When I searched through the Hand’s belongings, it was… errr… nothing stood out as relevant to what he was doing for you.”

“Nothing stood out?” Ghast asked. His statement had piqued her curiosity, he guessed.

“A lot of corpses. Lot of sex slaves. Weapons. Nothing that looked like someone of your stature would require sent to her from down here,” explained Ash. “Not even any money, which was kinda weird. I gave the house to the city lord rather than use it. I wasn’t sure how you’d feel about me moving in without your permission.”

“Sex slaves?” inquired Ghast, her mouth turned down in a beautiful frown, her nose wrinkling. “Xi, are you there? I have a question for you.”

A man stepped in from outside and stood near the door. He was older, looked to be in his sixties, and had a rank that was only a Spirit Refiner at best. He had white hair and faded brown eyes.

“The Hand for Wahst had sex slaves?” Ghast asked, watching the man.

The Hand for Wahst. She definitely owns other cities then. She’s stronger than I expected?

Maybe I acted a bit too confidently and just ran into the lion’s den.

“— certainly didn’t know of it,” stammered the man.

“You’re lying,” Ghast stated.

“I’m not, Lady. It’s simply that—”

Ghast lifted a hand and made a fluttering motion with her fingers. One of the Cultivators in the corner of the room flashed forward towards the old man.

A knife appeared in their side, buried to the hilt. The Cultivator had stuck it into him with enough force that the sound of ribs breaking could be heard.

The other hand of the Cultivator was clamped around the man’s mouth. Who was screaming in pain into those fingers.

Holding onto the old man, the Cultivator dragged him out of the room. All the while pulling the knife out and plunging it in again and again.

Ghast let out a soft huff and looked to Ash.

“Oh me, oh my. It seems I look like the fool in front of such a dashing young Outlander,” Ghast lamented. “You kill a Hand of mine, though it’s revealed he’s absolute scum. You inspect his home, but don’t take it. You want his position, but don’t assume it.

“All the while, my assumptions and expectations are tossed out the window as if they were nightsoil destined for the midden. What next will you surprise me with?”

“I’m not sure. If I knew your expectations, I could probably tell you that,” offered Ash.

Ghast smiled charmingly, in a way that reminded Ash that his pants were still too tight at the moment.

“Mmm… well aren’t you aiming to please. Fine. I won’t kill you. I won’t even punish you. You’ve done me a favor and so I’ll make the same offer to you, that the previous Hand was working on,” Ghast allowed, putting her elbow against the arm of the chair, and then putting her chin in her palm. “I’ll provide you with a list of things I need. Just make sure you hit the quota every month and that’s the extent of what you need to do. They’re nothing terrible, really. Just not something a normal person can manage down here.

“You’ll see. It won’t even be an issue. I’m sure you’ll find it rather simple, really, considering how you handled my Hand. And now that I’m speaking of it, how did you handle him?”

“I just… beat him in a fight,” Ash hedged. It was impolite in cultivator society to ask beyond that if information wasn’t offered. He wasn’t sure if that courtesy extended to prison, however.

Ghast blinked slowly, her long delicate lashes making it look quite different from what he expected. She watched him for a few more seconds, then shrugged her shoulders delicately.

“That’s fair. It’s not as if I care in the end. If you’re willing to stay down here for me, that’s all that matters. Given your strength, it’s obvious you could easily climb the towers and make a name for yourself so… this works out for both of us,” Ghast summarized. “Well, with that out of the way, and that I won’t be killing you, I suppose the next part of this is my offer of what to exchange in return for you doing this work for me.

“The previous Hand did it for an exchange rate of three to one. I made sure that for every day he was down here, he received an equal amount of Qi for three days. I pledged it to him and could… deliver it as needed.”

Ash realized that this was likely a hook that he should avoid. The only way she’d be able to give Qi over in such a way was likely through an ability or a pledge. Either of which he didn’t want to subject himself to.

“I have a non-ranked ability to cultivate Qi from my surroundings. Even here. It’s enough to keep me topped off and provide my companions with enough Qi for us to remain here,” Ash answered. It was a lie without lying, so he didn’t think anything he said would give Ghast pause. “So I appreciate the gesture, but I won’t need to be paid through Qi. I’m open to other suggestions that you feel would be workable.”

Opening her mouth, Ghast paused, watching him. Then she closed it, smiled and shrugged once again. What felt like a casual interest on her part was now something distinct.

I think I fucked up. I should have just taken the Qi.

Right, dear wife of mine?

“I… ah… yes. Probably. Now she thinks you have the ability to be a Qi-Lord in the future. An ally or an enemy. Given her personality, she’ll try to cultivate you into an ally, I imagine,” Locke offered.

“We’ll do a direct exchange. Provide me with a list of things you want next time we meet, and for the meeting after that. I’ll get what I can based on what you provide and turn it all back over to you,” Ghast offered with a palm pointed toward him. She did it with her fingers slightly curled. “Would you agree to that? If I can’t get you something, I’ll just hang onto it until I can get it, or you earn enough for it. I’ll just treat the items as first come first serve, then return the list to you afterward so you can amend it.”

“That’s a really good idea. I like it,” Locke affirmed.

“Then I’ll take you up on that, Lady Ghast,” Ash agreed with a dip of his head. “I appreciate your mercy and generosity. It’s been… very strange coming here. I’m not sure what I really expected, but it wasn’t this. Not at all.”

“Oh… yes. The prison isn’t so much a prison anymore, but rather, its own veil with its own rules and culture,” Ghast admitted with a small shake of her head. “The simple answer is that a guard went power-mad and sent the whole prison into chaos. Now there’s more factions than you can count.

“Just don’t mess with the guards if you don’t have to. They’re not worth troubling, and the last time someone bothered them overly much, a Dreadful Immortal showed up and gave everyone a firm… talking to.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Thank you, Lady Ghast,” declared Ash.

“Please… call me Ren,” Ghast promptly requested.

“I’m not sure I could, L—”

Ghast held her hand up with a single finger.

“Ren,” she stated again.

“Ren,” agreed Ash, realizing this wasn’t a request.

“Perfect. Now… Ash,” Ghast purred, then leaned forward. The dress she was wearing didn’t leave much to the imagination, and the view she presented him took what little it had away. “Let’s go to my private apartments and talk more about this. Privately. I can think of a number of conversations that we could have that would be very enlightening to both of us.”

Ash’s body responded before he could. His pants stretching uncomfortably while his cheeks took on a faint heat as well.

At this moment, Ash really wanted to go to Ghast’s private rooms with her. Even his conscious mind wanted this.

There wasn’t any ability or extra-worldly force acting on Ash. Ghast was just that attractive and appealing. Ash legitimately wanted to rail the ever-loving crap out of Ghast until he couldn’t, based purely on a physical response.

The only thing stopping him from immediately nodding his head to do just that, was he knew that it’d harm the important people in his life.

“Do… do what you need to. Everyone will understand. It’s not like you can say no to her without jeopardizing things,” Locke whispered, her words sounding pained and sickened.

No sooner had she said it, that Ash knew he had to say no. There was no other option than to say no.

Because none of the people in his life would say yes if the roles were reversed. Regardless of the problems it caused.

Ash smiled regretfully and shook his head.

Except Ghast didn’t see it, or even notice. She’d put her gaze to someone behind him near the door.

“Madam, we’ve received an emergency summons from the committee,” came a whiny voice from beyond the doorway. Ash couldn’t see who the speaker was from where he sat. “They… they requested you to attend as swiftly as possible.”

“They requested it?” asked Ghast, sounding rather surprised.

“The wording was very pleading,” confirmed the speaker.

Ghast looked back to Ash, a deep frown on her face.

“We’ll speak more another time,” she said, and bounced out of her seat. She paused to lean down and kiss Ash on the temple. Then she ran a hand through his hair and left him sitting there. “Make sure he has the list. Get him off the ship quickly, but do it gently. Reward him as if he performed a request I personally asked of him.”

Then, Ghast was gone.





Thirteen




Standing on the ground, Ash watched as Ghast’s blimp flew away. Heading upward at a near ninety-degree tilt that looked uncomfortable.

She was most certainly in a rush to get somewhere.

In Ash’s arms was a wooden chest. It’d been given to him seconds before he was just about thrown off the ship. Leaving Ash just enough time to brace himself so he could land on his feet as he fell the short distance from the blimp to the ground.

“Ash!” called Locke, rushing up to him. “It ended just like that? Really? But… it’s almost anti-climactic, but terrifying.

“What could cause her to rush off like that? In such a way that she didn’t want to stick around at all? I mean, look at that thing. They’re probably laying on the walls right now.”

Locke had come to a stop next to him, indicating the blimp as it flew through the air with a hand flick. Which, given the way it was moving, Ash couldn’t help but agree with her.

The people in the blimp really were probably laying against the walls directly. Not to mention, anything that wasn’t nailed down was probably also on the wall.

“Well… other than Ghast wanting to find out how many licks it takes to get to the center of your tootsie pop, that went well,” Locke remarked, both of them still watching the blimp climb ever higher. “I-ah, thanks for-for trying to say no to her. I thought for sure I’d have to watch that happen.”

“Just me returning the exact same favor that I think you’d all do for me,” Ash replied. “Maybe I’m different than other people but… I’d rather her try to kill me or fight me, than betray you all. Not worth it.”

Fuzzy warm feelings were coming through to him from the Hall. Most definitely from Locke. As of late, he could feel more and more from her in the Hall.

As if the echo and her ability to work from inside of it was returning, or growing stronger.

“I love you,” muttered Locke.

“I love you, too, Locke. Now, let’s take a peek at this before you burst into flames. You look like your face is hotter than the sun,” Ash said and then set the chest down between them. He flipped the latch and then opened it.

Inside were beast-cores. Large, medium, and small ones. They filled the chest from top to bottom. The only other item inside was a piece of paper.

“That’s probably the list,” Ash said and took hold of it. He stood back up and peered at the list. Locke had eased over to stand next to him. She hadn’t said anything further, but he could tell she was grateful for him turning the subject away.

Being overtly sexual and flirty was easy for her. Dealing with emotions and talking about her feelings was still tough.

“None of this matters,” Locke grunted out and held up a finger. She indicated the majority of the list. Then she put her fingernail tip to one line item. “This is probably what she actually wants. The rest of it, I’m certain she can get elsewhere. That’s all just static and noise. All to disguise her goal.”

Looking to what she had just dismissed, he didn’t quite agree with her. Lots of the items would be needed anywhere.

Except, when he thought about what she’d given him in return, he realized that Locke was indeed correct. None of the items on this list would be hard for Ghast to get with her resources.

What she was offering to get them from this city, was in excess of what they were probably worth.

Then Ash looked to the indicated item Locke had laid her finger against.

“Beast corpses,” Ash read aloud. “Twenty large beast corpses.”

Just below that line was an equivalence chart.

How many medium corpses would be equal to a large, and how many small would equal a medium. It was laid out in a simple way. Vague, except for the detail that mattered.

“She even included beast-cores to make it seem as if she didn’t need items from beasts,” Locke mused, her tone having returned to normal now. “Then… why… would she want beast corpses from here? We should kill one and inspect it. Try to figure out why it is she wants it.

“Once we know what it is she wants down here, we then likely will know what it is the other Qi-Lord’s might want. After that, we might be able to barter and trade around a bit.

“As for the cores… well… we can use them for the golems. That’d probably be a really good use for them. Put some transference skills and bits into them. Then drop that into the golem. That’d give it a power source to draw from that’ll help it last for a long while. Just need to make a golem that can repair older golems, and a backup for the one that can repair, to repair that one. Then just… let them manage one another. Can’t let them make more of each other though. No sense in creating a dystopian nightmare.”

“Or we could take over other cities,” Ash countered, a weird plan forming up in his thoughts.

The idea of taking over the entirety of the ground floor and locking it down with a formation gaining traction in his mind. 

Taking control of everything down here and altering the flow of Qi.

If he could do both those things, he’d set himself up in an impregnable fortress that no one could assault.

Not even the Emperor, if Ash was given enough time.

“Fun,” Locke said with a chuckle. “That’ll make you a king of sorts. Will you make me your queen?”

“You already are,” Ash answered without thinking.

Locke leaned in close and planted a kiss on his cheek. Her right hand rapidly dipped down his pants. Before he knew what was happening, she’d taken hold of his privates, squeezed them once, and then pulled her hand back out.

Closing the chest, she tucked it under one arm, and left without another word. Leaving him standing there with a once again too-tight pair of pants.

Clicking his tongue, Ash looked down at the ground. He nodded his head, then shook it.

Realistically, this was about right for Locke.

Turning, he started heading for the sect prison. He wanted to see what his new prisoners were up to. He also needed to get Hui moving to track down the rest of that gang.

It only took him the better part of ten minutes to return back to the sect. At the last minute, he decided to check in on Song and Tan, rather than continue to the prison.

In case Tan hadn’t told Song that those who’d wronged her had been captured, he’d make sure she found out now. Rather than being surprised by it later.

There was no sense in adding more stress to her if he didn’t have to.

Opening the door to the barracks, Ash stood in the doorway.

Right now, there were only two occupants. Song and Tan. They shared a room by choice rather than by necessity. Ash had offered them each a room, but they’d declined outright.

Walking up to the first door he knocked on it twice. He knew that one person was inside the room. His Battle-sense and the flowing Qi around him told him so.

He just had no idea who it was, but he was betting on it being Song.

“Good afternoon. It’s Ash. I wanted to discuss some events with Song,” Ash proclaimed.

There was a clatter that came from inside room that sounded a lot like someone dropping something. Followed by the soft pat of feet moving to the door.

A light pop paired with the handle turning and the door swinging inward. Song appeared in the crack, her eyes peering out to verify who was at the door.

The moment she visually confirmed it was Ash, she pulled the door open wide and stepped to the side. A nervous look crossed her face and her eyes dropped down to the floorboards.

“Ah, hello, sect-leader,” Song whispered, her shoulders coming up partly. “I welcome you and i-invite you inside if you wish.”

“No, thank you. This won’t take long to relay my news. After that, it’s likely that you’ll need to make some choices,” Ash stated and then smiled at the young woman. “I’ve captured a majority of those who wronged you. Or so I think at least. I’m going to send Hui to track down the rest. Tan helped me find them.

“I’ve had them arrested and put inside the prison for the sect. I’m going to sentence them later today. Would you like to see them rotting behind bars?”

Song’s head snapped up and her eyes were fastened to his face.

“You did? You’re going to?” she asked in a breathless whisper.

“I did, and yes, I will. I’m going to give them forty years of hard labor each. Time to be spent as slaves to the sect, in fact,” Ash stated with an ugly smile. “Their primary duty will be to have the crap kicked out of them as training dummies, then get healed by Rou. Only for the process to repeat over and over and over.

“Day in, day out. For decades. I’ll let them go much later in life after they’ve served time for their crimes. They’re fortunate I’m not taking their lives. As far as I know though, they never killed anyone. Just did everything right up to that point.”

“They never killed anyone,” Song agreed.

“Then they’ll keep their lives, but lose their lifetime. Would you like to see them?” Ash asked. He wasn’t sure how Song or anyone else would take this. In this world, most crimes against another were either never given any justice, or too much.

As in, the law was never enforced, or the other party simply died. An extreme in either end was the norm for the veil.

Ash felt forty years of living hell would be an appropriate punishment, given what the expectations were. If he tried to give a more benevolent sentence, he’d just look foolish to everyone.

When one dwells in Hell, they must be demonic, even if they’re not a demon.

“The goodie-two shoes would have already died,” Locke added.

“I… they’re… they’re behind bars?” Song inquired.

“Indeed.”

“Can I hurt them?”

“If you want. I don’t mind. Their jobs are going to be ‘getting hurt’ so it won’t be anything out of the ordinary,” Ash answered. He didn’t think it would be good for Song’s mentality to cause them harm, but he knew his own thoughts were partly blinded by his own world’s view of things.

For all he knew, Song needed to gouge out their eyes before she’d feel any better. Trying to apply modern psychology to a feudal society and its culture, where life was a luxury, could be classified as idiotic.

“How much can I hurt them?” Song pressed.

“I’d say check with Rou first, but probably quite a bit.”

“Let’s go see Rou,” hissed Song, her eyes flashing. It was the first time he’d ever seen her really become anything more than a decorative piece when it came to her demeanor.

Song exited her room and pulled the door shut. Her eyes moved back to Ash and stayed on him, clearly waiting for him to proceed.

“Alright, let’s go see Rou,” Ash agreed.




***




“Aaaghh!” shrieked one of the men as Song castrated him. Cutting off his privates with a rock. Or more accurately, battering his privates with a rock till they finally came away with a tearing sound.

Ash sniffed and leaned his head back.

“What’re… what’re you doing?” Rou asked from beside him.

“I need to blow my nose,” he murmured, looking at Rou with a side-glance. “Feel like I have a cold, but there’s no tissues anywhere. Or a handkerchief, but those are kinda gross. The idea of blowing your nose into it, then putting it back into your pocket, is pretty awful.”

Rou raised her eyebrows, blinked, then reached over to lay a hand against his head. Her fingers were dry, warm, and felt soft. A strange crackling feeling spread throughout his forehead and pushed back into his skull, while also moving down his face.

A few seconds later and it was over.

Leaving Ash feeling refreshed and as if his head wasn’t as heavy.

“You had a cold. You’re fine now,” Rou said, her hand cupping his jaw and patting it twice. Then she let her hand fall down and she slipped it into his own. Her fingers quickly intertwined into his. “I feel like this is an appropriate moment to thank you again for making me a Qi-Healer. I can’t imagine where my life would’ve ended up without you stepping in as you did.”

“Bastard!” screamed Song while stuffing the man’s mutilated privates into his mouth. She’d already knocked all his teeth out and jammed a piece of wood between his teeth to keep his mouth locked open. Once she’d pushed it all into his mouth, she put a hand over his mouth. “Scream for me. Scream.”

I really don’t think this is conducive for her healing.

“Probably not. But then again, everyone heals differently. This might be exactly what she needs. I’m not a head doctor. You’re not a head doctor. She wants to do this. Outside of that, all we can do is support her. Isn’t it?” Locke asked.

True.

“I still think you’re being too lenient,” Rou remarked, clearly talking about the shackled prisoners Song was torturing. “You should have just castrated them, drawn and quartered them, then killed them. This is far too kind.

“You’re showing how much of an Outlander you are, again. This isn’t suitable behavior.”

I… forget that Rou is from here.

“She’s the most soft-hearted, certainly. Though she is still from this realm, yes.”

“Or are you planning on killing them after this? That’d be appropriate,” Rou continued on, none the wiser to Ash and Locke’s conversation. “Or torturing them for a few days, then killing them. Letting them live is just… too kind.”

“They’ll be training dummies for a while, until you no longer want the practice of healing them. Then I’ll just make them grounds keepers,” Ash answered honestly. “We’ll need people to clean up, repair, and do other menial work. It’s not like they’ll be a problem either. Everyone here will be better trained than them, or cultivators. Works out either way.”

“I still say you should kill them after torturing them, but I’ll not get in your way, my merciful Cultivator. It’s your same mercy that created me, after all,” Rou remarked.

“I’ll keep that in mind. I value your input,” Ash promised.

“I value you for giving me… input… too,” Rou stated.

Did… she just flirt with me?

“Yes. She did. It was good, too.”

“Want to get some input tonight?” Ash asked.

“I could definitely use some,” Rou agreed.

“Good. Well… I need to go get ready for Liu. I’m supposed to contact them tonight. They’re prepping everything for it and getting things together. That way I don’t drain her of Qi or hurt her,” Ash explained.

“You do get a little rough sometimes, my dear,” Rou murmured, then squeezed his hand. “Well, I like it for some reason. But I understand. Go, take care of your things. I’m going to go heal up those poor fools. Song looks like she needs a break anyways.”

Blinking, Ash looked away from Rou and back to Song.

The young woman was bent over at the waist, panting. Her body was splattered in blood, and it looked like she was wearing red gloves that covered her from fingertips to elbows.

The rock, knives, and brick she’d been using were all scattered around the room.

Seven of the men had received the majority of her focus. The others only got lateral abuse as she went past them. They weren’t her interest, which meant they weren’t the key offenders for her.

Looking at Rou, Ash was about to say goodbye, when she turned to face him. She then smiled and waited quietly.

He belatedly realized she was expecting a kiss.

Leaning in, he did just that. Letting it linger for several seconds before he pulled away.

Rou was still smiling as her eyes opened again, gazing up at him. Then she kissed him, a fast and wildfire-like thing, then turned away, walking to the door of the cage and heading inside.

Ash watched her for a moment before turning away as well. He headed for the exit.

When he stepped out, he practically ran into a group of middle-aged and older men. All of them were moving in a group towards Ash directly.

They’d simply opened the gate to the sect and entered without waiting for permission.

Where’s Hui?

“I don’t know. She’s due to report in soon,” Locke answered. “Do you need a hand? I can stop what I’m working on and come over.”

No… this’ll be okay. Whatever it is, it’s not a threat to me physically.

Though, I’m betting it’ll be a threat to my sanity.

Ash suspected that these people, given their dress, way they were carrying themselves, and the self-important air they held, were related to his prisoners.

Summoning his butterfly-swords from the Hall, Ash held them loosely and then moved into a position that’d let him carve these people up. He wasn’t going to have to try very hard to slaughter them all.

Apparently, that was enough to cause them to reconsider how they were approaching.

Angry faces and furrowed brows were replaced with nervous glances and false smiles. What had been a hurried and angry stomp, transformed into a measured and stately walk.

“This’ll be stupid,” Ash grumbled.





Fourteen




Standing there, Ash waited. Staring at those people coming forward for him.

False smiles, nervous glances, held breaths.

Along with a backpack full of entitlement that their precious little monsters in his prison shouldn’t be there, he imagined. Right now he really was contemplating simply cutting them down to the last and throwing their corpses into a ditch.

“You’re trespassing,” Ash declared wanting to get this out on the right foot immediately. They were unwelcome and he wanted them to know that. “Why shouldn’t I kill you all for that crime? You’re here uninvited.”

The facades they wore tightened and it was obvious they were reconsidering what they were doing, but they didn’t stop. So long as everyone kept moving forward, it seemed like this pack of rats would feel brave enough to continue.

“Ah, you’ve imprisoned my son,” said a man in his later years at the front of the group.

“Oh, he’s a rapist and a mugger then? Yes. I’m punishing him for his crimes. Is that all?” Ash asked. “Or did you not know he was? I find that hard to believe given everyone seems to know it. Everyone in the city.

“Unless… you were in on it? Should you be joining him in my prison? I’m sure I can find room for you and—”

A loud and high pitched scream tore through the air. It was only partly muffled by the walls, but even then it was unmistakable.

“Find room for you and let you be punished, too,” Ash finished as the scream died away.

The man had blanched as soon as Ash began talking, then began to shake his head.

“You have no proof. Nothing! It’s just rumors and heresay,” stated an overly large woman who’s looks had waned.

Ash looked to the woman, his mind flicking through the available options quickly.

Then he realized that she wasn’t wrong. He didn’t actually have any evidence as to the crimes that these men were being accused of. It was Song’s word against theirs.

Regardless of the fact that he was positive that Song was telling the truth, it didn’t change the fact that there was no evidence. It didn’t shake the fact that he was behaving as a fascist despot, rather than someone who was willing to abide by laws.

Hm.

This kinda sucks.

“I mean… to be fair… it comes down to what kind of society do you want? Taking it in the opposite direction, if you don’t uphold the law as it is, why should anyone be held to it?” Locke advised. “It’s unfortunate since I myself am a woman but… well… I can’t guarantee you that Song isn’t lying.

“I don’t think she is. I think she was assaulted. I think those men are villains. But I don’t have proof of it.”

Then what do I do? I want to support Song. I believe her. I don’t doubt her word at all.

But… I… I can’t just be a dictator, can I?

“You could. If you wished. But confidence and belief comes from transparency and predictability. If everyone is equal under the law, then people will believe in their government. If it’s one set of rules for one group of people, but different for another, than you’re going to have problems in your society.

“Last I remember, you wanted to elevate the bottom and bring up the rear. To push everyone up together. Does that mean that the law is more equal to those you’re friendly with? A form of nepotism? Or is it that everyone is equal.”

Ash clicked his tongue. These were heavy thoughts and something he didn’t quite feel qualified to weigh in on.

I’m behaving like the previous Hand.

“I… somewhat? You’re not going after people to please yourself. But… you’re… definitely relying on the fact that no one can nay-say you,” Locke offered. “It’s a really ugly situation. There’s no easy answer here. Imagine for a moment if it were in the opposite direction.

“Someone accused you of the same crime, with no proof, and a person like the Emperor did what you did just based on someone’s word. I’d love to believe that no one ever willfully falsely accuses someone but… they do.

“On top of that, that kind of thing would often come out in a court of law in your own world. Where inconsistencies could show up and have evidence to support it. There’s nothing of that here.”

Letting out a slow breath, Ash realized that he had his answer. One he didn’t like.

Except he wasn’t going to be as benevolent as many people would wish him to be.

He couldn’t walk the line of justice for the realm he lived in, which often involved death for nearly everything when a cultivator was involved.

Nor could he let it be complete anarchy, where law was whatever you could get away with. Where might makes right and nothing else mattered, not even law.

“You’re right. I have no proof. I’ll let the accuser deal with your children for a period of four days. After that, they’ll be released. Bodies intact and no lingering physical discomfort,” Ash murmured. “That’ll be the penalty for resisting my wish to arrest them and the general belief that they’ve done wrong in this city.

“After they’re returned to you… I’ll just tell you now. If any crime comes to surface and I suspect anything at all… I’ll just come find you all. Then I’ll take it out of your hide and your child’s. Evidence or not. Consider this your only warning.”

“But… what if someone falsely accuses us!” called a man.

“Then I’ll take it out of both your hides, you and your child’s,” Ash stated flatly. “You should take this warning seriously and consider moving. Or suddenly making nice with everyone you’ve wronged previously.

“That’s as far as I’m willing to go because I believe your kids are guilty. I think you’re all guilty. I want to punish you all and be done with it. Be grateful. Remember this moment. You won’t get a second chance. Most don’t.”

“But what—”

“Four days. In four days I’ll release them. Whole. Then you’ll be on your own. I suggest you immigrate. Now leave. Get off my sect lands or I’ll kill you for trespassing,” Ash hissed.

Everyone fled.

“For what it’s worth… I think you did the right thing. It isn’t an easy thing to do, considering we believe Song, but… it’s what’s best for a world that you want to create,” Locke murmured. “I fear this is just the first time you’ll have to sacrifice your personal wishes for the sake of the society you want.”

Whatever. Song has four days to torture the shit out of those men.

I should go get her more tools to have fun with. Along with some elixirs, potions, and medicine. So she doesn’t get tired.

Same for Rou. Can’t have them pass out or die.

“I think Song won’t fault you for doing what you’re doing. If anything, you’re still acting like a dictator, you’re just limiting the lasting impact,” advised Locke.

Turning around, Ash went back into the building. He had to get Song moving to make sure she got everything she wanted out of this.




***




Sitting down on his bed Ash felt rather nervous. Nervous and anxious.

He’d been looking forward to talking to everyone, but was also was afraid he’d get bad news. That they’d relay something he didn’t want to hear.

He hadn’t missed the fact that Yue hadn’t been there or said anything. That she’d been absolutely silent.

Knowing her, she’d gone off the deep end after he was sentenced. Either she was going after the Emperor, or hiding in a hole. There was no middle ground when it came to her.

Before he could completely settle in, the door to his room swung open. He hadn’t been paying attention to his surroundings and hadn’t noticed Hui was heading his way.

She stepped in quickly, closed the door, and came over to him.

Watching him for several seconds Hui looked like she wanted to ask a question. In fact, he was fairly sure he knew what the question was.

“If you can keep from interrupting me, you can cultivate through me, Hui,” Ash offered before she could ask. He needed to get moving.

“Hui thanks you, Ashley!” Hui said then clambered up into the bed. She snuggled up behind him, put her legs on either side of him, then grabbed his hands with her own. Her chest was pushed up to his back.

Even before she was completely settled in place, she was pushing life Qi into one of his hands and pulling the Qi back out through the other. Once more completing a circuit through him.

A second after she was in position, she dropped her head down and put it between his shoulder blades.

“Thank you, Ashley. I wish I could explain how comfortable it feels to cultivate through you. I feel like… like it takes a lot of the weight of my thoughts off me,” whispered Hui. “The hate that… that drives me, dries up more each time. That I’m more who I once was, and less just an … an angry, evil, woman, who wants to eat Shens’ heart.

“I still want to eat it, but it isn’t all consuming. It doesn’t drive every thought I have. You’re a cleansing… filter… for me. A cooling breath of air on a hot day. A breeze to provide me with relief.

“Thank you. Hui thanks Ashley for everything so far. Hui is very-I’m very… thank you.”

“Yeah, no worries,” Ash said, then spread his fingers out, moved his hands backward, and pushed Hui’s fingers through his own. It’d be easier like this since he tended to lose his awareness once he dipped into Liu’s Dao. “I get it. I’d probably do the same. Let’s not make you an addict though, alright? We need to figure out other ways for you to be able to find solace. It can’t just be me.”

“Hui is working on it,” whispered Hui, her head tilting to the side. He felt her cheek against his back and her whole body practically curling around him.

It was far too intimate and he was already well aware of what this was doing to him.

Locke… wife… I’ll need to divert some attention to you after this.

“Oh? Oh! Yes! Yes, please. Your wife would be eager to help drain you of your stress. Yes, please,” Locke stated energetically. “I’m happy and please to be an outlet for you. Or I suppose an inlet? Either way! No need to bother Rou or even think about Hui, I’m your girl.”

You’re my wife, Locke. Not my girl.

“I… yes. I’m your-your wife. I love you,” Locke whispered.

Love you, too. See you later. Going to drop in, now.

Ash turned his thoughts inward as well as his attention and dove into his Dao. In seconds he found Liu’s Dao linked to his own. Following the connection he came out inside of Liu in a flash.

It was much easier this time.

“Ah, he’s here. Please inform everyone. I welcome you, Master Sheng,” Liu said aloud. “I’m glad you’ve returned. It’s a pleasure to host you.”

Ash could tell that Liu was perched on a bed just as he was. Cultivating and exploring her Dao while waiting for him.

“Uh huh, do you really mean that, Liu?” Ash asked, suddenly nervous. He’d irrevocably damaged Liu when he rebuilt her Dao. “You don’t regret what happened to you?”

“I don’t regret anything that’s happened to me. I’m fairly certain that I would have met a bad end in the sect if I hadn’t joined you,” Liu stated with confidence. “I joined willingly. I bartered all of myself away, only for you to give it all back to me. Without asking for anything other than my support in combat.

“I know you’re an outlander, but this was my choice. It’s the same choice every Bride made. No one forced us to join. We all joined by choice. We were paid for our choices, but nothing was withheld from us to force us to join. No one did anything to try and make us join.

“We were all given a choice and an offer. We all took it willingly. I just made my own choice before the Brides existed. Siu, Biyu, Shu, and Lifen, would all tell you the same.

“Do not belittle us for thinking we were somehow scammed or forced to join. It was all by choice. I don’t like that term limits were put on our time in the Brides, by the way. I wished to live and die in the Brides. I planned to adopt a child if you never gave me one and remain in the Brides.”

“I… sorry. I need term limits. So that you live your own life at some point,” Ash said. He felt like he’d just stepped on a bear trap and couldn’t get away.

“My life is for the Brides,” Liu said simply. “But that’s fine. I can make this work. You’ll give in and let me rejoin after my term limit is reached.

“Also, everyone is about to arrive. Please don’t doubt the brides in the future. It’s all by choice.”

“I understand. My apologies, Wife Liu. I just… I guess I didn’t understand. As much as I’ve acclimated to this veil, I still forget sometimes how different it is,” Ash apologized.

“All is forgiven, Husband. Just be sure to reward me later. I know you asked out of concern for me. I can feel it. I know you as Locke Sheng does, I believe. You are my Dao, after all,” Liu said. He could literally hear the smile she had on her face by tone alone.

There was a clatter followed by a door opening. Ash heard the clap and pop of boots and shoes coming into the room.

“He’s here,” Liu announced.

“Ah, good,” Mei said. “Ash, first off, before you start… I love you. I miss you. This is even worse than when we were separated. I can’t even come see you if I wanted to.”

“I… love and miss you, too, Mei,” Ash said, which was relayed by Liu. “I love and miss you all, in fact.

“As to me and what’s going on here though, not much. I’ve become the cultivator in charge of the city for the Qi-Lord’s interests. I’m going to start a sect while we’re here so I can begin gathering the resource I need.

“The city-lord seems very differential to me and my position so I don’t think I’ll get any pushback from them.

“As to the formations I put down, they’re growing on their own. It’ll take some time for them to cover the entirety of the prison, but it’ll occur.

“Even before it happens though, I’ll be gathering all the Qi in the prison for myself. If there’s ever a chance to break free, that’ll be then. Otherwise I’ll be here for a while and the sect will be even more useful.”

“I agree,” Jia stated with complete certainty in her voice. “This is the right course of action in every way. This solves long term possibilities while also builds out the short term ones.

“I only wish that I was there to participate and help. I think if we can travel back and forth as we postulated previously, a sect in the prison realm will be ideal for our Sheng Alliance.”

“Agreed,” Mei concurred. “That’s a perfect direction. I would say next you should establish a mercantile or a business to begin bringing in coinage but… is there even currency being exchanged? Is it a barter system?”

“Bartering,” Ash explained. “It’s all barter down here. There is no currency. No set values. Even market stalls barter for their goods. The only thing that has a set value is food tokens from the city-lord’s storehouses. Those are the only marginally currency like object.”

“No spirit stones?” Na asked. “Nothing that would hold Qi?”

“Those all get sold to the upper areas as far as I’ve heard. That and storage doesn’t work here so unless they had it on them as they came in, it didn’t come in. I doubt people are using what Qi they can get to charge stones, either,” Ash answered.

“That makes sense. Backpacks or nothing,” Jia murmured. “That certainly limits everything that would have made it inside. Everything else would be created or found inside.”

“Exactly. Hence, all bartering,” confirmed Ash.

“Significant amounts of prostitution?” Chunhua inquired.

“Err… yes. Hui has told me that it’s on every corner. Whole businesses around it,” Ash returned. “Normal and very everyday. Given women are in the minority here it isn’t a surprise.”

“Hm, yes. That’s a concern,” Mei mused with a click of her tongue.

“My elegant self would say that this is a good example of why the Bride uniform is required,” announced Tala. “I know we’ve had some complaints about the uniform, but if we’re viewed as non-people, it’s less likely to be an issue. Originally we donned the veil because Yue is… well… Yue. Now it serves a good purpose.”

“Concurred,” Chunhua exclaimed with a loud sigh. “We’ll negate the vote to remove the veil at the next meeting.

“We’re off track though.”

“Yes, we are off track,” Jia agreed. “Ash, we are going to petition the Emperor. Gen Sheng and the Langye king are going to ask for your sentence to be commuted to time served, and pay a fine.

“We will be going from there but we are hopeful. As… as Ju is pregnant, she can petition to have her husband returned to her. Doubly so as she is the crowned princess. Hu has been unable to impregnate any of his wives.

“Rou stated that there was nothing wrong with Hu when she was here and that he was perfectly healthy, but it seems while healthy, he is not successful as of yet.”

“Right, got it. I’ll just… hope for that to be the case then,” Ash said. “Now, I don’t have anything else to discuss really. So I have a question. Where’s Yue? I’ve heard everyone else, but Yue.”

There was an instant silence as Liu relayed Ash’s words. Even Liu sounded concerned as she stated his question to everyone.

“Yue left,” Jia said after a brief pause. No one else seemed eager to step up and speak. “She turned everything over to Mei, then left. We do not know where she went, or what she is doing. We have heard nothing from her or about her.”

“Great. That’s… yeah. I suppose I’m not surprised. Try to run her down if you can. Let her know that I’m alive and safe and I’d really like her to come back and talk to me,” Ash requested.

“My elegant self promises to do so for you, Ash,” Tala got in before anyone else could respond. “Just do remember to reward me. I… ah… I miss you deeply, Ashley. I wish we’d spent more time together before this.”

“Likewise,” Ash said with a chuckle. “Now… how about we talk about simpler things before I head back. I’d like to talk to each of you one by one. Just a little bit of time with each of you. I miss you all.

“And if there’s time left over, I’d love it if you could send in Siu, Biyu, Shu, and Lifen, as well. Liu reminded me that I should speak to the Brides commanders.”

“Of course, Master. That’s not a problem,” Na confirmed. “Ah… your Handmaiden misses, you.”

“I miss you, too,” Chunhua and Jia added at the same time.

This sucks. I hate being away from them all.





Fifteen




Ash carefully extracted himself from Liu’s Dao and released her.

Though she didn’t release him.

In fact, he felt her travel back with him to his own Dao, hanging on tightly to him. Clinging to him, in fact.

She ended up being dumped into his Qi-Sea and next to his Dao pillar. A moment after, her stature came to life and Liu was there.

“It’s so impressive. This is my Dao,” she whispered. Looking around, she looked like a woman memorizing a scene. Then she left her statue, which reverted back to stone.

He felt her flee back to her own body after giving his Dao a quick cuddle.

Letting out a shaky breath, Ash eased back into his body.

“Oh… you’re back,” Hui whispered, still pressed into his back and holding to him. Her hands felt sweaty as they held to his and his back felt damp as well. “Hui welcomes back Ashley and would like to say thank you. Hui feels very, uh-very good. Hui feels very good.

“Your Qi gave her solace and comfort. Hui must confess that she partially invaded your Qi-Sea while you were elsewhere. Hui apologizes but it was hard not to. I could feel it as keenly as if it were my own from our circular cultivation.”

He had no idea that she’d done so. There’d been no hints or clues that anyone had been in there. If he hadn’t seen Liu do it, he wouldn’t have known she’d been moving around, either.

“I often will go into your Qi-Sea and loiter there. It’s as close to the Hall as I can get now,” Locke added.

My Qi-Sea is not a club-house hangout.

No! Just no.

“It’s fine. I understand. I need to get up though,” Ash mumbled. His mouth felt dry.

“Okay. Let me finish this circuit. Then we’ll stop, Ashley,” Hui said, her fingers tightening in his. In that moment, he realized Hui had changed what she was doing. Rather than a continual feed of Qi, she was now pushing out pulses of Qi.

Large ones.

Ash could feel them roiling around through his Qi-Sea. They’d gone through the slow whirlpool and were being pulled down to the bottom.

A moment later and it left his Qi-Sea and entered his meridians. Gliding down, it moved along the pathways, to his palm, and to Hui.

Who let out a soft breath that came out too close to a moan for Ash’s mind.

“Hui thanks Ashley,” whispered Hui.

“Oookay,” he said and waited for a few seconds. When it was obvious she wasn’t going to cultivate anymore through him, he disentangled his hands from her.

Getting up, he got out of his bed and took several steps away.

Hui slumped forward and landed flat in his bed. She hit the mattress with a poof noise and laid still.

“Err, Hui?” Ash asked.

There was no response from her.

Leaning down, he peered into the beautiful woman’s face.

As far as he could tell, she was asleep.

How she managed it, or how it happened, he had no idea.

“She quite literally spent the whole time stuffing her entire Dantian through you. Literally. She left no Qi in her Dantian. She emptied her Qi-Sea. Her handling of her Qi is growing at an exponentially terrifying rate,” Locke murmured. “I misjudged her. She’ll be just as frightening as Chunhua. Those two will stand above all others from what I can tell right now.”

Ash grunted at that and hesitated.

Then he grabbed the extra blanket he’d put in his wardrobe and tossed it over Hui’s lower half. If she got cold, she could pull it up.

Exiting his own room, Ash then left the building they were using as sect housing for sect leaders. Which was really just himself, Hui, Rou, and Locke. Though it was large enough for considerably more people.

Stepping out into the training yard, Ash saw Tan.

The boy was once again training with a sword against the dummies Ash had set up. They were stone and carved to look similar to a person. On top of that, he’d enchanted them to self-repair.

They’d be perfect for training non-cultivators and low leveled cultivators.

Tan lacked fluidity in his movements. There was a rigidity that was clumsy and awkward.

Nor did he have a Dantian of any size.

For all intents and purposes, he lacked anything and everything that’d make him any sort of combatant. Outside of his willingness and desire to put in effort, he had no assets to apply or use.

How much does Talent really matter?

Could Mei beat the stuffing out of Chunhua? Could Jia? Moira? Tala?

“I… yes? Theoretically, yes. Talent is just the speed of learning. It doesn’t predict potential. Jia and Mei could easily crush Chunhua or Hui with enough training, planning and perseverance. It’s less likely, but possible. Same goes for Tala and Moira.”

Talent is only the starting point.

What if even I’ve looked at this wrong?

“I… what?”

Ash put his hands behind his back and walked over to where Tan was training. His wooden sword clacking repeatedly into the humanoid stone shape.

Tan looked up at Ash and paused.

“What?” asked the boy. He hadn’t really improved in his disposition and seemed annoyed all the time. Not that Ash could blame him, given his life so far.

“What do you plan on doing with yourself?” Ash asked.

Frowning, Tan breathed hard while staring at Ash. After a few seconds passed, he shrugged his shoulders.

“I don’t know. Get a job, I guess? It’s hard to stop doing this, given it’s all I’ve done since they hurt my sister,” Tan explained, gesturing at himself. “Training just to kill them. But now it doesn’t matter.”

“You heard that I have to free them?” asked Ash.

“Yeah. That’s fine. Doesn’t matter. Song was feeding them each other’s balls. Even as they screamed and begged for her to stop,” Tan said with a grin. “She’s feeling better. Obviously. She also knows that you’ll come down on anyone who bothers her like an angry Bultoxi. Destroy everyone who bothers her.

“Locke has been talking to the city lord about getting her a job at the castle. That’ll be able to help her out in the long run.”

Ash didn’t know what a Bultoxi was, but he figured it was some type of angry creature in the wild. Though everything Tan had said wasn’t wrong, either.

“Okay, but… what about you? What’re you going to do?” Ash pressed. He wanted to know what his plans were. He’d had a weird idea, but he didn’t want to suggest anything without knowing what Tan had in mind for himself.

Just as he’d done previously, Tan shrugged.

“Just a job. Whatever. Do what I can.”

“Can you read? Write?”

Tan shook his head to Ash’s question.

“Do numbers?”

Once again, Tan shook his head.

“Any skill sets? Learned skills? Trained?”

The negative head shake never stopped.

“Then… you’re just going to get a manual labor type of job?”

“I guess. Whatever job I can get. Maybe a porter for the hunting groups until I can get a hunting job. I turn seventeen next year, so I’ll be old enough then,” Tan elaborated.

Seven… seventeen? Holy crap.

I thought he was like ten! He’s so small!

“Malnutrition. A lack of food at a young age can create irreversible changes. Things that can never be overcome.”

Ash clicked his tongue and rifled around through the Hall. He knew that Yue had provided him with medicine for any type of situation. The chances were high that he’d have something that could force the body to move into a perfect version of itself.

It was intended for critical wounds or wounded limbs, but he figured this was a similar enough situation that it’d work. Or at least, he thought it would.

“It might work. I don’t see why it wouldn’t?” offered Locke. “As to what you’re thinking… it could work. No reason it wouldn’t. He couldn’t even go back to normal afterward. Might even change his lifespan. Might end up living six or seven times a normal human lifespan.

“At least if you go through with all the enchantments you’re considering and how to put them onto his body. Especially the ones on his torso.”

“What if I offered you an opportunity. I can’t guarantee it’ll work out, but it’s at least an opportunity,” Ash began. “I could—”

“Yes,” Tan blurted out.

“I… ah… yes?”

“Yes. I’ll take the opportunity.”

“You don’t even know what I’m going to suggest.”

“Doesn’t matter. Better than what I was going to do. Even if it was just as a janitor for the sect.”

“Well, it wouldn’t be as a janitor,” promised Ash. “I’d turn you into a sect soldier. Probably the first. I’d alter your body. Modify it. Bring it to its peak condition, then change it.

“I can theorize about what it’d do to you, but I have no way to know it for certain until after I do it. I’ve never done anything like what I’m considering.”

“Okay, let’s do it,” Tan pushed with a sharp nod of his head. “What do you think it’ll do to me?”

Ash felt like Tan had the order of operations incorrect in his words. He should be asking what it would do before he agreed.

“Make you immune to attacks made of Qi. Enhance your strength, speed, agility. Make you a super-human. It’d take care of all the deficits in your body,” Ash explained. “The rest would be on you. Your attitude toward training and your efforts. Your will. Resolve. Determination.

“I can provide transference papers on martial abilities and arts but… it’d all be a jumble. You’d have to forcefully push your way through it all and figure out what works best.”

Tan’s eyes had grown wide and round. Staring at Ash in a way that made him feel like he was talking to Hui.

“I accept. Yes. I accept. Let’s begin immediately,” Tan demanded, the sword falling out of his hands.

“I’ll need a short time to investigate a few things but… we can begin tomorrow. For now, take this. Take this, go lay down in a field, and prepare to have a really awful experience as it cleanses you,” Ash said and removed a pill from the Hall. He held it out in his palm. “Once we go forward, we can’t go backward. It’ll tear you apart and —”

Tan snatched the pill, slammed his hand to his mouth, and swallowed hard.

“You said go lay down?” Tan asked.

“I… yes. Go lay down somewhere that is well ventilated. You’ll make a mess around yourself as it fixes you,” Ash noted.

Tan nodded his head, then grinned at Ash.

“Thank you. I look forward to this.”

Not waiting, the young man ran off then stopped in the grass not far off. He stripped off his clothes, got down to nothing but his underwear, then laid down in the grass. 

Staring up at the sky above, he laid there, saying and doing nothing.

I… okay.

I’ll go study those Qi-weapons and figure out how they work. Then… build it in reverse on Tan. So that he’s a non-Qi weapon.

A non-Qi weapon that devours Qi and converts it into energy for himself.

Rubbing a hand against his stomach, Ash moved off. He needed to go to his workshop. He needed to finish up the golems as well as prepare for Tan.

With any luck, he could get done with the former before the night came.




***




Ash held the beast-core and contemplated if he really wanted to do this. Once he put it into the golem, there wouldn’t be any way to go back. It’d drain the core within moments and integrate it into the patterns he’d carved into the interior sections of the golem.

On the outside, it looked like a beautiful stone woman.

Inside, along the seams and where he’d joined the rock together, was a constant line of scrawled etchings. Imbuing, empowering, and enchanting the golem to become everything he’d wanted.

The core was the battery and “soul” of it. Loaded with all the abilities, personality, and rules he’d sunk into it.

“Stick it in already,” Locke said from beside him. “You edged me last night and you’re doing it again now. Stop being a clam jam and get on with it.”

He’d teased Locke backward and forward last night and took control of the situation. It’d been a fun exchange of roles.

Ash chuckled, then put the core into the golem. He slid shut the stone door that protected the core. Once sealed, it wouldn’t open again without force, unless he, or the repair golem he had yet to create, asked.

There was a slow humming noise coming from the golem now.

“Truth be told, I didn’t think this is how your work would turn out,” Rou murmured and tilted her head to one side. “This is surprisingly beyond anything I even considered. It’s… I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like it. Ever heard of anything like it either. This is realm shattering, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Hui agreed. “I was exposed to… to many things in my time with Shen. Saw many wonders. Many things that’d change the flow of history going forward.

“This is easily amongst those, if not beyond it. Hui is impressed by Ashley’s work.”

“I just wish she wasn’t prettier than me. Or prettier than Hui, Mei, or Na, in fact,” grumbled Locke, reaching out with a hand to touch the stone face. “This is going to make some issues for young men I bet. Falling in love with a non-sentient being.”

“I… yeah. That’s going to happen,” Rou agreed and then laughed. “Oh well. I remember being that young and having puppy love for handsome men well beyond my age and station. They’ll grow out of it.”

The humming coming from the golem ceased and it didn’t do anything further.

“Is… it broken?” Locke asked nervously.

Frowning, Ash put his hand to the chest-plate of the golem. He activated the dormant lines he’d embedded into it so he could dip into the pathways he’d carved to inspect it to see what was going on. No different than if he’d put a small amount of Qi into a carving he’d laid into someone’s back.

The response he got back was instant and active. Everything was proceeding as intended.

What was happening was the golem was “booting up” and would take some time to do so.

“Oh, it’s just… waking up,” Ash paraphrased.

A second after he said it, there was a distant sound of fighting. Cultivators’ fighting, to be exact. The boom and rumble of Qi being utilized in offense and defense.

Turning his head, Ash tried to zero in his hearing on the direction it was coming from. He turned his head slightly one way, then the other, only to realize the sound was coming from beyond the city gates.

From the ruins of the city that the prison was built into.

“Someone’s fighting?” Rou murmured, her head turned in the same direction.

“Seems like it. A lot of someones,” Locke added. “That’s a lot of Qi bleeding off from it, too.”

Now that Locke had mentioned it, Ash could indeed feel Qi moving toward him from inside the interior of the prison. Lots of Qi, in fact. All of it was sweeping toward him after being used in various ways.

“It’s getting closer,” Ash stated as he realized the fact. The fluctuations in Qi were drawing near.

Then the sounds of violence and battle fell away. There was nothing more that could be heard of what was likely to be fighting.

Silence had instead taken its place.

Ash, Locke, Rou, and Hui all made the same choice at the same time. They moved away from the sect grounds and began heading for the walls.

It only took a minute for them to make it, moving as swiftly as they were. Though by the time they got there, the wall had been filled with soldiers of the city-lord.

All of them bristling with weapons and looking nervous.

Or at least, they’d looked nervous until Ash and his people showed up. Once they appeared, everyone looked relieved.

Ash wrapped an arm around Rou and leapt upward. He landed atop the gatehouse itself and set the Qi-Healer down gently next to himself.

A second later and Locke as well as Hui joined them. They were both powerful enough to have made the jump on their own. 

“Ah, thank you,” Rou whispered and then grabbed Ash’s waist, holding tightly to him.

“It’s a small army. It’s coming our way,” Locke reported, squinting into the distance. “I’m… much weaker than I was, compared to when I was in the Hall, when it comes to stuff like this. I can’t sense them as well as I could have before we came here.

“I know it’s a force of cultivators. I know they’re armed and filled with Qi. I just don’t know who they are or what kind of Qi they’re using. Based on the Qi they’re putting out and what I can sense though, they feel strong. Very strong.”

“Great. That’s the last thing we need,” grumbled Ash, his arm snaking around Rou’s hips and holding her to his side. “Four against a small army. Any idea on actual numbers?”

“No. There’s a good number of them, but I don’t know the exact number. I’m sorry,” Locke apologized.

“Hui will go fight them. If Hui kills even one, Hui can begin powering through the fight,” offered Hui.

“No, we’ll use the walls. Plan a defense, get into position and— and… and it doesn’t matter,” Ash remarked with a chuckle.

Surprisingly enough, it wasn’t something he’d expected.

He probably should have, but he hadn’t.

“It’s a group of Brides,” Ash explained in a simple way.

“Who?” Hui asked.

“A military organization we founded to act for Ash,” Locke explained quickly.

Slowly, a group of uniformed cultivators came out of the wreckage of the city. Marching down the dilapidated road that led into it, they were moving, perfectly timed, in formation.

Their veils fluttered though they didn’t move much.

He’d only realized who they were when he felt a familiar presence. One that was unmistakable to him, given their situation.

“It’s some of the Brides and Moira,” Ash said, spotting Moira as she leapt out from behind the Brides and began flying his way.





Sixteen




Ash stepped forward and dropped off the gate, landing in front of it with a soft pat. Rou had, of course, come with him. She didn’t have much in the way of choice, but neither did she complain or respond to it.

She moved with Ash and landed beside him.

“So eager to see your owl?” Locke asked, hitting the ground behind him.

“Yes, yes I am,” Ash said and realized he needed to let go of Rou. Starting forward at a quick jog, he began moving out toward the oncoming group of Brides.

Moira spotted him, steered herself into a dive, and then brought herself in straight to him. What altitude she’d gained since taking off was almost immediately spent.

Ash could see the smile emblazoned on her face as her features became discernible. Her white and black hair was whipping behind her as she sped toward him. Her overly large yellow eyes had pinprick pupils that were locked on him. They had a vibrancy in them that he’d never forget.

Those eyes and her abnormal hair gave her an alien look that he never found to be a detractor. If anything, it made her unique to him.

Her large wings were held out at her sides, but tipped down to keep her angle correct on her approach. She was wearing her Bride uniform without the hat and veil.

I bet it doesn’t stay on very well while she flies.

“It doesn’t. We did everything we could think of to keep it on her. It’s just too hard, given that her flight isn’t Qi powered,” Locke added.

Then Moira slammed into Ash at full speed. Her body wrapped around him and knocked him back a few steps. Her arms and legs hung onto him, and her mouth clamped down on his. Kissing him as if she needed to take the breath from his lungs directly.

To which Ash, of course, responded back, though he didn’t hesitate to slip his tongue into her mouth.

Surprisingly, Moira began moaning, her fingers digging into his back. Her hips began to grind against him as her ankles pulled at him.

She’d been the first woman to share her bed with him in this new life. There was no mistaking that there was a special place for her in his heart.

“Holy crap, Moira,” Locke muttered from behind them. “Are you trying to get him out of his pants right here and now? And how the hell are you here. How the hell are the Brides here?”

Moira stopped moaning as soon as Locke spoke, but she didn’t stop kissing Ash. If anything, her kiss became more needy. Her head pushing his own backward.

Continuing that way for another ten seconds, Moira finally relented. Pulling her head back, but only fractionally. Putting her forehead directly to his, she stared into his eyes from an inch away.

Panting while clinging to him, she said nothing.

“Moira, he needs to greet his Brides,” Locke said. The sound of the thump and pop of boots on grass was growing louder. The Brides were indeed coming, and doing so at a fairly swift march. Faster than he’d expected.

Moira was still staring at him. Her eyes slowly dilating, her pupils expanding, gazing into him as if she planned to dive into his face.

“I love you, Ashley Sheng,” Moira declared. “I shall not be separated again. I wished for death when the Emperor struck me, to die rather than be separated.”

Moira blinked slowly, still staring at him. Then she loosened her hold on him, only to clamber down and stand up beside him.

“I’m sure I should be embarrassed for my actions, but I don’t care. We’ve been separated too often. Too frequently. I don’t want it to happen again,” Moira continued. Then she took his hand in hers. “Moira Sheng will die at your side or remain at your side. Even if you order me away or give me another task. I will not let you abandon me again.”

“Hui respects that statement as she believes the same to be true,” Hui interjected. “Though she would not refuse an order given by Ashley. That’d be disrespectful of his weapon.”

“I’m not his weapon. I’m his wife. His woman. The first of his wives. And I’ll die with him,” Moira insisted, reaching up to caress Ash’s face. She smiled at him, then finally stepped away from him. Letting her hand drop to her side.

As she did so, one of the Brides stepped forward into the spot Moira had been in, though further away. Ash immediately noticed the rank insignia at her collar was the same he’d noticed for Siu. There had only been a handful of others with such a designation.

Standing loosely, and not at attention, the Bride’s hands came up and hesitated in front of herself. As if she weren’t sure if she could remove her veil.

“I don’t really like that whole, ‘only Ash can see us’ bologna,” Ash offered with a smirk. “That sounds more like Yue’s extreme nature at work. How about we change it to while on duty, or only if there is a need to, the hat and veil should be worn.”

“Yes, that’d… yes, that’s much better. Though I didn’t mind the rule,” said the Bride, reaching up to remove her hat and veil.

Ash was unsurprised to find it was indeed Siu. He’d already figured it was her, based on her voice alone if he was being honest, but he wasn’t entirely positive.

Siu was the niece of the Outer Sect Master of Ash’s old sect. The woman had figuratively pitched Siu at Ash head first, hoping he’d pick her up like a coin on the ground. So that he’d add her to his harem and use her, as long as he protected her.

She had black hair that’d been trimmed, pulled back, and braided behind her head. Her dark-brown eyes watched him expectantly.

She was slim, athletic, and built for martial arts. An ideal beauty for the realm, in truth.

Siu was also a year or two older than Ash and had a somewhat mature air to her.

Her physical appearance was beyond almost everyone and could easily compare to the most attractive women Ash had met, except perhaps Ghast.

Why… why are so many women so attractive? Why are they just all over?

Everywhere! Overly attractive women!

This is insane.

This isn’t possible, is it? It can’t be!

“I… yes. It’s possible. You’re a Fated One, Ashley, my dear Chosen One,” Locke advised. “Simply by existing, it’s highly likely you will pull in others with similarly shifted fate. Those are often gifted in many ways. More often than not, beauty.

“Now, before you get too lost. You changed how you greet Brides after a long break in relations. Hug, warm if chaste kiss, hold her for several seconds. Greet her and welcome her. Remember? But only her. The others under her aren’t the right rank.”

Realizing now why Siu was waiting, and doing somewhat hopefully he guessed, Ash moved in and hugged Siu tightly. Attempting to crush her against himself.

Which surprisingly she returned. Attempting to push him through her own body.

“Thank you for coming, my Bride,” he said, pressing his face into the side of hers. He held her tightly, running his hands up and down her back.

“Thank you, Husband. I came by choice. I volunteered for this posting,” Siu replied. She was far more durable than he’d expected. Perhaps at a level similar to Mei, given how hard he was hugging her.

Ash pulled back from the hug, and then kissed her, as expected. He let it linger for several seconds before breaking it. He looked to her face and smiled wide at her.

“Well, I suppose you’re my local Bride commander. Aren’t you, Siu Sheng?” he asked, his right hand coming up to cup her cheek.

He knew she had a damaged past, but she’d never spurned his affection so far. As far as he could tell, in fact, she wanted it.

“I am. I’m… your local Bride commander,” Siu confirmed. “Moira is here as your bodyguard and wife, and is a Bride, but not part of the hierarchy that is part of the Brides themselves.

“I would normally tell you I brought only volunteers with me, but every Bride volunteered. So the point is lost. Though… I did choose those you knew or had interacted with.”

“Oh? Like Biyu, Shu, and Lifen?” Ash asked, glancing to the Brides behind Siu.

He noticed that several veiled heads twitched as he spoke. They were painfully obvious as he said their names.

“Exactly so. Now… I bring news from everyone, and supplies,” Siu stated. She leaned her face into his hand while pulling the backpack she wore off her shoulders. Once it was free, she set it to the ground with a thump that was surprising. She pulled back from his hand and retrieved a letter from her uniform. “We were sentenced to remain in jail as long as you were. Gen Sheng, and your brother-in-law the king, proclaimed it. The emperor denied them releasing you, so they in turn, sent us to join you. More will join later with further supplies.”

Now that she’d mentioned it, Ash looked to the others. They were all wearing bulging backpacks.

“What supplies did you bring?” he inquired.

“Cores, Stones, and medical supplies,” Siu answered with a short dip of her head. “The goal is to make you the wealthiest and most dangerous man in prison.

“Before you worry, as the Bound predicted you would, this is only a fraction of the wealth we have available. Yue transferred everything to us. Even without her at the head of the Sheng mercantile alliance, it will earn vast profits regardless of what we do.

“And no, Yue has not been found. Though the call for her has been put out. That you want to speak with her. Should she hear it, she’ll come back.”

“Hui is impressed. Hui would like to become a Bride, but she would only serve Ashley. Nor would Hui wear a veil. Ashley often looks at Hui and she enjoys it,” stated Hui. “May Hui… may I, become a bride but not don a veil, and only serve Ashley?”

“That’s fine,” Siu remarked, glancing over to Hui. She studied the women and then smiled at her. “We spar every morning and evening. I would be pleased if you joined us. What is your full name?”

“Jian Hui Sheng,” Hui answered.

“Good name. I approve. I’m Siu Sheng. I welcome you to the Brides,” Siu answered, then looked back to Ash. “Now… may we enter? Some of us are covered in the blood of fools who wanted to rob us. We suffered no harm, but we’re… not at our best. Lady Sheng mentioned you had a sect set up for us to move into, Husband?”

Ash smiled, nodded his head, then gestured to the city gate behind them.

Fated One.

It’s not just a stupid title, is it.

“No. It isn’t. This world, this realm, has many strange laws incorporated into it. You will be plagued by unique encounters, beautiful women, handsome men, incredible danger, and incomprehensible rewards,” Locke answered almost warily. “My apologies, Ashley Sheng. Husband. My Chosen One. I did this to you.”

Yes. You sure did.

Remind me to punish you soon. Lots.

Punishment of kissing, hugs, cuddling, and lovemaking. You’ll only be allowed to respond with ‘I love you’, ‘I’m worth it’, ‘I’m loved’, or ‘please don’t stop’ during this.

Any questions or concerns, Locke Sheng, my wife? My love?

“No… no just… just… I love you. That’s… all,” whispered Locke, sounding shy and happy at the same time. A far cry from how she usually behaved if he didn’t push at her.

Your advice seems to have worked best against you rather than anyone else.

“Why do you think I suggested it? You’ll be busy tonight, however. You have to work on Tan tonight and then… ah… work on Moira, later.

“Before that, you need to go receive the hunting party when it returns. It should hopefully bring one of the bodies we need for the Qi-Lord.”

The Owl in question was holding tightly to Ash’s hand and staring at him openly.

Then her left wing spread out and slowly wrapped around him in a possessive way. Locke’s words were quite on target when she said he’d be busy.




***




“Moira, I’m not going to run away,” Ash muttered, then gently tried to shake the beautiful Owl off his arm. She was practically perched on it. Both of her hands held to his forearm. One wing was wrapped around him as well. She hadn’t let go of him since she’d gotten hold of him.

“I know. I’m afraid I’m going to lose you, not that you’ll run away,” Moira answered. Her wing pulled a bit harder on him. “If you did run, I’d just chase you down. You’d never hurt me. You’d go out of your way to make sure I was fine.

“I talked to Liu, you know. Talked to her about how you felt, to her. You were very concerned about me. Worried. Distraught. She described it as… manic.”

As she spoke, Moira leaned down and into him. Her lips met the underside of his jaw, and she began to more or less nibble at him.

Whatever reservations she’d had previously about public displays of affection were gone. Long gone.

Moira sniffed at him and began to nibble at him again. Her lips pulling at his skin in a meticulous and methodical way.

“Wow… you know, not that I blame her, but she really did toss her little… restriction on public displays, but geez,” Locke grumbled though good naturedly. “Eh… I’d do the same. I’d do the same. So! The Brides are settling in. Nothing going on here. I have Biyu, Shu, and Lifen with me. We’re chatting with the city lord’s wife. She’s very nice. They have a niece, you know.”

That’s nice, not interested.

“Good, I wasn’t offering. Too many women anyways. Warning you really.”

Oh, alright. Thank you, wifey poo. Did I mention your smile was lovely this morning? Beautiful, even? Ghast has nothing on you.

“I love you,” whimpered Locke. “Please… ease up on me. I’m all sloppy loving goo right now and I want to spoil you. Spoil you more than even Mei or Na does. You’re now grinding my bad girl edges too fast. Just gimmie a moment to recover? It’s hard to resist because of the Echo.”

Ash blinked as he spotted something on the horizon. Heading his way was a group of people that looked to be the hunting party.

I’ll ease up, Locke. But only because I do love my bad girl.

“Moira, that looks like who we’re waiting for. Can you confirm that for me? You’ve got those big sexy eyes, after all,” Ash asked. As he did, he reached up and grabbed the back of her hands with his free one.

“Hmm? Oh. Yes,” Moira answered, pulling her head back from his neck. She looked in the direction he was. “That looks like a hunting group. They have several small animals on their person and one that looks to be the size of a dog.”

“Right… no large ones. We’ll have to work on that,” Ash murmured.

“Send some Brides to do it,” offered Siu from his right side. She’d been relatively quiet but present. “We’ll handle any task you give us, Husband.”

“Maybe I will at that. We need to make sure we meet Ghast’s quota. The last thing I want to do is deal with her on a technicality. I feel like she’s not the type to forgive something completely preventable,” Ash remarked.

Pushing out with his Battle Cultivation, he could feel the hunters. They didn’t have Qi, but they were making small eddies in the Qi current. It flowed around them and partially through them.

In that moment, he also got confirmation of why Ghast wanted the corpses. Why she specifically was asking for them and how many of each.

For whatever reason, somehow, the beasts that the hunters carried rejected Qi. Whenever any Qi came near, it was repulsed back and away.

And that’s how those specialty weapons came into being. Dead beasts.

Sent to the upper realms, processed, converted, and turned into weapons. Only to be sold, distributed, or traded back out. 

Now I just need to figure out how that’s all done. I’ll give Tan some more time to prepare and recover, tonight. I’ll work on figuring out the weapons and how they correspond to the beasts.

“Well. That sounds good. It makes sense. Besides, I checked on Tan. He’s… uh… kinda like a caterpillar going butterfly right now. It’s pretty gross. Rou had to forcefully push Qi into him to be burned as energy to support the growth.

“Taking some time and digging into this is a good idea. I’m sorry, by the way. I know that this would normally be part of my duties. It’s so much harder for me to do what I used to when I’m not inside the Hall. I feel… very strange. Almost like I’m sleeping.” Locke apologized.

It’s fine. It’s fine, and it’s not something you can control.

At least for now.

I want to try making a duplicate of the Hall ring and giving it to you. Binding the rings together and seeing what happens. After all, we did something similar with the artifact we gave to the Brides, did we not?

As to Tan, I’ll put a dead beast next to him and see how it affects him before, then with a weapon, and then repeat it after I’m done.

“By the way… Ash? Your bad girl is feeling better. Much better. I just needed a bit of a break from your constant pressure. Thanks for that.

“Also, I’d like to roleplay a bit. I’m going to ask Moira if she’d like to participate. She’s more likely to ‘pitch in’ as it were. Anyways. I’m going to go ‘away’ for a bit. We’re going to teach the city lord’s wife how to gamble. We’re going to play cards! I’ll try not to lose too much money. I suck at gambling. I never can resist betting big.”

Moira leaned her head back into his neck and began kissing and nibbling at him once more.

“Husband, we should probably discuss my rights as a Bride Champion,” Siu stated. “I brought the law book we have that lists everything out. It was updated after you left, but I think you were the reason for the updates.”

Great.

Goodie.

Fantastic.

“Don’t worry about it. They’re simple things and all at your discretion. It’s just… Siu is more like me. Now that she’s made a choice, she’s going to push,” Locke stated, sounding as if she were moving away from him for some reason. “Unfortunately, I don’t think she’d ease up if you started pushing at her, as I do. I’m afraid this is just how she’ll be. Perhaps even in you reject her.

“Okay! I’m off. Ta-ta!”

Yeah… as I said.

Great… goodie… fantastic.
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Ash let out a short breath and then grunted. Folding his arms in front of himself, he sniffed.

Glancing to the side, he looked at Tan.

The young man, who now looked very much like a young man instead of a boy, was stretched out on the grass.

He’d grown an entire foot, fleshed out with a considerable amount of muscle, and could only be identified as Tan by his facial features. Which while mostly the same, had shifted slightly, given how much he’d grown.

Except, while that was all rather shocking, it wasn’t what was most noticeable about Tan at the moment.

That dubious honor was taken by the blood-crusted carved channels that ran all over his body in every direction. Forming intricate patterns that weaved back and forth in never-ending, looping, swirling designs.

To the point that there was almost no sizable area, other than anything above his clavicle and neckline, that wasn’t covered by them. In fact, only his face, head, and genitalia were free of the grotesque body modifications.

All at Tan’s request and Ash’s grueling work. It was an unpleasant experience for both of them.

From gazing at Tan and regretting what he’d done to him, Ash then looked to the golem in front of him. It had yet to activate, still lingering in the “wake-up” process. Taking far longer than he’d expected it to at this point.

Rou exited from where Song was as of yet still working away. When she’d been told she’d have a limited time to purge herself of anger, she’d redoubled her efforts and set up a plan of action. She was going to “maximize her time”, as she’d called it.

Flicking something off her arm, Rou looked down at herself, then around. She spotted Ash, smiled, and immediately began walking towards him.

“Where’d my adorable mousey Qi-Healer go?” Ash murmured to himself with a smile.

“I had to put her aside,” Rou answered, unexpectedly having apparently heard him. Walking up to him she looked to the golem, then back to him. “Now I’m Rou Sheng, your Qi-Healer and wife. Why, are you disappointed?”

“No. Not disappointed. Just a little surprised,” Ash answered. “It was fun to have someone who wasn’t so… this realm… with me.”

“You… what? Really?” Rou asked with some surprise. “I-you… well, I guess that makes sense. You aren’t from here. I am, but I didn’t much behave like it. You aren’t from here at all.

“Hm. Then… you wouldn’t be unhappy if I wasn’t forcing myself to be brave? To be more like Chunhua?”

“No? I have Chunhua, why would I need more of her?” Ash asked with a laugh.

“Hm. Well! I’ll keep that in mind. When I’m not feeling brave, maybe I’ll just cower behind my Cultivator, instead of trying to be someone else,” Rou stated with a wide smile. Then she looked down to Tan. “Even without checking him directly, I can sense him from here. He’s in agony.

“All the… work… you put into him is forcibly reforming him. I’m not sure everyone could survive this. In fact, I can just tell you now that I think less than ten in a hundred would survive this.

“Less than five in a hundred, maybe. This is… this is turning him into a different species practically. Isn’t it?”

“I mean… maybe? I don’t know. Never done it before,” Ash confessed. “I did all I could to make sure he’d survive. What I wanted to do to him really will change him considerably. He accepted everything I told him. I told him it could kill him. He accepted it.

“I even asked Song to go talk to him. She did so, then came and told me Tan had accepted it, and to proceed. Dragging my feet any further would be insulting. Or so she said.”

“It is. It’s very insulting. He already gave you his answer,” Rou concurred. She then bent down over Tan and laid a hand to his brow. Only to immediately jerk her hand away from him as if he were a molten lump of steel. “Aiiiiiya… what… what’s wrong with him!?”

“He rejects Qi from all sources. Good, bad, neutral, doesn’t matter. He rejects it. Those pretty weapons that the Qi-Lords make are the opposite of him. They hold Qi and keep it. He rejects it,” Ash explained succinctly. “Those weapons will fly away from him faster than your hand did. He’ll also end up causing Cultivators distress to be around him.”

“It does feel unpleasant at the moment. I didn’t realize it was him,” Rou murmured.

“He can control that once he’s transformed. I made sure of that. I didn’t want him to never be able to approach people if he wished,” Ash said before Rou could probably worry over him. “Anyway. How’s Song doing?”

“She’s fine. Siu joined her. I didn’t realize how much further this could be taken until Siu made suggestions,” Rou said, looking away from Tan.

Ah, that’s right. It’s practically a guarantee that Siu suffered in a similar way as Song.

Any chance or possibility you know who did it, Locke? Or if you don’t know, could you try to find out? I’d love to get a name.

“You… want to know who did it?” Locke asked. “I mean, sure, I can do that. Not a problem. I don’t know, but I can probably find out. But why? Siu will probably ask. She’s smarter than you probably suspect.”

Because if I find who harmed her, I’ll deliver them to her bound and gagged.

There’s power in being such a figure for another person. It was demonstrated to myself and Yue, and I in turn demonstrated it for Tan and Song.

I’ll do it again. This time for Siu.

She’s a high-ranking Bride. Such a rank already has all those rights she quoted to me. I should put my own spin on it, too.

Shouldn’t I?

“Yes. That makes sense. And come on, those ‘rights’ weren’t that bad. It really just came down to the right of being able to be treated as a wife of Ashley Sheng. Flowers, gifts, poetry, going out to meals, affection, kind treatment. Nothing awful.”

No, nothing awful. I agree.

“Clearly, since you took her to dinner,” pouted Locke.

Oh stop it. I came back and spent time with you before I went to Moira.

The golem suddenly stood upright, and its head lifted up.

A blue light gathered in the eyes, glowed brilliant for a second, then settled down into a less intense, steady light. It wasn’t too bright, but she’d definitely be visible in the dark.

Rou had jumped when it moved. Scurrying away from it and literally posting up behind Ash. Pressing herself to his back and peering out past his arm.

“Don’t laugh, you said I don’t have to be brave,” hissed the Qi-Healer, her hands digging into his back.

For some reason, Ash actually felt grateful. Her cowering behind him made him actually feel protective, and braver.

Because if he was being honest, he wanted to believe he’d done the work on the golem correctly. That it would obey all the “programming” he’d put into the transference papers.

There was no real guarantee of that, however.

“Ah… hi,” Ash said.

As he spoke, the golem’s head turned slowly toward him.

“Hello,” said the golem in a voice that was deep, warm, and smooth. It rubbed at his eardrums in a way he found distracting.

“Damn. Okay. I think I might want her to tell me erotic stories to put me to sleep,” Locke said. “Where the hell did you come up with that voice?”

I didn’t.

It selected that voice on its own. I gave it requirements to self-select a name, voice, tone, and way of speech.

“That sounds like a really stupid thing to do. It’s supposed to be a golem, not a person.”

“You’re my maker,” said the golem. “I don’t know how I know, but I know. You’re my maker. You made me. I’m… I’m… Luan.”

“I did indeed make you, Luan. You’re the first. You’ll be the leader of my golems. The leader of the instructors,” Ash confirmed. “You’re also the most powerful, so I expect you to follow the guidelines that I gave you.”

“Yes, I will do this. Though… who are you? I cannot address you as my maker, though I would like to. Given the statements you provided me, as well as the information, it’s obvious you would like to remain out of the spotlight in many ways,” Luan said.

“Ash is fine. Though my full name is Ashley Sheng.”

“Ah… I believe I will address you as Sect Leader Sheng, then. Though I appreciate the book titled Brides of Sheng bylaws I was provided, I am clearly not part of the Brides. Nor am I human,” Luan stated with a small dip of her head toward him. “Though, given that I am clearly… ah… clearly more than what one would expect, I look forward to my growth.”

Locke Sheng?

“Mm? Yes, husband whom I’m going to spoil apologetically and with maximum effort so long as he doesn’t accuse me of something?” Locke replied. “Is there something I can do for you? By the way, did I mention I’m raiding LBA’s memories for some new things for us to try that I think you’ll like?”

Ash clicked his tongue and then sighed.

He couldn’t believe he was going to let this slide, but he really wanted to see what Locke would do.

“Fine. Then… are your meridians working?” Ash asked, then stepped forward. He put his hand to the golem’s chest plate.

Luan looked down at his hand on her chest and stared at it.

“I… am operating as I believe you intended me to,” Luan stated. “I feel Qi moving throughout my body in channels that could be considered meridians. I have a Dantian that warehouses my abilities, training, and sense of self that you created from a core. My Qi-Sea is actively pulling in Qi from the surroundings, though I note it isn’t very much and seems to be circling around you.

“My joints are fully articulated, and I can move them as if I were human. There are no physical limitations in my mechanical operation that seem to be present.”

As Luan spoke the last, she held up her hand and flexed it. Her individual stone fingers closed into a fist, then opened again and spread wide.

Yeah, considering how long I spent carving each and every damn one into a ball joint with enchantments to link it together like tendons, it better damn well work!

“How… did you teach it to behave in a human way, by the way?” Rou asked, still hiding behind Ash. “Err, sorry, how did Luan come out acting in such a human way?”

“Oh, that. That was kinda complicated,” Ash admitted, feeding Qi into Luan and letting it sink into her and begin working its way through her. “I ended up creating transference duplicates of books about life as a whole. Lots of books from different authors and different genres.”

What he didn’t say was that he had picked them with help from Locke, to make sure Luan was loaded with information that he wanted her to know. The rest she’d pick up on the way.

“I’ve also been actively listening to everything said around me,” Luan added, her head lifting up and looking away from Ash’s hand on her. She now looked to Rou. “Using a lot of that in conjunction with the information I was provided helped. That and that Sect Leader Sheng was studious in labeling all the books as reference only.”

“I mean, it’s probably a lot like machine learning. If I didn’t tag the prompts appropriately, you’d have ended up kinda crazy. I’ve got enough crazy,” Ash commented and went silent.

He actively followed the Qi he’d inserted into Luan as it entered her Dantian. It remained there and began to circle in place, before returning to her meridians and circulating about her body.

“Everything seems good,” Ash said and took his hand away from her. “Well… Luan… what do you want to do first? I know I’ve given you tasks and rules to uphold, but the sect doesn’t exist yet. Not until I bring all the golems to life.

“That means you have time off, so to speak. So… what do you want to do?”

“I… wish to explore what I am. Who I am. I want to challenge myself and test my abilities,” Luan said with growing determination. “May we spar? I wish to fight and test myself. You’ve given me a great deal of instruction, but most of it feels jumbled. Hard to… conceptualize.”

“Yeah, that’s normal for humans, too. Alright. We can do that. After I’ve given you a basic run through, and you’re comfortable, we’ll move to something more useful to test,” Ash said, and then indicated Rou behind him. “Rou’s martial arts are limited and will be a formidable learning tool for you to experiment with once you have control over your body fully. As her skills would be quite similar to a new student’s.”

Tan groaned loudly, rolled over, and threw up onto the grass.

The enchantments that ran all over his body began to glow in a similar way that Luan’s eyes had. Convulsing, shivering, and groaning loudly, Tan looked like a man caught in a high wind.

“Is he alright?” Luan asked with genuine concern in her voice.

“Yes. He’ll likely become a guard for our sect,” Ash remarked, scratching at his chest with one hand. “Probably the head guard or guard captain, actually. I’m not sure I can commit to do what I’ve done to him to too many others. The survival rate is just abysmal.

“Honestly, I’m surprised he’s lived this long. He’s beaten the odds at every point that should’ve killed him.”

I should blame being a Fated One, right?

“Quite likely, dear. I’ll advise you if you encounter others who are likely to survive. I seem to have a better sense of those who are impacted by your status,” Locke offered. “By the way… Luan isn’t normal. She’s clearly affected by your Fated One status. All the golems will likely be, since you’re constructing them.”

I figured.

I’m not really surprised by any of this, anymore. I’m just going to go with it.

She won’t magically become a person of flesh and blood in the future, will she?

“Highly unlikely,” stated Locke.

“I see,” Luan answered. Then took a wobbly step away from Tan. “I feel odd around him. Almost like I’m standing near a fire and I should move away.”

“Yeah, he repels Qi. He’s… going to be a real issue for cultivators. Real issue. Given as much as training as we can give him and he’ll become a menace to everyone,” Ash stated.

“Serve-you,” grunted out Tan between clenched teeth. “Serve-you. Kill-enemies!”

Tan began to scream loudly as the enchantments burned away at him. Moving to finish their process, burning away the Qi laying in them, and finalizing it all.

“Serve-you! Serve-Ash! Serve! Serve SERVE!” screamed Tan, his hands clawing at the ground.

Grimacing, Ash winced. Then he got down on his knees, grasped Tan’s hands in his own, and held on. It felt like the Qi inside of him was being boiled and forced out of him.

Literally backing up from his hands and being pushed backward through his meridians.

Ash wasn’t going to move away, however. He wasn’t going to back up when Tan was clearly battling through all this with only one goal to meet.

That he wanted to serve Ash directly as a guard.

“I suppose we’ll need a title for people like you, Tan,” Ash remarked as Tan’s hands gripped Ash’s. Holding tight to him as if he were his only lifeline. “Perhaps a Qi-Knight. Something along those lines.”

“Knights-Of-Sheng!” squeaked Tan before he started screaming unendingly.

The carvings that covered him flickered, the flash glowed, died, then grew once again.

“Knights of Sheng,” Ash agreed, then glanced to Luan over his shoulder. “We’ll train later. I was mostly standing here in case Tan needed me. Second to that was you were here and waking up.

“Now that you’re done… I can’t leave Tan here.”

“That’s fine. I will… walk. I will talk. Explore the sect. Memorize the topography and plan what trees, plants, and bushes to plant. It is too barren at this time,” Luan replied with a single nod of her head. “Take care of the Knight. I will begin my tour.”

“I’ll take you!” Rou offered and then bounced over to Luan. She slipped an arm through the stone-golem’s arm and began drawing her away. “We’ll have lots to talk about. Besides, I actually can feel your Qi inside you. I want to inspect you, if you don’t mind. I feel like I could heal you and take care of any issues you have.”

“Truly? What a fascinating discovery. We’ll have to explore it,” Luan agreed as the two began walking away.

“Knight-knight-knight-knight!” Tan shouted. Each tremor that rocked his body being punctuated by the chant. “Knight!”

“Yes. A knight. A Knight of Sheng,” Ash confirmed for the young man. “I’ll even draw up the rules and regulations with you to talk it all out. Since you’ll be my first Knight, and the only one for a while. This isn’t something I can do to many people, Tan.”

“Knight! Knight-Tan! Special!” shrieked Tan as his carvings lit up once again.

Ash had no idea how long it would take, but he had no intention of leaving the young man to suffer alone. He wouldn’t leave until it was all done.

It was worth hanging around to be there for Tan.





Eighteen




Ash let out a loud sigh and then leaned back in his chair. He looked at the worktable in front of him and the various bits of left-over golem parts and pieces.

Tan had managed to push through his ordeal and survived. It’d ended up taking the rest of the day, however. Ash hadn’t been sure if it’d been a coincidence or directly related, but he’d moved through that painful stage of development when the sun vanished over the horizon.

Last he’d seen of the young man, he was sleeping peacefully in his bed.

Picking up a hunk of stone that would have been a hand, Ash contemplated it. It’d broken while he’d been carving it. Ruining the work and making it worthless.

I need to make a golem that makes golems. So that I can go pick one out and then bring it to life.

Nodding his head, Ash picked up his chisel and began to run it along the broken pieces of stone. Creating two new ball joints and moving the fingers into them.

All the while, as he worked, he let his thoughts run along the line of making a golem to make other golems. What kind of papers he’d have to put together and push into a core for that to happen.

Without Locke in the Hall, these types of tasks took much longer for him to do on his own. They were still doable, however.

Without realizing it, Ash had carved down the hand till it was just a bit larger than the size of his palm. It also had a tail where the middle finger would have been. There was also a neck, head, and mouse ears where the wrist should have been.

“I made a mouse,” mumbled Ash, surprised. “Why did I make a mouse?”

“I don’t know. But it’s a cute mouse,” Siu offered from where she sat at the end of the worktable. She’d been quietly fiddling with the wrapped handle of her saber. She was now leaning forward and peering at the object in his hand. “Honestly, small golem animals sound kinda nice. They’d be good as scouts, assistants, or just pets. Could… I have a ferret?”

Ash blinked several times, looking at the mouse in his hand. Then he shrugged.

“Sure. I need to make a golem that makes golems first. Then I’ll make one that makes animals. We can get a golem pet of their choosing for everyone,” Ash murmured.

“I… would love to have that mouse. Please? Husband? My Chosen One? My love? Beloved? I love you? Please?” begged Locke.

I… sure. Okay. That’s fine.

“By the way, the hunting group is getting together. The one of Brides you were going to send out to hunt. They’re taking a few guides with them just to make sure they know where they’re going,” Locke relayed. “I think Tan woke up, too. I can feel a deep disturbance coming from the training yard.”

Raising his eyebrows, Ash set down the half-finished mouse on his desk.

“Sure, I’ll make you a ferret, Bride Siu,” Ash said, smiling at her. “Tan woke up.”

“Good timing. He should go with the Brides who are going hunting. It would be good for him to get some practical experience. He’ll be unlikely to be harmed with them,” Siu suggested. Then she smiled at him, slowly tilting her head to one side. “It’s still odd to hear you call out to me like that, but I enjoy it. Especially when I hear you say my name rather than my title only.”

Feeling somewhat strange at that, Ash only bobbed his head at her words. Then he left his workshop and headed out to the training area quickly.

“If you keep acting like that, she’s just going to pursue you. Remember? This is how you are to everyone before you resolve yourself. Just tell her no. Don’t be ambiguous about it,” Locke advised.

Ash made a non-committal noise, but did make a mental note to firmly reject Siu’s advances. Talented or not, he didn’t want to have to deal with another Locke or Mei. Siu looked at him in a way that reminded him of those two.

Getting outside, he moved quickly to the training yard. He could feel the Qi-Disruption of what he’d done to Tan long before he got there. It was as if what Qi was there was forcibly being bumped out around him.

He was a pocket of nothing at all.

Siu caught up to him swiftly and was sauntering along beside him in moments. Then Moira was there. Jumping off the roof of the building and landing next to him.

Hui appeared as well, moving up to Ash’s left and dislodging Siu a few steps further. She snapped up Ash’s arm with her left, and put her right hand on his right hip.

No sooner had she done that, than she began cultivating through him.

“Where’re we going?” asked Moira, taking his right arm between her hands.

“To get Tan. Uhm… I’m very appreciative of you both. But it’s rather strange to walk like this,” Ash murmured.

“It’ll be fine,” Moira said.

“Hui needs honing,” Hui replied at the exact same moment.

The two women glanced at each other, then both looked away. As if acknowledging one another and then deciding they were both correct.

Sighing, Ash walked along. Feeling odd about having both of his arms taken up, but not having an alternative.

I miss Mei. She kept them all in line.

Ash reached Tan, who was standing in front of a headless dummy. The wooden sword in his hand looked to be crooked.

Tan looked up to Ash at his approach. His eyes flicked to Hui, then Moira, and back to Ash. Apparently, them being there wasn’t outside of expectations for him.

“Lord Ash, I… you weren’t wrong. I’m not who I was at all,” Tan said. Even his voice had changed somewhat, though Ash couldn’t place how or even why. “I’m not even close to what I once was. Now I just need training.”

“And experience,” Ash challenged him with a smile. “The Brides will be leaving to go on a hunt. It might be good for you to go. Even without training, combat experience is combat experience. It’d likely be good for you.”

Tan contemplated that, then nodded his head swiftly.

“I will gladly go with your Brides,” Tan answered.

“I’ll be going too,” Ash added.

A broad smile creased Tan’s face. What reluctance he’d had vanished in a flash.

“Yes, that’s good to hear, Lord Ash,” Tan stated.

“I as well,” Moira said.

“Hui, too,” added Hui.

Siu said nothing, though Ash did hear her make a curious humming noise.

I guess everyone’s going but you, Locke.

“Yes. I’m afraid I’m taking on the role of housewife today. I plan on tidying up, doing chores, and putting some plans into action. I don’t need to be there anyways.

“Besides, today is the day the rapists go back to their families. I’ll be handling that with Song,” Locke explained. “That and Siu went to town on them. Truly went to town. In such a way that I actually pity them to a degree. 

“But yeah… just… taking care of things the wife of Ashley Sheng should.”

Thank you for being a housewife today, Locke Sheng. I do appreciate you doing the things no one else steps up to do.

A warm and flustered feeling came back to him from Locke. She was delighted.




***




Standing amongst the low grass in the open fields, Ash felt rather good.

Very good, in fact. Being outside of the city, away from all the ruins and mess, left him feeling refreshed. There was even a breeze here for some reason.

A light wind that washed over him and pulled his hair back from his face.

Lifting his head up, he faced the direction of the wind and just stood there.

“This is rather nice,” Hui remarked. She was standing not far off with her arms spread. Facing the wind just as Ash was. She’d finally relented on cultivating through him when they set out.

“Yes. My feathers feel much cleaner out here,” Moira added, still holding his arm. Hui had relented, Moira had not. “We’ll need to set up some type of hunting lodge out of here. So we can visit and take time away from the city.”

“I agree. This is much nicer,” Siu confirmed. “I’ll have a group of Brides begin working on this. By the way, Husband, everyone reports that they’re not losing any Qi. Your single… chain… is empowering them suitably.”

Ash was rather glad to hear that. He felt somewhat stretched with how much Qi he was sending out to everyone. What was being converted into blocks and stored into the Hall was significantly less now.

“Yes, thank you, Husband,” said a Bride behind Siu.

Ash recognized her voice immediately. It was Biyu. Veil or not, he knew her voice now.

“You’re most welcome, Bride Biyu,” Ash replied.

The veiled head tilted to one side, but she didn’t move to part the covering.

“I appreciate you, Husband,” said the other Bride standing behind Siu.

Ash looked to that Bride and thought on the voice for a moment. Then he realized who it was and smiled.

“I appreciate you as well, Bride Lifen,” stated Ash, grinning ear to ear. “You two testing to see if I remember you? How could I not, given how much time we spent together.”

Siu made a shooing motion with one hand, though she had a smile on her face. The other two women laughed, then moved away to join the rest of the Brides.

“Hui likes the Brides. Hui finds them friendly. More so than she expected,” said Hui, turning to look at Siu. “Hui… I want to join the Brides. Formally. In a similar position to that of Moira, but I’ll respect you as the Bride’s leader, of course.

“Also, I’m curious. I know very little of Ash and the Sheng alliance. He’s very guarded about information. Locke shares more with me, but she’s been very busy.

“How many women of the Sheng Alliance are in the Brides? How large is the Brides’ faction?”

“That’s perfectly fine. You’re welcome as a Bride,” Siu said with a shake of her head and a smile. “There’s only a handful of women who chose not to become a Bride in the Sheng alliance. They… ah… they sought companionship amongst those in the Alliance. They couldn’t take the same oaths that the Brides do.”

“Ah, that makes sense. Then I would like—” Hui stopped midsentence and turned to look out into the fields. “Something is coming. I can feel the life of it. It burns brightly.”

Everyone turned to look at what Hui had sensed.

Moira leapt into the sky and began beating her wings. She quickly gained altitude and banked off, moving along the direction indicated.

“Bride Xah, Bride Ting, scout, come back,” ordered Siu.

Two Brides jumped out of formation and set off at a dead sprint. They were running in that odd way most people from their realm did. Head down, arms back, and looking very odd to Ash.

“Tan, looks like it might be time for you to get some experience,” Ash warned, turning to look to the young man.

He’d been looking confused, excited, and unsure of himself in these open fields. Ash imagined the man had never been anywhere other than the city and the slums of it he’d been found in.

This was also quite likely the furthest from home he’d ever been.

“I-yes, Lord Ash. I’m ready. Should… should I use the sword? I’m not… I’ve never really been trained,” Tan said, coming over to stand near Ash.

The aura of Qi repulsion around him gave Ash pause. An odd feeling settled over Ash. Like pushing two magnets at one another with the wrong polarities.

It wasn’t overwhelming, but he could already see such a thing would bother anyone in the Refiner rankings. Body, Mortal, and Spirit Refiners wouldn’t want to be near him at all or suffer physically, he imagined.

“I’d say focus more on not being hit by whatever it is. You can learn the sword after. This is just to get you a little bit of fight experience and to see how your body responds,” Ash advised. “A fight is very different from training. Very different. Best we test now, rather than later.”

“Okay. Yes. Don’t be hit. Dodge. Don’t be hit. Test the body,” Tan muttered, walking out to stand beyond where Hui was.

A loud noise reached their ears. It sounded like a squeal of sorts.

Tan looked to Ash.

“Don’t worry about it,” he soothed with a smile. “We’re all here to make sure even if you screw up, it’ll be fine. This is why we’re doing it like this.”

Tan nodded his head and looked back the way the two Brides had gone.

Then, those very same two Brides came back. Moira was moving further away now though. Something else had caught her attention it seemed.

“A Boar,” called one of the Brides.

“Easily the size of a bear,” said the other. “It’s got some type of flag sticking out of its side.”

A flag? That’s odd.

Well, this works. A large animal should be something Tan can handle.

“Alright. Spread out and be prepared to support Tan. He’ll be the primary in this fight. He needs to build up some experience.”

The Brides fanned out in a horse-shoe formation. All of them fingering weapons and readying Qi. Ash immediately could feel Qi bleeding out of them as they readied for this.

Most of that Qi all sped from them, back to him, and then back out to everyone else.

Ash was finding his ability to gather Qi was growing significantly faster in this prison, than back at their home. That Qi was winding into his Dantian faster and faster, seemingly coming from further away as well.

“Ashley, I’ll remain with you,” Hui stated, moving to stand beside him. “Hui is your weapon. Hui belongs in your hand and ready to be wielded.”

Without even realizing what he was doing, Ash put his hand on Hui’s head and absently twirled his fingers through her hair. His attention was so divided on what was going to happen that he didn’t notice his actions until a few seconds had passed.

Doing his best to not look awkward, he patted Hui on the head once, then let his hand fall back down to his side. Acting as if it had been intentional and not at all him just spacing out.

“I’ll also remain at your side, Husband. I should always be at your side. As your Bride. Your wife,” Siu interjected, standing beside Ash on the other side. “I have all the respect for your weapon, but am I not at least equal to her?”

“She wants you to pet her head. If you pet her, it’ll reinforce her demanding attention. If you don’t, she’ll push harder. You need to tell her not to do it or this will only escalate,” warned Locke.

“I think it’s about time we talked about that, Siu,” Ash said, looking to the attractive young woman.

“Oh? Please do. I’m all ears for you, Husband,” breathed Siu, watching him closely.

“That’s a boar!?” shouted Tan, tearing Ash’s attention away from Siu.

Remind me later to shoot her down!

A moment after he had that thought, a gigantic boar came rushing toward them. It had come out of a small uneven spot in the land that they couldn’t even see, rising up quickly as if it were levitating.

Easily a thousand pounds of angry bacon, black hair, and vicious looking tusks.

Then it was on Tan.

Ash was able to clearly follow Tan’s movements, though they felt jerky to his eyes. As if he were catching a glimpse of it through a spinning door, rather than watching him directly.

Tan slipped off to one side as the boar came at him. Dodging past with the slimmest of margins, but without a look of worry on the face of the young man.

If anything, he had a look of wonder that didn’t match the situation at all.

The board shot past him in a rush. The Brides calmly side-stepped the creature and quickly reformed around Tan. Once more putting him in the center of a U-shape.

“It was so slow,” Tan remarked almost to himself. Looking down at the sword in his hand.

“Keep dodging it. Don’t get distracted. Learn how you move. I remember when I opened my Dantian, it was like suddenly having a different body altogether.”

Flinching, Tan looked to Ash, nodded his head, and then got back into position. Readying himself where he stood.

“Yes, Lord Ash!” called the young man.

“Lord Ash,” Siu whispered with a chuckle. “I like him. He’ll be good to recruit others into this new… Sheng Knight order. They’ll be a perfect addition to work with Brides on long-term assignments. We’ll have to figure out a way to raise their survival rates. You mentioned they were low.”

“Yes, Hui agrees. She will want to command Brides and Knights both,” added Hui.

Err… what?

The boar had wheeled about and was rushing toward Tan once again. This time it had slowed down some and centered in on Tan directly. Moving toward him, it lined it’s tusks up to spear him.

Tan once again waited, and then moved aside at the last second. His movements were even more akin to a flickering flash than before. Even knowing what was coming, the motion was hard to discern.

The boar had expected it and attempted to follow the movement with its tusks, head twisting around and its back-legs coming up off the turf.

Planting a foot down, Tan ceased his movement completely. The boar’s head snapped out in a flash at the point Tan would have been, missing him entirely.

Standing there, Tan stared at the boar from only a foot away. He put both hands on its head and then pushed down. With a heavy and loud thud, the boar’s jaw smacked into the ground.

The boar squealed and, after Tan reflexively lifted his hands, bounced off the ground and then backed up away from Tan. Glaring at him.

“I… ah… Lord Ash, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. I just… I didn’t even…” Tan’s words died out as he stared at the boar. The sword in his hand had been unused and his response had seemed automatic rather than thought out.

“It’s fine. You’re doing great, Tan. This is exactly why such battle experience is needed. Let’s let it take a few more passes before we dispatch it. We can collect the corpse for Ghast,” Ash ordered.

Moira landed with a bang next to him.

“A group of people are coming,” she warned and pointed a hand outward. She sounded calm yet excited. “From that way. A group of twenty cultivators and fifty citizens. They’re heading straight for us.”

“Great,” Ash murmured.

“There’s another group over that way, from where the boar came from,” Moira continued, her tone picking up in energy as she went. “They’re hiding and remaining out of sight. They number sixty cultivators and ten citizens.”

“I… ah… great, yeah. Great. Great,” repeated Ash.

“Hui is excited. They are on both sides of us. There’s no way that they can escape us. This will be a wonderful chance to cultivate,” she gushed, striking one hand into the other. Life and Death Qi crackling loudly at the impact of one into the other in her palms.

“Yes, they cannot escape us,” Moira agreed and formed a sword out of thin air. The Qi roiling off of it was fairly intense. She’d clearly increased her abilities since he’d seen her last.

Siu said nothing, though she did laugh and pull a long rectangle out of a belt loop. She held it up to her chin and pressed it there. Her eyes narrowed and she glanced over at Ash. He could tell she was contemplating something.

Not for the first time, Ash realized he really did miss Na, Mei, and Jia. They were limiting and controlling forces in his life. Even if they were absolutely far too focused on the cultivator lifestyle at times for him.

“Hi, I’m here to interview for the sexy kitten housewife position. My name is Locke Sheng and I’m skilled, if personally inexperienced, in all matters concerning the bedroom. I can also manage a household and tame other wives,” Locke declared boldly. “If I get this position, I will work hard to bring order to your life.”

Hired, please start immediately.

Do whatever you need to.

“Yes… husband,” promised Locke.





Nineteen




Tan had apparently taken the news as a statement that he should be done with the boar.

Using his sword, he completed a sloppy, terrible, and awkward looking thrust.

Except it went through one side of the boar’s head, into the eye socket, and slammed out the opposite side. The force of the blow was so great that the sword broke off at the hilt. Leaving the majority of the blade broken off in the head of the monster.

Throwing down the hilt, Tan quickly moved behind Ash and did his best to make himself invisible. Thankfully, Tan was obviously smart enough to realize he wouldn’t be any help in anything that happened against other cultivators yet.

Ash opened up his Qi-Sea and cycled it roughly, jump starting it into gear. At the same time, he ushered his Dao into motion. Letting it expand into the surrounding area and taking the momentum for its own.

Every single Bride seemed to reinforce the momentum of Ash’s Dao. Becoming a drum to beat the cadence he gave them. Without even a momentary hesitation, they all fell in line and hit his pace without error.

Siu, Moira, and Hui acted in a similar fashion, though with much stronger responses. Where the Brides were drums, Hui, Moira, and Siu, all felt like wind instruments. Picking up the melody and emphasizing it, reinforcing the beat of the drums.

“Siu,” Ash began, glancing over to the Bride.

“I understand,” Siu acknowledged before he could voice his request. She tapped the metal rectangle to her chin once. “Bride Lifen, bodyguard to Tan. We can’t let our new Knight perish.”

Lifen bounced out of position and went behind Ash. Her long club trailing along behind her like a kid with a stick. As if it weighed nothing at all to her.

“Dear, dear, dear, whatever shall we do,” whispered Siu, her head slowly tilting to one side as she gazed out into the distance. She tapped the rectangle her chin several times. “We’re outnumbered two to one. There’s only twenty-five of us. With that said… let’s go with formation two. Be ready to switch if called. Look to yourself, of course. Brides don’t die for the cause.”

“We live for our cause,” came the reply as the Brides began to move about, setting themselves up. Ash had no idea they’d already developed preset positions.

Cute.

“I liked it when I wrote the updated manual for it as well.

“Before I left, I’d been working at changing Bride mentality away from where Yue had started it. Less… cult… more special forces. I made a lot of progress. Praise your housewife,” Locke demanded.

Thank you, Locke Sheng.

Team Loshley is the best team.

“Don’t let Jia or Mei hear that… but… thank you,” whispered Locke. “I can’t tell what’s going on by the way. Not really, at least. I’m sorry. I’m not very helpful anymore.”

Do what you have been doing.

Before Ash could carry his thoughts any further, the opposing force arrived.

The first to arrive were the twenty cultivators that’d been mentioned. They were all dressed somewhat shabbily, their faces covered in rag masks. It felt as if they only had half or less of their Qi-Sea filled. Every single one looked, in general, rough and ragged, to the point it was not hard to imagine they came from the Gutter of Wahst.

The problem was that they were all Mortal rank. Even the weakest was an Empowered Mortal. Ash was certain that there were even four Awakened Mortals in their number.

His Brides were strong, but there were only two, not including Siu, that were Awakened Mortals. The rest were Empowered, and a few Enlightened.

“I’m the leader of this hunting party,” Ash called out to the new arrivals. Their presence began to shift the momentum. They were a counterpoint to his momentum, and given the number and power of them, it was as if there were two symphonies being played at the same time. “I’m the Hand for the city of Wahst under Ghast. Can I help you?”

The cultivators all seemed surprised at his news, let alone the fact that they all seemed to be ready and waiting for them. One and all, the eyes of the cultivators looked from the brides, to Ash, to what was likely Tan behind them, and back to Ash.

“Wahst?” asked one of the cultivators.

“Wahst,” confirmed Ash. “I personally killed the previous Hand and took his place. Something I can help you with?”

“We want the boar,” said one of the other cultivators, gesturing at the dead monster.

“Sure. I’m sure we could work something out. What’re you trading for it?” Ash asked. He wasn’t opposed to opening trade relations. It’d be good to get that out of the way sooner rather than later.

“Your lives,” said a third cultivator.

“That was a stupid answer,” Hui said with a laugh. She lifted her hands up and curled her fingers into claws. “Hui is excited. Hui is very excited. Hui is going to cultivate and then be rewarded for being a good weapon.”

Siu made a flick with her hand, and the rectangle she’d been holding expanded into a large half circle. It was a metal-fan. Each fan-blade made out of what felt like Qi-enhanced metal and sharpened while being strengthened.

“Oh me, oh my,” Siu purred in a warm voice that felt like a caress. He had the sudden desire to step closer to her. Thankfully, he was able to resist it. “Why are you bad boys making such a terrible choice? You were given such a kind opening position.”

The cultivators were clearly affected by Siu. Most of them taking several involuntary steps toward her. A few managed only one or two. Only one person remained still.

Lifting her fan to cover her face partly, Siu peered at them over the top of it. She lightly fluttered it, causing her bangs and hair to shift.

Moira spread her wings out wide, and he noted that they each held a sheen to them. As if the edges had been given a polished glow.

The sword of Qi in her hand came up in a defensive posture. Previously, he’d felt as if it was a blending of Qi as well as her original power.

Now it was only Qi, though it did seem more powerful for it.

“Try to keep a few alive,” Ash requested. “It’d be nice to question who they are. Don’t let anyone escape.

“Unless… they want to back down from here and apologize for their words? Maybe offer a present to me to show how apologetic they are for the misunderstanding?”

Ash needn’t have bothered. The cultivators rushed forward at them.

Siu snapped her hand out and her fan shot out toward the oncoming group of three men. Her free hand had dipped into her armor and came out with a second fan. She spread it wide even as the first carved into the cultivators. Cutting the arm off one completely and burying itself in the chest of a second.

Moira tucked herself inward, her wings dipping inward, then she shot forward. As she closed on the closest cultivator to her, she spread her wings wide. The tips of them sliced through the man and tore him apart. Each of the feathers having been turned into blades themselves.

Holy shit.

Ash felt someone new approach even as his forces engaged the enemy. Someone who had been hanging back from the group.

They put a hard and ugly flat note into the momentum of Ash’s world. Distorting everything around that belonged in Ash’s circle.

Realizing that this was a person no one here could handle but him, Ash darted forward. Slipping past two Brides who had quickly come together to bring down an Enlightened Mortal. As they recovered from their attack, Ash zipped by.

He slid through the battle and arrived on the other side, coming to a stop in front of his target.

It was a large man who was easily six-foot six. His shoulders were broad, his muscled body visible, and his weapon a massive two-handed sword. He wore only a pair of pants and nothing else.

His dark black hair was cropped short and his beard wild and untidy.

“Ha, came to your death?” asked the man, his sword coming up as fast as if it were a one-handed blade.

“Come to give you death,” Ash corrected, his Butterfly-swords appearing in his hands as he readied himself. “I can’t let you bother my people, after all. They’re busy killing your own. Then everyone else you brought along.”

The man snorted, then slashed out with his weapon. The big blade coming out in a horizontal slash that was quick as a viper.

Except Ash had felt the attack coming. Even if his opponent was stronger than him, and absolutely resisted his momentum, that simple act gave him information.

Told Ash when something was coming.

Rather than blocking the attack, or even dodging it, Ash did as he always did. He deflected it, redirecting the momentum of it. Knocking it high and away.

There was a loud and high-pitched pinging noise from the contact of the blades.

Before Ash could lay an attack on the man, he’d dashed backward. Putting distance between himself and Ash. The look on his face had quickly shifted from confidence and amusement, to concern and concentration.

Ash smiled at the man and idly attached the weak chain to himself that he’d gotten off him. It wasn’t much, but Qi was Qi.

“What… what’d you do? What was that?” asked the man suddenly. Staring at Ash.

“I gave your weapon a poke? Why? Starting to get a bit envious? Mine are a good size, easy to handle, and they can really make my Brides excited,” Ash said and tapped the hilts of his Butterfly-swords together. “Yours looks… awkward. Exaggerated. As if you’re compensating for something. Do you often find yourself feeling inferior? Like… maybe you just… don’t… measure… up?”

The man’s eyes flew open and he moved forward toward Ash again. He didn’t throw out an attack immediately and seemed to be trying to find the right distance to engage Ash.

Smiling, Ash merely slid deeper into the momentum. He could feel his Qi-Sea, Dantian, and Dao, all working in concert. Each and every beat of his momentum was slamming at this man. Attempting to dislodge him from his path and bring him into Ash’s tempo.

Pushing out with a sudden lunge, the man surprised Ash. The response from his sense of momentum had dulled. The attack had come as fast as thought.

Ash had only noticed it because he didn’t rely entirely on his Qi abilities. He was constantly watching, evaluating, and trying to figure out what was happening.

Squirming around, Ash managed to get his body sideways to the attack. Letting the flat of the sword strike him, but move past him as well.

Ash took the opportunity to strike the sword with both of his own. The sound of metal-on-metal ringing loudly once again.

Moving away in a low position, Ash maneuvered himself to a range he felt comfortable at. It was close enough that the man couldn’t do a massive swing that was wound up, nor could he step away to get the distance.

Tapping his wrists to his arms, he attached the two new chains.

“There it is again. You… you’re… draining me. You’re draining me!” called the man, staring at Ash in shock, and now fear. He dropped his big weapon in the next instant and snatched out a longsword from somewhere. The man apparently had a storage device that worked here, just as Ash did.

His new weapon was far more suitable for the battle than his big weapon.

“Am I? I never would have guessed,” Ash chortled while shifting closer again. His swords came out fast as a whip-crack. To the right, then the left.

Each empowered by a generous dose of Spring-Step to propel the attack.

Surprisingly, the big man managed to deflect the first attack, knocking Ash’s arm wide, but not the second. It’d been made assuming the man would dodge or deflect. As fast as Ash was, this individual felt as if he were nearly in the Immortal stage.

Thankfully, in bumping Ash’s right arm out of position, it just made it easier for him to truly thrust forward with his left.

The tip of Ash’s weapon connected with a clang to the man’s chest. Coming to a complete stop.

A small amount of blood trickled down from where the sword had hit flesh.

Drawing his sword to the left, Ash ducked and rolled away. He was nervous that the man would try to catch him on a return stroke. He couldn’t completely rely on his sense of momentum in this fight, since it wasn’t responding as accurately as he wanted it to.

There was a wicked swishing noise that chased Ash as he moved. As well as a faint brush of air reaching the back of his neck. He assumed without knowing that the man had indeed attacked on the backswing.

Stamping his foot down, Ash used Spring-Step again, spinning and bringing his weapons up in front of himself.

A cultivator was there, charging in at him with a club held in both hands raised over his head. He was practically on top of Ash.

Throwing both arms out, Ash buried his swords into the man’s chest.

At the same time, a black-claw slash clearly from Hui, scooped the top of the man’s head off. Even if Ash hadn’t defended himself, the man would’ve died to Hui.

Jerking his weapons out, he looked to find the man he’d been fighting.

Except he was gone.

He could see the chains he’d gotten from him leading off into the grass they’d come from. Even the one he’d gotten from stabbing the man.

Tapping the chain to his arm, Ash frowned. He was draining the other man of Qi, but it wasn’t a large amount. It would at least tell him where the man was.

Turning, Ash put his weapons up and readied himself to fly back into the fight.

He found the Brides were standing, while none of their enemies were. Dead, dying, or unconscious, they were one and all laid out on the grass.

Cultivators and citizens alike were all downed. Blood was splattered around liberally and there were also a number of limbs strewn about.

There was a Bride that was laid out on the ground with two others gathered over her.

Rushing forward, Ash sent his swords back into the storage hall. Without even asking, or thinking it, the status for the Bride flickered up in front of his eyes.

She had a punctured lung and was bleeding into it.

Ash knelt down next to her. He pulled apart her armor and found he was staring at her bare chest. Above one breast was a nasty stab wound. Something had penetrated her armor and her alike.

The green hands he was expecting appeared. They were set to each side of the wound. Then a small tube was stuck into the gash.

Ash copied the movement suggested, summoning the tube from the Hall. Such things were stored with all the medicine in case he needed them.

Pushing the tube into her, Ash waited.

The hands didn’t move for half of an entire minute. He could feel Brides crowding all around him.

Beneath him, the Bride was groaning. Both of her hands were resting on Ash’s thighs. Holding to him, but not gripping at him.

Suddenly, the tube was pushed to one side and a hand replaced the area. It dropped in some type of medical pill.

Ash wanted to know what it was and where it was, and was prompted with a screen.

Retrieving the pill, he dropped it into the wound and put his hands back over her chest. Partially covering her breast as well.

“I didn’t think-my first time to-be caressed by-you, my-husband, would-would be to-fix me after-failing to dodge,” wheezed the Bride with a laugh.

The Brides around them laughed as well. Even Ash laughed at it.

“Well. If I’d known you’d go to such lengths, I’d have suggested an easier alternative,” Ash murmured. The hands came away from the wound and pulled out the tube. When he did the same, he then saw the hands begin sewing her up quickly with neat and small stitches.

Besides that, was a small picture of Rou’s face and a green arrow.

Right.

This’ll hold her until we can get her to Rou. Got it.

That’s good.

Finishing quickly since he was following the hands, Ash got the Bride sewn back up and then smeared restorative medicine over the angry red gash. He didn’t see the hands do it, but he saw no reason not to treat this as best as he could.

The Bride moved her hands to hold his own, her veiled hat obscuring her face.

“Thank you, Husband. We always assume you’ll be the first one to our aid, but it’s another thing to have it happen,” she whispered. She didn’t sound pained or even out of breath this time. She just sounded tired.

“I’d never let a Bride die if I didn’t have to,” Ash answered honestly. “You’re not allowed to die for me. You’re supposed to live for the cause, aren’t you? So make sure of that. Live for the cause. Live for me. Live for each other. You’re all worth more than a death.”

There was a communal nodding of heads at that.

Ash squeezed the Bride’s hands and then began to carefully pull her armor back into place. Adjusting it so it covered her decently. He took a moment to look at the strike that’d gone through the armor and actually hit her.

It looked as if it had been from an ability rather than due to the weapon. The edges of the armor had been perfectly slit open. Without a rip or tear to the fabric on either side, but as if it were perfectly cut at a molecular level.

“Whatever did this was dangerous. Did you manage to kill who wounded you?” Ash asked.

The Bride nodded her head, her veil shimmering. She gestured with one hand at a corpse nearby.

“I slew him. It was a bright light that hit me. It had no heat, but cut me badly,” she said. “I think it was an ability.”

“Good. One less person to possibly harm my Brides,” Ash finished with a nod of his head.

“I need to go check the other group,” Moira stated and then jumped back into the air. Flying off.

Fuck, I forgot about them.





Twenty




Sighing, Ash stood up and then held out a hand to the Bride.

Taking his hand, the Bride levered herself up and stumbled a step forward. Ash caught her at the elbow and shoulder. Holding onto her.

“Do you need a pill or something else?” he asked, peering at the veil. He knew that they preferred wearing the veils by and large, but he tended to dislike not being able to put faces to names and actions.

“I have my rations, Husband. I’ll take one shortly. Please, prepare for the next group. I’ll tend to myself,” pleaded the Bride.

Rations?

“Yes! It’s a normal doctrine I slipped into the updated manual. Everyone is expected to requisition their own medical needs from the Sheng mercantile arm. Then keep them on hand as needed for use. They don’t pay for these, these are expected and supplied to Brides as a benefit,” Locke explained, though she sounded sheepish. “Maybe I might have been setting up the Brides to be taken over by me? Or at the very least, be more in line with what I want. Which is in line with what you want.”

You’re hired for the housewife position. Hired, hired, hired.

“I’m aware! Already working on it! You’ll be happy when you get home, I think.”

Ash turned and looked to Moira in the air. He followed her with his eyes.

“Do we reach out to the other group… or pretend we never saw them. I feel like… maybe this isn’t the right time to make contact,” he murmured aloud, before glancing over to Hui and Siu.

“Your weapon doesn’t care,” Hui admitted with a wide smile. Dark black Qi was bubbling up from the corpses and the dying, and being sucked into her palm. Vanishing into her flesh. “Hui only wants you to use her effectively. Nothing else matters to Hui.”

The black death Qi finished draining into her and she closed her hand with a light pop. Then Hui looked back to him and gave him a radiant smile.

“Thank you for the meal, Ashley,” Hui said. “I grow ever stronger with you. I’m easily back to where I was previously, if not more so. Not to mention… I don’t feel as weak in a hand-to-hand fight. I’m quite confident.”

Ash smiled at her, nodded his head. He really wasn’t sure how to take someone thanking him for killing people.

“Maybe it isn’t time to meet this other group,” Siu allowed, gently wiping a cloth across her fan. Getting the blood and viscera off the metal blades. Pulling the cloth across the fan several more times, she snapped it shut with a flick of her wrist. The click was louder than he’d expected. She met his eyes and then smiled widely at him, slowly tilting her head to one side. He felt an indescribable pulling sensation at his groin, unbelievably. “Maybe we should make it last? Drag things out? Let it bubble for a time? There’s no reason to go straight to the release of the tension here.”

Her words felt like a warm breath caressing his ears. It made him feel a bit odd. Like his eyelids were too heavy and his head felt stuffed full of wool.

Her smile grew and she licked her lips before finally looking away from Ash. He felt like an iron rod that’d been poked between his eyes was suddenly removed. He could look away from Siu again.

Then she looked back at him, and it felt far more normal.

“Sorry, Husband. I’m still getting used to my new… abilities. That wasn’t intentional. As to what to do with them… I say we collect our corpse, bag a few more medium sized ones, and then leave,” Siu suggested. “There’s really no reason for us to linger, and no reason for us to meet them. It isn’t as if they seemed eager to make contact.”

I… wait… what?

Holy shit!

Siu had seduction powers or something?!

That was intense!

“I… yes? Yes. She does. It was the best suited to her temperament, mental ability, and talents. It’s a blending of Spiritual Qi as well as Qi typically associated with women. Or Yin Qi. She has a great deal of that. Most people are fairly balanced, so it really wasn’t a consideration previously.”

“Also,” Hui interjected quickly. “Also, there was that piece of fabric stuck to the boar. I’m not entirely convinced that it wasn’t sent at us intentionally. Perhaps it was goaded, prodded, or induced into coming our way? To be fair, it’s quite likely that, if we’d sent out a smaller hunting party, or one that was the normal group that came before, it’s unlikely they’d have survived.”

Ash hadn’t considered that or even Siu’s disposition. Given how she’d flipped her personality in seconds to fit, mentally work through his own goals, as well as dealing with her aunt, it was no wonder she was a bit different in comparison to the others.

“Hui, if you’re to be my strategist, answer your own question. Why would they want to send the boar after us?” Ash asked, glancing over to the woman.

She paused, frowned, turned her eyes to the ground, and looked thoughtful. Then she blinked, smiled, and turned her gaze back to him.

“The weaponry. The hunting parties often use the weapons to hunt the monsters. In other words, if our assumption that the beasts are needed to make weapons, the weapons to kill the beasts, then the simplest answer for why they’d want to kill a hunting party is the weapons,” Hui summarized and shrugged her shoulders. “They didn’t even know who we were. They just assumed we were a normal hunting group and wanted our equipment. Sent the boar at us thinking it’d do the job well enough. In fact, perhaps it has in the past. When we return, we should ask if there have been disappearances of full hunting parties or if they ever encountered a large boar.”

Her answer felt incredibly plausible given the situation. Gnawing at his lower lip, he made his choice. They’d return back to Wahst.

“Alright. Send out some scouts for us to get the best route back and pick up some more beasts on the way. We’ll gather some more information before acting,” Ash murmured while looking between Siu and Hui. “Moira will catch up with us, there’s no need for us to signal her or anything. Those eyes of hers will show her that we’re leaving before we’d finished signaling her.”

Siu turned, gestured to some of the Brides, then lifted her fan up and tapped it to her chin. The second one was in her other hand, held to her waist.

“Mmm. Well. Let’s make the best of our time then,” offered the woman with a wide grin, her eyes sparkling as she watched Ash.

He had the uncomfortable feeling that she was thinking over something he wouldn’t like. Somehow, he tore his gaze away from Siu and went to go talk to Tan.

She had a matureness to her that left him wanting more. He couldn’t quantify it well.

“She’s only a few years older than you, you know. It’s not like she’s an older woman,” grumbled Locke. “I’m older than she is, technically. I can be far more mature. I just enjoy being your sex kitten.”

Ash didn’t respond to that as he was about to talk to Tan.

Responding to anything she said wouldn’t put him in the right frame of mind to talk to the young man.




***




The Brides took care of everything. When they re-entered the city, Ash let Siu know what he was doing, and then slipped away from the group. Moving into the city and putting distance between himself and the others quickly.

Moira would have tried to catch him in a corner to cuddle. Or more likely, get him into a bed.

Hui would have wanted to cultivate through him. Which would also be in a bed, but would end up with him cultivating instead.

Either of those situations involved him being pinned down for hours and not able to move about. Considering his evenings almost always consisted of one of those situations, followed by falling asleep, he wanted his free time.

Ducking into a small alcove, Ash swapped his clothes out. Putting on something that wouldn’t single him out in Wahst as either rich, or poor. He was just one amongst the many now.

Moving back onto the street, he began to casually walk along the streets. Looking a lot like everyone else who was out and about right now.

In only a handful of minutes, he realized there was a change that he couldn’t ignore. A feeling that hadn’t been in the streets when he first arrived.

To him, he could only describe it in terms of how it related to the momentum of the city. As the city was directly part of an entity that he could exert control over, he felt the flow of it. The direction everything was shifting in, and when it was and wasn’t against the momentum of the city.

Right now, there was an impression to everything around him that felt fresh. Like a breeze moving through a stuffy room that had a bad scent in it.

All around him, people were moving with a purpose, and what he could only guess was “hope”. There was a visible change in the people of Wahst.

Even so, it still felt rough. That going to the wrong part of the city could end up with you being robbed or worse. Nonetheless, there was an almost tangible general feeling of positivity.

Now that he was paying attention, Ash took in the whole of the city as one momentum. One flow that existed as a whole, and each street was part of it and fed into and out of it.

Ash felt himself being pulled along the street now without him choosing the direction. He felt that he was walking somewhere that the flow of the city was carrying him.

Quickly, he realized that he was heading for the markets.

An old plaza that held people who either wanted to buy, sell, or trade. It could be in anything, and the deals were always different.

It also served as a place of communication and social activity. People would discuss events and situations while going through their deals.

Ash suspected it was where they also gathered to discuss the previous Hands’ complete lack of regard for the citizenry. To discuss it and likely how to circumvent it as well.

His pace slowed as he reached what apparently was a destination.

It was the dead center of the market. All around him were men, women, young, old, all talking about current events while also making trades.

There was one word that came up in every single conversation.

Except it wasn’t a word at all.

It was a name.

His name.

Every single person here was discussing “Ash”, the new Hand, in one way or another. Every single discussion seemed to be about him and his group.

From Rou the Kind, who healed anyone and everyone who came into her clinic for nothing. Here only because Ash brought her and told her to set up a clinic.

Bold Hui, who walked about the city nearly all day every day, unless she had other duties. Often proclaiming her status and offering assistance to anyone who needed it. Especially those who had been wronged and sought justice.

The most frequent topic of these conversations were the Veiled Brides of Sheng. Cultivators who went out on regular patrols at a fast walk. Enforcing security and law according to the city lord’s decrees.

Here and there were whispers about the new Sect that would be opening. That Tan and Song had both vanished inside of it and had yet to be seen again.

All of it always carried his name.

Even when mentioning the Sect, the disappearance of Song and Tan, there wasn’t any negativity to it. The worst that came was they were concerned for the children, but that was the end of it.

“I’ll make sure Song is very visible in the court today. She’s going to be working with the city lord’s wife! A sort of… lens… for her to view the lowest of the low in the city from there. It’ll help bring change. It was her own suggestion to hire Song. I had nothing to do with it,” proclaimed Locke. “Tan… well, I’m pretty sure he’s training with Luan right now. She was eager to begin teaching the first Sect student.”

Smirking, Ash wondered if Locke had weaseled herself back into the Hall after all. She was responding to his thoughts and to what he was feeling far more quickly and with more accuracy.

“Uhm, no? No. I don’t think so? I can feel it now though. I can feel the Hall, and I can communicate with the part of me that’s still there? Yes. Kind of? I’m sorry, it’s really confusing,” Locke explained. Or tried to. “It’s like I have a bad flashlight in a dark room. Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t. It’s getting better. No, I don’t know why, before you ask.”

Clicking his tongue, Ash grinned and shook his head. Turning his attention back to the city, where he was, and how it felt, he was struck by a sudden realization.

A striking one that caused him to mentally stumble away from what he’d been doing. Physically, he ended up falling on his rear end, sitting down right in the middle of the plaza.

“Oh, are you alright young man?” asked someone.

“Goodness, are you okay? Should we take you to Rou the Kind?” a second person inquired.

Before he could respond, an older woman pressed a hand to his brow.

“You don’t seem to have a fever? Did you trip? It gets a bit crowded in here,” she said with a laugh, smiling at him.

“I’m… fine. Thank you. I’ll just… yeah,” Ash levered himself to his feet. Everyone gave him a second glance, then went back to their conversations. They seemed satisfied that he was okay, which meant there was no need for them to intervene further.

During that small exchange, he’d felt the proof of the thought he’d only just had.

The city was no longer a city.

It was more akin to a living being with a Dantian, meridians, and a Dao.

He was at the center of the market, which was where everyone came and went from. It served as the Dantian and Qi-Sea. Everything started here in one way or another.

When he’d tripped at the center, there’d been a rush that’d passed through the momentum of the market. It had reminded him of when he’d worked to iron out something that didn’t belong, or to repair something that did.

Once he’d asserted he was fine, the flow in the market returned to normality.

When he’d put his attention back to the city, he’d seen it as a whole, rather than the individual parts. As if he were looking at his own body.

The streets were the meridians. Guiding people to and from the center. Exchanging and refreshing itself, as Qi would in his own Dantian.

In this case though, the Qi was the will of the people. A will that had been gathering itself behind him. Their perceived beliefs of who and what he was were rapidly solidifying and becoming whole.

He and the Sect were the belief of what should and shouldn’t be part of the city of Wahst.

It only took Ash a moment to check, and he found what he expected. The Sect itself was acting as the middle Dantian.

The perceived self and wish of what it wished to become based out of its emotions and feelings. 

Except, the citizens had no idea what it was, or what it would be, only that they believed it should and would be what the sect proclaimed.

From that, it was a simple jump to what he assumed was the Upper Dantian. A vague and nebulous feeling that was near to where the city lord’s residence was.

Focusing on it, Ash could feel a great many needs coming from it. Needs that the city wished for and wanted to spend energy to correct.

Carried by the feet of the citizens and given to the court by their mouths, after traveling through the meridians as streets to do so, after receiving information from the market that was the lower Dantian.

“It’s a being,” Ash whispered as it all connected for him.

Wahst was now a being.

The moment that realization became full, Ash felt himself connect to the city of Wahst. His Qi fled him and rushed out into the city. Flooding down the city streets, gathering up any free-floating Qi on the way, and rushing onward.

Gritting his teeth, Ash began to unload Qi from the Hall. Pushing it into the city as his Qi-Sea grew perilously empty.

As fast as he pulled Qi free from it, he realized the more he pulled, the more he needed.

And more.

And then even more.

Until he felt he was at the last third of the Qi he’d stored in the Hall and was hesitant to pull out any more.

Then he realized that the Qi that’d left him, that’d moved out to the streets of the city, was returning. It was rushing back down other streets and coming back to the market.

Amongst all that Qi was everything it’d gathered as well.

A surprising amount of unpure, unrefined Qi.

I… ah… am I about to have the Black Day for the city?

“I think so. Yes. That’s… don’t put it into yourself. That’d just kill you outright.

“Siphon it off into the Hall. The Hall can handle all of it and will hold it until you can purify it later!” Locke advised quickly.

The citizenry was all staring at him now. In fact, it was as if the city was holding its collective breath.

That much Qi rushing about was unmistakable even to those who couldn’t feel Qi. Where he’d felt was similar to a breeze clearing out a room previously, now it was as if a firetruck had rolled up and turned on its water cannon.

The city was being purged of impurity.

And all of it was rushing toward the young man at the center of the market. Realization had dawned on many of their faces as they stared at him.

Perhaps someone had recognized him or deduced who he was. Either way, word was spreading that Ash was here amongst them.

Then the wave of unpure Qi slammed into him.

Through him, and straight to the Hall.

His stores, which had been running low, were quickly refilling.

Refilling and quickly going past what he had put out.

Rather than treating this as a windfall, Ash was going to treat this as if it were indeed a being. A living being by the name of Wahst.

All of the pure Qi he had, he exchanged with the impure. Running the pure Qi back into the city and letting it flow through its meridians. To travel freely within its boundaries. The walls of the city acting as its skin and keeping it all contained.

When it was all said and done, after he’d made the exchange, he found he had lost roughly twenty-five percent of his stored Qi in total. There hadn’t been as much impure Qi as what he’d siphoned out in the end, but it hadn’t been that terrible a loss.

Given that the city would now act as a cultivation center for him, this was a reasonable down-payment so to speak. He felt that what he spent now would return to him many-fold in the future.

“Lord Ash,” breathed the woman who’d put her hand on his brow. “I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to dare to touch you, I just-I just wanted to help!”

Blinking, realizing that he could now actually interact with the world again, he turned and looked to the woman. She reminded him very much of his mother.

He smiled at her and shook his head.

“Don’t think anything of it. I appreciate your kindness and courtesy. Wahst must be kind to itself,” he replied while still smiling at her. “Kind to itself and caring for itself. We’re alone and defend ourselves at every junction from those who would take what’s ours. What are we, if not Wahst?”

Ash then left, but his words traveled faster than he did in fact.

Words that were rapidly carried down the streets, out to the fringes, where it was spread throughout. Only to travel back to the market and be confirmed there later in the day.

Confirmed and attributed to the Sect that would be opening tomorrow to all who would attempt to apply. An opening that would be done in tandem with sponsoring major reconstruction of the city. It soon was known that the Sect wanted everyone to attend who wished, and to that end, a suitable home would need to be available to everyone.

This was announced by the city lord.

That after hearing requests for assistance, he and Ash would be working hand-in-hand to help the community and raise it up.

The Gutter would be demolished and rebuilt completely in blocks. To knock down the death-trap shacks and lean-tos that were there, and replace them with actual homes in the same day. One home at a time over a period of a week.

The Brides would be doing the work themselves.

Those who lived in the Gutter would be forcibly relocated into a better home than they’d existed in previously. Bring them up to at least the level of the poor, rather than the desperately poor.

Wahst was beginning to grow.





Twenty-One




Finishing up with the delicate-looking fox, Ash pushed the incredibly small excuse for a beast core into its center. He slid the plate shut and then laid his hand to its head. He activated it in the next moment and then set it on the ground.

All around his workshop various golem animals were scampering, crawling, or flying about. He’d manufactured close to seventy at this point. There would be more than enough for everyone involved to have one.

The stone mouse on his shoulder made a soft grinding noise and lifted up on its back paws. Putting its forepaws on Ash’s jaw.

He got the feeling it was reminding him that his time was up. He’d felt it when Locke had opened the gates to the sect and began inviting people inside. The thump and trod of feet followed by the loud chatter of hundreds of people was unmistakable.

“Yeah, I know,” he muttered, reaching up to run a finger along the mouse’s head.

Out of all the golems he’d made, this one had remained with him. The others had all wandered off to inspect the area and other golems.

Locke hadn’t been able to successfully bond with it as it’d chosen him instead.

He planned on making another for her in the near future.

In the corner of the workshop the other Sect golems were powering up. Standing in several rows and going through the exact same process Luan did.

Sighing, Ash stood up and pushed his chair into his work-desk. All across it were a great many bits, pieces, transference papers, formed solid Qi objects, and beast cores. There was a good bit of wealth strewn about wildly here.

Ash wasn’t concerned with anyone trying to break into this room. There were Brides on duty simply to watch and maintain the perimeter of the Sect buildings. Today they were on high alert.

“Oh dear, oh my, are we all done?” purred Siu from the corner. Her ferret was sprawled out in her lap, gazing up at her. She’d been staring down at the golem with a joy that was surprising to Ash.

She was now looking at him with a wide smile. Her fan resting beside her on a table, the second visibly resting in her armored belt.

“Yeah, I need to go out there,” he mumbled in response. For some reason, Hui, Moira, and Siu, had worked out some sort of bodyguard arrangement. One of them was always with him to watch over him. They worked in three shifts as far as he could tell.

Siu and Hui were going to take turns in the afternoon and morning on shifts. Moira would be almost exclusively his evening defender. Which, if he was being honest with himself, was preferable than having Siu around him at night.

There was an odd magnetic-like force that was always around her that drew his eyes to her figure. Which he swore was getting better by the day.

Hui was just as bad, though in a different way.

“Understandable. It’s good for you to be present. The whispers, rumors, and belief in Ash Sheng are running at a high level right now,” Siu disclosed and then stood up, gently lifting the ferret up to her shoulder as she did so.

The golem moved across her shoulder and put one half of itself on the other shoulder. Its body ran behind Siu’s neck. Then it laid down in a way that made it appear to be a round stone scarf somehow.

“Thank you again for Lee here,” Siu redirected, her hand coming up to lightly pet the golem’s head. “She’s exactly what I wanted. I didn’t expect to be able to provide it Qi and bind so directly with it.”

Ash nodded again. It’d been a simple way to make sure the golem obeyed its owner. For all the beast golems that had lesser beast cores than those used for his humanoid golems, he’d put a branding in them. That whoever gave them Qi first would be who they were bound to and would serve.

Not wanting to wait any longer, or more accurately, to be alone with Siu without something to distract himself, he moved to the door and opened it. It led him out to a small antechamber that’d been hurriedly built by the Brides. Inside the small room were two Brides. Both heads were turned toward him long before he’d gotten the door opened fully.

“Leaving,” he said and gestured to the door.

One of the Brides popped up and undid the security bar, then slid the heavy door open. Ash noted there was an odd marking at the collar of her uniform. He’d seen it on a few uniforms. Like Liu and Biyu wore, in fact.

Pausing, Ash looked from the marking up to the veiled Bride.

As soon as he’d focused on her, he knew who she was.

After turning the city into a being, Ash was connected with it. Anyone that was part of his momentum, and the city’s momentum, that was in the city, he could feel.

Which meant he could feel this Bride standing before him.

He knew beyond a doubt it was the woman who’d been stabbed in the lung. There was a lingering feeling of medicinal use on her that would fade in a day or two, but it was something he could sense.

As well as the recently healed area, which was more of a dead give-away.

Do they get a little collar thing if they get wounded?

“Yes. It’s a different color if you’re the one who healed them, Rou’s the one who healed them, or if both of you did. Hers is white on the left, black on the right. She was healed by both of you,” Locke answered smoothly.

“You’re feeling better?” he asked, peering at the veil.

There was a flinch that was almost imperceptible. He almost missed it in fact.

The Bride hesitated.

“The stab wound,” Ash said and reached out to tap the spot where her armor had been penetrated. “It’s all better? Went and saw Rou?”

“Yes, Husband. Thank you for the concern. I’m well and recovered now,” she whispered. As soon as he heard the voice, he got the confirmation it was indeed her.

“Good, I’m glad to hear it. Alright,” Ash confirmed and then stepped out into the yard that surrounded the Sect’s main building. There were several smaller buildings, as well as buildings being put up as well.

The grounds were rapidly changing.

Off to one side, Hui, Moira, and Luan were working in groups of three to test would be recruits. They were confirming to see if they had a Dantian, any talent, or a skillset that could be utilized.

A sect needed many people, not just cultivators.

From merchants, to porters, to blacksmiths, to stable hands. Many hands to make the work of everyone lighter.

Or so Ash believed.

“Look at that. I’ve never seen anything like it,” Siu remarked with a laugh. She was standing directly beside him. Around her was an unmistakable sexual attraction that Ash always felt whenever he got near her. Where Tan felt like magnets in opposition, Siu felt like he was being pulled in.

Into her “pink bubble” as he’d called it in his head.

If he was inside the range of that bubble, it was hard not to look at Siu. He’d caught himself staring at her several times when he’d moved about his workshop to get something from one of the shelves.

“What, people testing?” Ash asked, glancing over at her. He’d resolved himself in advance to make sure to not stare at her. “I mean, we tested at the old sect.”

“You only see this as testing?” Siu questioned with a purr to her voice. He could feel her eyes on him. It felt as if he were standing next to an oven. As if there were heat radiating toward him.

“I mean, that’s what’s happening. Everyone here is either testing or watching,” Ash reconfirmed, motioning a hand over toward the audience.

“I think you’ve forgotten how austere testing was in the Jade Fist. That it was all incredibly stuffy, regulated, and put together with an eye to testing people in every way possible. Even how they conduct themselves while waiting was a part of it,” Siu revealed, forcing Ash to reflect on that. “This is something more akin to some type of… city gathering? A social event? Party? Parade? You allowed vendors to set up and sell food and drink. There are people performing for tips.

“Everyone is casually wandering the Sect grounds, a place where most people would never be allowed to step a foot in, all for the sake of inviting everyone in to test. You mentioned this would be a yearly thing as well.”

“I mean, yeah? A yearly invitational event would be ideal. That way we’re always bringing in more people,” Ash confirmed.

“A yearly party-like event where everyone is given the chance to participate. Even if only as an audience member. Please tell me of any sect you’ve ever heard of that behaves like that. Because I know I haven’t,” Siu continued. Then she laughed and Ash felt a delicate set of fingers touch his back. “I should be clear about this. I find it fascinating and delightful that you’re doing this. You’re quite literally doing everything that I had wished for as a young woman in a sect so far. Everything that I wanted my aunt to force upon the Jade Fist. This is wondrous, and I’m glad to be a part of it.”

Ash shrugged his shoulders. It didn’t feel like he was doing anything out of the ordinary to him. This felt like a perfectly logical step.

“I’m also glad that you’re having the golems be responsible for enforcing laws and justice. People are far too tempted to not enforce a punishment. The golems seem entirely unwilling to let the codex be bent,” Siu whispered, her words taking on a different meaning for him as he knew her past.

“It’s why I spent so long on punishments. I needed to make sure they all fit the crimes, since they’d be adjudicated without mercy,” Ash pitched in, then started moving. He wanted to walk around and see what was going on.

Before he’d gotten three steps, he felt Biyu, Shu, and Lifen slide in around him along with Siu. He hadn’t noticed the latter signal the former, but it was clear they’d realized he was moving about.

He’d made it all of five or six steps before there was a shifting in the momentum of the city. If this had been his body, he would have taken it as an errant fluctuation of Qi.

Looking to the gates of the sect, which was where he felt the disturbance, Ash saw the reason immediately.

The city lord had arrived with a group of body guards. With him was his wife, who was being accompanied by Song. The two were in a rather deep discussion, it looked like, as they walked.

Kyle had the look of a man that was pleased with what he saw and was surprised by the fact. His head was turning every which way as he began walking into the sect.

Just as everyone else had.

“Sure as hell didn’t see the sect lord and the city’s governor wandering around during the sect test when I took it back home,” Siu pointed out with a warm and soft chuckle, directly at his side. The Pink Bubble’s influence had seemingly shrunk and wasn’t as strong. It was also seemingly focused around him exclusively.

Kyle spotted Ash, his smile surprisingly grew wider, and he started heading his way.

Ash had barely made it to where Tan was standing in an open area talking about what’d happened to him openly. He’d become an attraction all its own.

“Lord Ash!” Kyle said loudly and with actual goodwill. “It’s good to see you!”

Everyone nearby had turned around to look as soon as the city lord had spoken. His volume as well as his words had created an effect like a lightning bolt.

Stares were all directed at Ash now.

Though he did notice a few men had turned their gaze from him to Siu. He was thankful for that. It meant he wasn’t alone in being distracted by her.

“City lord! It’s a pleasant surprise to see you, and I’m glad you’re here. I know I sent you an invite, but I wasn’t sure you’d have the inclination or time to be able to visit,” Ash said with a smile and offering a citizen’s bow to the city lord out of respect.

One organ must work in concert with another. That is part and parcel to being part of Wahst. Even if I have more important tasks than his, he also serves a meaningful purpose.

This is no different than what was happening in my own realm. If the realm-lord and the king work in concert, it comes out better for everyone.

Kyle’s smile widened and he closed in on Ash. He performed a cultivator’s salute in return to Ash.

“I’ll be honest. I wasn’t sure I could make it. To my great surprise, my wife had involved herself to such an extent, that my calendar had been forcibly cleared,” Kyle said, coming to stand next to Ash. He then looked to Tan and stared openly.

To be fair, the young man was incredibly eye-catching, with his hatchwork of scars that had a strange dullness to them. Not to mention he’d grown up to a rather large height, filled out muscularly, and looked as if he could go toe-to-toe with most anyone.

A distant call from the young man running around the Gutter.

“Well, I’m glad you’re here. This’ll be a turning point for the city. You being here helps endorse the changes we’re trying to make,” Ash stated as Kyle came to stand next to him.

“I mean… did I have a choice?” Kyle asked in a subdued voice, glancing over at Ash.

“I… yes? You didn’t object to anything. Nor did you voice any concerns,” Ash replied immediately. He was now concerned Kyle had the wrong idea here.

Kyle watched him for several seconds before snorting and shaking his head.

“Never mind. I’m just being a paranoid fool. Your predecessor had me running in circles and did his best to gaslight me at every turn. You being as straight with me, as kind as you are, if anything, is making it somewhat harder for me to gauge this all,” Kyle confessed with a long sigh. “Don’t change anything you’re doing. I’ll adapt. I just have to… have to unwind my mind first. I’ll get there.”

Great. Another damaged person.

Hopefully, he’s less like Hui and can adapt quicker. I don’t need someone clinging on to me for absolute guidance and direction.

“In her defense, she doesn’t actually do that. You just think she does,” Locke replied gruffly. “Hui has come a very long way in a very short time. I expect you to be kind to her when she comes over later. I’m sure she’ll want to spend time with you but won’t know how to go about it. Do you understand me, Ashley Sheng?”

Yes, Locke Sheng. I understand you, my wife. I’ll be nice to Hui.

I’ll even take her to get a golem. Any suggestions?

“Oh. Uhm… ah… I didn’t think you’d agree so easily if I’m being honest.”

You’re my wife. Your input sounds valid and likely has a better view point of Hui than I do. I’m probably too close.

Why wouldn’t I trust you?

Now… golem?

“Anything cute. Or related to life or death. She’s quite enamored with her Qi. Maybe one of the Owls?” Locke answered timidly. “I didn’t… I mean, I know you trust me, I just… you usually resist me.”

No reason to. I know my sweet little honey bunch just wants what’s best for us.

Because what’s good for me, is good for you.

That, and you say the cutest things during pillow talk.

Locke went silent.

“It’s fine. I get it. I really do mean you no harm. Or the city for that matter. I wouldn’t have done what I have so far if I did, you know,” Ash answered, trying to be direct and forthright. “It would’ve been easier just to take what I wanted, wouldn’t it?”

Kyle blinked, watched Tan without saying anything for several seconds, then took in a short and choppy breath.

“You’re right! You’re right. There really is no reason at all to do anything that you’ve done, just to betray me, unless you were pure evil. From what I’ve seen, you’re the furthest thing from it,” Kyle admitted. “Though I did get a rather heated and nasty letter about what you did to a number of influential people’s children.

“I was rather… pleased… to read the letter, if I’m being honest. Their children had been causing problems for quite a while. I hadn’t been able to act on it, as the previous Hand favored their group. Recruited from them. Made it harder to do anything. Then you took care of it.”

“Oh I took care of it. I told them that if anything at all goes sideways with their families in the future, I’d just kill them all,” Ash deadpanned. “They weren’t needed as people in our city. I did my best to encourage them to just… leave.”

“They did. They all left. Packed up and moved off. I received reports that most died though. Between cities. While migrating,” Kyle revealed. “Looks like they ran afoul of the worst of the worst of the ruins. However terrible we might think of our own criminals, there’s a terrifying truth that there are worse in the ruins.”

Ash was surprised to hear that. He hadn’t realized they’d all left, or that they had died.

He didn’t care if they died, though he’d had a few concerns about them living. This made things easier for him.

“Along with the reports were messengers. There’s going to be a city-lord meeting. I would very much like for you to be there,” Kyle reported, looking over to Ash. “If we’re going to be treating one another as co-rulers, I’d prefer it if you came with me. Many things are often determined in these discussions. Many things.”

“Oh? Well… thank you for inviting me, I’ll be pleased to come along,” Ash answered. “Any limits on my party size?”

“Five, honestly. Six at most. Being cultivators you’re… different than the regular attendees. When cultivators do attend, that’s the numbers they come in,” answered Kyle.

“Six… alright. Six. I can make that work,” Ash confirmed.

Locke, darling?

“Myself, Hui, Moira, Siu, Rou, and you,” Locke rattled off. “And yes, Siu. Don’t argue. She’ll be more useful than anyone else and she can leave the Brides to their duties here under Biyu. It’ll be a good opportunity for her to grow a bit.”

Ash nodded his head and considered that.

He glanced to the chains that led off into the distance beyond the city.

Ever draining Qi from the cultivator he’d run into in the open grass lands.

I wonder if he’ll be there. That’d be interesting.

If he’s there, and part of the city, then we’d find out if they were willing to attack Wahst in the plains. If they were willing to do it then, then they’d done it before or would do it again.

Or do even more.

“How often do hunting teams go missing?” Ash asked, realizing they hadn’t inquired with the city-lord about it yet.

“Far too often,” he muttered with a sigh. “Far, far too often. It’s not quite a death sentence to send someone out, but… no one leaves without writing a will.”

And there it is.

Well.

That’s done as far as I’m concerned. Brides and knight trainees will be going out for experience. I’ll have to get a few people trained up in medical and healing arts.

Can’t let Rou go into that sort of a situation.





Twenty-Two




Ash looked one way, then the other.

They were in the middle of a massive reception for all city-lords and their people. Smack dab in the middle of a large open stadium of sorts. Ash felt like this could have easily housed a soccer team or something similar once upon a time.

Right now, it was packed with dignitaries mingling about, as they were all reacquainting themselves with one another.

In every direction were people trying to showcase wealth and status. Wearing clothes, jewelry, and decorative belts that appeared to be quite expensive.

Even the soldiers of these people looked to be dressed in an excess of funds.

Kyle was, of course, no different. He’d complained about it, bemoaned it, but he’d bent his head to the culture that was on display here.

Not that Ash could blame him.

When in Rome, do as the Romans do.

As a fox, you don’t survive in the wolf den by behaving like a fox.

“Oh how pretty,” Rou commented and quickly left her position amongst Ash’s entourage to move over to one of the nearby stalls that ran along the edges of the stadium. These were used to display all expensive and rare items that’d been brought out by the host city, Shixur, to demonstrate their wealth as a location.

Siu made brief eye contact with Moira before the Owl turned and followed after Rou. Apparently between the two of them, she was more suited to make sure Rou didn’t get into trouble.

Or became trouble.

Rou seemed to find the weird cracks, given her looks, ability, and lack of martial talent.

Siu clicked her tongue, looked down to the ground, then to Ash. Locke had an immediate and similar reaction. The two of them acting in such a way gave Ash a momentary pause before he realized what had happened.

They wanted to go shopping.

“Siu, Locke, would you care to go look at stalls? I don’t mind if we go walk around together,” Ash asked, looking from one to the other with a smile. He knew Hui wouldn’t care and would just follow him around.

Tan was wandering around with the city-lord and his personal guards. He was trying to learn more about the guards and how they carried themselves. Especially the city-guards that were strong enough, trusted enough, to perform bodyguard functions.

“Yes, please!” Locke blurted out immediately. She grasped his right hand in both of hers and held tightly to it. Then she stuck it between her breasts.

“It would certainly be appreciated, dear Husband,” Siu allowed with a heated smile for him. Her eyes came to life with a smoldering light within. Her Pink Bubble attack enveloped him and then began trying to drown him from the inside of it. “Thank you for offering to escort us.”

Ash smiled nervously. He was finding being between Locke and Siu left him with few thoughts that didn’t involve him strangling his libido to death.

“Can I hold your hand as we shop?” Hui asked, her head tilting to one side. “I’m not interested in anything here, but I’d love to be able to cultivate with you.”

Opening his mouth, he was about to deny the request, then realized it’d give him an excuse to get his hand out from Locke’s bosom. Smiling, he retracted the hand she was forcibly moving against her chest, and then offered it to Hui.

Who took it up immediately.

Only to drape it around her shoulder, and then put her arm around Ash’s shoulder. She was indeed holding his hand, just not in the way he’d been expecting.

He should have known better.

“That’d be fine. Now… which stall did you two want to go to first?” Ash asked, doing his best to bury his regret.

Siu and Locke looked to one another, then both pointed to a stall that was four or so away from Rou.

“We’ll start there and just make our way around. We’ll catch up with Rou and she can join us,” Locke offered.

“Indeed, I like that plan. It’ll also give us a chance to circle the area and gauge the enemy. It seems every city-lord brought their Hand today. If Kyle had come without his, he’d have been at a loss.

“I have to wonder if they had expected him to arrive without one, given it’d just changed. That maybe their information is just a bit out of date. Maybe it ended with the old Hand before you took over?”

Ash could only nod his head as the group made their way to the indicated stall.

He hadn’t found anyone who was moving against the momentum of the city. If there was anyone with hostile intent, he’d have found them and quickly.

“My Brides did find a number of people in the surrounding area attempting to get information from travelers,” Siu offered up in English as they arrived at the stall.

“I saw the report. I reminded him of it, he knows of it, even if he doesn’t remember having been told of it,” Locke answered for him.

“Hui believes those were people from the nearest cities. Wondering if they can step in to attempt to take resources, or the city itself,” Hui stated. “They’re not spies, they’re forward scouts. Hui thinks that our excursion into the hunting area stopped them short.

“Otherwise, they might have attempted a raid on the walls. Hui spent a lot of time shoring up the defensive line and making sure everything was working as intended. Or at least, that’s what Hui thinks and submitted in her report, along with her after action plan.”

Errr… then… she’s just saying it to get a head pat.

Isn’t she?

There’s only one person to say that to since you and Siu would remember it. I admit, I forgot it if I was told it. That means she’s looking to tell me.

And the only reason to tell me would be for a head pat.

Before Locke could respond, Ash curled his arm and began to gently stroke Hui on the head. Smoothing her hair back and mussing it up somewhat.

“Thanks, Hui. That makes sense. Good work. I appreciate what you’re doing. You’re a very useful weapon, but also, an equally important strategist. I know Locke has told me to value you for your mind,” Ash confessed, his fingers gliding through her silky hair.

Hui didn’t speak, nor did she make a single noise in response. She didn’t make a move out of the ordinary, and for all the world knew, seemed perfectly normal.

Or so she appeared from the outside.

He’d felt her hold on her Qi shudder as soon as he began petting her. The amount of Qi she was pulsing out into him became unsteady and varied.

The physical equivalent to stumbling and landing on her face.

Not for the first time, Ash worried at how damaged Hui seemed to be. That she would need considerable reinforcement and reconstruction.

“Ahhhh, yes. That’s a very good point. Husband, I meant to ask, did your chain shift or shorten? If the direction changed significantly, that individual might be here,” Siu asked.

“He’ll be here. Hui is certain of it. He just won’t reveal himself until later. When it’s most opportune to do so,” offered Hui as Ash looked to the chains he had in use, to try and figure out which ones were which. He had a number of them at the moment, though most of them were going outward to provide Qi to others. “He will not know that Ash can gauge his location based on the drain. Only that he is being drained.”

The chains providing him Qi were indeed in a different orientation. They were heading off in a direction that was on the opposite side of where they had been.

“Either he’s here, or the city he’s in is considerably closer to Wahst than where we are currently,” Ash replied.

The stall attendant seemed very confused by their continued use of English. Siu and Locke were fingering through everything on display and were setting things to the side that they likely wanted to haggle over.

“I love that we have a battle language,” Hui added in suddenly. “Having a language that is almost entirely our own is splendid. While there could be others that know it, it’s so very unlikely. We can write in code, without a code.

“In fact, we should develop codes for everything as well as an encryption. Just to make sure that we don’t create a blind spot for ourselves. Where even if they knew our language, it wouldn’t matter. I’ll work on this. I’m sure I can come up with something.”

Locke held up a vial in front of the attendant.

“What’s this?” she asked in the kingdom tongue.

“Ah, fertility treatment made with Qi. Very likely to get pregnant if one takes this,” stated the shop keeper with a wide smile. “Very rare, hard to get. I had to purchase it from one of the Qi-Lord’s personal storekeepers.”

Locke raised her eyebrows at that and stared at the vial. Then she picked up a rack of vials that were all different types and set them down in front of the shop owner.

“Describe each one to me. It’s likely I’ll buy them all,” Locke requested.

“A different form of alchemy! We have no knowledge of this. This is exciting. I hope you don’t mind spending money.”

On you, Locke Sheng, my beautiful and darling housewife, I’d spend every penny I had.

Merely ask with that beautiful smile of yours, that nervous and sexy look you get, and I’d give you all I have.

Ash meant it, too. Since she’d stepped fully into her role as “housewife” his own life had calmed down significantly. Moira, Hui, and Siu all respected and did as Locke requested.

He had no idea why, but she was his protector at the moment.

Locke turned a deep and bright red, glanced at him out of the corner of her eye, then went back to her shopping. He could practically hear the screeching of her thoughts echoing through the Hall though.

Along with the rapid and awkward thump of her heart.

Locke was an incredible romantic in the end, he’d found.

Her language of love, was expressions and bold statements of care.




***




Kyle was seated at the table with Ash at his right hand. He’d taken the place of a bodyguard and was acting in that role.

Hui was on Kyle’s left as his secondary bodyguard.

Siu was directly behind Ash and a step to the right.

Moira, Locke, and Rou were all elsewhere. Ash wasn’t sure where, but he had no doubt they were doing things he needed and didn’t even know it.

The more he complimented and pushed his thanks to those thoughts, the harder she curved that way. He knew it was training her in a way.

Yet he knew perfectly well Locke was training his own behavior into ways she liked, using her body and favors as rewards.

How much is married life training your partner while being trained, dear?

“Uhm. I don’t know? I’ve never been married. But it feels like that’s all we do. Train each other,” Locke confessed. “I’m enjoying it, personally. There’s something fun about being bent, while I bend you.”

“— move to impose a new tariff. It’ll only be three percent, but it’s something I must do to preserve my own industries,” said a city-lord across the way from Kyle. “It’s nothing personal, it’s not directed against any city, it’s just what I must do.”

Ash blinked and focused his attention on the speaker. He was older, looking to be in his seventies, with straight white hair and a white beard.

His words had been weary and worn. As if it were a sack of rocks he’d been carrying around and was disappointed he couldn’t put it down yet.

“How dare you. This is nothing but a blatant attack against my own city!” declared a man at the end of the table on the right. “This is purely malicious rumblings and political manipulation. Your people are just fanning the flames of greed, fully exposing your sinister designs to oppose us.”

The man who’d announced the tariffs sighed, shook his head, and offered no response. He was clearly at his wits end and wasn’t going to offer anything up further.

Instead, he gestured to Kyle directly across from him.

They were alternating in a zig-zag pattern.

“First, it’s obvious that the Hand of Wahst has been replaced. This is the new Hand, Ash Sheng,” Kyle offered, indicating Ash at his side with an upturned palm. “Beyond that, I need to make no policy changes at this time for the city of Wahst.

“While we’re not beholden to discuss our inner-city workings with anyone else, I thought it would be prudent to share that Wahst is performing adequately at this time.

“As a city, we’re going through some reconstruction that needed to be completed. We’ve finally been able to put some time into the project and it’s been slotted into the schedule. It’ll continue for at least a year I imagine, though it’s possible it’ll finish sooner.

“I have nothing else to offer of any significance.”

Kyle nodded his head, paused, frowned, and then shook his head abruptly.

“No, there’s one more thing. My hunting teams were suffering losses, so I’ve asked the Hand to assist in this matter. He had a strange encounter on his first outing.

“I thought it’d be prudent to bring it up here that there are apparently bandits and murderers out there in the wilds,” Kyle continued in a placid tone. He was stating something that they already knew, really. Even Ash knew this to be true, and he was new here. The only reason for him to state it was to excuse Ash from his actions and to state that future deaths wouldn’t be their concern. “This was clearly the right time to remind everyone that we’ve all agreed to act neutrally to each other’s hunting parties, and for everyone to be careful, of course. Lots of accidents happening out there.”

Ash smiled as he realized that it was exactly what he thought.

Kyle was stating that he was now working hand in hand with his Hand. That the hunting efforts would be carried out without citizens, and coming across Ash or his people was asking to be buried.

Turning his head, Kyle looked up to Ash.

“Is there anything you’d like to add, Lord Hand?” asked Kyle.

“Ah, there is, thank you, honorable city-lord,” Ash replied with a dip of his head to the other man. Then he looked to those at the table. They had an unfriendly look to them for the most part. “My name is Ash Sheng. Hand of Lady Ghast. I’m in prison for murdering a Realm Lord. The Emperor decided I would be better served cooling my heels here for a while.”

Ash smiled wide at the same moment his words landed upon everyone in the room. The idea that someone who killed a Realm Lord was here amongst them was somewhat inconceivable. That he was sentenced by the Emperor himself doubly so.

“I’m afraid that I have a propensity for making answers to problems permanent. I’m not very good at sparring either and have a bad track record of killing or maiming those I spar with,” Ash continued in the same tone of voice he’d use to ask for breakfast. “I’d ask for your forgiveness if I end up killing people I don’t mean to. It’d be best if I simply didn’t get involved in most things that don’t require someone dying.

“Beyond that, my only other statement would be that I’m opening a Sect in Wahst. Some of you may have already heard this, or would hear of it soon, so it’s easier to discuss it here and now.

“I’ll be inviting many people in to become cultivators, or a new type of citizen soldier. They’ll be sworn to my clan, the Sheng clang, of course, but you’re welcome to send anyone you think could benefit from a new avocation in life.”

Kyle nodded his head at Ash’s words, then leaned forward an inch as if he were whispering, but not actually.

“You should mention your personal life,” he directed.

Blinking, Ash realized this was a good point. Otherwise, there might be those seeking an alliance with him in the future.

“Thank you, Kyle. I appreciate the direction. Ah… I have multiple wives, many mistresses, and no children. I’m not looking to have kids at this time either,” Ash summarized. “Thank you for your time.”

Ash then nodded to Kyle and resumed his stationary position as bodyguard.

He was the only Hand that was at this meeting serving side-by-side with the city-lord.

They were making sure they showed a unified front before all these people as well. The closer they appeared as a team, the harder it’d be for everyone else to justify trying to sow discord.

Slowly, the remainder of city-lords declared their own points of interest. This was just the opening “standing” for them all. To declare whatever they wanted to declare to everyone else.

There’d be a number of meetings with various partners in groups, or by themselves, to hammer out deals, agreements, or anything else that might come up.

At the end of this, and roughly an hour after, there’d be a very similar meeting for the Hands to have, apparently.

Ash had received no such notification and if he had to bet, he’d imagine that his “invitation” had been given to the previous Hand and then lost. With no follow up sent because they weren’t aware of him.

Or at least, that’s what they would claim, even if they knew he’d replaced the previous Hand.

For that meeting, Ash had requested that Kyle attend as his personal adviser on city matters. He’d be using Siu and Hui as his bodyguards there, along with Tan.

He was looking forward to seeing how everyone reacted to Tan.

The young man had been training nonstop in his free time since he’d been altered. His speed of learning wasn’t great, but his effort and will were unmatched.

It’d take time for him to become proficient, but he would be, by sheer will alone if for no other reason.

Ash was looking forward to the moment that he could spar with him directly. It’d force him to adapt new strategies and tactics against someone who could limit his ability to use Qi.

Adversity is the mother of invention.





Twenty-Three




Ash sniffed and rubbed at his nose. He felt like he was getting a cold.

Again.

Rou had already cured it for him three times.

At this rate, he was thinking it’d be better just to let the damn cold happen and get the antibodies for it. When he’d tried to explain such a thing to Rou, she’d only stared at him as if he were crazy. The concept of antibodies was well beyond her, other than to say if you get sick, it’s unlikely for you to get sick again later from the same thing.

“Where are we meeting them?” Ash asked, glancing over to Siu. She’d briefly met up with Locke to receive the summons that had been sent to Ash to ask him to join the meeting of the Hands.

“Same place where we held our introductions this morning. The gathering field,” Siu murmured with a faint smile. “They’ve cleared it for this meeting to discuss things relating to Qi-Lords. Though really, I think it’s because they expect fights or spars.

“Why else would they need a fairly large open area like that otherwise? I’m curious to see the strength of the other Hands. I can’t imagine they’d be that powerful, or they likely wouldn’t be down here.

“They’d be up above, would they not? Those sent here would be powerful enough to cow a citizen, but not a threat if they wanted to grow their own faction.

“It’s one of the reasons I’m so curious to see if that man you encountered is here. You said he was fairly strong. He doesn’t seem like the type of person to be given this type of position. Unless there’s someone unique or they have a different position of trust with their Qi-Lord.”

Hui made a clucking noise with her tongue and then sighed.

“That’s a very valid point. I didn’t consider that angle. I’ve clearly lost my edge as a strategist. I’m going to have to apply myself more,” muttered Hui with a shake of her head. “It’s a team sent specifically to target hunting parties. We just don’t know who they belong to. They’re there to cause problems, steal resources, and make it a confusing mess.”

Err… that makes almost too much sense. Too much sense, really.

There really are only the two options.

Either it’s a Hand with a different relationship, or someone working from the outside to put everything in flux.

“I’ll start putting some hypothetical pieces into place. I need… I need to start to… question people,” Hui muttered almost to herself, looking down to the ground in front of her.

“Go, I’ll handle this,” Moira said, sauntering over to take her place at Ash’s right side. “I was here to replace one of you anyways.”

Hui flinched at Moira’s approach. She hadn’t noticed the Owl arrive. Then she nodded her head sharply and went off at a swift trot.

“Kyle is already at the field,” Moira reported, her large eyes focusing in on Ash. Then she gave him a warm smile. “Everything is going well, though I do miss my little sparrow. It was nice to have something that could remain with me in the air.”

The golems would be too eye-catching and were remaining in Wahst. Luan would be bringing the Brides in one by one to select a golem and monitor the other instructors as they woke up.

“Oh, I do miss my sweet little Lee. He was so cuddly. It was odd at first, with him being stone but… I got used to it quickly,” Siu lamented.

“Lee?” Moira asked, paused, then laughed. “Ah, yes. I see it now. That makes sense. I almost did something similar but couldn’t bring myself to do it.”

“Indeed. Now, Kyle is up ahead,” warned Siu with a throaty laugh. “He looks rather excited, doesn’t he?”

“Locke mentioned that no other city-lord would be attending this. Nor had they in the past,” Moira offered as a possible explanation. “It’s very likely that the power dynamics of this are appealing to him. Let alone the fact that he’ll get to see something others have not.”

Then they were close enough that Kyle spotted them and waved a hand at them. His bodyguards around him also turned to look at Ash.

Tan stood with them, dressed in armor and wearing a sword Ash had presented him with personally. It was a weapon he’d taken from the Hand directly and some of the armor from his storage. They’d fit Tan quite well and would serve him better than sitting in Ash’s vault.

“Lord Ash,” stated Tan a moment before his body flickered. It was as if he were there one moment, then bowing low to Ash the next. The in-between space had been nearly impossible for Ash to follow. He’d only been able to follow his image as it blurred between the distances.

He’d been so quick, that Siu and Moira physically flinched away. Both of them being surprised by the suddenness of it.

“Knight Tan, you’re getting better control over your movements,” Ash replied, offering the man a salute that was neither martial, nor deferential.

He held his hand up in front of himself at a forty-five degree angle. His palm facing his chest, with the back of it facing Tan.

Locke had come up with the idea. Each organization should have its own courtesies.

Tan noticed the salute. Stood up, and imitated it himself.

Once Ash felt that they’d held the salute long enough for each other to “receive” it, he let the salute drop.

“Yes, Lord Ash. It’s becoming easier every day,” Tan answered, his eyes moving to Siu and Moira both, before coming back to him. “It’s as you said. I make cultivators very nervous.”

Ash smirked at that comment.

He could tell Tan was enjoying himself immensely with that truth. That he deeply got a kick out of pestering those who had once looked down on him.

“We’ll talk more about it later. We have a meeting to get to,” Ash said and gestured to Kyle and beyond.

Tan nodded his head, then somewhat haltingly provided Ash the same salute he’d given him earlier. Which Ash returned, then began moving as Tan fell in line.

“City-lord. A pleasure to see you. Shall we begin?” asked Ash, gesturing to the field beyond.

“I’d be more than pleased to do so. I must confess, I bragged a bit to the others that I’d be going with you,” Kyle confessed with a chuckle. “They were equal parts angry and nervous. Personally… I suddenly don’t find cultivators problematic. They’re just like people. Some are good, some are bad.”

Grinning, Ash nodded his head to the city-lord, and they began walking once more.

There were the same number of Hands in the field that there’d been city-lords. They numbered twenty-six without Ash in their number.

I wonder how big the prison is.

“Something like the size of Virginia? It’s not huge, but it’s not exactly small either,” Locke offered helpfully.

All the Hands and their attendants turned to look at Ash and his entourage. Kyle had asked his bodyguards to remain at the edge of the arena with the guards provided by the city-lord that was hosting the event.

While it was unlikely any of the body-guards could do something to the attendants it was still a valid precaution.

Walking up to the group of cultivators, Ash provided a martial salute.

Everyone in his group did the same and held it for several seconds.

No one responded in kind.

Ash let it drop and then put his hands behind his back. He smiled and looked around at those gathered.

“Greetings. I’m Ash Sheng, the Hand of Wahst. Beside me is the city-lord of Wahst. The others are my attendants,” Ash declared loudly. “I have no experience in this, so you’ll have to forgive me if I don’t know the customs or expectations. The previous Hand… well… he and I didn’t see eye to eye before I took over the job.”

Ash smiled widely at that.

He’d realized that the man he fought was indeed, not here. Everyone present was barely in the Spirit Refiner Realm. None of them had crossed over into the Mortal realm.

It was exactly as Hui and Siu had surmised. That this position isn’t a plum one.

More likely, a punishment.

Deciding he wanted to make a point here and now, he relaxed his hold on his Qi. He let his strength and aura reverberate outward.

Instantly, he felt it crash into those in his group who were cultivators. They would feel his presence.

Tan was a void of power to him, and it washed over.

Given he was beside Kyle, it also provided the man with effective coverage to keep him from feeling it as well.

“A pleasure… to meet you all,” Ash stated, then retracted his Qi back into himself. It was more than enough to put the fear of death into them all.

None of these people were of any importance to him. They served a function to their owners and little else.

They wouldn’t be an issue for him.

“What an impertinent fool. You’re courting death,” growled an older man with black hair and dark brown eyes. He looked as if he were going to challenge Ash.

“I’ll say this once. So… remember this moment. Remember it well,” warned Ash. “You’ll only get once chance to realize you messed with the wrong person. You won’t live long enough to find out twice. I guarantee I’ll graduate you from sleeping at night to sleeping permanently. I’ll help you all perform in a contest to see who can do the best impression of a mannequin.

“Yes. That’s a threat. In fact, it’s a promise. I don’t care about you. I don’t give a damn about you. I exist only to exert Lady Ghast’s will over the city of Wahst and provide to her the tribute she is owed. The rest is no matter to me.

“That means… none of you matter to me. Your deaths matter even less. Don’t make me apologize to Lady Ghast for ending your lives.”

Everyone held their breath and their words. Gazing at Ash with incredulity. Looking at him as if he were more akin to a rhinoceros with butterfly wings, in fact.

“Great. Anyway, the only thing I wanted to talk about was, someone has been hunting the hunting parties of Wahst,” Ash dropped the information as if he were throwing in a bunch of vegetables to make a stir fry. “I plan on going into the plains and slaughtering everyone and anyone who gets in my way if they cause problems for Wahst. Best we get that out of the way now. If we’re left alone, we’ll leave you alone. It’s that simple.”

The silence continued and grew. Expanding infinitely outward it seemed.

“They really are rather weak. I can’t get a clear picture through the Hall like I used to but… I think Rou could probably beat all of them down. Though that doesn’t have anything do with their Qi values. Hui was saying earlier that she thinks power is relative here to how much Qi you have, since there isn’t much to go around in the traditional sense.”

Makes sense. Well, whatever.

This is probably pointless and—

Before Ash could finish the thought, there was a sudden feeling of extreme Qi from above him. Far above him, but rapidly heading his way. A great many feelings of that nature, in fact.

They were all converging and doing so very swiftly.

Right where they were all standing.

Slowly, every other head began to turn upward and stare as well. Everyone looking as if they were waiting to drown in a rain storm.

“The Qi-Lords come,” breathed one of the Hands.

Roughly half of the Hands dropped down to the ground and began to cower there. Shivering on the grass and unwilling to look up any longer.

Huh… I wonder if their relationship is that bad with their Qi-Lord.

While Ghast wasn’t exactly perfectly pleasant, she wasn’t terrible either.

“Yes, something seems amiss. You should send Kyle away. He shouldn’t be here. Tan, too,” advised Locke.

“Knight Tan, get Kyle out of here. Get him secured and safe with Locke and Hui. Stay with them,” ordered Ash.

Tan grabbed Kyle by an arm and began sprinting away. Dragging the man bodily behind him and out of the situation.

“Is she really as beautiful as Locke mentioned?” Siu asked in English with what sounded like a hint of annoyance in her voice. At the same time, she’d snapped out one of her fans and was now idly fanning herself with it.

“Yes. Yes she is. Painfully so,” replied Ash in English as well. He was mildly curious and also amused at Siu’s response. She’d never shown any hostility, concern, or even interest in the other women that surrounded Ash. A few of them as beautiful as she or comparatively so. “To the point that I honestly think there’s something more going on there. Draining other women of their beauty, draining the vitality out of men during sex, something. Something really stupid, probably.”

“Maybe that’s how she gets Qi as well? Drains people of their beauty, vitality, and Qi? Stores it for herself?” mused Moira.

“Possibly. Don’t know. Not something I truly wish to discover either,” Ash finished with a sigh.

He’d only barely escaped Ghast last time. Getting to test himself against her desires again so soon felt like a problem and not a coincidence either.

“Best we be on our guard then. Let’s just… help that along. Do forgive me, Husband,” Siu apologized then leaned in close to him.

He’d turned to look at her as she moved and ended up being kissed squarely on the mouth. A lingering kiss where he couldn’t help but admire the softness of Siu’s lips.

She held it for a full three seconds before she broke it. Then she tapped her fan after closing it to his chin and he felt something strange settle over him.

His libido emptied out as fast as Siu had started to fill it. Leaving him feeling as empty as he often felt when Locke was done with him.

“Oh dear, oh my, that’s quite a bit so quickly after just bringing up Ghast but… oh… never mind. It’s all for me. Well, that’s rather flattering,” purred Siu, holding her fan up in front of herself again. It was once again spread open, and she began to lightly flutter it against her face.

He noticed that her cheeks were quite red and she had a slightly flushed appearance.

“What’d you do?” he asked, curious.

“I’ll discuss it later. They’re already here,” Siu answered and then nodded her head upward.

Glancing up, Ash saw indeed the Qi-Lords were arriving. A great many airships, flying formations, and even a giant sword, were all lowering themselves down toward the field.

Ash somehow spotted what he believed to be Ghast’s airship plummeting down out of the sky. The rate at which it was descending was somewhat frightening.

Locke Sheng, dearest wife, any chance you could bring Rou around? I think Ghast might end up suffering from an upset tummy or vertigo.

It wouldn’t hurt for us to see if we could arrange for her to be tended to by a Qi-Healer. Not to mention, it’d allow her to show off the prowess of her Hand.

“Hiu is already on the way with Rou. I dispatched them both as soon as I saw how fast they were coming down. I’m currently trying to dig out any decent wine or fruit from the surrounding markets. I don’t think I’ll find anything, but it doesn’t hurt to try,” Locke stated. She sounded like she was jogging as well.

Thank you, Locke Sheng. My precious housewife. If there’s nothing you can find, just let me know what to pull out of the Hall.

I know you’re not fully there, but I distinctly get the impression you still know where everything in it is.

“Alright. I can do that. For now… just… prepare yourself, I guess. And before you ask, Siu drained you of sexual energy. As well as your ability to uh… ‘be ready’ for a woman’s attention. It’ll take you a little bit to be able to respond again. She’s a bit guarded of your bed. I find it cute,” Locke explained.

Then Ghast’s airship moved away from the rest of the group and started heading for a far side of the field.

“Come on, let’s go greet our Qi-Lord as she disembarks. She doesn’t tolerate lying by the way. Better to answer truthfully or not at all,” Ash offered.

Siu and Moira flanked him, and they began moving in a triangle formation. Breaking way from the rest of the group to try and be there as Ghast landed.

The last time he’d seen her, she’d rocketed away as if she needed to get to a meeting. Now they were all coming here at an even more breakneck type of speed.

Whatever was happening in the world of Qi-Lords was causing a great deal of movement.

Rushed movement.

An idle thought flickered through his mind.

Do you think they’re acting this way because I’m drawing the Qi down? What else would they be terrified for or about if not their Qi?

It’s their bank, power, and future.

Without Qi, they’d be no better than anyone else.

“It’s possible. It’s very possible. I thought your expanding formation idea would have made it harder for them to figure out what was going on. Or at least, not understand what you did. Even if they know that the Qi is shifting, they won’t know why,” Locke sent to him. “Well, it could be that. It could be. Not positive. I’m sorry, I wish I could tell you.”

I’ll just play it safe. As safe as I can at least.

Ash and the others made it to the landing site that Ghast would be using roughly about the time that she came within six feet of the ground.

This time, rather than hovering, the airship moved all the way down and landed directly on the grass. Ash could feel the number of cultivators on the ship had increased from the last time he’d seen them.

Things got worse. There’s no reason someone like Ghast would rush about like this.

Let alone all of the Qi-Lords.

With any luck, this isn’t about what I’ve done at all and I can be part of the solution.

If it is about me… well… I get to play dumb.

Then the door opened.





Twenty-Four




Out of the door came Ghast.

The reality-bending beauty came out of the airship swiftly. She was wearing a dress that didn’t overly reveal her, though it certainly emphasized and showcased her figure very well.

Ghast took several steps before she realized Ash was standing there.

As soon as their eyes met, Ash bent down low at the waist and bowed to her while performing a martial salute.

“Lady Ghast, it’s a pleasure to see you,” Ash intoned respectfully.

“We greet you, Qi-Lord Ghast,” stated his group in unison.

He’d heard Hui and Rou amongst the voices. At some point, they’d joined him en route and he hadn’t even noticed.

Ash tried to peek up at Ghast despite his lowered head. He wanted to see the expression on her face.

Unfortunately, he couldn’t see anything.

“Ash, I… thank you for greeting me,” Ghast remarked. Her voice had a warm smoothness to it after the initial surprise faded. “You knew my airship?”

“I did my best to memorize it, Lady Ghast,” Ash answered, still bowing.

“I’m surprised, but quite pleasantly so. Please, stand up. Stand up. In the future, there’s no need to show me such obeisance,” Ghast said, standing only a few feet from him. “You’re my Hand. While it isn’t exactly a stunning position of station, it’s certainly a one of sacrifice and respect.”

“That’s a bit odd. She’s being rather kind. Though… she was certainly kind to you previously as well,” groused Locke.

Standing up, Ash did indeed find Ghast directly in front of him. Smiling from ear to ear and gazing upon him as if he were a delicate morsel to be devoured.

He was instantly grateful that Siu had taken away his desires. Being this close to Ghast would have made him extremely antsy.

“Lady Ghast, this is my wife and Qi-Healer,” Ash said and turned partly to one side. He held up his hand indicating Rou who was standing not far away from him. “Are you feeling unwell in any way? I assure you she can actually take care of any physical ailment you’re suffering from. Even if it’s something as mundane as motion sickness.”

Ghast’s eyebrows went up and she turned her head to look at Rou.

Behind the Qi-Lord, Ash saw that she’d been joined by twenty or so cultivators. They were all Awakened Mortals and at the peak of their ability. This was a force to be reckoned with.

“Why thank you. I’d be more than willing to take you up on your offer,” she said and then stepped over to Rou. Ash realized in that moment that Ghast was as tall as he was, if not an inch or two more so. Being as close as he was, he could also see that there was no makeup on her face, and she was likely in her early thirties or late twenties.

A mature woman at likely her peak of beauty and sexuality with actual life experience.

“If you include LBA, I’m older than her. So nyah,” Locke grumped.

Mentally laughing, Ash found Locke hadn’t really ever changed. She’d always been somewhat antagonistic, cheeky, and bratty from the moment they met.

I love you, Locke. I have more women than I want.

I’m not interested in Ghast.

Rou had gently laid a hand to Ghast’s brow and her shoulder. The cultivators who were acting as her body guards were watching curiously.

Likely for both the fact that there was a Qi-Healer as well as the fact that she had laid hands to their Qi-Lord.

“You have an unhealed fracture in your left forearm as well as some damage to your… skull,” Rou reported, opening her eyes and looking to Ghast. She gave the other woman a small smile. “I’ve cleared out all the ill feelings you were experiencing. They were mostly related to that rapid descent.

“Did you want me to repair the rest of it? It’d only cost you a fraction of the Qi you’re holding currently, but you’d certainly feel the loss.

“It’s unlikely these things will heal on their own. They look old. Untreated and old.”

“I… why yes, thank you. That’d be wonderful. I didn’t realize that could be treated. I’ve just been medicating for the pain,” Ghast murmured in surprise.

“I’m very skilled. It’s one of the reasons I’m pledged to my husband against my Qi-Healer abilities,” Rou answered, her eyes unfocusing as she worked. “If I’m separated from him, I lose them. It’s a good way to make sure I can’t just be… kidnapped away.”

Ghast nodded her head at that as if she agreed with it, rather than taking it as Rou warning her. Given Rou’s personality, Ash wasn’t sure if Rou had just been making conversation or if it was actually a warning.

“Done,” Rou reported, looking back to Ghast.

“I… would like to pay you for services I need,” Ghast remarked, staring at her as Rou let go. “I have a number of cultivators who are injured and recovering. It would be good to have a Qi-Healer I can turn to. I’d be more than happy to have them visit Wahst and get treated there. I can promise to make sure the rates, or barter if you wish, are worthwhile.”

“Not a problem. I’d be happy to accept that,” Rou said with a nod of her head. “Pay me for one out of every two. I’ll do the second for free each time. That way you don’t feel as if I’m attempting to rob you, and I’m at least still paid for my efforts. That way it’s mutually beneficial.”

Ghast blinked, then grinned at Rou. Then she turned her gaze to Ash.

She let out a soft huff and shook her head.

“I suddenly fear I can’t let you remain a Hand down here. If this is the quality of your followers, I think you’d be better utilized in the upper realms with me personally. I think you’d serve better as a Count than a Hand.”

“I appreciate the offer but… I think I’ll remain here. I’m enjoying being your Hand,” Ash answered honestly. “That, and you’ve given me a great deal of freedom. I’m enjoying that immensely. You’ll forgive me, I hope, if I remain here and serve you as your Hand.”

Ghast looked at him for several seconds, a faint pout on her mouth. Then she sighed dramatically, shook her head, and smiled at him.

“No. I don’t like that. At all. But I find you being down here will serve me better than I want to admit. Something changed and we’re here to figure it out. I think you’ll be very useful in this. Will you join me?” Ghast watched him intently as she spoke.

Ash deliberately brought his brows down as if he were thinking. Then he pulled one corner of his mouth back.

“I’d be happy to accompany you, Lady Ghast,” Ash confirmed. “May I bring any of my people or am I disallowed from that for security concerns.”

“You may bring two. That would be acceptable,” Ghast allowed, still smiling while watching him.

“Hui, Siu, would you mind?” Ash asked, glancing over his shoulder to the two women.

“Of course, Ashley,” Hui immediately responded, her shoulders straightening.

“How could I ever say no?” purred Siu, her tone apparently catching Ghat unaware. The older woman turned her head to actually look at the younger, before looking back to Ash.

“Well then, off we go. I’ll brief you on the way. Were you having an… “all Hands meeting” at the moment?” quipped Ghast with a chuckle as she turned and started walking toward where the other Qi-Lords were gathering.

Hui and Siu fell in behind Ash, the rest turned and began walking off. To go find Locke, he imagined, since she could spy on him from a distance.

“Yeah, first one I’d ever been to. I’d just told them I only have two things that matter to me. My people and serving your interests. Nothing else matters. Not their lives, desires, or wishes,” Ash answered defiantly.

Ghast partially missed a step and ended up turning her head to glance at him.

“You said that?” she asked.

“Allow me to quote him for you, Lady Ghast,” Siu murmured in a low and rich tone, then cleared her throat lightly. “I don’t care about you. I exist only to exert Lady Ghast’s will over the city of Wahst and provide to her the tribute she is owed. The rest is no matter to me. None of you matter to me. Your deaths matter even less. Don’t make me apologize to Lady Ghast for ending your lives.”

Laughing in a similar way to how Locke and Siu did, Ghast held a hand up to her mouth to partially cover it. Looking for all the world as if she were a slightly older version of Siu.

“Ah… Siu will likely surpass Ghast at some point. Her abilities feed back into her ability to draw from men. She’ll grow prettier the further she climbs. I don’t like it, but it was best for her to gain power,” Locke warned with a growl. “You know, today sucks. All day I’ve been showing other women off. I should show me off.”

You’re showing yourself off by managing it all for me. My glorious housewife.

Once again, he got a happy squeak instead of words from Locke. A warm and fluttery feeling.

“Goodness. You’re so dedicated to me, Ash. I’ll have to reward you. Now… be silent please. It’s unfortunate, but the other Qi-Lords do not tolerate Hands speaking. They’re not viewed well. Even I do not view them well. You’re an exception,” Ghast quickly spelled out.

Ash nodded his head; he had no problem being quiet.

Quickly, they made it to the large mass of people. There was an inner-circle forming of what could only be Qi-Lords.

Surprisingly, there were only nine of them. That meant to Ash there were those who had multiple Hands and cities. The more cities one had, the more they could gather resource-wise for themselves, he figured.

It was likely those who had the most cities down here, had the most power above. Though that wasn’t a guarantee.

Ghast sauntered up to a spot that looked to be open for her, took it, and then stood there. She folded her arms beneath her breasts and then shifted her posture. Deliberately forcing her well-endowed assets into better view.

It even brought her cleavage to a level that couldn’t be ignored. Everyone stared, of course. There was no reason not to when she was putting herself on display.

Ash noted that the Pink Bubble that often surrounded Siu had contracted sharply. Sharply and so that it only encompassed himself, her, and Hui. It was as if she didn’t want anything to do with the other men around them or their attentions.

Outwardly she looked cool, calm, and collected. A fan held in one hand, moving gracefully slow as she lightly fanned herself with it.

What’re the levels of the Brides? If we had to throw down with these people later, how much do we have to grow?

“Right now… they’re… well, collectively they’re about an Empowered Mortal. They were sent here because they were going to get pushed off the realm anyways,” Locke answered quickly. “They’re growing quickly enough, but this prison has such little Qi that it’s more difficult than normal. Siu is at the level of an Enlightened Mortal as is Moira, you, and I.

“Hui is likely going to have a tribulation in a day or so and break through to the Mortal realm. You’ll have to… capture it… with the Hall. I can’t do it since I’m not in the Hall. Just open it up like you did when you were pushing me through as a Martial Spirit.”

With that information, Ash knew that he realistically couldn’t fight the Qi-Lords yet. At least not directly. He needed more time to build up his strength against them.

That meant whatever happened here couldn’t escalate to a point where he was at odds with Ghast. At the end of the day, he needed her in his pocket.

Or he needed to be in her pocket.

Either way, he needed Ghast.

“I… already warned everyone of what Ghast might expect from you. There was a lot of frustration, annoyance, and anger. But it all ended in acceptance. Acceptance and understanding.

“We need more power. Until we have more power, we’re at Ghast’s mercy. There is no law here that isn’t given to someone through power.”

Thank you.

Ash wasn’t sure where he should stand, so he hovered off to Ghast’s right. Putting himself in a place where he could assist her but wasn’t a place of prominence. He didn’t want to put on airs of an importance to the rest that he didn’t deserve if she didn’t give it to him.

“Fine, we’re all here. Didn’t expect the Hands to be here like this, though that makes this easier,” croaked an old man that had to be upwards of a century old at the minimum. His face was more wrinkled than not, his hair was gone for the most part, and what remained was the color of snow. “I requested everyone to meet up so you can all see it firsthand. For some of you, you’re probably too weak to even notice it, but the Qi is shifting.

“Shifting and making no inclination to return to how it once moved. We’ve seen changes in the current before, and they straightened out after a time. That or we petitioned the Emperor.

“This time, the guards just disregarded us. No news came back either from the warden. They’re not going to take action to address the change.”

“Does that mean they’re the cause of it?” asked a fierce-looking woman with black hair, brown eyes, and a great deal of scars.

Scars that crisscrossed her face, shoulders, down her arms, and her exposed stomach. The clothes she wore were not much more than a sports bra and a pair of shorts, really. Ash didn’t know the exact equivalent to what he’d call them here.

“That’s what it means,” she declared before anyone could even think to answer her question. “They’re the ones doing it. So they don’t care about the flow. Does it actually matter to us though? It’s not like it changes anything for us.”

“For you, maybe,” hissed another man. He had pale brown hair and blue eyes. He stood out for his obvious Outlander appearance. “For many of us who depend on the Qi pooling in the central peaks, this’ll change our existence.”

“Ha, maybe you should’ve thought of that before you kicked everyone out of there!” shouted a short squat man who was two hundred pounds past being extremely overweight. His hair was bald in the middle, and he had long strands that gave him an appearance similar to that of a horseshoe with hair. “Now you want to cry about what you yourselves did to the rest of us? Ha! I’ll kill you and any of your people that dare to show up. I’ll kill anyone that comes near my works.”

Two other people, a man and a woman, nodded their heads in agreement with the fat man. Ash didn’t miss that the three of them were standing near one another and seemed friendlier to one another than anyone else.

Alliances within their own little group.

I wonder which one Ghast is part of?

“While I certainly don’t want to take either side in that… tiff… I can’t help but agree with both of you,” Ghast offered with a somewhat negligent wave of one hand. It was promptly placed back beneath her breasts. “My own realm will be impacted in some ways, and not at all in others. To say that nothing changes is foolish, as this will clearly either increase the number of Qi-Lords or decrease it. Let’s not mince words over this and be straightforward.”

Nobody looked surprised at Ghast’s words.

“Stupid whore,” cursed a woman who had yet to speak. She was attractive, but paled in comparison to Ghast. Long black hair pulled back behind her head and soft brown eyes gave her a delicate look.

Nearly every woman did, Ash thought.

“I beg your pardon?” Ghast asked archly, turning to look at the woman. “Are you still mad that your suitors all end up leaving you? It’s not my fault you can’t keep a man and I can’t be kept by a man. Look to yourself for improvement rather than throwing words at others.”

There was a general ugly chuckle that ran through the crowd at that. And it was obvious nobody was surprised at the harsh statements from either side.

“Well, there it is,” said the old man who’d spoken first. “We’re all here, we’re aware of the change in Qi. There’s no sense in not stating intentions as we always have.

“My personal realm is currently stable, but it’s looking as if the Qi will continue to shift. If it does, I’ll want to declare war or a champion’s battle. I’ll start taking land from where I must till I’m satisfied.”

I… what? Just like that?

They must be operating under some type of pledge or Qi-sworn oath. There’s no reason for them to behave like this unless they were forced to.

Probably something they did to themselves, then force anyone who joins to do the same?

Keeping the playing field even?

“Possibly. I don’t know.”

“Yeah? Yeah?! Good! Fine! I demand a champion battle here and now for your insult, Ghast, you contemptuous slut!” shrieked the woman who’d verbally attacked Ghast. “I request immediate recourse, given your foul and unfounded words!

“For the wager, I’ll bet my condenser farm on our border. I’d expect nothing less than your own that’s directly across from it! Do you dare decline? Here? In front of all the other Qi Lords, you tramp?”

Ghast had a shocked and dumbfounded if pretty face on display. This was not something that she’d apparently considered as being possible in this situation.

From what the other woman said, this seemed like a fairly regular and unsurprising state of affairs, however.

“She baited Ghast into that. All it took was calling her a simple name and here we are. I hope her champion is ready and willing to fight. Given the way the realm is, I can’t imagine the prison being any better. Declining a fight just sets you up to look like a piece of meat for someone else to take a bite out of,” remarked Locke in a thoughtful way.

“My Champion is not here,” Ghast admitted with a sour expression. “At this time, I only have my announced Hand on site. I’ve yet to properly swear him in accordingly, however. We were in the middle of it when… the other thing occurred.”

“Your lack of planning, of course, doesn’t constitute a need to be merciful on my part. That’s a lack of foresight on yours. But… well, I can be magnanimous. You’re welcome to use your Hand against my Champion,” the woman taunted in a sultry voice. “That or simply surrender the match. It doesn’t matter to me, I just can’t let such an obvious provocation go unanswered. It’s not as if you’d allow the same to occur either.”

Ghast let out a slow breath, her shoulders and back could have been carved from stone. Ash could practically feel the heat from her anger coming off of her.

“How strong is her Champion, my Lady Ghast?” Ash asked as quietly as he could manage. He didn’t want to over-step himself and had lowered his head in deference as he asked the question. Looking the part of a loyal retainer, he reasoned.

Slowly, Ghast’s head tilted to one side, then she turned and looked to Ash directly. Her eyes were wide, and she had what he could only describe as lasers for pupils.

She was the embodiment of rage right now.

“A peak Awakened Mortal who’s been deliberately stunted so he can’t become a Sovereign Immortal,” she answered in a deathly hiss. “Why? He’s a good two levels above you.”

“I can handle him though… I’d likely need your authority as a Hand to pull on whatever Qi reserves are allowed though,” Ash stated. He was fairly confident he could handle a Sovereign Immortal if he got the same backing the previous Hand had.

It would’ve been an issue for Ash to handle the man if he’d taken him seriously at the start. If Ash had that kind of backing, he could dive so deep into his Dao that the world would likely stop.

“Keep in mind, my Lady Ghast, that it would be a heavy cost of Qi for me to kill him,” Ash offered. “I’d also like to take possession of anything on his body or any artifacts he holds.”

“Kill him?” Ghast asked then shook her head minutely. “Yes! Yes. Kill him. Kill him for your Lady. For me. Take his life in my name. I’ll provide you all the benefits of a Hand. Just take his life for me. Take his life and bring me back his eyes. He’s dared to look at me in a way I did not welcome in the past.”

“As you will it, my Lady Ghast,” Ash said and bowed his head lower for a moment before standing upright again.

Ghast grinned widely, staring at him for several more seconds before turning back to the other Qi-Lords.

“My Hand will fight your champion. He will, of course, use all the benefits of being a Hand to his advantage. I accept your challenge,” Ghast answered. “I’ll state a single rule before it begins though. Death is an acceptable outcome, as is crippling the other party. Send out your champion, Si’Sha.”

“Isn’t this too dangerous, Ash?” asked Locke.

No. This is the perfect opportunity to lock ourselves in place with Ghast. Even if she finds out later what I’m doing, she won’t be able to backtrack easily from here.

This is what we need.

I just have to bet my life on the line and win.

You know, everyday normal things.

Besides, think of the benefits if I win.

I keep what I kill after all.

On top of that, Hui would benefit from a big shot dying, right?

I’m a provider, ya know.





Twenty-Five




Ash went toward the center of the gathering with Ghast moving beside him. They stepped out to the center while every other Qi-Lord began distancing themselves. 

Everyone was quickly spreading out and moving away from the center point.

“That’s really all you need? I will spend all the Qi I have if you can kill her Champion. I could easily challenge her again as soon as this meeting ends with my own Champion at that point,” Ghast gushed. She’d put her arm through Ash’s and was walking beside him.

“I can kill him, yes. Give me what Qi you can, let me own whatever’s on his body, and don’t be surprised when one of my people devours his leftover Qi,” Ash warned as kindly as he could. Hui’s ability would probably spook other cultivators. 

Thankfully, it’d look just like dark or death Qi, rather than anything truly terrifying.

Like a soul.

“I was curious about her. Her Qi felt odd. A dual nature,” Ghast mused, more thinking to herself aloud. “Though it does make more sense now that you’ve said that. I imagine she’s quite the weapon to have here in prison.”

“She’s very useful,” agreed Ash as he and Ghast continued to walk along. They eventually stopped in the dead center. “Were you born here, my Lady Ghast?”

Ghast blinked several times, then grinned at him. She then turned fully and faced him, releasing her hold on his arm.

“Yes, I was. I have no sentence to serve,” Ghast admitted. “If your life starts here, your life ends here.”

I’ll fix that later. That’s ridiculous.

This Emperor is far too much.

The problem with the Kingdoms is the Emperor it seems.

Even a child would figure out that if enough people were in a prison like this, there’d eventually be children. Most kids, even those born to cultivators, end up without a Dantian.

This isn’t just foreseeable conclusion, it’s a damn guarantee.

“Aw, is that empathy? Do you feel that strongly for… your Lady Ghast?” inquired Ghast with a flash of white teeth. She was smiling at him again and it looked quite natural. “By the way, I admit I’m free with men, but I’ve never been free with anyone if I’m in a relationship. Just… food for thought.

“Now, is there anything else you need from your Lady Ghast?”

She’d said the last with an emphasis he didn’t miss, nor did her words not leave an impact. There was no way of changing the fact that she was deliberately providing him with hints about her wanting to pursue more than just a working relationship.

“That’s all I’ll need for the time being. Though I wouldn’t be averse to other rewards you bestow upon me at your own discretion, my Lady Ghast,” Ash said, stressing the possessive qualifier.

Ghast’s smile froze for a split second, then flickered, and became as wide as possible. Her eyes hard locked onto his and didn’t move away.

The corners of her eyes crinkled, and she leaned toward him fractionally, even as her shoulders loosened up.

Then she broke eye contact in a forceful way, glancing to the side and then nodding her head. She reached out to casually touch his shoulder.

He felt something heavy transfer to him in that moment.

As if a door had been created, then unlocked and pointed at.

On the other side of that door was an ocean of Qi threatening to blow the whole thing right off its hinges.

“I’ll keep that in mind. Don’t die. If you can’t win, just surrender, they have to accept it. The same goes for him. If he can offer to surrender, you have to accept it. Don’t give him the option to surrender,” she demanded and then began walking away.

Looking away from Ghast, Ash instead focused on himself. He began to lightly hop in place. After a few seconds, he started to wind his arms up and down, then back and forth. Only to switch and begin bending down and putting his leg out in a half squat. Then doing the same for the other leg.

In short order, he did his best to warm up his muscles and get the blood flowing. At the same time, he passively let his Dao warm up at the same time. Connecting it directly to his actions and letting it begin, as it were.

Think it’d be the end of the world if I lost?

“No. If anything it’d probably better if you got your ass beat and then surrendered,” Locke confessed. “Not least of which because I’m a little bitter at you being all goo-goo eyes at bitch-tits over there, but because it’d limit suspicion of you. It’d nullify concerns about you.

“You being able to defeat her Champion isn’t going to exactly make you fly under the radar. It’s going to paint a billboard and attach it to your forehead. With bright neon lights.

“And naked women at the corners. And promises of a million dollars to just sit at home.”

Got it, got it.

In other words, you think I should put up a good fight, get beat, then surrender?

“Yes. I do. Winning would be a loss at the moment.”

Alright… alright, I got it. I’ll try to lose gracefully.

“Just… just try not to die, dear. I don’t want to be a widow. I’d like to preferably die before you, honestly. That way you can lament my loss and cry over my grave. That’d be sweet.

“Living without you would be uncomfortable to say the least. Easier for both of us if I win the race to the end.”

Ash rolled his eyes and continued his warm-up. His Dao responded in kind.

It sped things up, then slowed them down. Forced them to bounce and bump, then to lie flat and move not at all.

Going through a similar if different method at the same time.

“Ha… what’re you doing?” asked a voice from his side.

Ash looked over and found a rather muscular looking man with an aura of Qi radiating out of him. There were at least three different types of Qi in fact, from different elements.

His black hair was cut very short, to the point that it was more akin to a shave. His face was clean of facial hair and his eyes were a hard black color.

He couldn’t have been older than thirty, but he looked dangerous.

On top of that, one of the elements he held felt particularly stronger than the rest, but Ash wasn’t sure which one it was. If the man was that talented, he’d have to be careful. One wrong move and it’d go from a loss to a permanent deep sleep.

“Warming up. Why?” Ash asked curiously. He’d noted previously that most people didn’t bother to warm up, despite the fact that they probably should. People of the Kingdoms just didn’t take the arts as seriously as they probably should.

“What the fuck ever, you pathetic dog. I’m just going to kill you with my magnificent arts,” growled the man and held up his fists. “I’ll teach you the meaning of not knowing your place. I’ll be your grandfather today and teach you right, since your dad didn’t.”

Ash chuckled at that and shook his head. Bending at the waist, one way then the other. Then he began twisting himself back and forth.

“Oh yeah, sure bud. I’ll just use my fuck-you-jutsu and turn you into a was,” Ash remarked with a loud laugh. “Or how about… ah… you and your owner just crossed the border of Fuck-Around and you’re about to find yourself in the middle of Find-Out city?

“Eh… that’s a bit of a stretch, but I guess it works.”

“What… what did you say?” asked the man, sounding somewhat confused.

“Uhm… we’ll just go with… so you’ve chosen death,” Ash paraphrased then put himself in a ready position. “I’ll give you a swift exit from this mortal realm.”

The man across from him stood there for a moment in shock, then blurred forward toward Ash.

His movements were fast.

Fast enough that Ash struggled to get a block up in time. This man really was two categories higher than him, without even counting individual levels.

Blurring at a speed that was surprising, the man’s hand came for Ash’s chest.

Shifting with his momentum, Ash didn’t try to stop the fierce strike. Nor did he even work to redirect it.

There was no point to engage with it at all. The strength and power of it was too strong. Too direct.

It’d blast right through Ash’s defenses in a flash. There’d be no opportunity to change its flow or momentum.

Instead, Ash did as he always did, he struck the arm that’d been thrown at him. Then as if he were smoke, he flowed past the man while landing a few strikes that were as much force as he could deliver without it impeding his exit.

Ducking under a savage and wild kick that came out at head-height, Ash slipped away and opened up the distance.

“What, is that all? I knew Hands were trash, but this is just laughable,” the man goaded Ash, patting at his own chest with a laugh.

Grinning, Ash nodded his head at the man and repeated the gesture, attaching the new chains to his chest. The influx of Qi that came through it told him what he needed to know.

The man could use Earth, Metal, and Fire. His predominant Qi was Earth, which made sense. His overwhelming strength reminded Ash of Mei.

“Laugh away. Laugh till you can’t breathe,” Ash promptly offered, then raised his hands back into position.

Rather than coming forward, the champion brought his hands up in front of himself and pressed them together.

A faint sheen of green, brown, and red coalesced around him. Then he let his arms fall and Ash could tell he’d armored himself.

Shit. My chains won’t do anything at that point since the impact will be diminished. Time to change tactics.

Nodding his head, Ash summoned up his Qi and drew it out through his hands. Forming it into a solid spear. He made sure the tip of it was as flat as a needle’s tip, though as wide as his hand.

It was also hardened to the point where it could probably crack through just about anything. Getting in close with this man would be the death of Ash, which meant he needed the spear for this to go in his favor.

Certainly not a weapon he’d prefer to use but he could use it well enough to get the job done, he figured.

“A spear? What is that? I’ve never seen the like,” said the Champion with a laugh. Then he started moving forward again. His right hand became a ball of flame while his left began to pool with liquid metal. “I’ll toy with it after I break you.”

Ash grinned and waited, holding onto the spear and keeping it steady in front of himself. He’d been planning on losing, but if he got hit by one of those fists, it wasn’t likely that he’d get back up.

To lose might be to lose far more than just his pride. He had to take this fight seriously and look for an opportunity to lose, or to win.

Whichever came first.

Faster this time than previously, the man threw out a kick that came out low. Unexpectedly so, as Ash had been paying far too much attention to the man’s fists.

His foot flung forward as if it were being propelled.

Ash managed to strike out with the haft of his spear and knock it with a great deal of force into the champion’s ankle. It didn’t stop the attack, however.

It exploded into Ash’s gut and went right through his guard, as well as his inherent defenses. His hardened skin, muscles, and organs, despite being Qi enhanced, were nothing compared to the force of the blow.

Ash was blasted backward. Flying ass-first, he rocketed away from the man, his arms and feet flying out as if they were trailers on a kite.

His Dao simply wasn’t able to keep up or compete with the Champion’s power. No matter which way Ash listened to or felt the momentum, this man was simply beyond his power.

The Champion moved to chase Ash down immediately.

Only to suddenly grasp at his stomach even as Ash hit the turf on all fours and slid away. It felt like his ribs were cracked and he was bleeding into his guts.

Gritting his teeth, he looked to the Champion. He was holding onto his abdomen with both hands.

“What? What the hell?” he demanded.

“Oh yeah,” Ash said and then coughed. It felt hard to breathe. He tapped the chain the man had created in striking Ash and connected it to himself. “Any damage you inflict on me, comes back in a way. Surprise.”

At the moment, he was once again thankful for Qi-Thorns and that the ability was always active. Always giving an attacker some of their damage back.

Standing up, Ash began to work at circulating his Qi actively. He was no Qi-Healer, but he’d been healed enough to know a basis of what Rou did.

Using his Qi, he worked to shore up some of the damage, stabilize broken bones, and give himself the ability to fight on.

At the same time, he tried to dip into the world of sand. To see the momentum of everything and be able to guess at what was coming next.

To feel the shift and flow of things and see their paths.

Except it fell apart as soon as it formed. Collapsing on itself as if it were a house being made with only two walls on a foundation of water.

There was nothing to prop it up against, given the amount of power he was surrounded by.

Everyone here had extreme influence, power, and control over the situation, and all of it was subverting as well as distorting his Dao. Making it nearly impossible for Ash to get a solid read on anything.

Even when he fought his old Sect Master it hadn’t been this bad. Maybe it was because he’d had allies and people work on his side, but this situation simply didn’t give him any room to use his core Dao abilities.

His momentum had no sway here.

He’d have to fight.

Using Spring Step, Ash charged forward. His spear coming out in a wild thrust while the Champion worked at recovering from the unexpected blow he gave himself.

Tipping to one side, the Champion squirmed away.

Ash’s leaf blade spear clanged off his shoulder and scoured out a chunk of the man’s flesh. Gouging it out and sending it flying to one side.

Whipping his spear around in an underhanded arc, Ash brought the rear of it around at his foe. Though he’d tumbled backward and away from Ash. Putting distance between them.

Tapping the new chain to his chest, Ash looked to the man and quirked his brows. He even managed a smile, despite feeling like his lungs were barely able to push air in and out.

“Oh? You look like someone took a bite out of you. Though uh… it’s right over there, I guess. Maybe you tasted like shit,” Ash taunted and then let out a soft chuckle.

“You’re dying, dear. You need to lose now,” Locke warned him.

Ash thought about that, then shook his head. That wasn’t going to be something he did. Instead, he planned on cheating.

Most people couldn’t use storage devices here. Very few could, to the point that people didn’t suspect you of owning one.

Doing something stupid, Ash coughed hard once, and felt his lungs give slightly. He held his hand up to his mouth while pulling out a medicinal pill Yue had made for him. He popped it into his mouth and covered it as if he were trying to keep himself from vomiting up blood.

Which really wasn’t possible unless his stomach was bleeding severely. At that point, he’d really be in trouble.

Waiting for a second just to see if he’d jinxed himself, Ash was relieved to see he didn’t indeed throw up. Though it’d take a minute for the pill to start working.

Then he threw up. 

A great deal of blood came welling up out of his guts and past his hand over his mouth.

He caught sight of the pill passing along with the blood and landing in the grass.

Damnit all.

Won’t be taking anything to help with this.

Time’s up, I guess.

Grabbing hold of his spear, he held it out in front of himself and then shook his head once. Angling it at his enemy who was now getting to his feet, Ash readied himself.

The man hadn’t underestimated Ash. In fact, he’d made this contest considerably harder, since he activated his abilities.

He’d treated Ash as dangerous and nearly killed him.

This wasn’t a good fight for Ash.

“Fuck it,” he muttered and then retracted his spear back into his palm. Then he slapped both hands to the ground and brought forth all of his Qi. At the same time, he drew heavily upon the Qi from Ghast.

The pressure of the great ocean of Qi beyond that door she’d given him gave in. Then rushed out of him through his palms.

Two sets of solid beams of Qi shot out from Ash’s hands and came up on either side of the Champion, causing the man to look down to either side.

Not waiting, he sidestepped and hopped over one.

Ash had expected that.

The beam suddenly became a wall and intersected with the man.

It unfortunately didn’t split him in half, but it did take him off the ground.

At the same time, the other beam also became a wall and then rapidly surrounded the man.

“What the hell are you doing!?” shrieked the man. He’d been put into a position where his great strength, Qi, and abilities couldn’t do anything. He was being held off the ground by something he couldn’t shatter.

As evidenced by him repeatedly kicking and punching the wall Ash had made.

Then he was shut out from view of everyone as the walls clanged shut around him.

Ash closed his eyes and focused on what was going on inside of the design. This would hold the man, but it wasn’t infinite.

Each strike landed spent more Qi to repair the damage. To prevent it from crumbling away into nothing from those frightening strikes.

On the interior walls, he quickly created inlays of enchantments. Turning the walls into a formation that would strip the Qi away from whatever was inside and touching them.

At the same time, Ash was attempting to grow the wall through the champion. It’d reached the wound in his shoulder and was trying to push into his body directly.

Once the patterns clicked into place, the walls began to glow an eerie phosphorescent blue color. No patterns showed up on the outside, but it was now obvious something was going on inside.

The Champion began to shriek as his Qi was rapidly being drained away by force, though it sounded as if he were dying.

To everyone else, they had no idea what was going on.

What Ash knew, was the Qi wall was digging through the man’s torso now. It’d run through the wound in his arm and was carving out his organs, even as it rapidly drained him inside out.

What were once shrieks became wet gurgles as the Qi wall grew inside the champion. Cutting his lungs away from inside of him and then digging out his heart.

Once those three organs were cut loose, the man shuddered in the grasp of Ash’s construct. His body then went limp quickly, no longer able to support himself up at the sudden and rapid loss of blood pressure.

Or more accurately, the rapid loss of his heart.

Ash grew the wall up into his head and made sure to cut his eyes out so he could pull them free easier when this was over. Then he rapidly retracted all the Qi and brought it back into himself. 

Drawing everything back completely.

When it was all said and done, the once champion was laying on the ground. There was a great deal of blood all over the front of his body. It had apparently erupted out of his mouth at some point.

“Alright. That’s a big hunk of dead guy,” Ash said and then laughed, waving a hand at the man. He felt rather sleepy and dizzy right now. “I need-I need to get his eyes for my Lady Ghast.”

“Rou is coming! Hang in there!” Locke asked.

A large black ball of Qi rose up out of him and then shot off toward Hui, who caught it neatly in one hand.

“Nice!” Ash said in English and gave Hui a thumbs up. He was feeling rather silly right now. Silly and light headed. The pain he’d been feeling was fading now. Then he laughed and promptly fell backward. Hitting the turf and staring up at the sky above him.

He could faintly see the impenetrable ceiling of the prison far, far, far above. A slate gray color that ran as far as the eye could see in every direction.

Up there, somewhere, were buildings, ships, and islands that the Qi-Lords and their people lived upon.

“Tiered realms are inherently wrong, as the gap between them is too large,” whispered Ash. Then he blinked.

Or tried to.

Instead, he passed out from blood loss.





Twenty-Six




Ash started awake.

He could feel grass beneath his back, and he was gazing up at the same gray sky he’d seen only a few moments ago.

“What?” asked Ash, blinking several times.

Then Rou was there, leaning over him. He could feel her right hand pressed to the side of his head. Her left hand was held up in front of herself.

Spinning in her palm were all five of the standard elements of cultivation. Metal, Fire, Earth, Water, and Wood. All hovering above her hand.

Spinning and chasing one another. Feeding and being fed by each other.

At the center, was a pure white ball of Qi and surrounding it all was a faint black circle. Rou’s eyes were practically glowing as she gazed down at him.

“Ah… there we are,” she murmured while holding his gaze. “Your heart stopped beating. You were dead. I’ve brought you back.”

Ash took in a slow breath and nodded his head fractionally. Then shook it.

He had no idea why his heart had stopped, but it sounded decidedly bad.

“Thank you, my Qi-Healer,” Ash mumbled.

“Oh, of course. It’s what I’m here for. Quite literally,” Rou answered, a smile curling the corners of her mouth upward. “You fight and put your life on the line, I hold and then step in to make sure you can fight further. It’s symbiotic. I’d fall to someone else without you, and you’d be at a greater risk without me.”

“Dead. I’d be dead,” Ash countered, then he turned his head slightly. He didn’t want to stare at the mesmerizing display of Qi control Rou was demonstrating. It also left him feeling rather strange watching it.

It didn’t look normal, and he’d never heard of a Qi-Healer doing such a thing. Even the single Qi-Healer he’d met, never used their own Qi, but the patient’s Qi.

Ash had no Elemental Qi.

“How long was I down?” Ash asked.

“Seconds,” Rou stated with some pride in her tone. “Seconds. I was here just as you lost consciousness.

“And before you ask, yes, you can stand up. I’ve repaired everything I can up to the point that I should. You’ll need to take a pill as soon as we’re alone to finish it. If I do more than this, it’ll be too obvious that I’m a godly Qi-Healer.”

Rou snapped her hand shut and smothered the floating Qi balls into nothing. Then she grabbed him by the shoulder and hauled him upward to sitting.

Hesitating, she then laid a kiss to his lips. Afterward, she stood up then began pulling him up as well. Getting him to his feet, she grabbed him by the forearms and stabilized him.

Siu and Hui were there as well, standing on either side of Rou.

The former watching him curiously, the latter looking like she wanted to grab him and start cultivating immediately. That it was a question of willpower that kept her from doing so and nothing else.

“It isn’t pure,” muttered Hui, staring at him. He knew exactly then that she was indeed thinking of trying to cultivate through him.

“Later,” he answered and then stumbled off toward his enemy. Ghast was coming his way now after having gone off to gloat, taunt, and heckle the loser of their bet.

He needed to do what he said he would.

Reaching the champion, Ash bent down and dug his fingers into the man’s face. He quickly sunk his fingers into the sockets of his eyes and pulled the eyeballs free.

Standing up, he began moving toward Ghast as she moved toward him.

Across her face was a smile as bright and inviting as a morning sun after a cold night. There was no compulsion to do anything for her, or to her, thankfully.

She was just that attractive.

“My Lady Ghast. I’ve won the duel,” Ash grunted out and then held up his hands. “Per your request, here’s what you asked for.

“I apologize for the use of so much Qi. It was needed to make the fight go in my favor.”

Ghast glanced to the bloody remains in his hands. She reached out and scooped them out of his hands with one of her own and closed her hand. She smiled at him and tilted her head to the side.

“It’s fine. You didn’t spend that much comparatively to what you earned me. I’ll be chasing Si’Sha from here and challenging her repeatedly,” Ghast confessed. She held the gory gift he’d given her as if they were precious, and not a body part he’d just plucked from a corpse. In fact, she held the closed hand that held them to her cleavage. “Thank you, my Hand. Thank you. I’m going to go get as much I can from her, then come and visit you to give you some more rewards. Be prepared to receive me.

“Until then, go back to Wahst. You can ignore the rest of this meeting, it no longer concerns you.

“That, and if you remain here, it’s likely that they’ll try to do something stupid. Take everyone back to Wahst.”

“Yes, my Lady Ghast,” Ash concurred, dipping his head in a nod toward Ghast.

“Mm… at first, I was a little off-put with that term. Now I suddenly find I like it,” Ghast whispered. Then she leaned forward and placed a delicate kiss on his cheek. It lasted for a few seconds before she pulled away. “Go home, my Hand, I’ll come and speak with you about rewards later. Give my respect to your wives.”

Turning, Ghast waved sharply once and walked away swiftly. There was no sway to her hips. No grace to her gait.

She was moving with a purpose and speed.

Ash noted that Si’Sha was sprinting towards her airship. She apparently didn’t want to stick around.

“Well, I didn’t like that, but it wasn’t too bad,” Locke snarled from beside him. Her arms were crossed in front of herself. “She knows better than to have kissed you or done more but… still. You’re married and pledged. She should know better.”

“She does,” Hui countered with a light sniffle. “She made her intentions known to all without pushing too far. All know she’s interested in Ash and would take offense if someone did something to him.

“It also tells you, his wives, she’s interested in him. Ghast did it in a spectacularly subtle yet bold way. I applaud her style.”

“That’s only because you’re not a wife. Not as close to him as those who will spend our waking and sleeping moments with him,” Rou murmured. “If you were one of his women, rather than just a weapon, you’d be annoyed. Angry.”

Hui frowned, her brows drawing down low. Her mouth was slit into a frown now. She didn’t look happy.

“We should go,” Ash said, turning to look at the corpse of the champion.

“I already looted him. We can leave. Moira is going to get Kyle,” Locke offered. “We’ll be gone in an hour.”

“Good,” Ash got out in a whisper. Then he turned and put his head on Rou’s shoulder and hung onto her. He managed to disguise popping a medicinal pill into his mouth before wrapping his arms around Rou’s hips. “I owe you, my Qi-Healer.”

“Oh… ah… oh my,” Rou giggled while putting her arms around him in return. She tilted her body and took up his weight as if she were going to hold him upright. “Hello, my Cultivator. Dear. Husband. Are you alright?”

“I just need you. That’s all,” Ash confessed, rubbing his face into her neck. Rou was one of his very much needed personages.

Someone he had to have at his side.

Mei, Jia, Tala, Moira, Na, Rou, Chunhua, Yue, and Locke were all people he needed. He firmly believed that if the realm collapsed around him, if he had those eight people, he’d be fine.

Everything would turn out well if he just hung onto them.

“I just need you,” repeated Ash, nuzzling her neck and hanging on as if she were a life preserver.

Then he felt Locke hug him from behind while also hugging Rou.

Then Siu’s pink bubble enveloped him, and he felt a tap on his shoulder from something stiff. The blossoming feeling of sexual energy he had was dissipated.

He was grateful for that.

The last thing he wanted right now was to be sexually aware of them when he just wanted comfort.




***




Tan was loping along beside their procession. Moving at a blurring speed that made Ash have to focus on him to actually see him.

Then he pivoted, turned, and began running in a different direction. Only to do the same again, and again.

Each time he did it, Ash had to focus again to see him. His eyes only barely able to discern his shape and form as he moved.

“I can’t follow him,” Rou admitted and sighed.

“It takes power and skill. The latter, you’d have, the former, you don’t,” Hui answered, her eyes tracking the young man. “We’re grateful for who and what you are, you don’t need to be more.”

This was training for both Tan, and his people.

Sheng Knights blurred the line between citizen and cultivator, but also went past in some regards.

Given that many cultivators relied on their Qi enhanced senses, and that Tan was made to ruin those, he was hard to follow visually. It became faster and more attainable the more Ash practiced it, but it wasn’t easy by any means.

“If they’re all like Tan, they’ll be a perfect counterpoint to the Brides. I just wish it didn’t sound like most would die in the creation,” Moira offered up.

“I think three out of four would die during the creation,” Locke hypothesized. “I can’t guarantee that of course, since it could only be tested by doing it but… I’m fairly confident.”

“That’s such an unfavorable risk,” mourned Siu, her fan fluttering lazily in front of herself. “It’s just something that can’t be taken by someone who isn’t willing to die. The Knights’ numbers will be very few. We’ll have to protect them till they grow strong.”

“That’d be wise,” Hui stated. “The Brides protect the Knights in their early period. They in turn will support the Sheng alliance as a whole once they have adapted to their changes.

“The parent doesn’t plant a tree so that they can enjoy the shade, they do it so their children can. This’ll be the same, since it’s likely it’ll take a few years for Knights to truly be ready. It’s a good thing you didn’t use your transference ability on him.

“There’s no telling how his enhancements would have reacted.”

Ash could only nod his head.

A Knight could only be someone unaffected by Qi and without a Dantian. On the opposite spectrum of what a cultivator was.

Which meant that, theoretically, Ash could drown the realms in Knights and probably decimate the cultivator world, that is, if he didn’t care about the deaths in their creation and the consequences of unleashing such a force into the worlds.

Good thing I’m not a super villain.

“Your name is too friendly to be a super villain. Need something old and slightly off beat. Like Felix. Or Alex,” Locke agreed.

The city-lord had gone ahead of them in the end while they made final purchases in the city. While he wanted to listen to Ghast’s order, he really wanted to make sure he bought everything he might need from the city. There was no telling when they’d be back that way.

Tan flickered into being in front of Ash.

In his lost thoughts, he’d lost sight of the Knight.

“Ha… this is rather fun. I feel tired, but it isn’t a bone-weary exhaustion like it used to be,” Tan said, dragging a wrist across his brow. “Will you do what you said and open up the Knighthood when we get back?

“Even with the survival rate as low as you claim it is, I know there will be many people who want to join. Many people who would be willing to risk their life on the possibility of becoming as powerful as a cultivator.

“Even if it’s signing away their freedom to do whatever they want. I know there’s many who will agree to it. Even if it’s just a chance to become more than what they were and that’s the only guarantee they get.”

“Yes, I’ll open the Knighthood up. Probably tomorrow though, rather than today,” Ash confirmed. “I have to check in with Luan first. She’ll be your Master Knight. She will be responsible for sect training and knight training both.

“Unless she’s ready to handle more recruits, there’s no point in recruiting more. She’s likely just barely starting to get a handle on all the new sect disciples and their basic orientation.”

“Orie… orien-tay-shon?” Tan asked, walking backward and keeping pace with everyone.

“When everyone is told what the expectations of them are for joining the sect. They’ll get all the rules, expectations, and guidance,” Ash explained.

“Oh! Oh, alright. Yes. Okay. I’m going to run ahead and see if I can go check in with Luan,” Tan reported. He pivoted, planted a foot, and was gone in a flash. Rushing off down the road.

“I don’t think he’ll have any issues making it there. We’re only an hour or so away anyways,” Locke remarked. “And before you ask, yes, those rats are still following. They’re being very subtle about it, but they’re there.”

Locke had discovered there were multiple groups of people following them. Keeping an eye on their group and watching from a distance.

Some had even started fighting one another when they’d unexpectedly stumbled together. Locke had suddenly been able to utilize more of the Hall after Ash began to cultivate his gains from killing the Champion.

If he didn’t know better, he was starting to think that his own power would be the limiting factor in this prison for how much Locke could do.

That perhaps here, in this realm that wasn’t part of his home, the Hall was limited in a way that shifted how it functioned, but didn’t negate it.

She couldn’t go back and forth through the Hall, but she could take glimpses into the areas around Ash. As if she were able to open a small window from where she was, to where she wanted, and peek through it.

It was a welcome change, and she seemed mentally healthier for it as well. While she didn’t seem to be in any danger of losing herself given being in her body all day every day, he imagined there was still a mental strain there.

“Hui should go slaughter them,” declared the woman, turning to look over her shoulder. Back the way they’d come, down the ruined boulevard.

Traveling in the prison was strange to say the least.

Ash was still terribly uncomfortable with the fact that the whole thing was mostly a ruined city. That travel to other “cities” was mostly done by going block to block inside the mega city ruins.

While he’d taken some time to explore a few buildings in the ruins, he’d found it was at a technological level comparatively close to what he’d grown used to. There wouldn’t be any tech scrounging, unfortunately.

“No, Hui. I don’t want to risk you. There’s no telling what their power levels are. For all we know, they’re just like that champion that almost killed me,” Ash declined firmly.

“Hui will not do anything without your approval. Hui lives for your direction as your weapon,” Hui answered firmly. Though, even as she spoke, her mouth turned once again into a frown. Her eyes sliding away from him and to the side.

Clearly something was on her mind. He hoped she’d be able to discuss it with him soon.

Rather than him having to drag it out of her.

“I’ll discuss what I’m thinking with you soon, Ashley. Don’t give me that look. I’m just attempting to understand myself and my needs,” Hui stated, her eyes still on the rubble of a building to their side.

Ash blinked and looked over at her at her words. He hadn’t realized she’d already been able to peel apart his thoughts.

Highly intelligent.

A strategist, right?

Already thinking way ahead of me?

“Right,” Locke agreed.

“Hui will always be your weapon, Ashley. Even if I figure you out completely and plan ahead of you. Always your weapon,” Hui promised. Then she shook her head briefly, looked at Ash, and smiled at him. “I’m your strategist in the making, Ashley. Your weapon and strategist. I’ll be ever more useful, I know it.

“As to what I was thinking, I believe I understand it. Or at least, more so now. I think, in the fullness of time, I’ll end up becoming more than just a weapon for you. I’m too vital to you. Too much of a resource that you don’t have in excess.

“The same goes for Siu if we’re being direct. Your key roles are almost completely filled. There’s no gap at all when you include myself and Siu into that.

“Until our relationship changes in any way though, I think I’d like you to continue treating me as you have. Kindly, affectionately, with physical reinforcement like head petting, and giving me awards when I do well.

“Being more intelligent than the average individual doesn’t change my needs or wishes. My desires. It just makes it a bit harder for me to be honest with them or about them.”

With an incredible amount of force, Moira slammed into the ground in front of them. Fragments of stone and pavement were knocked around in every direction.

Ash had no idea that she’d been flying down toward them. Last he knew was that she’d been scouting around them, as her ability to fly provided them with a great security envelope.

“There’s something happening at the entry of the prison. The guards appear to have given up on it and are nowhere nearby. They weren’t there when we entered either. Interesting, but not relevant to us,” Moira declared, meeting Ash’s eyes squarely. “Nothing else to report in the area. Everything is as it should be. The groups that are tailing us are doing so discreetly and will probably tag along all the way to the city.”

Moira hesitated, then moved forward and hugged him tightly. Forcing his face into her armored chest. One of her hands pressed to the back of his head and her fingers curled into his hair.

“I don’t think there’s anything that we need to be concerned of or for. It’s the normal status quo for the area.”

“Around the entrance?” asked Hui, looking thoughtful. “Wahst is the closest city to the entrance to the prison, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Moira agreed, holding on tightly to Ash.

“We should take the entrance and control it. The guards have given up on it, so let’s turn it into a resource for ourselves,” Hui suggested, looking at him. “If we control the intake, we control contraband resources that are smuggled through. We also get first dibs on new inhabitants and can offer positions to those we want to recruit.

“The flow of inmates is a valuable resource when one considers the only other way to get more citizens is creating them yourself. That takes years.”

Blinking, Ash realized Hui was absolutely correct.

It was a resource that was just there waiting to be picked up and utilized.

“Well, sounds like we’ll be making a detour,” he murmured. “Let’s go see what’s going on and see if it’s something we’ll need to plan for. I’m not sure how many Brides it’ll take to hold the area.”





Twenty-Seven




As they grew ever closer to their destination the sound of fighting grew louder and louder. To the point that it sounded very similar to a trash-compactor going at a box full of lightbulbs.

“When we came through, other prisoners were waiting for us outside,” Siu stated. “Our first squad of Brides went through and secured the area. There were no guards waiting for us when we came through though, despite the fact that there were supposed to be.”

Ash frowned at that statement.

Now that she’d said it aloud, he realized there was more going on than he thought there was. The Qi-Lords had mentioned they’d spoken to the guards and were more or less ignored.

In addition to that, Ghast had warned him to not cause problems, or guards tended to show up. No such thing had happened when Moira and Siu arrived, despite it being the prison entrance.

“It would seem the prison is being turned over to the prisoners. Where did the guards go, and why would they abandon their charges?” Hui asked. She’d apparently discovered the same thing he had, and was once again, ahead of him. “We should determine where they went and if they’re still here. If they’re not… if they’re not here, that is a concern.

“That means they were either turned into slaves and hidden, killed, or left the prison. The last of which is particularly interesting.

“Things are changing. Rapidly. Some of it doesn’t even have to do with anything we did. Or… or does it? Is the Emperor pulling out his guards deliberately? Is he attempting to pull whatever he cares about, out of the way? Does he expect you to do something?

“It seems like he might be. That maybe he’s expecting you to tear through them? If he knows you at all, he might suspect that. That’d line up with how oddly he’s treated you.

“The stories of him decimating cities and obliterating families simply for offending him fly against the way he’s acted toward you. He didn’t kill you. He brought you back to your allies. He seemingly… brought Moira back from the brink of death with an artifact that was a one-time use.”

Blinking, Ash realized that Hui was right.

Everything she said about the emperor was true. That his actions regarding Ash were completely out of the ordinary. They flew in the face of his normal everyday actions and were beyond “out of character”.

“Yes, he did heal me with some type of gourd. It broke apart after he used it. Into hundreds of pieces,” Moira confirmed. “I won’t lie and say I would have survived if he hadn’t. It felt like my entire body had been shattered. I’m positive I would’ve died in a short time after I was struck.

“Him healing me, a Refiner of no value to him, with an artifact, is very much outside of normal. Even if he wasn’t the emperor.”

“I suspect there’s far more to this. Far more to Ash, in fact,” Hui stated as they turned down the street heading toward the prisoner intake area. “The question becomes, is it him, him being a fated one, or his clan? There’s something different about Ash that the emperor is interested in.”

Coming at it from this angle, Ash really couldn’t quite piece together where he, Rou, and Locke had dived into a sewer previously.

Seeing it during the day was quite literally a night and day difference. Viewing it in this way was as if it were two different areas entirely.

A sudden and stray thought struck Ash as they walked on.

That it wasn’t Ash that made the emperor interested in him.

That the interest and curiosity in Ash had nothing to do with him at all. Not in any way. He as a person had nothing to do at all with the emperor’s interest.

It was the Hall.

“Oh… oh. I see,” Locke remarked quietly. “That’d make sense. Almost too much sense. Or maybe the fact that it’s the Hall and it fell into the hands of a Fate One.

“On top of that, I’m fairly certain that the Hall will self-destruct on your death. If you don’t hand it over of your own free will, that is.

“After all… it was from the ‘Imperial Clan’ of the Grassy Vale. Which, by the way, I have no idea what or where that is. In all the books I’ve scoured through, which were many, the Grassy Vale has never once come up.

“Never. There’s only one imperial family per realm, and that’s the citizens. The emperor himself wasn’t born into his name, but took it by force from a distant cousin. Who stole it from a stranger. There is no cultivator royal line and never has been as far as I can tell.”

That means… the Grassy Vale is another realm, doesn’t it? Is that why it works here as well? Because it doesn’t belong here, so it isn’t beholden to the same rules in the same way.

A royal family from another realm that ended up being supplanted or lost.

That’d be my guess. That or—

Ash missed a step and nearly fell forward on his face.

“Are you okay?” Moira asked, having grabbed him in mid-fall. Her hands were clamped to his shoulder and steadying him.

“Hui, my weapon, run ahead and kill all who oppose us,” hissed Ash. He grasped the Qi-chain that was attached to her and wrenched it open. Qi was waiting to flood into her the moment she could hold more. “The new prisoners are all Brides and wives. Go.”

Hui was an ugly and brutal weapon. He was throwing her into a situation with an excess of Qi where she could feed on death, empowering herself further, she’d become a whirlwind of destruction.

She was best used in a crowd and against multiple people. An okay substitute for Chunhua.

“What? They are?” Siu asked. “There wasn’t going to be another force sent for a month or two. This is far too soon.”

Siu pulled her fan free and extended it.

Moira and Locke had readied themselves as well, bringing forth weapons and readying abilities.

Hui was long gone. Off at a dead sprint and leaving them behind. She was running as if hell was behind her and catching up to her. Her arms and legs pumping furiously in similar way to how Ash ran.

Ash, Locke, Moira, and Siu started moving at a smooth and swift run, though nowhere near as fast as Hui.

Who now had a black sphere appearing around her as she went. As if she were in a smoky globe.

Ash could feel her starting to use up the Qi in her Dantian. To which he simply pushed harder on the chain attached to her. Forcefully filling her Dantian.

“She’s going to slaughter everyone,” Siu remarked quietly. “It’s the first dire order you’ve given her, and you called her by her preferred title. The very first time where it mattered. She’ll not forget this any time soon, you know.”

“It’s better this way… we can protect Ash while figuring out what’s going on,” Locke murmured. “And you’re certain of it? I can’t… my ability to sense around you isn’t as strong as it used to be.”

“I can feel their Qi. All your Qi is very unique. It’s as simple as looking at a color for me, since I worked on you all. All your backs and enhanced you,” Ash explained. “It’s Mei, Jia, Chunhua, Tala, and Na,” he explained. “And hundreds of Brides. So many Brides. I don’t know how many we have on the home realm, but there’s a lot here now.”

“We were actively recruiting from other sects,” Moira admitted. “The name ‘Sheng’ has traveled far and wide, given that Gen is the realm lord now. Nor is it a secret that the heir to the throne is pregnant with a child of the Sheng clan.”

“Until Hu gets one of his women pregnant,” Ash argued.

“Yes, until your brother-in-law gets someone pregnant,” Siu remarked, pointing back to the fact that even that relation was still rather unique.

Hui vanished around a slight bend in the road. Having outpaced Ash and everyone else as if they were standing still.

At that point in the street, she wouldn’t be far from where the prison building entrance was. Which was obviously where the enemy must have been.

Or so Ash figured, since he felt a massive drop in Qi from Hui. Followed by a giant flare of black Qi roaring up into the sky above that area.

Fresh Qi began to flood into Hui from two sources. One was Ash of course, and the second was most certainly a great number of dead people.

Either those she killed directly or those that died in the fight as it already existed.

“The hell did she just do?” demanded Locke.

“Her job,” Siu reported, and then she reached out and laid a hand to Ash’s rear end even as they ran. She squeezed him openly, as the Pink Bubble he’d been inside of suddenly constricted around him. He felt himself immediately respond awkwardly inside his pants.

Then it was all gone in a flash, drained away as if it’d never been there. Siu’s hand slipped away, and she ran on as if nothing had happened at all.

“Thank you,” Ash blurted out. He had a cool and refreshed feeling right now after Siu had given him sexual urges then stripped them from him. He felt far more rational and logical in this moment than he had been.

“It’s my pleasure,” Siu responded and then began running faster than the others. Gaining distance on them and leaving them behind.

“We’ll play bodyguards then, Locke?” Moira asked.

“Best we do that. We can do something if we need to, but it’s better if we hang back,” agreed Locke. Ahead of them Siu turned the corner and vanished. “Most cultivators just aren’t great at group fights. We’re more specialized in general for one-on-ones. Hui and Chunhua are different. And speaking of Chunhua, is she over there? If she is, she’s being awfully quiet.”

“Saving mana, I imagine,” Ash offered. “She blows through her entire Dantian in seconds if she isn’t careful and gets twitchy.”

“Good point,” Moira offered.

Then they rounded the corner.

“Though now that she knows we’re here with Siu showing up, she might let loose,” Ash said as he laid eyes on the scene.

The front of the prison was before him, and it was swarming with people. Swarming with citizens and cultivators both.

A mass of angry, screaming, writhing flesh, all hell bent on forcing their way into the prison. The narrow entry of the front of the building, restricted to the possibility of the windows and a single door, made it impossible for that group to push in.

There were obvious shields of elemental Qi keeping the windows from being a form of entry. Everything was being funneled to the door itself it seemed.

At the back of the crowd was Hui. She was decimating their ranks from twenty feet away. Tearing into them with dark slashes and golden projectiles.

Citizens and Cultivators alike were melting as she struck them. Their bodies being blown apart or limbs being torn free.

A continual stream of Black-Qi was being funneled to her, and she wasn’t drawing on his Qi anymore. The amount of death she was throwing about was making a noticeable impact.

There was a boom from the front of the prison door that knocked people flying away from it. As if a condensed jet of air had been shot through it.

A second afterward and Mei and Jia came storming through it.

They were a picture in similarities and opposites.

Jia had brown eyes and hair as dark as midnight. She was willowy and athletic, and would be a perceived beauty in the realms of the emperor.

Mei was just as pretty in her features. Her blue-black hair was pulled back. He couldn’t see it from here, but he imagined her gray eyes were flat and cold.

She didn’t value the lives of others.

The difference was, where Jia was slim, Mei was built more towards having a curvy frame with a body-type Ash preferred, given his background.

The former was encased in a pool of water Qi, while the latter had twin earthen swords in her hands and earth-Qi covering her body in an armor-like appearance.

Na came out and came over to Jia’s side. She held up her jade spear loosely and looked ready to fight. She was on the prettier side and outclassed almost everyone but Siu and Hui. Her body type didn’t match her cousin Mei’s as much as it did Jia’s.

Tala followed her out and came to stand next to Mei. The tall Rabbit warrior woman held a two-handed sword loosely over her shoulder.

Her head was tilted back and her green eyes were flashing even from this distance. Dark black furred ears were angled at the scrum before them.

Then Chunhua burst out of the door and stood between the four other women. She had both hands up and her pure white eyes looked out over the masses.

She was built more like Mei in body shape, but not quite as so.

Holding her hands up in front of her, she let loose with a torrent of lightning bolts. Many of them streaking out of her palms and crashing into the enemies.

Closer to him, Siu was working as a bodyguard for Hui and utilizing her fans to great effect as defensive weapons. Slashing arms and feet that came for Hui from the few who escaped her deadly attacks and approached her.

“Moira, Rou, go assist Siu and Hui,” Ash asked, then began walking to one side. He was putting himself out of the line of combat. If he did so, Moira was more likely to do as he asked.

Glancing at him as he moved away, she dipped her head once and then moved off. Her wings spread out and he could see the gleam of metal on her feathers.

“Oh look at that. Alone with my husband,” Locke whispered and then took up his left arm. She dragged it up between her breasts and hung onto him. They were now in a position where they could see the fight but weren’t a concern to anyone. “Just as it should be. And likely will be when it’s all said and done. Your end is my end, my Chosen One. Team Loshley to the end.”

“Stop throwing out Death Flags, you idiot,” growled Ash. He seriously didn’t want to consider anyone dying right now. That was the furthest thing from his mind.

“Such a sweetie. You get heart-sick at the very idea of me leaving,” Locke teased and reached up with her right hand to pet his cheek. “I love youuuuu, Ashley Sheng.”

“I… love you, too, Locke,” Ash admitted with only a slight hesitation.

Watching, Ash couldn’t look away as his people truly settled in for something that belonged in a slaughterhouse. Brides began to move out of the prison and started cutting into the enemy forces. Working in squad level elements and operating at the behest of Jia and Mei verbally providing directions.

Ash couldn’t help but watch Hui, Siu, and Moira though.

Mostly because Hui was doing a workload equivalent to everyone else combined, and then more. The only other person who could compare was Chunhua, but she was also working defensively.

If she wasn’t, it was quite likely they’d be competing with each other more evenly.

In no time at all, people were attempting to surrender. Trying to throw themselves to the ground in front of either set of women.

Neither grouping gave them any mercy.

Anyone who made themselves an easy target by laying down, was quick to die. Often by Hui simply smashing someone’s head with a boot heel, or Mei skewering them with one of her swords.

Eventually the field cleared and there was no one left standing that wasn’t someone in the Sheng alliance.

“Any injured?” Ash asked, moving over to stand amongst the Brides? He didn’t stop though, but kept moving.

He reached Mei and Jia who were standing near one another, and wrapped his arms around both of them. He moved in close to them and pulled hard. Drawing both women into himself and hanging onto them.

Not waiting for them to answer him, he quickly gave each a quick kiss, then turned to Mei and kissed her much more deeply.

He didn’t let go of Jia though and hung onto her.

A few seconds of kissing Mei was enough before he turned and then kissed Jia in the same way.

Only to break it after a similar amount of time.

Then he hugged both women again, pressing them against himself.

He heard Mei let out a soft wheeze this time, and Jia wasn’t even breathing. Realizing he was hugging them too hard, he eased up.

“Minor injuries, one severe. She’s already taken an appropriate pill,” reported Na. “I… master… it’s… it’s good to see you. Your Hand Maiden awaits to serve you.”

Mei and Jia were hugging him tight in return.

“It’s good to see you, Na,” Ash murmured. He gently turned Jia and Mei loose, then moved forward toward Na. He managed to catch up Chunhua as he went by. Grabbing the sorceress and then Na, hugging both of them.

“You may hug my Elegant Self by myself,” Tala offered, standing not far away, even as Ash began to press the same types of kisses to Na and Chunhua. “I missed you… Ashley. It’s good to see you.”

“I missed you as well,” Jia stated, then he felt a hand press to the center of his back.

“As if I need to say how much I missed you, dearest,” Mei said with a laugh.

Chunhua didn’t let him pull away as he tried to disengage from their kiss after he’d kissed Na. The sorceress’s hand had curled into his hair and held his head there. Her tongue snuck into his mouth briefly, then she finally let him go.

Ash released them, then hugged Tala. Doing his best to crush the big Bunny warrior to himself.

She grunted, let out a soft groan, and hugged him back just as firmly. Enough to actually make him struggle to breathe.

“Before you ask, we’re here because we had a choice,” Mei explained as Ash and Tala tried to kill one another with a hug. “Move to the next realm, since we’re all Empowered Mortals, or go to prison. We took the prison route.

“Liu… Liu volunteered to be the Sheng Bride and Alliance leader in the lower realm. She’ll be our contact there and recruit, manage, and maintain everything. Everyone who had to choose was brought here. Her Cultivation was permanently crippled. She’ll rise to a power equivalent to Gen Sheng in the fullness of time, but she’ll never move beyond a Spirit Refiner.

“She volunteered for the job. Stating that it was part of who she was. That her Dao was you, and that part of you should remain on the realm. The Emperor himself performed the Cultivation break, just as he had done for Gen Sheng.

“Who approved of it and stated that if he should die or pass on, he’d want Liu to be the next Realm Lord. He said he and her could work in concert, since there was no good hand off from the previous Realm Lord. The Emperor didn’t like it but approved it eventually.

“And… and we don’t know where Yue is. We were never able to get ahold of her. Or even talk to her. We have no idea what’s going on with her.”

Ash finally gave up on his attempt to kill Tala by hugging her. In the end, he’d lost the ability to take a breath, and she seemed fine.

His grip on her slackened quickly.

“Oh, does my Elegant Self win? Have you given up on our game?” Tala asked and eased up on her hug, the wide smile on her face could probably be seen for miles. Then she leaned in and kissed him hotly. Her hands sliding down his back. Kissing him for several seconds, she finally lightened up an inch and pressed her forehead to his instead. “I love you, Ashley. Desperately. I don’t think I can handle being separated again. Please… recognize me forever forward as Tala-Tala Sheng.

“Or… as you’ve called my Elegant Self before… your favorite Bunny Warrior. Maybe even your Bunny Wife?”

The beautiful smile that made Tala’s face light up after that statement made him kiss her. Ignoring everyone else, even if it was rude.

“This is Hui. Jian Hui Sheng. You’ve all heard of her,” Locke said, introducing Hui while Ash busied himself with Tala. “Ashley’s living weapon.”

“Hello, Brides of Sheng,” Hui said, sounding out of breath. “Hui is Ashley’s— Ashley’s weapon. Hui is all for Ashley. Hui is Ashl… Ashley… Hui… strategist for… I’m Ashley’s… I’m his alone… and I’m also hi-his… weapon.”

There was a thump that caused Ash to break his kiss with Tala and look behind him. Hui was laid out on the ground. Breathing hard and unmoving otherwise on the ground.

She’d passed out due to over-usage of Qi.





Twenty-Eight




The city of Wahst had been shocked to say the least.

Hundreds of Brides marching in step with their leadership at the front, all heading toward the city, had caused a stir. One that wasn’t motivated by fear, but awe and stupor.

After they had first arrived, it was known that a decent number of Brides had curtailed the problems in the city. Brought it under control and rebuilt an entire section of it. All while enforcing the laws of the city-lord without ever overstepping what the citizenry would view as the appropriate boundaries.

What was approaching now was clearly at least ten times the original amount.

Even Ash had to admit some surprise at the fact that the Brides numbered close to a thousand people coming into the prison.

More so when Jia admitted that there were another six hundred remaining behind to keep everything running while actively recruiting. And then fessed up to the fact that they were likely to be at a full accompaniment of Brides by the end of the year and would have to send another wave of people to prison or the next realm.

Upon reaching the sect grounds, the Earth and Metal Qi cultivators banded together and rapidly reformed the grounds.

Building out a great number of buildings, basement facilities, and pathways. In no time at all it had the look of a supreme Sect that spent a lot of coin to look good.

The Wood and Water Cultivators had taken to transforming everything into greenspace on top of that. Then they began working in groups to move throughout the city, repairing it or restructuring it.

Or so Ash gathered from the report Mei and Jia were reading from.

“The final step after expanding the city grounds to accommodate more buildings was the wall,” Jia stated, her eyes flicking up from the paper in her hand to Ash, then back down. Her left hand casually reached up to touch the floating Water Dragon Golem that hovered over her shoulder. It was about the size of a medium sized dog and floated in the air as if it were a fish in water. It had chosen Jia, more than she had chosen it. “It is now forty feet tall and twenty feet wide. Mei and I have put together patrol groups to man it alongside with the city-guard, as well as street patrols in the same way.

“Thankfully, they seem quite appreciative to the Brides, though there has been a number of inquiries into Knighthood. I do believe that will need to be moved to an active plan.”

“Oh, yes, that’s definitely something we should push forward, Husband,” Mei agreed, turning to look at Ash sitting directly next to her. Her hand was, unsurprisingly, on his rear end. Since having their reunion, all of his women generally touched him.

Frequently.

Thankfully, they seemed to be mellowing out a touch now that things were settling into a routine.

He’d been able to sleep longer than three hours the night before for the first time since their arrival as well. No one had woken him up to steal him away.

“Master, I feel that it is prudent to mention again that you should construct a Knight master. Luan will be overworked,” Na put in while coming out of the kitchen with a tray filled with snacks and drinks. She’d resumed her duties as his personal servant immediately and hadn’t relented.

He glared at her hotly.

“I… Ash. That is. Ashley,” Na murmured quickly. “I’m sorry, Ash. I’ll never not see you as I do. I don’t feel anything is odd in how I address you.”

“Husband, Ash, or something like that. Not Master. You’re not a familial servant. I did away with that. It genuinely hurts me when you call me such a thing like Master,” Ash stated firmly and clearly. He was tired of hearing it.

“I… that… yes, Ash. I’m sorry. I don’t wish you to feel poorly for it,” apologized Na, setting down multiple plates and cups, and then filling them equally. When she finished, she leaned in and kissed his cheek, then sat herself down on his right. “I’ll make sure to be clear with it, Ash.”

Meat was no longer as rare a commodity for Wahst. The Brides had stormed through the plains and forcefully captured a number of animals. They were now part of a program to try to domesticate and breed them.

They’d also killed a number after determining which species had an abundance in the area.

Mei was leaning forward and looking at her cousin with raised eyebrows.

“You did that on purpose. You just wanted to hear him scold you into admitting your rank,” Mei accused.

Blinking, Ash glanced over to Na and saw her cheeks immediately erupt into a scarlet color. She didn’t respond, look at either of them, or act as if she’d heard them. Instead, she leaned over and began to quietly cut up Ash’s food for him as if she were his mother.

Or as if she just needed something to do to hide her embarrassment.

Ash put his attention to Jia. He didn’t want to make this worse for Na, and he’d already lost his attention from Jia’s words anyways.

“Thank you for the report, Jia,” Ash said. “It sounds like everything is on track. I didn’t realize there was so much that needed to get done.”

“Locke was handling it all and quite expertly. She has a tendency to do things and not tell you for fear of you getting worried,” Jia confessed, then she shrugged her shoulders. Taking the seat that’d been prepared for her, she snorted. “I am afraid my only concern is being Jia Sheng the Bound. That role is primarily as your adviser and confidant. That means telling you the bad things.

“Locke is… Locke is your wife. She is more similar to Mei. They have the luxury of worrying over your feelings and letting those such as Na and I carry the burden of harming you.”

“True! And I appreciate you, Jia, my partner, for making it easy for me to do so. I respect you and am quite glad we joined forces and can take both sides,” Mei said and then stuck a hand out across the table with its palm up. Jia immediately put her hand inside of it and they held hands briefly. After a few seconds they separated and went back to their meals. “I don’t think any other pairings will ever be able to compete.”

Na froze for a moment while working on Ash’s plate, before she went back to cutting up his steak. Neither Mei nor Jia noticed it, as they were focused on their plates and each other.

Ash thought on it for several seconds before he realized why she’d acted that way. It hadn’t been anything that was going on, nor had it been Jia and Mei, really.

It’d been the conversation of their partnership relations.

Or Na’s lack of one.

Yue hadn’t come back, responded to outreaches to speak to her, and had quite literally vanished into the wind. The absolute definition of MIA.

To the point that no one wanted to talk about her, as they didn’t know what was going on.

Either she’d abandoned them or left without explaining herself. In either situation, she’d simply left. Leaving Na to her own devices and without a partner to utilize to gain whatever their goals had been.

A Cultivator’s mind was unlike most people’s, let alone the culture of the nine kingdoms. Even a diluted version of that culture that was present in the lowest realm, with only one kingdom, was harsh and demanding.

Na likely wanted what all the others wanted. To become the strongest cultivator, or the one with the most power, in the Sheng alliance, by one means or another. Second only to Ash and beholden to no one else.

It was a sense of being the best, even if all it did was offer pride and a title.

Without an active partner, it was unlikely Na would ever achieve that. She’d effectively been abandoned.

“Alright, well… a Knighthood Golem… I suppose I should,” relented Ash, pulling the conversation away from partners. He’d talk to Na later about that as he had a sudden idea. He’d need to run it by Locke as well. “Luan looks to be very busy, given all the Brides to watch over, as well as her sect masters and students.”

The Brides had immediately adopted Luan as their mother. Given she was an amalgamation of many techniques, styles, abilities, and wisdom, she’d quickly become a counselorof sorts.

Which Ash had hoped would be the case.

A sect leader shouldn’t just be so for their power alone, but also their wisdom and mental abilities. The fact that it was happening, felt perfect to him.

He now needed to do the same for the Knights and give them a Golem they could look up to. Except the only person who came to mind for him, was Gen.

If Gen didn’t exemplify a blurred line between a citizen and a Cultivator, he didn’t know who would. The difficulty became trying to condense everything he knew about the man down into transference papers that could be given to another.

“I’ll handle that part. I have to make a few for Siu anyways, and I’m practicing my handiwork. I’m not quite as good as you are yet, but I’m getting there. It’s a wonder how much my mentality shifted when I was forced into this body. Or… er… my body, I guess,” Locke admitted. “I like your idea. I’m going to do it, by the way. No need to talk to me about it. Anyway, I’ll handle the Knight papers. You make the golem.”

Ash nodded his head and settled into lunch. He had work to do when he was finished, which meant he had to actually get a move on.

Not to mention the weather golem for the farms. Damnit.

So much work to do.




***




Groaning, Ash leaned away from the head of the Knight’s Master, or the “Templar” as Ash was calling it, and sighed. He put his hands into his spine and pushed, getting a good crack out of his back for it.

Na’s golem of Jade flopped over onto its side next to him and then patted at his hand with its jade paw.

Right now, it was a large house cat.

He’d been surprised that her golem had taken on the Jade properties of her new found Qi weapon, which meant it could shapeshift.

The original form of a weasel had been immediately dissolved and it became whatever Na wanted it to. Only the core at the center remained the same.

“You should take a break, Ash,” Na offered from where she was quietly writing something onto a piece of paper. They were alone and working in his workshop with one another.

Lunch had ended an hour ago and they’d simply gone about their business with only a few sentences said.

They could sit in companionable silence rather well together.

“Only if you do, my dear lovely Handmaiden,” Ash muttered, then twisted his back one way, then the other. He knew Na would say she couldn’t, so it was more of an idle statement.

Leaning back into the Knight’s head, he picked up his chisel again. Laying the edge to the unfinished cheek bone, he began his work once more.

“Okay. I’ll take a break,” Na reported and then lifted up her quill pen. She wiped off the nib, set it down, stoppered her ink, and looked to him. She gave him a wide and beautiful smile. “Do you think we should take fifteen minutes? If so… I… could think of something to do in that time.”

Ash froze over the Knight’s face.

Siu, where the hell are you. I could use you right now.

“Sorry! She’s with me. We’re busy. Go talk to Na. Don’t let her get you into a bedroom. You have work to do,” Locke commanded.

Laying down his chisel, Ash stood up and immediately stepped away from his work. He looked to Na and tilted his head to one side.

“I’d like to… I want to, in fact. But… I think we need to talk, Na Sheng,” Ash confessed and then walked over to her. He came up next to the table where she was working and then got down on his knees next to it.

“Ahhh, Ash, you shouldn’t be kneeling in front of me. I’m just your Handmaiden and—”

Ash lifted a hand and placed several fingers across Na’s mouth, quieting her.

“No one will see me that would care that I’m kneeling in front of you, Na,” he argued, not letting his hand drop. “And besides, we both know I care about you. More than one would for “just a Handmaiden” wouldn’t you say? Dear wife?”

Na blinked at that, and he felt her lips stiffen under his fingers.

She likely wanted to argue with him. Even if he saw them as equals and wanted her to be his equal, she would very likely disagree with that.

To Na, he knew for a fact that his appearance, respect, and title were beyond reproach.

Even if she loved him, she had him on a high enough pedestal that his whole body would break if he fell from it. Cultivator or not.

“Na… when it’s just us… please. Please just treat me as a woman would her man. Please. I’ll do the same. I know it’s impossible for you to act like it around even those we trust, but could you at least manage it when it’s just us? Please?” Ash begged.

Na’s brows slowly pressed together, and she stared at him. Her breaths came out in slow washes of warmth across the back of his hand and arm.

Then she slowly nodded her head.

He let his hand fall away from her mouth and put his hands on her knees. Holding tight to them and gazing up into her face.

Ash could admit he genuinely cared for all these women in his life. In a way that made him inwardly cringe and feel pathetic.

That he’d been hopeful just to have one woman understand him and who he was. Yet now he had more than he could have dreamed of and was trying to balance them all at the same time.

Thankfully, they seemed more willing to balance him and drag everyone else along, rather than him doing it.

“I’m sorry. I just… you’re special,” Na whispered, her eyes boring holes into his head. “You’re a Fated One, Ash. My Fated One. You stepped in and knocked my life off the path it was on and gave it a true purpose. You instilled a Dao in me by simply existing. I’ll not reveal my Dao even if you ask, but just understand, my actions are mine. I choose them. I’m not driven to any lengths I have not chosen.

“And before you ask… I… yes. I love you. As a woman loves a man, I love you. Not because I should, or someone thinks I should, but because I’ve watched you. Watched how you deal with people. How you handle me. Us. Everyone.

“You’re a kind man who sometimes acts a bit slowly but wishes well for those you worry over. I know that you genuinely want us to all be happy and that you’re pained if you think for a moment I’m bothered.

“I love you for the man you are, not for any stupid reason that might be fluttering around in that chaotic mind of yours.”

Na reached up with her fingers and lightly stroked Ash’s temple down to his brow. Then around the orbit of his eye to his jaw where she cupped it carefully. Her dry palm felt warm and soft.

“So… I hear you. I’ll do what I can… but please understand I’m also doing what I want for myself. Okay?” Na asked.

“Okay, Na. I understand,” Ash agreed, then leaned forward and kissed Na briefly. Then he moved away from her and looked up into her face. “Now… I wanted to talk to you about Yue. Do you mind if we change the subject? I know it’s a bit jarring but… I feel it’s something we need to talk about. Especially you and I.”

Na winced, looked to the side, then back to him, and finally nodded her head. She looked resigned and unhappy, but willing to discuss the situation.

“Yes, it’s best we do that. I have no idea where she went, what she was thinking, or what her plans were,” Na admitted upfront. “She just… left. Without saying anything. The very night you were sent to prison, in fact. Everything was legally turned over and she was… gone.

“I’m… I’m sorry for her actions. Even if she is my partner, I can only view her actions as very… very wrong. Wrong is the only way I can describe it. To abandon everything just as you need us all the most.

“To give up everything and leave… I can’t even fathom it. I know Jia and Mei are trying to say that it’s more likely she’s gone off to try and get revenge in her own way, but even then, the result is the same. Abandoning you in your greatest time of need. It’s… she should have stayed. She should have mended the fence even after the sheep was lost. All she did was let more get away.”

Ash didn’t quite follow Na’s meaning, but it sounded like a cultural idiom that he didn’t know. Given Na came from a very different family background then his original Sheng family, that wasn’t very surprising.

“I understand and that you see it that way makes perfect sense,” Ash said, patting Na’s thighs gently. “What I wanted to talk to you about though was something only related peripherally. Something about Yue, but not Yue.”

“I’m listening… listening, Husband,” Na said, emphasizing the title. At the same time, she put her hands on top of his and squeezed them in a rough way, then held to them. She was clearly needing support right now.

The Yue situation was eating at her more than he thought.

Maybe it has to do with her Dao? It seems like that’s a driving force for her.

“Consider her lost,” Ash said simply. “If she’s lost, should you not get a new partner? Locke has partnered with Siu today after me suggesting it to her, but I wouldn’t have suggested her to you anyways.

“In fact… I’d suggest Hui, Na. Jian Hui Sheng. The woman who reformed herself into my weapon after her Dantian was damaged. I rebuilt her.

“She now wants to be my strategist and weapon. She says that she exists only for me. To be used by me, and wishes only that and to see me use her to cut others down. That sounds like a ‘Right Hand’ sort of position to me.

“In a similar way, wouldn’t you say that… my Handmaiden… is a ‘Left Hand’ type of position? A Handmaiden to care for my house, a weapon to tear down my enemies. That sounds like a very solid partnership. Especially since the weapon is unaware of the dynamics and is trying to find her way in it.

“Maybe I’m overthinking on this, but I was worried for you. I noticed your response to Jia and Mei talking about their own partnership.”

Na’s eyes widened as soon as he’d mentioned Hui. The beautiful Handmaiden was staring at him as if he were a truck racing down a highway with its high-beams on and she was a deer in the road.

“Jian Hui Sheng is the Weapon. Na Sheng is the Handmaiden. The hands of Sheng. The Left Hand and the Right Hand,” Na whispered. Then she leaned down and kissed him in a way that made him wish Siu was most certainly here. Her hands let go of his and began digging at his belt to rip it clean out of the loops. “You were that worried about me and my position? You’ve been thinking on this just for me after you saw my reaction?

“Dearest Husband… I’m going to show you how pleased I am to be your wife. Here and now. Immediately. Show you how pleased I am at your care and concern for me. After I’m done… you’re going to get a brief break, then you’re going to show me what it means to be your wife.”

Na shoved him down to the ground of the workshop and began working at jerking his pants down. Her eyes focused on his privates, and she let out a heavy and rushed breath out of her nose.

“Husband,” she breathed in a breathy tone. One he recognized as when Na no longer listened to anything he said.

Holy shit!

“Sorry, I don’t think Siu can save you in time. Na looks hungry. You won’t last long enough for Siu to make it there,” Locke grumbled. “Though… Siu will be close enough to get the power up when Na… finishes you.”





Twenty-Nine




Ash, grunted, sighed, then leaned his head back and looked up to the sky above him. He was disappointed and felt incredibly stupid, if he was being honest.

He’d spent days trying to figure out how to make a Knight that would have a better success rate. One that wouldn’t more than likely kill the person it was converting.

Of the one hundred volunteers he accepted into the Knighthood all one hundred declined the new version. It only had a thirty percent power difference, but it was nearly a ninety-percent survival rate, he estimated.

I… underestimated them.

Again.

They just don’t care. They want all the power they can get, even if it costs them their lives. It just… it’s stupid.

Stupid.

“Master Sheng,” Na murmured, one of her hands coming up to pat the back of his shoulder. “It’s time to wish them well and let the golem do its work. Rou is here, as are the medical golems.”

Nodding his head, he then shook it, the nodded it again.

“This is an Outlander way of thinking, Husband of mine,” Mei purred and hugged his arm tightly to her side. “Don’t worry. Even if they die, they’ll get a reward for the attempt. It’ll feed their family even in the event of it going wrong. They benefit regardless. Now, do as my darling cousin bid you.”

Ash clicked his tongue and looked out to the young men and women assembled in front of him. They’d all been given medicine similar to what he’d given Tan.

They’d all been reformed to their perfect state and were now ready to be carved up. Naked as the day they were born, at the peak of their health, and quite possibly flushing their life away.

Who was he to stop them from their own choices.

Instead, Ash had gone ahead and created an unthinking golem to do the work of carving the Knight with their patterns.

It would only ever respond to Luan and himself. Even if someone took it and tried to dissect it, it wouldn’t do any good, as it would cease to function if taken out of the sect.

Even if questioned, it wouldn’t respond.

It was a true golem.

A number of thinking golems with personalities had also been created to tend to the sect and knights in a medical capacity. They weren’t Qi-Healers, but they could treat and handle many things, and would often work with Rou or around her.

The last golem he’d made recently, and kept it a secret to everyone he could, was an alchemist, apothecary, and blacksmith, all in one. It was below his workshop and the entrance was hidden.

The only people who knew it existed were those women close to him. It was a secret existence that could never be acknowledged for any reason.

If it ever left the work-cell Ash had built it in, it would self-destruct. It was a mindless golem that did whatever job he gave it. Mei and Jia had both thought it was too much of a risk, but he needed an alchemist.

An apothecary.

He had a great deal of ingredients and no one to make medicines.

“Alright. Ah… Knights of Sheng… I’ll see you when you wake up, or carry your corpse back on your shield to your family,” Ash stated and then performed the Knight salute he’d created with Tan. Each of them had already been issued basic gear as part of their induction. “Along with your expiry gold if you… cannot complete your service. I hope you all make it to the other side and can perform your duties.

“Please lay down on the platforms and prepare yourselves. This is just the inscription part of the process. This will be excruciating and I’m sorry for it. If gives you any solace, every Bride here has undergone a similar process. You will all share that pain communally.”

All the newly appointed Knights began getting down onto the benches that’d been prepared for them. Getting down on their bare chests.

“It’s rather exciting. I never thought we’d be able to turn citizens into a type of cultivator. Tan was hard to get used to at first, but I’m learning,” Mei admitted, tilting her head and setting it on Ash’s shoulder. “It’s rather fun to learn new things. I think it’ll help the Brides to fight with the Knights.”

“And vice versa,” Na added. “It’ll be beneficial to both sides. Especially when they begin to work together.”

“Ghast is approaching,” Locke warned.

Ash had been scanning constantly and attempting to feel if anything happened around the city, but he hadn’t noticed Ghast. Looking up, he couldn’t even see her in fact.

“I’m… the Hall is responding to me more and more. I feel like I’m only a little away from being able to return to it. Though… if I’m being honest, I’m not sure I want to. I’m enjoying just being a flesh and blood woman,” Lock explained, apparently sensing his thoughts.

And such a fine flesh and blood woman my wife is.

Whether she goes into the Hall or not, I think I’ll have to track her down. Often.

She’s far too cuddly and snuggly lately.

Especially when I catch her unaware and alone in her bed. Such a cute thing.

The overwhelming emotion of embarrassment and excitement flooded into Ash from the Hall. Not to mention a fair amount of sexual desire about him, directed at him, and for him.

Then it was all strangled into non-existence.

“Be nice My Chosen One. I was very giving last night. Be nice,” whined Locke.

“Time to go, Ghast is coming,” Ash explained and looked to Mei on his shoulder, then Na at his side. Jia wasn’t far off, instructing a number of the new sect disciplines. Chunhua, Tala, and Moira were all doing the same. Siu and Hui were on patrols.

“Before you ask, everyone is quite happy to be here,” Na interjected, watching him. “This has been an enjoyable excursion. It’s not very prison-like at all.”

“Really isn’t, is it,” muttered Ash, looking up again. He needed to be ready for Ghast and where she’d land.

He wasn’t looking forward to this.




***




Ghast took some time to arrive. She wasn’t in a hurry this time and her airship was descending at a reasonable speed. Moving down through the air in a sedate way, as if it were a ship carving through the ocean.

Ash, Mei, Hui, and Chunhua were attending him. Between those three, he felt he could pierce through any plots the Qi-Lord threw at him.

“Have I mentioned I’m having a lot of fun?” Chunhua asked before leaning to one side and bumping her shoulder into his. “While the Qi isn’t so great here, it’s growing by the day. Not to mention, I get to let loose in the fields. This is so much more fun than our old realm.

“Not to mention I have a number of little sect brothers and sisters I get to train in sorcery.”

“You’re… really okay having gone to prison?” Ash asked, looking to the beautiful white-eyed woman who’d given herself to him for power.

She’d changed considerably and softened in many ways, but remained exactly who she was in other ways.

“I am. Is that so strange?” Chunhua asked, meeting his eyes and grinning at him. He made sure to hold her gaze and not look away. Even now, he knew her white eyes still gave her some insecurity.

“No. You look really pretty lately by the way. Something about your eyes,” Ash confessed, staring at her now.

“Oh, ah… why thank you,” Chunhua mumbled and quickly looked to the front, staring up at Ghast’s ship.

“I taught her how to use makeup. She complained that her eyes didn’t hold you like they used to,” Mei confided in a near non-existent whisper. Her lips were against his ear. “Good of you to notice. You’re such an observant man.”

Mei grabbed his rear end, then looked to Ghast’s ship.

“Locke told me she could win any and every beauty contest that’s ever been held,” Mei remarked, then glanced at Hui. As if daring the other beautiful woman to say something.

“She outclasses myself and Siu as if we were frogs in wells. Nothing more than ugly toads,” Hui answered quickly. She and Na had apparently formed quite a firm and strong bond already. The two working in tandem to quickly be known as “The Hands of Sheng”. “It will be humbling, Lady Sheng, but bear with it. It is something we all have had to deal with.”

Mei clicked her tongue and then sighed, only to look at the ship as well.

They waited in silence as it descended.

Much like the previous time, it touched down completely and came to a rest on the ground. The bottom exit point of the ship rested on the stones of the large receiving platform of the sect.

It’d been used to test new recruits and was now apparently where Ghast wanted to land. Ash didn’t quite care for that. He wasn’t in a position to complain about it either, though.

Right now he was on the receiving end of this relationship.

He hoped to change that eventually, but that moment wasn’t now.

The door to the ship opened and Ghast appeared in the frame.

As ever, he was instantly struck by her beauty, sexuality, and grace. Swaying out of the airship, she took several steps straight toward him.

Ash quickly offered her a deferential bow and martial salute, lowering himself to her. There was no mistaking the power of the cultivators in the ship with her, which was the source of her power in a way.

“Ah! My Hand! As diligent and prompt as ever. You know, it’s rather nice that you’ve been here to greet me so frequently,” Ghast purred at him and closed the distance quickly.

“Welcome, my Lady Ghast,” Ash said while still bowed down.

“Yes, thank you. Please rise,” Ghast said quickly.

She looked at Mei, then Chunhua, and back to Ash. Then her head snapped to the side, and she began to look around at all the Brides.

They were all training, working out, or preparing for something.

Many veiled heads were turned their way and openly watching as well.

“That’s… quite a significant change, my Hand,” Ghast murmured, her eyes returning back to Ash.

“Yes. My Brides arrived. The Emperor sent them all to me,” Ash explained in a single sentence. Keeping it brief and to the point was best. It’d also allow for Ghast to make some wrong assumptions if he did it like this. “Only a hundred or so were left behind in the realm we came from to recruit more. There will be more coming, of course.”

Ghast’s delicate eyebrows shifted upward as she stared at him.

“Are… you conquering the prison?” she asked in a curious and light tone. If he didn’t know her as a predator that feared other predators, he would’ve been trapped by the way she’d asked.

“No. I’m planning on holding Wahst to the best of my ability and making it my home base. All while giving you the deferential respect you deserve as a Qi-Lord, my Lady Ghast,” answered Ash politely. “As I’ve said before. My interest is solely my city and providing you what’s owed to you.”

Ghast took in a slow breath, her mouth parting and her tongue hanging between her teeth. As if it were a moment away from pushing words out physically toward him.

Then she snorted, snapped her mouth shut, and shrugged her shoulders.

“Well, you’re just a wonderful man, my Hand,” Ghast said and reached out to touch his face. It left him with an obvious and distinct tingling in his pants. “I’m not sure how I got so lucky as to have such a devoted Hand, but I’m thankful for it.”

“As am I, my Lady Ghast,” Ash replied quickly. “Having a place to call home and serve my sentence in is ideal. As all my Brides would agree. We’re already setting up our sect and starting all over again.”

“I see that. I’d be interested to learn what your core tenets and beliefs are, but that can wait for another time,” Ghast stated and then met his eyes once again. “I’m here to reward you, but also for business I’m afraid. I need your help.

“One of my cities has come under attack. The Hand that ran the city was murdered and the culprit fled. I don’t have the time to devote myself to fixing the situation, as I’m currently running Si’Sha down. I’ve already taken a great deal from her and want to take more. Heights, that’s the city name by the way, is important to me, but taking more from that arrogant bitch is more important. Taking her resources for myself has a great deal of benefit for everyone apart of my realm.”

“That makes sense, my Lady Ghast,” Ash agreed with a curious look. He’d honestly assumed that there hadn’t been any other cities in her control, since no one had come over to speak with him and Kyle. Nor had Kyle known of any other cities. Though he did note that she’d been possessive of the realm despite there being others like her. “I was unaware there were other cities. I would have made myself available to them if I had at the meeting.”

Ghast clicked her tongue and waved a hand dismissively.

“They’re almost not worth holding, if I’m being honest. The more I intervene with them, the less they get done,” Ghast elaborated. “I force rules and laws into place so that they have to treat their people with a modicum of respect, they hire gangs to extort everyone and shake them down, then claim no knowledge. I force them to not turn their citizens into slaves for debts owed, they write up contracts so that it’s a legally binding oath.

“They’ve chased out most of their population and it’s little more than a hellhole I just haven’t had time to stomp out. I’ve been somewhat busy defending my territory. As soon as my little offensive endeavor ends with Si’Sha, I’m going to go cleanse Heights out with fire.”

There was a growl to Ghast’s voice that gave Ash pause. He’d seen her as someone who didn’t give a damn for anyone or anything. That she lived only for her own ends and goals.

While that might be true for many things, it seemed as if she genuinely gave a crap about her cities. Or at least, enough of a care that she resented the rulers who were holding the city for her.

“I will provide what assistance I can for them, my Lady Ghast,” offered Ash. “Were you hoping for me to stabilize the situation? Commit it to martial law? Correct a wrong?”

“Ah… just go there and do what you feel is best. I trust you with it,” Ghast drawled with a flick of a delicate hand. “You’re my Hand of Hands at this point. My poor Champion was rather taken aback that you did his job for him. And did it well.

“A number of other Qi-Lords are contemplating their own uses of their Hands.

“So… no, I have no direct orders for you. Just go there and do what you can, to the best of your ability, in whatever way you see fit. I’d like to see Heights succeed so… use that as your general directive.”

“I can do that,” Ash promised and then bowed to her.

“Wonderful. Now… as to the other part of my visit, I have rewards for you. Or more accurately, for your services,” Ghast acknowledged as she changed the subject. “As well as some bonus bits just for your performance as well. I really was quite pleased with you, My Hand.

“On top of that, I brought a number of my cultivators who were harmed and need aid. Your Qi-Healer’s assistance would be greatly appreciated, and I’ve brought payment for that as well.”

Ash only nodded his head and indicated the medical ward that was to one side. Rou was in there more often than not when she didn’t have other work to do.

She was practicing her Qi usage.

Or so Ash realized when he’d snuck in to see her once. She was juggling all the Elemental Qis in tandem. Tossing them from hand to hand and back again.

She was experimenting with a secret. He hoped she’d share it with him soon, though he was certainly patient enough to wait as well.

“Ah, splendid. Thank you, my Hand. You’ve been a true boon to me,” Ghast chuckled as she said that. Then she reached out and laid a hand to his side. She made a small pulling gesture and drew him closer to herself. “Ash… could you please make sure you solve the Heights issue for me while praising my name? The previous Hand and city-lord didn’t do me any favors and blamed me for much of the wrongs.

“I admit I’m a bad woman, but I’m not that bad a woman. I want my cities to succeed, not fail. While I may have some harsh laws for those who disobey, and I may not pay as much attention as I should, I do care for my people.

“Help me? Please? I could really use your assistance to the best of your efforts, my Hand.”

Being so close to this intoxicatingly beautiful woman, Ash could only nod his head stupidly while staring into her mesmerizing eyes. Gazing at her as if he wanted to lean in and kiss her.

He almost did in fact.

The only reason he didn’t was Ghast had done it for him and left him with a peck on the lips. A chaste thing that lit his insides on fire and left him wishing for a great deal more.

“Thank you, Ash. My Hand. I’ll reward you personally when you return,” Ghast promised. “I’ll be back in five days. I have to go hunt down Si’Sha again, then I’ll be back here. Try to meet me here? I’m sure there’s lots for us to… to discuss.”

She’d said the last while glancing down at his pants. To what was likely a very noticeable bulge in his pants.

“Much to discuss. I’ll be eager to speak with you at… length,” Ghast said, her hand fluttering up to draw a finger along the noticeable change in Ash’s pants. It was a brief touch, no more than a brush of her fingers. But he’d felt it like lightning.

Then she smiled at him warmly, her eyes glittering with heat, and walked toward where he’d indicated. Moving off to Rou’s medical ward.

Cultivators began to slowly file out of the ship behind her. A great many of them maimed, wounded, or unable to walk at all. Those were carried by comrades or other walking wounded.

“I want to hate her, but I can’t,” Mei whispered. “She is only utilizing her power that she herself gathered. Also, doing so while taking care of her people and using resources effectively.

“I want to hate her… to loathe her… but I just can’t. It’s a mentality I have to respect, as if I was in her position, I’d likely do the same. That’s just how a cultivator lives.”

“As I said… we must all endure it,” Hui grumbled. “At least she didn’t look at me like a treat this time.”

A treat? To Hui?

How does that even make sense?

“There’s a lot about Ghast that doesn’t make sense. But yes… she did look at Hui and myself in a way that was odd. Not sexually, not as if she were attracted to us, but… envious in a way. Like a treat that should be eaten, as Hui said,” Locke offered. “It’s… something to be aware of. I suspect that maybe it has to do with her ability to provide Qi to others. That’s not a normal ability. Maybe it’s an artifact, maybe an ability, maybe using women as a channel, I don’t know. It’s something to consider though.”
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Ash walked in through the front door of the city and was concerned already. There had been no guards at the gate, none spotted on the walls, and no one seemed concerned that he had just wandered in.

“This isn’t good, Ashley,” Hui remarked, her eyes sweeping back and forth across the streets they found themselves walking on. “I’m sure you’re thinking the same thing, but this isn’t good. I see… I see nothing to show that this city is… okay. Heights is not okay and it’s clearly going poorly.”

Tala nodded her head to Hui’s words on his right. Mei and Chunhua on his left were also doing the same.

“I don’t have much in the way of context or understanding for what a normal city should be like here,” Mei began with a wary tone. “But this is most certainly less than even what I thought it should be. No security, no government visibility, the smell of smoke, what feels like killing intent being directed in every direction, and a quiet that shouldn’t exist.”

Ash felt like Mei had indeed pointed out a great many things he was noticing but couldn’t put into words. She’d perfectly encapsulated a lot of what he’d been feeling.

“My Elegant Self feels like this is worse than even what Wahst was said to be before your arrival,” Tala murmured. “There aren’t even people on the streets. They’re all hiding and have boarded up their doors and windows. They’re all acting as if this is a siege.”

“Yeah, it’s… yeah. This isn’t good at any level,” Ash agreed with a long sigh. “I want to help them, but I also don’t think I have the resources to do so at this time. Realistically… we’re just getting Wahst sorted out. If we wanted to help out Heights, our resources would be stretched far too thin. Far, far, too thin.”

“I’ll solve this issue for you, Ashley. I’m confident I can come up with a solution that will be correct,” Hui asserted, her head turning one way then the other as she looked around. He knew she was smart, incredibly so, but this felt like a weird one.

“Yes, I’m sure you will, Hui. Because everyone will assist you,” Mei stated. “You’re a very smart woman, but together, we come up with better answers than we could alone. That’s the whole point of the Sheng family.”

“I… yes, that’s a good point. My apologies, Mistress Sheng,” Hui replied, her head staring straight ahead now. She was looking at something that Ash couldn’t see, that or she was lost in thought.

“You’re still adapting to all of this. It’s perfectly normal. It took me a while to discover the same for myself,” Mei offered and reached past Ash to gently pat Hui on the shoulder. “You’re a Sheng now. Sheng stands together. We’re a true clan of people, not a clan of individuals.”

Hui had flinched away from Mei’s touch. After realizing what it was, Hui turned, walked behind Ash and took up position next to Mei.

“I’m sorry, Mistress Sheng. I appreciate the comfort you’re offering. Just… Hui is not used to any of this,” she apologized, leaning in closer to Mei, but not touching her.

The other woman laughed at this, then looped her left arm through Hui’s right. She patted the back of her hand as they walked.

“You’re fine, Hui. You’re fine. It’ll be fine,” Mei allowed soothingly. Then she leaned in close to Hui as well and began whispering to her.

Ash could have likely heard the conversation if he tried, but he deliberately tried his best to not catch what was being said. Instead, he looked at Chunhua and Tala who were now both on his right side.

“Smells like death,” Tala stated, catching his eyes with her own. “Old death. Nothing fresh.”

In response to those words, Chunhua made a casual flick with her hand and a transparent bubble of force popped into being around them.

Ash could feel it distinctly as the momentum, and his Dao, in a radius around them, grew significantly stronger inside of it. It was a bubble that enclosed his group but didn’t go much farther.

Then he realized what she was doing.

Oh… damn.

She’s actively running a spell and holding it. I thought that was something that required an obscene understanding of one’s own Qi?

“It does! Chunhua is just that strong!” Locke answered with a laugh. She was remaining in Wahst for the moment to act as a communication hub for them. “Before you ask, nothing going on here. Just busy working with Jia to identify new potential Brides. We’ll need to recruit into the Brides of course, just as we’re recruiting Knights.

“The requirements are fairly strict, so there won’t be that many, but we can slowly begin increasing our numbers. Given the number of applicants, manpower isn’t an issue.”

Ash grunted at that as they continued to walk down the street. They were moving down what could only be called a main thoroughfare, given the wear and usage that it held.

Even if they were the only ones using it at the moment.

“Ghast didn’t know any of this,” Chunhua proclaimed. “She didn’t think it was this bad at all. All she said was that the Hand was murdered. This feels like a great deal more has happened than just that.”

“We’ll head straight for the Hand’s manor home, see if anyone is there, then go to see the city-lord,” Ash ordered. “This’ll be simple I’m thinking as… as this city isn’t really fixable in its current state. Ghast gave us an open order to do what we felt is best.

“The stupidly easy answer sounds like crushing this city and forcing it to heel. It’s only two hours away at a sedate walk from Wahst, so this isn’t too terrible of a distance for us to make a repeat visit if we needed to.”

“I think Hui has the right of it,” mused Chunhua. “We should figure out a way to make sure we take control of this city. We can use it for trade, economic relations, and simply as a second base of power. There’s no reason to appoint a Hand that we don’t control, or a city-lord we don’t approve of. We’ll just need to do it in such a way that Ghast won’t care.”

Everyone fell silent and they walked on.

They arrived at the Hand’s manor home, only to find it’d been trashed and looted. Whatever had been here was long gone. There was no sign of who did it or when, but there wouldn’t be a point going inside.

Their next stop took them to the seat of what power remained in Heights.

The city-lord’s throne room and where he held court.

Since it was several hours before the evening bell and the sun was still out, it was quite safe to assume that the city-lord could receive them. That they’d be in their court, as it were.

As they made their way toward it, Ash noted that there was no change at all in the way the citizenry behaved. They were all well and truly hidden away.

No one came to greet them, they saw no one on the streets, and there was no change to this regardless of how close they got to the city-lord’s court.

As city-lord, Kyle had chosen a building that, while large and modified to stand out, hadn’t been overly decorated or opulent. There hadn’t been a great deal of changes made to give it a greater significance compared to the rest of the city.

Ash had expected this place to run counter to that, given what he’d already seen of it. That it’d be a highly decorated manse that was far too big for the city it was seated in.

However, Ash had not expected what he ultimately found.

The location they’d been heading to was destroyed.

It’d been a large mansion with a great deal of extra decorations and embellishments. Or so Ash judged from the debris.

From the look of it, a massive force had simply landed on it from above and flattened it to the ground. Crushing it to nothing more than rubble.

Taking in a breath, he let it out slowly.

His options were now limited on what he could do and how to go about completing Ghast’s orders. There didn’t seem to be anyone he could tap to find out what was going on.

“Chunhua. Raise us up. Let’s take a look around and see what’s going on. This is ridiculous,” growled Ash as he looked to the sorceress.

She didn’t reply but instead moved her hands out in front of herself. She flipped her hands over, so the palms were up, then lifted her hands up to waist level.

The bubble that’d surrounded them flattened out at the bottom, or so Ash felt it did, and then rose skyward. He and everyone else went with it.

Rising up into the sky allowed them to look around at the city below them as they gained altitude.

“There,” Mei said and pointed off to one side of the city. It was about seventy percent the size of Wahst, though it looked somehow more densely packed with houses. Where Mei was pointing was to one of the few open areas that were within the walls.

There was a large group of people standing around there and it didn’t look like they were having a town-hall.

From what he could see, it looked a lot like some type of prisoner encampment. There were a great many wooden cages, with a multitude of people standing around inside of them.

“It seems like my Elegant Self will get a chance to wet my blade,” Tala remarked and shifted around the sword that rested on her shoulder. “I’ve been eager to show off for Ash. This’ll be a good opportunity to do so.”

“I don’t think they’ll fight us once we descend,” Chunhua said with a chuckle. “I’ll make sure they don’t.”

The sphere of Qi that surrounded them was suddenly flooded with Elemental fluctuations. The whole thing stuttering with lights and crackles of energy as it flowed back and forth across.

The look was incredibly menacing, given the power and control it’d take to pull it off. Chunhua was making sure their entrance would be noticed.

Moving forward now, they flew over most of the city in no time at all.

Everyone in that open area was staring up at them as they approached.

Chunhua brought them in quickly and landed them at the edge of the open area. A number of people with crude weapons rushed them but didn’t close any further than ten feet or so away.

The sphere’s display of Elemental power buzzed and then faded away. She hadn’t dismissed it, but instead made it invisible once again.

“Greetings,” Ash called out to the throng of people before them. “My name is Ash Sheng. Hand to Lady Ghast. She has called me her Hand of Hand’s, and I’m here to install order. I noted the manses of the Hand and the city-lord were both destroyed.

“Who’s in charge of the city at this time? Whoever is in charge should step forward to speak with me. The quicker and easier this goes, the better for everyone involved.”

Several of the closest people stabbed forward with their spears. The Qi-Enhanced weapons skidded across the Qi-Shield Chunhua had erected rather than allow the weapons to get near them.

Tala laughed and strode forward, her big blade coming off her shoulder and being held in one hand in an impossible type of way for a normal person. Her left hand came up and a cone of flame erupted from her hand and began spraying over those closest to her.

Striding forward, she engaged the enemy and started laying about with her weapon. Cutting a man in half with a casual one-handed swing of it.

Hui was staring at Ash, waiting for instructions. Chunhua and Mei looked bored already.

“Assist Tala. Kill anyone who doesn’t surrender,” Ash commanded. This was a waste of time. It was obvious to him that there was no government here and he’d need to simply act and install one.

Hui leapt away from him, one hand coming up in a golden fist and the other a dark black claw. She became Tala’s shadow and operated at the woman’s back.

Practically melding into the woman’s shadow and slaughtering everyone who was near enough to be dropped.

Tala looked unsure at first, though quickly realized Hui really was there to assist. She didn’t get in her way or cause any problems. Hui neatly covered the gaps, provided Tala support, and butchered everyone.

“Hui is an ideal weapon,” Mei remarked, leaning into Ash’s side and pressing up to it. She slipped an arm around his middle and held to him. “Her ability to use her mind is also splendid. You added a great asset to our family.”

“I enjoy speaking with her,” Chunhua added. “When she’s willing to speak, that is. I feel like she’s too caught up in being what she believes to be the ‘perfect weapon’, and hyper focuses on her tasks.

“I’m sure it’ll pass with time. Or at least lessen. She’s also quite fun to play Go against.”

“I hate playing you,” Mei muttered. “Everyone does. Except Locke. Locke is… Locke.”

“Hui doesn’t hate playing. She beat me three times out of seven. It was very enjoyable,” Chunhua remarked.

The conversation was very odd, given that Tala and Hui were killing everything around them in a whirlwind of death. People were quite literally losing their lives, and they were discussing playing a table-top game.

“Yes, though I’m especially glad she shares my sizing in almost every way. It’s rather nice to be able to share clothes and there’s so few who… are shaped like us,” Mei complained.

“Even I’m not as… busty… as Ash would say, though we fit close enough,” Chunhua murmured. “I thought I was big, but I’m not at yours and Locke’s level. Now I must include Hui in our number, though it’s odd to be the smallest of our grouping when considering that.

“Oh, that dress I borrowed did fit. I just had to pull in the waist a bit and wear it further out on the shoulder.”

“How nice! I think Locke said there’s a few more like that in the Hall we can get later on. We’ll have to start making our own clothes soon enough. Everything in Wahst was so… poor quality.”

“We should ask Liu to send over fabrics for us to use in the next Bride deployment when that happens,” Chunhua suggested, looking to Mei.

“Oh, I like that idea. Yes,” Mei agreed.

A man was torn in half from his shoulder down to his hip. His lower half slammed into the ground in front of the three of them and skidded a few feet before coming to a stop. Blood began pouring out of the body.

The upper half had been thrown by Hui at the man’s cohorts.

“I really do like Hui,” Mei remarked, one hand coming up to rest against her chin with a smile. “Do you think she has relatives we could go… recruit?”

“That’s a good idea. We should also see about looking into Jia’s family,” Chunhua agreed.

“It’s a shame it’s only you and your sister. If there were more of you, I’d want them,” Mei casually threw out. “Doubly so since you think your sister would refuse joining.”

“She’s too headstrong and her mentality is too vicious. I don’t think she’d do well around Ash,” Chunhua admitted. “That and… well… I don’t think she’d take too kindly to her little sister suddenly becoming far stronger than her. She was only a Refiner when I saw her last. A Spirit Refiner, yes, but only a Refiner.”

Tala powered a hand through a man’s chest. Flames ripping off her wrist and forearm as she did so.

His torso exploded out his back. Organs, bone, and muscle spraying over someone else. As if he had a bucket of coagulated blood thrown at him.

Several people with spears approached Ash, to which Chunhua made a lazy gesture of her hand.

A blade of air whipped out in a horizontal slice and took their lives. She decapitated one, took the second at the shoulders, and the third lost the top half of their head. All three collapsed to the ground.

Finally, people began surrendering. They were now keenly aware of how vastly outmatched they were.

Qi-Enhanced weapons were thrown to the ground, and they held up their hands.

“Lay down in surrender,” Ash called out to the men. “If you’re not laying down, without a weapon in your hands, I won’t recognize it.”

Hui demonstrated that she’d heard what he said when her black claw of a hand whisked out and scooped a man’s face off. Taking his lower jaw with the motion as well.

What was left was a shrieking skull with eyes, a tongue flopping out to rest against his own throat.

Thankfully, Hui ended the man’s life with a punch from her gold-encased hand. His head breaking apart and his body slamming to the stones beneath their feet.

Tala had lifted up a booted foot and kicked a man off her large two-handed sword. Somehow the weapon had gotten stuck in the man’s ribcage.

“Oh, looks like it’s our turn. Let’s go collect everyone and see about what’s happening. You just stand there and look handsome, Ash,” Mei requested, then leaned in and kissed him tenderly. She patted his cheek and then began moving away. Two one-handed swords appeared in her hands as she walked off.

“Please listen to Mistress Sheng, Ash,” Chunhua requested, then kissed him as well. “Your prestige as the Hand of Hands is high right now. It wouldn’t do for you to dirty your hands in this situation. Let your subordinates handle it.

“Even if we’re not really your subordinates. It’s still good for the image of it.”

Chunhua moved off as well, summoning a rod of lightning and casually holding it in her hands. It crackled quietly between her fingers.

Tala and Hui were still moving forward, killing those who remained standing against them.

Ash was left standing there with nothing else to do. Watching as the women he felt were family to him acted more like soldiers serving a commander.

It was a dichotomy that he didn’t like in any way, shape, or form. He truly didn’t like them putting themselves in a position subservient to him.

Even if they did it willingly.

He was adapting to his new home and their beliefs, but it was hard to keep that mentality current.

Hard to be a cultivator.

“But that’s why they all want to be around you. Because you understand it, resist the mentality where it can be done without being weak, but allow it where you should and it fits. You’re becoming the line in between both sides,” Locke supplied.





Thirty-One




Ash had remained exactly where Mei and Chunhua had advised him to. Standing there as if he had nothing better to do and didn’t want to bother with the situation at all.

Is it… a truck?

“Yes.”

Is it a service vehicle?

“Yes.”

Ash thought on that then snickered mentally.

Is it a garbage truck?

“Yes! Haha, you got me. That was… seventeen questions. That puts you ahead by one point.”

Nice. I know exactly what I want as a reward. Exactly what I want.

“You terrible man. You’re going to abuse me, aren’t you?”

In just the way you want, my dearest Locke Sheng.

“Fantastic. Okay. Next round. Your turn. Oh… never mind. Time’s up.”

Ash blinked several times and more or less “woke up” to what was going on around him. Locke had been kind enough to keep him mentally distracted with twenty-questions.

Chunhua and Mei were coming back to him. Tala and Hui were behind them.

All four women were walking with a strut. Or in Chunhua and Mei’s case, a sway that was more of a saunter.

Each of the four looked sexy and deadly as they did so. This was clearly part and parcel of whatever mental image they wanted to portray to everyone.

The realms always feel like so much acting. So much “display” for others to see.

Everything is boiled down to some concentrate that can be spoon fed to others. So, stories are spread and rumors grow.

“Yes? Yes. Indeed. I make many rumors start all by myself. Like the fact that you have more women than days in the year,” Locke admitted. “That you have so many women, that you can’t look at others. It’s a real shame that you’re not looking for wives, concubines, or sexual relationships, even if casually.

“Consider me territorial, but it’s easier to put that rumor out there to protect my position. Everyone agreed with me.”

“Hand of Hands, Ash Sheng,” Mei said formally and stood in front of him. She was wearing her Bride’s uniform, as they all were in fact, and she looked very militaristic in it. “I must report that we’ve secured the area. After some preliminary questioning, we can now deduce what has happened here.

“Outsiders attacked the city after the Hand was murdered. The city-lord was then over-run and murdered as well. There is no government in the city of the Heights.

“Everyone here that resisted us… were outsiders. Everyone in chains and the cages… are citizens of Heights. It’s that simple I’m afraid.”

“Outsiders,” Ash repeated, feeling very confused. “Outsiders? There are Outsiders? I didn’t even think there were. Are they living in the wilds? The plains?”

“That’s what it sounds like,” Chunhua confirmed with a short dip of her head. “For one reason or another, they disagree with what’s going on with the current Qi-Lords and their cities. Those people see the whole of this place as opposition. All of it the enemy and enemies’ lands.”

“Hui believes this is in relation to the man you fought and the group we avoided,” Hui stated firmly. “They are the Outsiders. Those who are outside of the current culture that’s been established here in the prison.

“Hui suspects they actually agree with the culture, they just can’t find a powerbase to use for themselves. So they manufactured one down here in the plains, where the Qi-Lords don’t look and don’t care.

“Beyond that, Hui thinks it’s spurred by the change that you created. Due to that change, they are now active and moving. Taking actions and making moves. With such massive fluctuations, how could they not? No one acts in a vacuum.”

Wincing, Ash realized what she meant.

Because he had shifted the way Qi flowed in the prison, everyone was attempting to get a handle on the situation. To figure out what was really happening and why so much had shifted.

Two points stood out the most, one of which Ash knew he was the cause, and the other he suspected he was related to.

The first was that the guards had stopped responding to inquiries from the Qi-Lords. Then they left outright. No one had seen them in a while.

Second to that, though equally as world altering, was that Ash had changed the way Qi moved in the prison. His formations were ever traveling along the edges and bringing more and more of it down to the bottom.

The Qi was shifting the way it flowed and was gathering on the opposite side of the prison. Everything was now opposite of how it had been since the start.

That sounds like an ideal situation for a faction to step out onto the stage. To wrest control away where they could or just go for resources.

“We’ve had several attacks on the Bride hunting parties, but they broke off fairly quickly. Then they ceased altogether,” Locke added quickly. “So yes, they probed our hunting parties. After realizing they were stronger than they expected, they gave up. Chances are, they decided Wahst wasn’t worth the effort.

“A place like Heights though, where the internal politics are making it tear itself apart on its own? That’s an ideal place to attack.”

“—ideal time to attack,” Hui finished, providing a similar conclusion to Locke’s if with different information at hand. “Hui expects other cities are likely being attacked or moved against.”

Ash only nodded his head. This wasn’t very good news. None of it was.

“They’re supposed to turn over all these… slaves… at sunset,” Mei volunteered, shifting the subject. “Do we wait for the handover and then cause damage? Refuse them outright? Or just… leave?

“There’s no reason we can’t just have everyone leave Heights. To bring them all to Wahst and leave the buildings behind. Most of the resources we’d be interested in from the city are the people themselves.”

“No,” Ash answered immediately with a firm shake of his head. As someone who’d been forcibly migrated, he could speak to the fact that it’d never truly become home to them. Even if welcomed with open arms and provided everything they’d need, they wouldn’t see it as home for a long while.

If ever.

“Can we kill or capture the group coming to take the people away?” Ash asked instead.

“The number of cultivators they have is significant, but I got the impression they were distributed rather widely. Also, that they were being used defensively,” Mei mused, putting one finger to her chin and balancing that elbow on the back of the arm she wrapped around her middle. Then she shifted her weight and pushed one hip out. Ash couldn’t deny it was a rather attractive pose. “I think Hui, myself, and Chunhua are enough to decimate them. We should hold you and Tala in reserve unless needed. Though… you could always play the archer role from the wall. You have such a way of spearing right into someone, after all.”

The last was said with a sultry purr and a wide smile.

Tala laughed at that and pushed on Mei’s shoulder gently.

“Yes, Ash and my Elegant Self can be the reserve. We’ll move as needed. Until then, I’ll just spend time with him,” Tala confirmed with a warm look to her features. “I’ll bring a bedroll just in case. There’s a tower we can watch from the top of.”

“Can we trade places, Tala? I’m willing to barter,” Chunhua asked without any shred of shame. Mei looked equally interested in the conversation and was now looking at Tala.

Hui, for her part, was curious, but didn’t seem to want to involve herself. Which was about what he expected from her.

Given the harm Shen had caused her, Ash would be betting on it taking quite a while for Hui to want to seek out a man to be part of her life.

At the same time, she’d hopefully gradually lose some of the blind devotion she felt for him.

With any luck, she’d find a connection with someone in the city of Wahst, and he could throw her at him and that’d be the end of that.




***




Ash sneezed and pulled out a tissue from the Hall. He wiped at his nose and resent it into the Hall.

“Are you well, dearest?” Tala asked in a smooth and satisfied voice. She was sprawled out on the bedroll they’d shared.

Twice.

Thankfully, she was dressed and ready to leap into action if need be, though he got the impression she just wanted to lay there.

Or, as she’d said it directly, to “ride out the rest of it” while they wait.

“Yeah, think I’ve just got a cold. Rou kept healing it away but it’s probably a good time to let it happen,” Ash grumbled. He felt rather drained in a pleasant way, given what they’d done to one another.

“That’s good. That’s good,” Tala murmured and rolled onto her back. She stretched her arms and legs out and then went limp in the bedroll. “Thanks for capturing me, by the way. I don’t think I would have been as happy. In my old life, that is.

“It would have been an ugly and rather nasty political life. One that was filled with a lot of bad endings for me, and for those around me.”

“I mean, it’s not like this realm is better,” Ash grumbled honestly. He was half-convinced that this place as a whole was hell.

Or something close to it.

There was a constant stream of villains that seemed to be everywhere at all times. To the point that Ash felt like he was fighting the world itself.

“It’s pretty nice compared to where I came from,” Tala sighed and then put her hands on her stomach. She patted herself twice and then frowned. A strange look flickering across her face. Then it was gone and she’d smoothed it out perfectly. “P-part of it is, of course, you. You make it all worthwhile.

“You’d always be there for me. Even if I wasn’t a slave. Wouldn’t you?”

“Through thick and thin, Tala-Tala Sheng. I don’t easily hand my heart over. Haven’t you seen that enough?” Ash asked with a chuckle.

Then, curiously, he watched a chain shifting direction from ahead of them, to the right. Moving toward a wall that slid into the city ruins itself.

Huh? That makes no sense at all.

Who would—

“The man I fought. He’s an Outsider. He wasn’t part of any city at all,” Ash remarked, turning to look at where the chain stretched out to. “He’s over that way right now. Maybe he’s an advanced scout to see what’s going on?”

Tala was upright and standing next to him now. Her large sword was in her hands, and she was gazing toward where he’d indicated.

“I’ll go fight him. You remain here. You must be on hand in case the others need you. If I can’t beat him, I’ll just retreat. But I’m confident. I’m not as weak as I once was,” Tala declared and then jumped off the tower. She landed on the wall below them and began running off in long loping strides. Her ears bounced with every step as she quickly made headway into the gloom of the approaching evening.

“But… I don’t want you to fight him alone,” Ash whispered even as Tala bolted off. He felt like she was inadvertently signing a death flag with her words. Turning, he looked down to where Hui, Mei, and Chunhua were standing behind the gate. They were there to move as soon as enemies appeared. “Hui!”

Ash had been as quiet as he could, but he needed to get her attention.

The woman’s head snapped toward him, and her eyes locked on him.

“Tala went that way to fight a strong opponent! Go help! Make sure neither you nor her die! Be my weapon! I need you now!” Ash ordered while getting ready to leap off the tower in the same way Tala had. He’d been indicating which way Tala had gone at the same time he spoke.

Hui was quite literally gone in a flash. Her body leaving behind a strange after-image as she shot off to chase down Tala.

Jumping from the tower, Ash hit the ground with an impact that left him feeling quite literally weak in the knees. Mei’s hand came out and steadied him quickly.

At the same time, Chunhua did the same, her hand catching him on the hip.

“The man I left a chain on is coming around the side of the city,” Ash reported. “Tala went to fight him before I could even say otherwise.”

“Right mentality,” Mei agreed, still holding to him. “Though foolish to go by herself. She was not in her right mind.”

“I wouldn’t have been either,” growled Chunhua, still sore that Tala had refused to trade with her. “Good that you sent Hui with the instructions you did. They’ll both come back, even if she has to drag Tala by the ears.”

“Yes, they’ll be fine, I believe,” Mei said and looked back to the door. She stared at it for a second before looking back to him. “Well… sounds like they caught wind of this. Do we go out into the field and see what we find, or just button up and wait?

“Chances are Ghast wouldn’t be happy with us if we didn’t try to put the city to rights, so we’re somewhat stuck here. The fact that someone went around the walls to the side, and we haven’t seen the supposed contact… well… I think they found out. One way or another.

“Now they’re testing defenses. Pushing at our boundaries and borders. Seeing what can happen in this city.”

Mei paused in her words and looked to Chunhua.

“Please go assist the others. I’ll remain with Ash just in case, but I think this is already done,” Mei requested with a shake of her head. “Your power will provide a reserve for them in case it goes badly. One is new, the other headstrong, you’re perfect for this.”

Chunhua dipped her head to Mei, glanced to Ash, then left. Kicking off the ground with a blast of Elemental Qi. Rocketing herself into the air as if she were a missile taking off.

Her Bride uniform fluttered behind her as she rapidly zipped off. 

“I look forward to flying,” Mei remarked, watching Chunhua depart. “Though I won’t be able to do that until I reach the Immortal realm. I’m talented but… almost entirely internal Qi. That makes it hard to get to that ability earlier than that.

“Well… that or I talk a certain handsome young man into helping me out with that. I’m betting he has some tricks tucked away that could probably give me my wish. I’d just have to… barter… a few things with him.

“I’m sure I can offer him something in trade that he’d take for my request. Maybe even let him request a few things of me in return, in fact.”

Mei was watching him closely with a grin. Her eyes searching his face.

“Oh my god yes. Say yes. Tell her a three-way with me will be involved. I’ll help you make her fly, then we can make her fly together,” Locke interjected. “And yes, I’m totally willing to get into it with Mei for you. I know you have fantasies about us three being together for some reason. I’ll make it happen. Just make sure you repay the kindness to me later in some way.”

Ash opened his mouth, then closed it.

They’d been wrong.

The enemy either hadn’t figured out what’d happened, or they were coming in force to attack the city. Because he could feel a great deal of changes in the momentum of the area.

A flow that was directly against what he’d been creating in the city of Heights. While the man who ran off definitely had swirled up against his own momentum, he hadn’t directly opposed it.

Not in a way that’d cause Ash to pause.

What he felt out there was a lot more than opposing currents or eddies. This was a wave crashing down toward Heights.

“Locke wants me to agree with you on figuring out a way for you to fly, but the price is multiple three-ways,” Ash remarked quietly, staring at the door they were behind. “As fun as that all sounds though, we have a problem. There’s an army coming this way. Either they’re here to pick up the citizens, or they’re attacking.

“Either case… either case, you and I have a problem. It’s citizens and cultivators both. And I’m betting those citizens coming our way have Qi-Enhanced weapons.”

Mei let out a long and slow breath and then slowly shook her head. She then looked at Ash with a sardonic smile.

“Tell Locke we can make that happen, but she’ll have to make sure you and I survive this. Three-ways require three people after all. That means her mobilizing the Brides and coming our way,” Mei remarked with raised eyebrows. “Otherwise, it sounds like you and I are going to have a problem here.”

“Already doing it. We’ll be moving in a minute. We’ll be utilizing a number of medicines and pills to make sure we get there quickly and in peak condition,” Locke advised. “We shouldn’t be too long, but it won’t be quick either. Do what you can to hold out. I’d say utilizing your Qi in a solidified form would provide you with some options people wouldn’t normally consider. You already did it once, after all. Why not again?

“Please tell Mei I agree to the three-way and I’m coming to save your asses. Yours personally as I want it, hers if only because you want it. I’m a good wife, am I not?

“Never thought I’d be the one you had to convince into a three-way, but here we are.”

Blinking, Ash nodded his head at that advice.

“She’s already on the way,” Ash confirmed and started to push and pull at his Qi Sea. Trying to get it ready to being used badly.

He had some ideas on what to do about the oncoming forces and it was going to be messy. Messy and using a lot of Qi, but it’d be a surefire way to keep everyone busy.

It would keep everyone looking at Ash and the distraction he would become, rather than ransacking the city. 

All the while, hopefully keeping him alive long enough for the Brides to save him.

Or so he hoped.





Thirty-Two




Ash let out a long slow breath and met Mei’s eyes.

“Don’t bother asking, of course, I trust you,” blurted out Mei before he could ask her that exact question. “If I don’t trust you by this point, what in the nine realms am I doing here?

“We share a bed. You frequently sleep with me without using Lightning Vine. I’ve pledged myself to you completely. I… genuinely and whole-heartedly, love you.

“Truthfully, Ash, you were about to ask me a very stupid question. I’ll forgive you though, as part of the reason I love you, is you forget all these things. You conveniently forget that I’m more or less a slave to your whims.

“That I have no control in my life that you don’t allow. You forget it all and treat me as if it never happened. I appreciate you.

“Now, what do you want to do? You genuinely seem like you’ve got a plan. One that’ll be strange.”

I… shit.

Shit!

Lightning vine!

“It’s fine. Rou’s been “turning off” their ability to have kids since you forgot to start taking it again,” Locke stated placatingly. “Given how the situation went with Ju, it was decided that it was better to not remind you and handle it ourselves.

“Who knows when you’ll have to do such a thing again? Hopefully, never. Yet it’s still a possibility. Children and marriages are a large part of cultivator politics, since children can inherit the ability of the parents.

“And before you ask, yes, we’ve already planned the Sheng family out. You’re not needed to provide any input. Just keep moving forward as you have been.”

“I’m going to create a ball of Qi and put us in the middle of it. I’m going to roll us around like a weapon,” Ash explained succinctly. “They’ll hopefully focus on us, and we can keep them busy while just… crushing people. Run them down with my big ass Qi ball.”

“I’m quite fond of your balls,” Mei deadpanned with a warm smile. “And that sounds like a good idea. I think I could probably use what little Elemental Qi control I have to stabilize us at the bottom of it.

“I’d recommend putting spikes all across the ball as well. That way if we crush someone they’ll be pierced as well as crushed. Do you think you can write enchantments on your construct as well?”

Opening his mouth, Ash froze, then nodded his head partially. He probably could indeed do exactly what she said.

“Mei Sheng, I love you,” Ashley said and then moved in close to her. He wrapped her up in his arms and then began emitting Qi from his hands.

“Oh, well, hello, Husband. I love you too,” Mei purred and leaned her head down to his shoulder. She kissed his neck and cuddled into him. “I never thought I’d be such a… soft-hearted woman. My mother always screamed at me to be as independent as possible.

“I… volunteered to step down as Mistress Sheng to care for the children, you know. I was more than willing to just be a housewife. A mother to all the kids. It sounded rather nice to me.

“Did I get… really soft? Am I weak now? Am I still the Mei you recruited? I was once like Hui, wasn’t I?”

The ball of Qi enclosed them. It was easily twelve feet in diameter, with them at the bottom of it.

“You have always been Mei. A brave young woman who stood against a group of people who would have killed you outright,” Ash said simply. He’d ended up having to let go of Mei to create two rods that extended to each side of the sphere. If he let go of them, he wouldn’t be able to control the construct very well. “Who you are today is merely an extension of Mei. If you ever worry about yourself being soft, just take a moment to wonder what would happen if someone approached a child you gave birth to.”

Holding onto the rods, Ash realized he was going to likely get some ugly burns on his palms, since he couldn’t let go. They’d freely rotate in his hands while he maintained contact.

That would just have to be something he dealt with to make this work. There was no way he and Mei could stand up to the force that was coming their way otherwise. They’d be drowned in people.

Even if they had Chunhua, Hui, and Tala here, the ending would have been the same. This wasn’t similar to the force they’d fought at the prison.

They’d all been citizens.

This was a mix of citizens and cultivators, with the citizens holding enchanted weapons.

“I see what you mean. Yes. I haven’t changed at all,” Mei whispered, holding to him tightly. He felt a strange heaviness encase his feet which caused him to look down.

His and Mei’s feet, up to their calves, were enclosed in Earth Qi. It was shaped to fit the bottom of the sphere and would likely slide along it, even as the whole thing rolled wildly.

Ash began to quickly roll out enchantments across the sphere.

Reinforcing it, providing it with a great amount of durability. To the point that he wasn’t sure that even an Awakened Mortal could fracture it.

In fact, he thought that it might take a Dreadful Immortal to break it quickly.

Spikes came next and each was enchanted to be durable as well as extremely sharp. Sharp enough that the sphere bounced momentarily as the weight of itself pierced the road they were on causing them to settle into a different position.

“Alright uh… I guess… we should get going. I have no idea how this’ll turn out but… here we go,” Ash muttered, then began directing the massive Qi sphere forward.

Toward the door they’d been standing behind.

It gave way immediately and was crushed beneath the sphere. He heard the creak and ping of metal as the spikes gouged into it.

 In no time at all, the sphere was picking up speed and moving far faster than Ash had expected it to. In fact, given the intense burning sensation in his hands, he was rather positive they were now moving at a speed that would be reserved for a highway.

His hands were quite hot already and he was fairly positive he’d be getting a “rope burn” in a few seconds.

“We’re moving so quickly,” Mei said over the loud thump and rumble of the sphere moving along. “We’ll have to figure out a way to shield your hands in the future and travel like this. For now, this is all I can do.”

Mei pushed her head up under his chin and he felt Earth Qi force its way into him. Or more accurately, into his hands.

His skin roughened and became quite firm. Sturdy and unyielding like a mountain. The pain he felt that had started as an uncomfortable itch, was quelled instantly.

“Oh, I bet we could have Chunhua do something about this next time. Or Jia. Water would be a better Element to use here than earth. All I can do is strengthen you. Water could heal and cool it,” Mei remarked, all while hanging onto him.

Ash felt the swirl and rush of the momentum of the opposing force. It was pooled together in a large mass before him. It was all focused on him now like a drawn weapon.

There was no missing this group as anything other than overtly hostile.

Ash smiled grimly to himself.

“And so comes the snowflake, rushing down the mountain,” remarked Ash a second before the sphere of Qi slammed into the enemy army.

He could hear muffled screams and shouts as people were quite literally bowled aside or crushed beneath the sphere. Most of the speed he’d gained was bled away rapidly.

Lost in an exchange for blood and gore.

Thankfully, he could forcefully push the sphere forward regardless of what it encountered. It was his construct after all, and he could freely rotate it.

There was a moment where the sphere shuddered under a heavy blow. Rather than trying to push through it, he instead redirected the sphere. Letting some of the force provide it with some momentum.

“That was a big strike,” Mei stated, her hands pressed to his back. She seemed calm, but he could feel that she was rather nervous about this.

Not that he could blame her.

If this failed, they’d immediately fall victim to the enemy. If they were lucky, they’d be killed outright. If they weren’t, they’d be captured.

For Mei, that meant a lot of ugly possibilities, given that she was a woman.

Feeling quite motivated, Ash reinforced his sphere and kept it moving. The bump, shuffle, and thud, of bodies being knocked away or ground underneath faded into a never-ending stream of noise.

One that he tuned out as he rolled about the field.

There was a constant buffering of blows against the sphere from cultivators and citizens. Constantly jostling him about and causing a vibrational feeling that kept traveling down his arms and sides.

Ash never stopped moving though. He just kept grinding the enemy underneath the sphere as he rolled it around. Repairing it as he needed to and guiding it.

He could feel it when the enemy attempted to shift forces around and move out of his way. As soon as they had a good number of people all piled together, he went straight for them. Determined to crush out every gathering of people he could.

If they were pooling together, he’d be more likely to eliminate more of them with a single move of the sphere. Which, in a way, dictated his movements.

It didn’t take long for them to predict how he was acting, which he himself was expecting. When they started to move in a way that gathered momentum together, rather than random collections of momentum, he avoided them. There was no reason to go after a group that was actively working together in a way that was quite obviously preparing against him.

He wasn’t here to kill them all, but to keep them busy.

So busy that they didn’t bother with the city and instead focused on him. He made sure to avoid a group that was moving toward the city. As much as he wanted to roll over them and crush them, that’d give his intention away to a degree.

If he let a few groups wander off to the city, it was unlikely they’d view keeping them away as his goal. After letting two small groups go, he deliberately crushed the next group that looked like they might do the same.

Ash was just starting to pull the sphere around to run it back into the large group when an ability punched through the sphere. It was thin, narrow, and Ash could only see it as a spear as thin as a finger.

It’d punched through the sphere completely and passed right through. Moving the way he had, Ash had inadvertently gotten Mei and himself out of the way of the attack.

Harmlessly allowing it to pass by both of them and exit on the other side.

Well, that’s not good!

Ash put his entire focus on the momentum that came from the attack. It’d passed through the sphere after all, which meant he could follow the path it’d come from.

Pulling on his Dao, he let it loose, rather than passively letting it run. Up to this moment, he’d been unwilling to engage it, as he felt it would drain him prematurely.

Except now he didn’t have a choice. He no longer had the ability to simply be passive to a degree in this fight.

He wasn’t the same person he had been not long ago. If he needed to be active, he would be. If he could let things flow naturally, that’d be the choice.

Instantly, he felt the battlefield completely. His Dao had grown since turning the city into a cultivating presence, and how he’d trained his sensitivity to shifts in momentum.

The heavy bass drum that was Ash and his Dao snatched up the flow of the battle and jerked on it. Where it’d been a rather frantic pace that went one way and then the other like a pendulum only a moment ago, it was now a heavy and lurid beat.

A shudder went through the army that surrounded Ash and his sphere. An almost instinctive-level response to what happened.

As if a large grizzly bear had just slammed to the ground in front of a lone man and let out a low huff.

Pushing on his Dao, Ash guided his sphere of death straight towards the strongest counterpoint to his flow. It was a rapid and high-pitched counter to Ash.

As if it were piercing his cadence.

There was a sudden flurry from them that felt like a rapid peak of activity. One that was extremely telling for Ash.

He simply dodged his sphere to the side in a contrast to the tempo.

An ability spear grazed past Ash and Mei and instead blew apart a number of people trying to resist against Ash. Splintering apart as it struck and killing more.

Ash could feel another peak forming and he felt like this one was different. It was more than one forming, which made him feel like it’d be sent out in a wave. An attack that he couldn’t side-step.

“Hold on, my love,” Ash whispered and plotted out an airborne trajectory to his enemy. As if he were using a bow, he plotted out the distance and angle to his reach his target.

Assuming all that, he plotted out where he’d land by searching through his Dao, the flow of battle, and how much force he’d need to utilize.

Then he did so.

He shaped the sphere to eject a column out behind and fling them into the air.

“Oh!” Mei squeaked out and held ever tighter to him. Practically melding her body to his.

Ash could already feel that he was going to quite literally land atop of the cultivator who’d managed to put an attack through his sphere. To squash them down into the ground directly.

Then the sphere crashed into the ground with a boom.

A red fountain of goo sprayed into the sphere through the hole that’d been created. Through luck, coincidence, or bad omen, the man who’d made the hole just had a good bit of himself pushed through the same hole. It sprayed over the interior and pooled around the bottom of the sphere.

Ew.

“You just had a man spray himself into your depths,” Locke said, though it felt like a shout. He got the impression she was in a full-on sprint towards his location. “Ha. Now you know how I feel. Though it’s way more enjoyable when you do it to me!”

Ash gently pushed Locke away from his thoughts. He couldn’t let her distract him at the moment.

The thrum of the battle was moving in his favor. He now controlled the flow of it, and he was actively exerting that control over others.

Except, the enemy apparently knew that.

They were rapidly breaking away from him and fleeing toward the plains. For whatever reason, they’d decided that enough was enough.

The battle was over before it’d even began, it seemed.

Then Ash realized it wasn’t that they were retreating. They weren’t running away from him and his single sphere.

They were reorganizing and disengaging from him. Their momentum was moving in concert to itself and all of it was moving counter to him, but also in a direction that led them away from him.

Distantly, he could feel another large swirl of force. Far enough to be outside of his ability to sense them normally.

The only reason he knew there was another group of foes out there, was the flow that was before him was reaching out to the other. He could feel the tendrils of it reaching out to join up with it.

This isn’t the main force. It’s… an expeditionary force?

“We’re not far away! Ten minutes at most!” Locke promised. “Once we’re there, we can get an idea of what’s going on. Moira is already in the air and probably circling them endlessly!”

Ash grunted at that and decided this would be a good opportunity to regain his Qi and try to recover some. There was a lot of Qi floating around right now due to cultivator deaths and ability usage.

“I’m going to get rid of the sphere in a moment,” Ash relayed to Mei as gore slid down the walls of the sphere to pool at the bottom. “They’re disengaging and moving back to join another force. This is… this is clearly far more than we expected. Far more than we ever dared to suspect.

“This isn’t just a group of Outsiders operating out in the plains. This is an entire faction. One with cultivators. Powerful ones. Whoever that was that I crushed, they were very powerful, or very specialized. In either case, they were a threat.

“They’re all a threat. We’ll need to reconsider this.”

“I now worry for Hui, Chunhua, and Tala. Since we’ve taken care of our own side of the battle, we should check on them,” Mei murmured. “Perhaps a needless worry, but a worry I still hold.”

Reality crashed down on Ash.

He looked to the side and saw the chain that he’d attached to the Outsider cultivator leading off into the distance. It was still intact, and he was still gaining Qi from it.

That meant Hui, Chunhua, and Tala had failed.





Thirty-Three




Ash didn’t wait.

He began rolling his sphere immediately back towards the city at high speed. 

Racing off to find out what was going on with the man Ash had put a chain to and those he’d sent to deal with him. When he’d done so, he didn’t think it’d be that big of an issue.

He’d thought that even though he’d been strong, he hadn’t been unstoppable or overly powerful. Ash could have killed him given enough time.

If he wasn’t alone, Tala wouldn’t have engaged at all, he believed. She wasn’t stupid, nor was she the type to throw away her life.

With that in mind, the only possibility was that Ash had underestimated the man. That perhaps he’d misjudged his power.

Or he’d somehow grown in power since Ash had fought him. Given that Cultivators could often be set apart from the rest of the realms by a single fortunate encounter, that couldn’t be discounted.

“I take it the person they went to find yet lives?” Mei inquired.

“Yes,” Ash replied simply.

“Ah, I can see why we’re rushing off then,” remarked Mei, who yet remained huddled into him. Her arms wrapped around him quite tightly.

Ash had them rolling at a near ridiculous speed now. He had a feeling they were easily moving at something akin to seventy miles an hour. Bumping and bouncing across the ground in a near wild way.

“How fast are we moving? It feels quick but… I have no way of knowing,” Mei asked against his neck.

“At least twice as fast as when we rode that wave. Maybe even three times? We’re moving really fast,” answered Ash, heading straight for where the chain led. It was still off near the city as far as he could tell.

Though he wasn’t sure. He could tell directionally where the man was, but not the distance he was from where Ash was currently.

Almost as if a flare went off, Ash felt three pieces of momentum that clearly belonged to the larger whole of his own pace. They stood out starkly against the backdrop of the city, which was a maelstrom of directions and flows that seemed to go everywhere and nowhere.

“I found them. I think,” Ash said and angled the sphere that way. They’d be there in no time at all, really. The speed they were moving at was that swift.

Mei didn’t reply, but she nodded her head against him.

Rolling up to the position that the three swirls were, Ash realized it was a small alley. It was a bunch of huts made from ruins thrown-together in the razed bits of the civilization that came before.

No such places existed next to Wahst, as Kyle had been afraid of an enemy force using those locations to assault the walls.

Working to dismiss the sphere and pull the Qi back into himself, Ash did so as quickly as he could. There was no question that he was in a hurry.

No sooner had a large gap had been made in the sphere than Mei launched herself out of it. Breaking free of the earth Qi that’d held her in place fluidly.

Ash continued to retract the Qi back into himself. He couldn’t afford to lose it, considering how Qi was a true resource here.

Blood dripped and flowed off his hands as the red-stained Qi reentered his body. If Mei hadn’t left the way she had, he’d have likely given up on retrieving all the Qi.

She was more than capable of buying time for him to get there to help, or of providing the assistance herself. She was an incredibly capable woman.

As soon as the Qi was withdrawn to a point where he could move, Ash did so. Quickly running down the alley and heading for the swirl of momentum that lined up with his own.

He didn’t have far to go before he found them.

Tala, Hui, and Chunhua were under the street, it seemed. He was standing atop the point where they were at. There was also a fourth presence near, which belonged to Mei. 

She was off to the side but approaching him now.

“I don’t know why, but I think they’re below us,” Mei reported and then gestured back to the way she’d just come from. “There’s a shattered ruin over there with what looked to be a basement entrance. I think they went into that. I… don’t know where it goes, or where it leads to though.

“It’s quite covered in debris and would take some time to lift. I could start working on it but… I feel like you’d likely have a better plan.”

Ash nodded his head and looked down at his feet.

“They’re right beneath us,” he said. Then he summoned up Qi once again and formed it into a hollow spike. Almost like a hypodermic needle in shape, if not size.

Slamming it down into the ground, he held onto it firmly.

It didn’t do much at all, really. Despite the fact that he’d attempted to punch through the ground and extend the Qi into the earth.

It might have been a spectacular failure when compared to how far he’d expected to go down at once. 

But then he began to rotate it rapidly in his hand.

He quickly provided flutes along the side of the Qi, shaping it to be a drill instead. He also filled in the center so that it had some reinforcement. Getting the hang of his new Qi drill, he began forcing it downward. Deeper into the ground and extending it all the while. 

He hadn’t been able to pierce very deeply as a needle, so he just needed to drill down. Proof of that came quickly as dirt began to spill out of the hole, dragged up by the drill’s channels.

“Fascinating,” Mei remarked and leaned down to watch a bit more closely. “This is one of those Outworlder things, isn’t it? That world you came from before. Maybe it’s time to start exploring those things.

“Can you make technology similar to your home but use beast cores as the power source instead?”

It was like a lightning bolt striking down on the back of his head. Mei was exactly right. He wasn’t doing as much as he probably could.

“I love you, Mei Sheng, you beautiful and intelligent woman,” grunted Ash as he continued to drill down into the earth.

He was hopeful that all three women were safe and sound, but he couldn’t be sure of that. For all he knew, they were all quite injured and on the verge of dying.

Suffering fatal injuries that he couldn’t fix even if he was right next to them to do so.

Dirt continued to flow out of the hole and land onto the ground.

Considering the drill itself wasn’t that wide, the concern of the ground giving way was non-existent for the most part. Even with that being so, Ash was going slow and trying to make sure this wasn’t going to be an issue.

Suddenly he felt the drill push through without resistance. As if he’d entered an opening.

He quickly removed the tip and re-hollowed out the drill. Holding it up to his mouth, he spoke into it.

“Hello? Are you three alright?” he asked, then put his ear next to it.

“Ha! I told you he’d come for us. There’s no way he’d leave my Elegant Self, let alone all three of us, in such a position,” Tala gloated.

“Neither of us disagreed, you love-addled bunny,” Chunhua replied with a laugh, then cleared her throat. “We’re okay! We got buried alive when I tried to get us an escape route. We were very outmatched by the man by himself.”

Ash clicked his tongue and shook his head. He’d underestimated the man and nearly caused ruin to his own people.

“— blew up the tunnel I’d made after we made some distance away. Covered us in earth and rock. I had to dig us out but… I ran out of Qi,” Chunhua continued. “I was just waiting for that chain of yours to provide me with enough before I dug us back out.”

Ash looked around, he didn’t see signs of battle or conflict. Which meant it must’ve happened elsewhere.

The chain leading off to the man wasn’t moving, it was still in the same location it’d been. As if the man was quite far away and running in a straight line.

Sighing, Ash concentrated back on the situation at hand.

“Do you want me to dig you out or did you want the Qi to do it yourself?” Ash asked into the tube.

“Please rescue my Elegant Self, dearest Husband,” Tala stated before the other two could answer.

How can I refuse?

“Okay. Take hold of my Qi and then guide it around the hole you’re in. It’ll be kinda loose. Just pack it onto the wall until it covers all three of you. Once you’re wrapped up in that, I’ll get to work,” Ash requested and then began expanding his Qi at the end of the tube. He made it pliable and kept it moving.

He could feel three different pairs of hands pushing it into walls and the floor, then could feel it when six boot heels were resting atop it.

“All done, Ashley,” Hui reported. “Hui is ready to exit this place. Hui is very distraught that she failed as your weapon in this situation, though she did wound the enemy.”

“That’s fine. Although… were any of you wounded?” Ash asked.

“Yes,” came a chorus of responses.

“Badly,” added Chunhua with a wheeze.

Great. Okay. Haul them up, load them with medicine, get them to Rou as soon as we can.

Ash closed up the Qi around them completely, then put out his left hand. He grew a new Qi drill from it and began to carve the ground out rapidly. With them safe from harm, he could work quickly and savagely.

In no time at all, he’d cut a large section of the dirt away and could see his Qi formation. Dissolving it and pulling it all back into his hands, he was presented with all three women staring up at him.

Chunhua had a hand to her abdomen and was leaning to one side.

One of Hui’s legs was bent somewhat grotesquely at the shin bone.

Tala looked bloodied but not as bad off as the other two, though he did note that she was breathing heavily.

“We’re almost there. A minute out at the most. I’m having most of the forces divert away to go see what’s going on with that army you noticed. Moira is going to likely come in and update us all as well,” Locke stated.

Smiling, Ash jumped down into the pit. He was going to help them all out of it and start working on medical care.

He could still do many physical treatments after all. A splint wasn’t a hard thing to put together and place. Nor would it be hard for him to look into what was ailing Chunhua and do what he could to help.

Worst case, he stuffed them with pills.

“You can stuff me, darling. My sweet Chosen One. As much as you want,” purred an obviously jealous Locke.

Five minutes later, and having gotten Hui, Chunhua, and Tala out of the pit, Ash saw Locke jogging up to him. With her were Siu and Na.

Without thinking about it for long, Ash assumed Jia remained in Wahst to safeguard the city with whatever Brides were left.

I need to make a giga-golem that can stomp out even an Immortal. Even if it costs me all of my Qi to do it. A “just in case” last use weapon that’d curb-stomp everyone even if it costs itself its existence.

“I like that idea, but first, greet me!” Locke shouted in his head as she came to a stop right in front of him with a wide smile.

“I’m h—”

Locke was silenced as Ash wrapped her up in a fierce hug and tried to crush her with it. At the same time, he kissed her, pushing his tongue straightway into her mouth.

With a whimper, Locke melted into him, her hands grasping at his clothes and hanging onto him. She hung there like that until Ash ended the kiss.

He took a half step away from her and smiled at her. He then reached up and patted her overly pretty face.

“Thank you for coming, Bride Locke,” Ash murmured. “As the leading Bride, I greet you warmly.”

Locke nodded her head slowly, staring at him with a dazed look. After a moment, she blinked, then stood up straight.

“I’ve deployed our forces to keep an eye on that enemy force in the plains,” Locke stated aloud. “Moira checked in briefly to confirm that they were out there.

“They’re quite distant, but they’re not moving forward toward us. They’re just letting that force you intercepted rejoin them and they’re reforming.

“But they haven’t broken camp or done anything to move from their position. I think we’re alright to assume they’re not moving further today.

“So, while we’re working with the belief that they don’t plan on attacking the city again, we’re remaining in a defensive, if slightly stood down, action.”

“That’s perfect,” Mei stated with a firm nod of her head. “Thank you, Bride Locke, for handling everything so well. I feel like maybe you should be part of the Brides leadership officially and that the Brides are missing out on something without you being in it in that capacity. Rather than in this vague role you’re in now.”

“Thank you, I’ll pass. I’m better utilized as working directly with Ash,” Locke said with a wave of a hand in a demure and feminine way, though she was smiling from ear to ear. “I didn’t have any luck with the rings for the house, by the way. I’ve been trying everything I can with my expanded access to the Hall as of late.

“I’m afraid the Bridal Manse is still out of reach for us. No matter which way I go about trying it, it just… fails to initialize. I really do think that this realm is different enough from our own that things made in ours, don’t work here. Though… that does beg the question, doesn’t it?”

Everyone turned to look at Ash.

If things made in the realm didn’t work here, but the Hall did, did that mean the Hall was from this realm, or somewhere similar?

That was the question in everyone’s mind at the moment.

Most especially Ash’s.

“I mean, it makes sense. About the Hall,” he said, addressing it. “I’ve told you the name of it before. It’s clearly not something of the realms we know of, or something so far distantly in the past, that it no longer has a meaning. It’s far simpler to assume it’s from another realm, isn’t it?

“In fact, there’s almost no possibility of it not coming from another realm. It’s just… it’s the only logical answer.”

“The problem with that,” Locke spoke into the silence that followed Ash’s words. “Is that if that’s true, then why has every enchantment I’ve ever seen on anything, all look like derivatives of what you can do?

“If what you’re saying is correct, then the crossover between where-ever the Hall came from to our realm existed for a while. The derivatives are all obvious when compared to the original.

“It’s like having three people speak the same language, but with a different accent. If you listen, you can hear the same words in each.”

“Maybe… maybe the two realms were much more connected?” Mei hypothesized. “What if there were more realms than just the three? What if the nine kingdoms were actually nine realms? I don’t think there’s nine kingdoms anyway.

“It was a name that never made sense to me. Not when you consider that there’s only one kingdom in each of the three realms.”

“If that’s the case,” Chunhua got out between thin pressed lips. She was suffering several fractured ribs and some internal injuries that wouldn’t heal quickly, Ash had discovered. “Are we part of the upper realm, middle realm, or lower realm? Are there stages beyond the Immortal realm?”

Ash pondered those words and quietly digested them. They were a lot to consider in the scope of the world he thought he knew.

“Like… maybe we had a door open between Veils,” Hui supposed. “And that another veil, had a number of realms in it? Perhaps two more realms, in fact. Three kingdoms in each?”

“Maybe. It’d make more sense,” Tala grunted out. “There were rumors from my own realm that we had a number of veils we openly traded with. Never saw it, however. Or proof of it.

“People, goods, services, all sorts of things. Of course, I have no idea how they managed it, but there it is. There were rumors in fact, of people moving from veil to veil like a traveling merchant. As curious as that is.”

“Sounds somewhat fun,” Ash mumbled as he still thought on the whole conversation. He felt like he was missing something, but he wasn’t sure what.

Regardless, it was a problem for another time in the end. He had more pressing and urgent concerns. Ones that were here in the now, rather than later in the future.

“Well, what shall we do? We’re not here to protect Heights. Not really at least,” Ash prompted, looking up and meeting everyone’s gaze one by one. “Ghast just wanted us to stabilize it. I’m afraid this is beyond us stabilizing it, really. This is something that’s going to need support and effort.

“And even if I did set it up, and got them to be beholden to me, there’s no reason Ghast wouldn’t just replace them anyway to make sure I didn’t hold sway over them. I know I’d likely do the same if I was in her position. There’d be no telling what kind of arrangement could’ve been made.”

“That’s all very true,” Mei agreed with a small nod of her head. “If I was in her position, I’d allow whoever you appointed for a short period of time, then remove them, and replace them with my own people. Any investment you made into the city I’d consider a bonus for me, and that’d be that. As part of my due as your Qi-Lord.”

“Yes, I could see how that’d work,” Hui mused. “Then we must take what we can that would be beneficial for ourselves and leave.

“I would suggest the weapons, armor, and loot from the dead. Those are all things that we actively participated in and have a right to. Anything else would be part of the city, and Ghast’s property. However, we should… leave soon.

“This is not a place for us at this time. If we can convince Ghast to give us the city, then we should take it and make it ours. Just… not yet.”

Everyone was nodding their heads to this.

Except Locke.

She was staring off into nothing. Gazing into the middle ground, as if it held the secrets to the universe and she was being presented them.

A few of the others noticed, smiled, and ignored it. Even Ash figured it was her being flustered by Ash’s greeting.

Siu stepped forward and tapped a fan to his shoulder and Ash felt a slight drain of sexual desire that he hadn’t even realize existed. Fading away quickly as if it’d never been there.

“Thank you, Siu,” Ash said, catching her eyes with his own. He smiled at her and reached out to pat her shoulder. “Please don’t ever hesitate to do that whenever it’s appropriate. It actually helps.”

“Oh me, oh my. You’re very welcome. In fact… it’s all… my… pleasure. I’ll be sure to take care of your needs whenever I can,” replied the Bride, smiling at him with a bold and heated look. Then she gestured back out to where the battle had occurred and broke eye contact. “I’ll go work with the Brides to begin collecting everything that’s ours by right. Then start planning our exit.

“There’s no reason to remain here if we have no plans for the city. Though… with any luck the city will survive this, if only because that enemy out there isn’t sure if we’ll engage them.”

Siu flipped open her fan and began to gently flip it back and forth in front of her face. With a small dip of her head to Ash, she began sauntering off, her hips rolling with each step.

“She’s very graceful,” Tala remarked. “I like her more and more. Ghast would be better if she behaved more like Siu. Where it’s obvious, there, but reserved. Held in check.”

“I too like Siu. She’s partnered up with Locke apparently,” Mei replied. “Na and Hui also became partners. Congratulations, Hui, it seems you’ve moved from lagging behind to nearly being at the top. The Handmaiden holds much sway with the alliance.”

“Hui is pleased to have Na as a partner. She understands everything the same way as Hui does. As… as I do,” Hui stated. “We are devising strategies to—”

“Ash… I… think we’re in the upper realm. Not the middle, or lower, which exist, by the way, but the upper. And before you ask how I know, it’s because of a translation thing.

“All the scrolls in the Hall were just a bit different in wording from what you knew. What the new books we absorbed were.

“I thought it was maybe just like… an English olde-English kind of thing, but I think it’s more like American English to United Kingdom English,” Locke blurted out in his mind, breaking him away from listening in on the conversation the others were having.

Why? There has to be more to this.

“Because the Imperial Clan of the Grassy Vale was powerful, but also, not. I think they had many abilities that needed work to bring them to the level they’re at now. Due to the work of yours truly,” Locke continued. “So the overwhelming power we have was because of the tinkering, and your ability to submerge yourself into the Hall. That’s partly also because of me since… well… I was and wasn’t sentient.

“Anyway, I think the Grassy Vale was a middle realm clan. They had nine ranks as well, but they’d been labeled different. Almost as if they were similar to the ones in our realm, but not quite.

“I didn’t think much of it and just assumed it was a translation error. Like… like it was just that olde to new English thing again.

“Where in truth, it’s that the abilities from the grassy vale were underpowered where they came from, but are overpowered when utilized here. Actually, maybe that makes them the ‘higher realm’ maybe? Gosh, I just don’t know anymore. There are so many weird things with this.

“Though… that really doesn’t explain how the Hall ended up in our realm. Was it smuggled out? Stolen? Lost?

“And why aren’t we in touch with the other realms anymore?”

Err… were… were the other realms consumed? Turned into a meal by the wraiths?

“I… that’s… maybe. Maybe. That’s disconcerting. It’s a lot to think about. Perhaps later. Seems like it’s time to head back to Wahst.”

Fine… but I want Moira to find whatever city is out there in the plains.

That large of a force had to have come from somewhere.

That means somewhere out there in the plains… is a city. One that can field an army.

Maybe many cities.





Thirty-Four




By the time they got back to Wahst, Ash had learned everything that’d happened with Tala, Chunhua, Hui, and the man.

The simple answer was he was at a power level akin to what Ash remembered, but he had reserves of Qi that they weren’t able to match. They ran out of gas, when he didn’t.

Qi reserves were a resource that helped most Cultivators push a fight in their favor in normal circumstances. Here in this prison, it was a wealth unto itself.

A power that could crush and crumble the mighty.

Hui, Tala, and Chunhua had gotten that lesson taught to them firsthand. They were now under the care of Rou and having their injuries treated directly.

Ash was standing in his workshop, staring at the table. His hands were pressed flat to it, and he was contemplating what to do next. The Brides and Moira were out looking for the cities he was expecting to find.

The rest of the city was operating as it normally did, going through the normal day to day motions, as if nothing were out of the ordinary. None of them had any idea there was an opposing force out there in the wilds of the world that would be happy to take them all into slavery.

“It is a lot to take in,” Jia remarked, taking a seat at one of the tables. “To think there would be cities out there in the plains. They are likely living a more basic way of life than even those who live here. Who are already quite low on luxuries and items of quality.”

“That was Hui’s thought as well. Which means they’re not out there because they wish to be,” Mei agreed, taking the seat across from Jia. “But because they must. Hui was convinced that they’re likely ex Qi-Lords or those that could be one.

“Those that didn’t succeed in their take-over or bid for power, yet survived. Ended up down here trying to build up forces to take over again. Given enough time… maybe more than a handful of these upstarts ended up here.”

“Hui is… very intelligent. I admire her as well as can admit I am envious,” Jia stated in a matter-of-fact way. “She makes Chunhua and Locke feel in a similar way to her, that many do to them. Envious of those with greater gifts.”

“It’s annoying, isn’t it? Here I thought I’d be the beautiful and intelligent lady at the top. Now I’m just… at the top,” Mei remarked with a warm laugh. Then she reached out across the table to Jia.

Jia immediately took her hand in her own and held it.

“We must fight all those who would take our position. We must devote ourselves to be ever more,” Jia declared.

Mei nodded her head to that, then looked to Ash. Neither of them let go of each other’s hand, which was somewhat odd to Ash, but he wasn’t about to pry into their relationship with one another.

He was well aware that Jia wasn’t interested in women. Mei had said she wasn’t really interested either, but she didn’t seem as opposed to it.

Given she’d agreed to a three-way with a Locke, Ash had no idea what that really meant. It didn’t make sense to him.

Regardless of that, Mei and Jia clearly had deepened their relationship.

In fact, didn’t I notice their statues had repositioned themselves? They’re in the closest ring around me and standing next to one another.

“That was last time. They’re holding hands now,” Locke advised. “And yes, I’m being able to sense more and more. I have no idea why, but I am. I’m very grateful for it.

“I had no idea how dependent on the Hall I was to function as fully as I had been. All the support I provided was really just leveraging the Qi and abilities of the hall as needed.”

“Anyway,” Ash muttered with a shake of his head. He let his eyes drop back down to the work table. The golem mouse scampered over across the wood and sat down in front of him. It lifted its paws to its face and washed itself with its paws as a real mouse would.

Even if it didn’t have fur, it behaved as if it did. Acting the part of a mouse.

Sighing, Ash reached out toward it and ran several fingers gently along it’s back and spine. To which it turned its head and tried to groom Ash’s wrist in the same way it’d been attempting to clean its face.

Without thinking, Ash turned his hand inward and then offered the mouse a small nib of his Qi. It was about the size of a corn kernel.

The mouse took it up from Ash’s fingers, examined it, then stuffed it into its mouth. Then it went back to running its paws along Ash’s wrist, then using its stony mouth as if it had a tongue.

There was a soft pulse from the mouse golem as the Qi was absorbed. Then Ash could feel the golem and what it was doing. An inherent sense of what it wished for and desired.

Which right now, was to be petted and to groom him in return. It saw him as one might a parent, he supposed. That was as close as he could figure when it came to the mouse.

It was rather complicated, Ash realized.

It was a golem.

Not a flesh and blood mouse.

It knew it wasn’t a mouse, but believed it was one anyway. 

A cognitive dissonance that it didn’t even care about after recognizing it. It no longer mattered to it.

In believing it was a mouse, it saw itself as a mouse.

How simple and yet profound.

I am not a Cultivator, so I don’t see myself as one. Even now, I view myself as an Outlander. Might as well write a sign out and hang it around my neck.

Do I want to be a Cultivator? I don’t think I do.

The culture and mentality are just diametrically opposed to who I am as a person. Then… what am I?

I’m not an Outlander, I’m not a Cultivator.

I feel more like I’m somewhere in the middle. I understand each side and sometimes lean one way, then the other.

Staring at the mouse as he thought, Ash hadn’t noticed his Dao was active. On its own, or based on his thoughts he supposed, it’d activated and was diligently registering and “listening” to the momentum of everything around ash.

All things had momentum after all, even a flame had a momentum. That meant a Dao, or even a mentality, had momentum as well.

Good, evil, harmony, discord, all had a natural flow and pace.

Sometimes there must be violence, and sometimes that violence must end.

The problem is that Cultivators don’t know when to stop. Violence becomes the answer to everything. A “me first” mentality that becomes defended and fought for.

A never-ending bludgeoning of everyone else, so long as the goal is met.

Where there is no soft power that isn’t backed up by threat, violence, or force. There must be a middle ground to that, since indeed, sometimes violence must occur.

In that moment, Ash realized that he was the middle ground. That his Dao of Momentum, had power over all things, but didn’t have any power of its own.

There was no momentum, to momentum itself. Similar in a way to how in nature, there could be no flame without fuel.

His Dao flared up higher around him with that thought and then he let himself be carried along with the pace of it. It dipped into the city itself and he felt the whole of it begin to cultivate.

An inflow of Qi that was acquired, circulated throughout, and distributed to the inhabitants. Many of which had no use for it, but had their bodies strengthened by simply being part of Wahst and moving “with the flow” as it were.

Eventually, his Dao deposited him back into himself after a full circuit. There’d even been a moment where a fraction of a fraction of Qi was ejected out of the city.

Darkened Qi that held no place in a person and would be expelled on that cultivator’s “black day”. The city had done the same, though in a smaller way.

Snorting, Ash scooped up Hub, which was apparently what the mouse-golem had named itself, and set it on his shoulder. The name felt almost nonsensical to Ash, but he had no reason to try and get it to change its mind.

Instead, he patted it lightly on the head and looked to Jia and Mei.

Apparently, he’d been a bit out of touch with his surroundings.

Everyone was here now, except Moira.

They were seated throughout the workroom, standing, or playing with the golems that were always in the room.

“Sorry,” Ash apologized, catching Na’s determined gaze. She’d likely been staring at him the whole time.

Right next to her was Hui, who had been in deep conversation with Locke.

“It’s fine, Locke told us that you were evaluating your position in all this,” Mei offered with a wave of a hand. Her other was still held within Jia’s. “Amusingly, I felt a great amount of Qi sweeping through the city a moment ago. It’d grown somewhat sluggish after we’d left. Now it’s clean and fresh. Did you do something?”

“Wahst cultivates,” Ash said with a shrug of his shoulders. “Every now and then it just requires me to make sure it’s still going. Sometimes it gets slowed or impacted with toxic Qi.”

Everyone stared at him blankly.

“Cities don’t cultivate,” Chunhua proclaimed, looking up from where she sat. She had been tinkering with leftover golem pieces. She was rather fascinated with his work with the automatons. “That’s you just being a Fated One. You shouldn’t say it as if it weren’t of any import. You’re distorting how insane such a statement is.

“Though, given that you casually make golems that are… for all intents and purposes… alive, one can forgive such a foolish Fated One. You’re no longer able to clearly see when acts go above and beyond what the rational mind thinks is ‘common’.”

“Hui’s owner is a fated Fated One,” Hui stated with a sharp nod of her head. “Cities cultivate, stones think they’re alive, and he fixes Dantians. A fated Fated One. A genius amongst geniuses.

“One who will defy the heavens, then ascend to whatever is beyond it. There is no limit that Ashley cannot reach.”

Na was nodding her head rapidly to Hui’s words. Staring at Ash as if he were the answer to any question that could ever be asked.

Even the stupid ones.

Jia sighed, laughed, then looked to Mei.

“What is a girl supposed to do? I did not think the Outlander who had a crush on me when we were citizens would become such. I am very fortunate he is not of this realm. I would have been scorned for not seeing him for what he was, before he became so,” Jia murmured to the other woman.

“Whatever,” Ash grumbled and made a shooing motion with his hand. As if the conversation were a small dog that needed to be scared off. “What do we—”

There was a hard thump from outside that caused everyone to look over to the door. Ash already knew who it was though.

Given his ability to differentiate Qi and people apart now, it wasn’t even an issue.

Moving over to the door, Ash pulled it open, stepped to the side, and waited with a smile. He was staring at the Brides in the antechamber, who were staring back at him. They were quite tense looking.

“Moira’s here,” he said simply, meeting their eyes. Trying to lessen their anxiety.

Both held their eyes to him for several seconds before letting out held breaths. Their weapons had been readied and they’d prepared themselves, given that they didn’t know what the thud had been.

Both women remained standing, but had certainly relaxed somewhat. Their heads turned toward the outer door once more.

A series of knocks came from the outer door, then it opened.

Moira came through in a hurry. She had a flustered look on her face as she rushed ahead. Then came to a stop when she realized the door was open and Ash was standing there, waiting for her.

Between her hands looked to be some type of spell she’d conjured into being.

She used Qi in this realm, even if the means of gathering it had changed.

Now that he had turned his thoughts to it, he hadn’t really even contemplated the fact that there had been enchantments for cross-realm adaptation.

That’s another clue, isn’t it?

“Very much so,” Locke agreed with a sigh. “More and more it’s obvious that this Grassy Clan was well aware of other realms and how to fight in other veils. There’s no reason to have developed what they had otherwise.

“Once again, it really comes down to not understanding where the hell they went. If we knew where they went and why the Hall ended up where it did, would help a great deal.”

Maybe the Emperor did it?

“Maybe… maybe. That’d make sense. Also would explain why he’s so very interested in you. But that would lend itself more to him slaughtering you for the Hall, or imprisoning you somewhere he could watch you, wouldn’t it?”

Ash couldn’t deny that that train of thought made a lot of sense. The Emperor would have just tried to take it directly if he wanted the Hall.

“Hello there, my big-eyed Owl,” Ash said after breaking off his thoughts while still grinning. “Have I mentioned the fact that your eyes being that big is rather fun?”

Moira blinked said large eyes slowly, then let out a soft chuckle. She entered the workshop proper, and Ash closed the door behind her.

Though he did take a moment to bob his head in thanks to the Brides guarding the inner doorway. They made his life considerably easier by being right there.

“I have a map for you all,” Moira said, walking to the center of the workshop. “It’s more or less what we expected. There are several cities that they could fall back to, but there’s one larger one that’s closer. It’s always about the same distance from Wahst as it is the Heights.

“I honestly think it was built there deliberately and with a purpose. To be a forward operating base to attack the two cities and nothing more. That it exists to be a weapon. 

“That means we need to make sure it doesn’t exist.”

Moira stood in the middle of the room and held her arms wide apart.

Between her hands was a magical display of the plains, as well as a portion of the ruined city that Wahst was in.

“One… one second,” Ash muttered and then went over to an unused table. It’d been brought in and set to the side. Realistically, he suspected it’d be turned into a “where do I put this?” table. Where loose odds and ends would pile up until they were used or given a permanent home.

Dragging the table over, he snatched up his chisel. He’d contemplated previously how to create something to hold a spell. Without a power source or something to draw from, it failed within a few hours.

Right now he had a purpose to make such a thing, even if it failed soon. That and it’d give a toy for Hui, Chunhua, and Rou to fool around with till it did.

Working quickly, he inscribed several patterns into the table and then flicked a chip of his Qi made solid into it. It powered up and began to glow.

“Just dump that spell here,” Ash said and gestured. “It’ll keep it active so you can explain it. You’ll still be able to modify and change it since it’s your spell. This is just a… holding device, I guess.”

Ash always felt weird explaining the things he did. Most of them were just weird guesses and hunches he came up with that led to an actual result.

“Ashley is Ashley,” Hui intoned as if that were all that needed to be said.

Na was once again nodding her head hurriedly. She even reached up and touched Hui’s arm, all while staring at Ash.

Looks like she found a voice for herself that can say what she really wants to.

Moira shook her head and dropped the spell onto the table.

It reformed and became the size of the table. Increasing the ability to view it easily. The whole of it was a strange holographic blue color. An expanse of flat blue with white notes and symbols on it. There was also a series of red symbols that Ash would obviously assume to be enemy positions or people.

“This,” Moira said and pointed to a red circle on the map after searching it with her eyes for several seconds. “This is the city I was talking about. Here is Wahst and Heights.”

Moira had quickly pointed out the two cities as white circles as she spoke.

“There is no missing the fact that this city is perfectly placed to act on either city. The other two cities I spotted in the plains were further back. They also looked more like villages, rather than cities.

“There were roads leading away from it into the distance. Toward the prison wall itself. I didn’t go any further, as I noted a number of Cultivators were looking up at me,” Moira continued and made a gesture with her fingers off and away from the majority of the map and toward the vague endings of it. “They might have those in the Immortal realm, so I didn’t want to risk it.

“If they don’t, then I was just being paranoid, but I didn’t feel it was worth risking what I already knew. There’s a guarantee there’s more cities out there, but they don’t concern us at this moment.

“This city, this sword pointed at us, is the concern of the moment. This is also where that army went. They’re regrouping in front of it. Rearming, taking care of wounded, and milling about.”

“Hui thinks they’re getting ready to receive an attack. If they don’t receive one, then they will initiate one,” Hui stated, leaning over the map. “They have revealed their intentions to all and cannot pull back. They attacked Heights and would have attacked Wahst if we hadn’t kicked them out of the plains with our hunting parties.

“Hui believes that this is occurring everywhere all across the prison. This was coordinated and planned. It is also a direct response to the fact that the Qi of the prison has shifted in where it pools. With it pooling at the bottom, they are now growing active.

“Though… Hui could be wrong. Hui could have made inaccurate assumptions but… Hui doesn’t think she has. There’s been too many hours spent thinking about this to be incorrect.”

Hui shook her head, sighed, and then looked to Ash.

“That… I’ve spent a lot of time talking to the people of Wahst. They had no idea anyone was out there. That there was anyone in the plains,” Hui continued. “They’ve hidden their presence completely. They wouldn’t come out… unless it was time to act. Once they act, they can’t go backward.”

“I guess that gives us the answer for ‘what do we do’ in the end,” Ash muttered, then he looked to Locke, Jia, and Mei. “Get the Brides moving. We’re going to go march on this city. We should make sure they know we’re aware, and that we’re not going to tolerate this.

“You cannot lay down when a foreign nation attempts to subvert your own. Whether through non-violent actions or violent actions, there is no leeway when it comes to this. Leaving an enemy to spill poison into your water because you want to hope for the best for them, gets you just that, poisoned.”





Thirty-Five




“Well… I can’t speak for them, but this’d provoke my Elegant Self,” Tala declared, looking around at the military encampment the Brides had thrown together. They’d utilized Qi to get everything put up quickly and with strength.

That expenditure had been offset quickly with a few medicinal pills that’d been handed out before they set out on this excursion, as per Bride doctrine.

Thankfully, the alchemist golem had been able to get straight to work. It’d take them time to experiment and figure out alternative recipes, since a number of plants in the prison had never been seen before.

A number that they’d been hoping to find, also didn’t inhabit the prison, either.

The alchemist had been trained in herbology as well though, so they were actively making more, but it’d be a very slow process. One that’d take months to get into a marginal production line.

More than likely, it’d take an entire year before they had any access to new pills at all.

That meant they’d have to buy, harvest, and trade for herbs until then.

“That’s the plan,” Hui stated with a look to Tala. Her wide-eyed and unblinking stare was the same as ever. There were moments where Ash felt that maybe her eyes looked even bigger than Moira’s because of the way she stared. “We’ll provoke them, stare at them, give them a very uncomfortable scenario, and let them act.

“We won’t attack the city directly, but we’ll be making sure they aren’t getting supplies easily. We have groups of Brides with rapid strike abilities circling around to make sure nothing gets through.”

“That’s good,” Ash allowed, then looked at the ramshackle city that was spread out before them. He could see the walls were even worse than those of Heights. This city, if it could be called that, was not much more than bits of wood, stone, and earth thrown together in a loose shape.

An imitation of an imitation of an imitation.

“Let’s be more obvious. Way… more obvious. To the point that… they know we want to talk to them or fight them,” continued Ash, then he looked over to Chunhua.

She was still on the mend from her fight, but she was determined to be here.

Everyone was, in fact. No-one from his inner circle had remained in Wahst.

“Give me a megaphone… err… I need a magical spell that’ll make my voice heard. Any chance you can use Air and Water to make my voice travel all the way to the city? I don’t care if it’s booming,” Ash requested. He’d suggested Air and Water since that’s what oxygen was made out of. A sorceress that controlled the elements was likely able to be close to understanding the building blocks of the world.

Qi-Chemistry and Qi-Physics on the horizon, perhaps?

“Maybe. The harder part would be getting someone to that point to start. There’s a lot of knowledge you’ve gained through casual absorption that provides you with far more than you’d think.

“I mean… you wash your hands before eating. Still. To this day. The others do it after watching you, but I don’t think you’ve explained it to them.”

Oh… err… yeah. Got it.

“I… that… what? I don’t understand,” confessed Chunhua, looking at him nervously. Her hands were twitching in front of herself, like she wanted to respond to his request regardless of understanding it.

You were right.

Before Ash could explain, Rou stepped up. She held her hands up in front of her face and manifested the Air and Water elements. It quickly made a mesh.

Or a net, really.

One that covered the space between her hands as if she were holding up a spider’s web in front of her own mouth.

“Like this?” she asked in a whisper. Or at least she tried to whisper.

What came out on the other side was as if she’d asked in a loud voice.

“Yes! Exactly that. But… when… did you turn into a sorceress?” Ash asked, grabbing Rou by the shoulders. He spun her around, put her rear end on his lap, and forced her hands up till they were over her shoulder. The web was no longer in front of her mouth.

“Ah… since we came here, I’ve been experiencing a difference in my power. A great difference. Previously I could only sense whatever Qi was in someone,” Rou explained, looking back at him nervously over her shoulder. “Now I can sense all the Elements, at all times. They’re always there in some amounts. Some things have a lot more than others.

“As soon as you explained, I thought about how there’s always a lot of Air and Water Qi in the air. When we talk it makes it vibrate a bit.

“So I just… tried… to make it a Qi projection that’d make things vibrate a lot more? I don’t really understand what I did, but it works. Nor do I have the strength of Chunhua but… I can do… useful little things. Like this.”

Ash nodded his head at Rou’s face, smiling at her. Then he leaned into her spell and put his mouth only inches from it.

“Greetings the city!” he yelled. “I am the Hand of Wahst and Heights. I’ve come to speak with you about your attack, persecution of my hunting parties, and slaying of my people.

“If you do not send out someone to talk to me, I’ll assume you’d rather fight with me and go that route! That’s fine by me either way. I’ll give you an hour to decide. After that, conversation will not be an option! Remember this moment!”

Ash nodded his head and forced Rou’s hands closed with a soft pat.

“Perfect. Good work, Rou. Now… have you ever heard of the periodic table of elements?” he asked, grinning at her. He had something to do while waiting for the city to respond.

A transference paper is in order.

“Here, Master Sheng,” Na said, and then got down on her hands and knees and turned herself into a table. “I don’t have a writing desk, I promise I’ll hold still.”

“Ah, yes, thank you, Na,” Ash muttered, his thoughts spinning away from him.

He summoned up ink, quill, and paper to get to work. He wasn’t sure how long he had, but it was enough time to start on this.

Getting down next to Na, he laid the paper on her back and started on his work.

Chunhua held her hands up in front of her face and was clearly attempting to do the same thing. The spell she was forming kept exploding.

Several times with a great deal of noise.

Around the seventh time, she managed to make the exact same spell Rou had. Holding it up in front of her face, she coughed.

It was a lot like a bomb going off.

“Oh! That’s… oh my. That’s quite a weapon! How fun. I wonder how else I can use it. That’ll be worth testing later.

“Rou, you and I should share notes about sorcery going forward. I’m so glad you’re my partner,” Chunhua gushed to the Qi-Healer.

“Well, that’s a new type of Qi-Sorcery I suppose. As you yourself said, a Qi-Physicist. Curious and strange at the same time.”

“Someone’s coming,” Moira said, staring out to the city. She’d never looked away from the gates. Ash had ignored it all and hurried along with his scribbling.

“I’m not offended,” Na whispered even as Ash worked. “I offered, as I’m glad to be of use to you. Hui is your right hand, your weapon. I’m your Handmaiden, the left hand. I attend to your Sect needs and politics. This is within my purview.”

Ash grunted at that as he finished up with another line of the diagram. Then he dismissed it all back to the hall.

He didn’t want to be bent over Na as whoever it was came out to greet them.

Taking Na by the shoulder, he stood up and dragged her along with him. Na staggered partially but then snuggled up into his left side. Going so far as to lay her head on his shoulder and cling to him.

What was coming their way wasn’t one person, but a group of people. A small group of what felt a lot like Cultivators.

They halted their approach soon enough though. They didn’t come much closer than shouting distance. Once they reached that point, they’d collectively stopped.

“You’re invading our lands!” shouted one of their number. Ash couldn’t even make out the details of their features or even their clothes. There was some type of obscuring spell being used.

“They’re trying to do the same thing,” Chunhua muttered. “They don’t know how it was done though, so it just looks like a fog.”

Oh, not obscuring spell. It’s just them not knowing what Rou did.

Ha. That’s funny.

Chunhua flicked her hands up and created the same spell Rou had done after getting a nod from Rou. She looked like she didn’t want to cast another spell.

Ash guessed that using Qi like that drained her very quickly, given her lack of talent with utilizing Qi directly.

Chunhua accessed Qi and used it directly and through herself.

Rou accessed Qi indirectly, by taking hold of someone else’s. What she used had nothing to do with her own Dantian or Qi-Sea.

“Yes. I’m invading your lands as you attacked one of my cities. Do you want to continue with meaningless fluff, or did you want to discuss something worthwhile? Like that army that’s a few miles out beyond your city that you’ve been resupplying directly. That army,” Ash prompted, losing his temper very quickly. This was the last thing he wanted to deal with at this moment. “The one that attacked me. I’m here to slaughter them all, all who support them, and salt the damn ashes.

“Now… are you going to surrender, surrender the army, and make reparations, or am I burning you all to the ground? Because I’m done. I’m not going to play these silly-bugger politics, stupid games, and idiotic back and forths.

“Choose. Choose now. Or I’ll choose for you. My choice will be the burning one.”

Chunhua extended her fingers outward as she canceled the spell. There was a thrum that went with it, and a detonation of sound that carried across the plain before them.

Ash’s words had been delivered with what amounted to a thunder-crack at Chunhua’s direction. The impact was immediate, as several of the Cultivators were knocked to the ground.

“I liked that,” Hui remarked, looking to Ash. “A firm answer, statement, and threat. There is no room for them to take that as anything other than exactly what it was.”

“Yes, it was quite well delivered,” Jia agreed. “Do you think they will wish to hold some duels beforehand? An actual battle is not something that happens every day.”

“Hui wishes that isn’t the case, Hui would want to fight but she can’t,” complained Hui.

Chunhua and Tala both nodded their heads at that. Being wounded as they were, they wouldn’t be doing much fighting at all.

“We won’t be dueling even if we’re in good health,” Mei countered with a sigh. “Even most of the Bride commanders can’t be allowed to fight. We have to keep this at a level where even if they lose, and they’re killed, then the loss is unfortunate, but not devastating.

“There’s no reason to risk our elite forces in what could very well be an assassination attempt. Because let’s be honest, that’s what my previous family would have done. Probably did do.

“No reason to subject ourselves to something as distasteful as that. So let’s not even let it begin.”

Mei turned and looked to Siu who was standing nearby, watching and listening. The commander of the Brides often enjoyed merely being around everyone, though she didn’t often interject any conversation.

“I’ll let the Brides know,” Siu stated with a wide smile before Mei could even open her mouth. “I’m sure there will be many who are eager to show off, even if their lives are at risk.”

Siu closed her fan with a twist of her wrist and a pop. She reached out and lightly tapped it to Ash’s shoulder.

He was immediately snapped into a cool, calm, and collected state of mind. One that he’d come to look forward to whenever Siu did it to him.

“Thank you, Siu,” Ash said quickly before she could turn away. It caused the Bride commander to pause, smile at him, then begin walking away.

Everyone looked back to the Cultivators who’d come out to “speak” to them. They were talking amongst themselves and seemed entirely focused on it.

Their exchange was filled with firm swift gestures and red faces.

“I think they’re blaming one another,” Na murmured. She’d gone to stand next to Hui and was watching intently.

“Hui would agree. Likely there are those who advocated for not attacking, and those who did. There are almost always factions in a group,” Hui mused. “One must wonder if there’s going to be a falling out here and now and a corpse being made.”

Ash was now more interested in what was going on over there.

No one ended up dying, though it looked like someone came close to attacking another. They’d forgotten the spell they’d attempted, that or lost control of it, and the distance between them was still hazy.

A series of sharp hand gestures finished between two people, and they turned to Ash and the others.

“We’ll fight for the city,” came the response. “If you have any pride at all, you’ll meet our duelists in the center of the field. We’ll settle this as a Cultivator should. Standard battles to settle things as they should be settled.”

Ash shook his head, rolled his eyes, and sighed.

Settling this as a Cultivator was the last thing he wanted to do. He glanced to Chunhua, who had already recreated the spell again.

“No,” Ash stated simply. “We’ll have a duel if you like, but we’ll still be sieging your city and taking it, win or lose in the duels. You lost the right to self-government the moment you attacked my cities.

“Your choices were to surrender or fight. You’ve chosen to fight. I respect that choice, but I’m still going to knock your city down. We’ll be here when you’re ready.

“Oh, and by the way, if it isn’t obvious yet, I’ve put your city under siege. I plan on attacking anyone coming or going, unless you want to meet my forces in the field to stop me.

“But that army of yours seems… very unwilling to engage me directly so far. Maybe they’re terrified I’ll just roll around on them. Crush them to death.

“Again.”

Chunhua once more detonated her spell and flung it towards the Cultivators. They didn’t have as strong a reaction this time, but they were most certainly rattled about.

“Alright. That’s that. I’m going to finish writing this transference up for Rou,” murmured Ash. He was feeling tense. Despite promoting his strength, showing bravado to his enemy, he wasn’t entirely certain it was that clear cut.

That it was that simple of a fight and the Brides would be able to win without a concern.

“As much as I’d like to assure you that this will be fine, it won’t.

“You got lucky in that last fight that they weren’t expecting what you did. This time, they’ll be ready for some type of attack like what you did. From what you said, they almost killed you anyway. If there’d been more than just the one person who could create something to pierce your Qi-Sphere, you wouldn’t be here right now.

“As for the Brides… they’ll… take many losses. As many as forty percent of their number, as low as fifteen percent. The problem is they’re going up against an army with Qi-Enhanced weapons and cultivators.

“There’s no way that we couldn’t go into such a situation and suffer losses. This is to be expected. These are veterans though and they’ll do all they can to limit casualties. No one wants to die, but this is reality.

“Then again, I could be entirely wrong. They could be just as strong as us, or perhaps even more so. Maybe they could overwhelm us and we have to fall back.

“There’s no telling with battles and wars. There’s just no telling.”

Ash checked a sigh and summoned up his writing implements from the hall. This time, he made sure to summon a table and a large number of chairs. He saw no reason to write on Na’s back, since he had some time to work.

He was also trying not to think about the upcoming battle.

Naively, perhaps even foolishly, he had been hoping that they could just stomp across this enemy and cast them aside. That they could defeat them resoundingly and without effort.

That wasn’t going to happen, it seemed.

The idea of sending Brides to their deaths really didn’t appeal to Ash.

At any level.





Thirty-Six




In the end, Ash couldn’t come up with any ideas. There was no mistaking the fact that the enemy was well aware of his trick with the Qi-Sphere.

Or at least, that’s what Ash was guessing at, given that there were some strange towers thrown together. Each one had a Cultivator in it that Ash could feel the momentum of from here.

Their flows were sharp, incredibly direct, and pointing at Ash personally. As if they were expecting him to launch himself into their lines as a Qi-Sphere and they wanted to crack it open.

The army that’d been behind the city had moved around to the front of it and spread out. All the counter-momentum Ash had seen from them before was once again before him.

“They’re really mad about that Qi-Sphere,” Locke said with a laugh. “Look at ’em all! They’re all lined up just waiting for you to do it. Waiting for it. They’ll be disappointed.”

Hui tilted her head slightly to one side, then looked to Ash.

“Make a Qi-Sphere. I’ll fill it with poisonous Death-Qi in a gas form. As toxic and lethal as possible. It should work quite nicely, especially since there’s no breeze today and Chunhua can counter any move they make to create one,” Hui ordered. “Put the sphere on the ground next to you as if someone had gone inside it. Hold it ready. Put something in it that’ll make it move around wildly and disperse the contents.

“There will likely come a point in time when you’ll want to kill many of them. Throw the sphere at that time and they’ll do their best to break it open. All the while it spreads poison and rolls about.”

Ash blinked, considering all that Hui had stated. It made sense to him and would certainly work out rather well.

The cost of Qi would be negligible, given it was only a single Qi-Sphere, and its density would be irrelevant if they wanted it to break open. There was no reason to not do what Hui had suggested.

“In the future, we can do similar things in sieges,” Hui continued, looking thoughtful. “At least until we grow strong enough to siege cities on our own.

“Chunhua and I have been contemplating how to utilize our abilities to hold a city hostage. It’s not something we’d be likely to do until we’re at least a Sovereign Immortal. A small village might be doable as an Awakened Mortal.”

Terrifying.

The scale gets to be so massive as things move along.

“That’s because it’s multiplicative. Everything is more or less a doubling effect. As you approach the top, the bottom is ever more distant,” Locke remarked. “You’re at the technical power level of an Empowered Mortal, sure.

“Your ability, depth of Qi, and lethality, equate you more to a late Enlighted Mortal or an early weak Awakened Mortal. That kind of gap is unheard of. It’s part of your power. Your growth.

“Though it’s also technically a weakness. When you reach the peak, the power gap will get weird, as there is no further limit beyond a Heaven’s Defying Immortal.”

Ash actually didn’t believe that.

He suspected that there was indeed more than that, but he had no way to prove it. Nor did he want to offer those thoughts up to Locke either.

They were idle things that he was only grasping at the edges of when he was bored. Things that weren’t worth speaking of yet.

Turning to his right, Ash held out his hand and formed a Qi-Sphere. He did it right in front of where several Brides had been standing and discussing something.

With any luck, it’d look to the enemy like he’d enclosed them in the Sphere. There was a small hole about the size of a finger on the back side of it.

Hui stepped up to the sphere, found the hole, and put her hand to it. Ash immediately could tell that she’d unleashed her terrifying Death-Qi into it. It was filling up the sphere rapidly.

“You should name the Sphere Locke, and admit that Hui is pretending to be you. The Death-Qi is a stand-in for your man-batter,” Locke said with a laugh. Then a long sigh. “The number of times Rou has had to stall out my reproductive system is rather scary. You emit enough Qi that it reactivates everything Rou turns off.”

Unfortunately, Ash wasn’t in a great mood, so he didn’t respond. He was well aware that Locke had said it just for the sake of improving his mood.

Since he’d heard her estimated death toll, he’d been in a downward spiral of negative emotions. To the point that he couldn’t help but feel that this was all a mistake. All of it, a mistake, and nothing more than him being overly hostile. That he was about to spend lives that didn’t need to be spent for the sake of absolutely nothing.

“Their duelists are coming,” Na reported. “They’ll probably move to the middle ground between us.”

“Isn’t that too far for us to get a good feel for how powerful they are?” Ash asked.

“That’s the point, dear,” Mei answered. “You have to guess and send out your own people.”

“It’s real life stratego? Damn,” grumbled Ash.

“Stratego?” Jia asked, peering at Ash. “Is that a game from your own world?”

“Yeah, I’ll uh… maybe I’ll make a game-set for it later. Might be amusing for you all to play it,” Ash rambled, not really thinking on his words. “I was never good at it.”

“You can close this up, Ashley,” Hui said, catching his attention.

Not looking away from the approaching duelists, Ash sealed up the Qi-Sphere completely. Trapping the nastiness inside of it.

An equal number of Brides to match the duelists were already on their way out. They were volunteers one and all, and had been raring to participate in this. Despite Ash’s reservations, they all seemed eager to get into this fight.

This was a Cultivator’s view of life and they expected to have encounters such as this. They weren’t concerned at all with what was happening or the fact that so many of them wouldn’t live past the day.

Ash couldn’t accept that.

He wouldn’t accept that.

He’d been wracking his brain for anything he could do to shift this whole course of action off the rails it was on. Except as far as he could tell, there wasn’t an alternative.

A part of him told him to turn tail and flee back to Wahst. To go passive and let things take their own course.

It was an old part of him that he’d pushed off to one side and no longer really tolerated. Something that he’d needed to cast off so he could move on with his life.

Move ahead with all the people who mattered to him, rather than dragging them down, rather than holding them back even from the goals they wanted for themselves, let alone the ones they wanted for him.

His eyes moved back to the groups of duelists. There were ten from each side and they’d now begun fighting one another. Ten one-versus-one battles, all occurring simultaneously.

Six of the fights looked to be going in the way of the Brides. One looked undetermined, and three were losing.

He’d asked repeatedly if these were to the death. By and large they were held till one surrendered. Which sometimes was to the death, since they didn’t surrender in time.

Suddenly, one of the Brides had her legs go out from under her as an attack of Earth Qi blew her off her feet. She hit the ground incredibly hard due to the force of it.

She held her hands up in what was clearly defeat.

Similarly, other fights were reaching their ends.

The man the Bride had been fighting against walked up to her and then stomped his foot down on her head. The boom from the attack could be felt even from the distance Ash and company were at.

“What?” Ash asked in a deathly whisper.

“Dishonorable,” hissed Jia.

The fights around the man quickly finished up, seven Brides won. Each had noticed what’d happened and executed their foes. Then rushed over to stand around the last two fights.

When the Brides lost those fights, the enemy didn’t get a chance to kill them. It was likely all fights going forward would be like this. That unless the Brides won first, or more of the fights, it was likely the rest who lost could be executed in a similar way.

The nine Brides who remained, came back toward him. They carried the dead body of the tenth between them.

Ash could only stare at the limp form as it hung between them. Though they’d all worn their veils, it was unmistakable that the Bride had had her head split open from the stomp. There was a great deal of red gore spreading through the fabric.

“Terrible,” Mei lamented. “Unsurprising, too. They’ll likely take the time to kidnap or execute any wounded they come across, too.”

No.

Ash shook his head. He didn’t like this.

Didn’t want this.

He wouldn’t let it go further.

With a flick of his hand, he threw the Qi-Sphere at the enemy army. Cutting it free of himself as he did so. At the same time, he grabbed hold of his Dao and called it up.

All the way up.

To the point that it was the entirety of his being.

In that fractured moment that he did so, he saw the world of sand.

The flow of the battle.

Of the prison.

Even the realm beyond the prison and what lay past its walls.

Everything was at Ash’s fingertips.

He began to rapidly form a plain of solid Qi. It slid out from his hands and rapidly spread out across the ground in front of him. It cut in half to slide around the brides and reform behind them.

Immediately, Ash could feel the drain on his Qi-Sea.

It was heavy.

Far too heavy.

He’d be drained dry very quickly, though he had some time to act. Just not much. He had to be swift with his plan to slaughter the enemy completely.

He felt it then.

The faint threads of power that trailed away from him, and to him. One was something he couldn’t control, the other was one that he could. In fact, he could see it leading off and away. Up into the sky above and into the distance.

Chasing it backward, Ash eventually found that it ran to Ghast.

The other line ran away, off to what was likely the man who’d escaped Tala, Chunhua, and Hui.

One was a connection made willingly, the other through force.

Looking back to the line with Ghast, Ash found she had an incredibly deep Qi pool behind it. So deep and wide that it made him feel as if he were only a drop of water compared to a backyard pool.

He had access to it as well.

Ghast had simply turned the flow to him down, but hadn’t withdrawn it completely.

Ash snatched at it, jerked the feed open, then tore it off completely. Ripping it away with his control over flow and momentum. In a flash, torrents of Qi were flowing out of Ghast and into Ash.

Like he’d slammed a key into the bottom of a beer and was now trying to shotgun it. Except it was the size of a keg and he was doing ten of them at the same time.

Qi rushed into his Qi-Sea, then overflowed wildly into the Hall when he nearly instantly ran out of space. All of it was being converted into Sheng Stones as fast as it rolled in.

What Ash was doing in the world was nothing in comparison to how much he was gaining from Ghast.

His plain of Qi shot forward at what now was a speed that was similar to a horse racing across a field. The plain slammed down into the earth just below the enemies’ feet.

Ash made sure to include the man who had killed his opposing Bride. The ground he trod upon resting atop his Qi.

It spread out smoothly and quickly encompassed everyone.

All the cultivators in the army.

All the citizens who were part of that fighting force.

All the animals that were part of that mass of people.

As soon as Ash could feel their momentum completely encapsulated by his Qi, he began growing it upward. At the same time he did this, he began throwing out enchantments across the solid Qi.

He was going to replicate what he’d done with the champion, although on a much grander scale. Burning Qi up rapidly, he’d already gone through six or seven times his Qi-Sea’s holdings.

It was rapidly replaced by the deep well that was Ghast.

Though it wasn’t that deep now.

He’d already drained away eighty percent of all she had and burned up twenty percent of that. Even with her as the fuel, to burn all he’d done was spending it even faster.

The walls of Qi were thrown up and began to expand outward toward one another.

Cultivators used abilities to try and escape.

To punch through the walls, jump out, or dig down.

There was no possibility for most. They wouldn’t get out.

A few managed to jump high enough and fast enough to slip free, though they were few and far between.

Then the Qi box was formed.

Ash began to quickly grow out stakes of Qi from the ground. Spearing into feet, hands, and bodies alike. Once it made contact, they would grow upward from inside of the person. Holding them stationary as it sought out their insides.

Screams, wails, and agonized shouts were loud in his ears. Even at this distance, and through the Qi walls, it was loud. Loud in a way he didn’t even understand the reasoning for.

“They never got rid of their spell. Their attempt to mimic what Rou did,” Locke answered the unspoken question, even as Ash slaughtered the enemy. His Qi sprouts growing into the lungs and hearts of his foes.

Tearing them to pieces from the inside out.

Hui was standing in front of Ash with her arms raised to the sky, but facing him. Her palms were facing the great Qi box of death and a continuous stream of Black-Qi was shooting her way.

He could see her face was a mask of devotion and extreme… stimulation. It was very similar to looks he’d seen on the faces of his loved ones in the throes of passion.

Ash put Hui and her looks out of his mind.

He focused everything he was on his current work. What he was doing at this exact moment and how he had to spread his focus to constantly keep shifting his Qi-Growths.

No two people were built exactly the same, and where he could slip around the ribs of one, an overweight man on his side made it all the harder to get past his abdomen. Ash had to constantly jump from piece to piece, encourage and direct them to dig ever deeper.

Surprisingly, he’d vastly under-estimated how much Qi this would take.

If he’d attempted this with just his Qi-Sea, he would have ran out in just a minute. As it was, he’d already burned up at least half of the Qi he’d more or less stolen from Ghast.

It wasn’t as if she’d given her permission for him to do this.

Not that he really cared, if he was being honest.

Once she no longer had control over her Qi flows, she would no longer be a Qi Lord.

In truth, Ash would be.

Ash the Qi-Lord, working through Ghast. Forcing all to bend to his will and whim, or be broken.

He didn’t think for an instant the Cultivator population would listen to him without him subjugating many powerful people directly.

With a twitch of his eyebrow, Ash realized he was being too efficient. Too hands on and controlling.

Reaching out through the Qi, he had the top grow spears and shoot downward. At the same time, he had the bottom do the same and slam upward.

They were only a few inches apart from each other, turning the whole of the box into essentially a closed spike-trap.

Or an iron-maiden, really.

In a single second, everyone in the box had been pierced.

Tens of thousands of lives snuffed out or put upon a fatal course in a flash. Their worlds brought to a sudden and catastrophic end.

A tsunami of Death-Qi rushed toward Hui. The woman’s eyes had gone wide, and she was gazing at Ash now in a way that made him infinitely uncomfortable.

Panting, feeling as if he were about to burst, Ash began to retract his Qi. He couldn’t hold his control on such a massive construct any longer. He began bringing it forward to himself to take back the Qi.

He didn’t want to lose any of it.

If he could return all of it to his Hall, he would. Then at least he could give some back to Ghast. If she were going to act as the Qi-Lord for him, then she’d need Qi to do so.

She no longer had control over the flow between herself and him. That was now under his direction, courtesy of his Dao.

Which was thrumming deeply, a slow and over-bearing cadence. A funeral dirge that demanded attention and would not be denied.

Slowly, his Qi came back.

Bringing along with it a great many corpses.

Ash tried to shake them all lose by retracting the spikes as the Qi came back to him. Drawing it all back into himself and the Hall.

At the end, as the last vestiges came back to him, a woman’s skull came along with it. It’d been impaled through the bottom of her skull and come out the top and side.

She’d been pretty.

And young.

Almost too young.

Holding his hand out, Ash took in the Qi, her face ending up pressed to his palm. It dropped away and hit the ground with a thud.

Then so did Ash.

Slamming into the battlefield that he’d personally obliterated.

Acting the part of a Fated One from the terrifying tall tales that all Cultivators grew up hearing.

The living embodiment of such a thing now laid before the feet of the Lieutenants of the Sheng Alliance. A man who wanted only for their safety and happiness.

Na went down to a knee next to him and immediately began to check him over. At the same time, Rou rushed over to him and began to give him a once over with her abilities.

“He did it because a Bride died,” Locke stated to the others, looking around. She didn’t want them to confuse the situation and see it for exactly what it was. “Don’t… don’t put the Brides in situations where he chooses life or death for them, if you can. There will be situations where it’s unavoidable… but… if we can, we should.”

Everyone nodded their heads to that while staring at the man who’d unleashed a flood of blood onto the plains.

Ash heard nothing as he was well and truly unconscious.

He couldn’t see the actual lake of blood that’d formed and wasn’t seeping into the grass. Pooled six or seven feet deep with small bubbles rising up to the top from below.





Epilogue




Ash’s eyes snapped open.

He knew he was in his room inside of the Sect.

On top of that, he knew that Hui was in his bed and was holding onto his hands. His right to her left and vice versa.

She was currently hard at work cycling Qi through him. Pushing a very large amount of it into him and retrieving it back.

The amount she was putting through his Dantian was as large as his Qi-Sea.

Or at least, as large as it had been before he’d just woken up.

Now it felt as if it were only half that size.

The area of his Qi-Sea had expanded significantly. The great golden pillar of his Dao looked just as large, however, which meant it had clearly grown.

The statues looked much smaller now. Much, much smaller.

“Yes. You passed out because you quite literally tore your Dantian and Qi-Sea in half,” Locke remarked. She sounded oddly amused and satisfied despite her words. “I had to rush my poor self into the fully constructed Hall just to heal you. Pull you back together with my bare hands.

“You should thank your wife. I’ve tended to you personally. I mended you from the inside out.

“Well, Rou did some work, but I did most of the heavy lifting. Me and my big ol’ muscles. Praise me, My Chosen One.”

I… thank you, Locke Sheng, my Chooser.

The woman who granted me such a fate and brought me to this world.

I may not have phrased it well previously, or maybe even said it, but thank you. Thank you for bringing me here. This world is full of dangers, problems, and fears.

But it’s also where I’ve found a great many people to share a life with.

This is home to me and I’m thankful for it.

“I… well… you’re welcome. You’re welcome. I’m going to go sleep now. And yes, I didn’t misspeak. All that Qi you ripped away from Ghast flooded into the Hall. It’s actually fully operational now. It’s completely repaired. I can enter it once again and I’m fairly certain everyone else can again as well. We didn’t test it yet,” Locke said with a yawn. “We’ll also have to look into pushing it back to where it used to be, now that it’s repaired. It’ll need something like a tribulation, but not really.

“And before you get worried, you used about twenty percent of the Qi you stole from Ghast in total. Some of that was lost in usage, some went to the Hall. The rest is all stored in the Hall and can be used as you wish.

“Ghast has been yanking often on that binding between you two, but she can’t seem to do anything about it. I did make sure to limit the flow of Qi, so you weren’t instantly draining her. She seems to be refilling, though slowly.

“I get the impression she’s coming this way. Anyways… goodnight. Going to lay my poor body down and let the Hall and my soul rest. I’ve spent so long clinging to my body like a greedy miser. I can rest completely for once.”

Ash nodded his head and then looked down at himself.

The beautiful and frightening Hui was plastered against him bodily, wearing only a shirt and pants. Both of which didn’t hide, or emphasize her body, very well.

It was hard to look at her at times.

Beyond her was Na, slouched low in a chair, with her head resting against a wall. Sleeping quietly where she sat.

Siu was in a corner reading a book.

Or she’d been reading a book.

She was now watching him with an arched brow. A small smile on her face. It left him feeling a bit odd to think about how she’d known he woke up. He hadn’t really moved or made a noise.

“You looked at Hui,” Siu remarked, her smile growing wider. Clearly, she’d realized what he wanted to ask her. “Your… ah… attraction to her was obvious to me. I’m very sensitive to changes in your interest.

“And since I’ve brought it up… I’m flattered at how you feel when you look at me. Very flattered. Locke was able to confirm many things for me. There’s no need to deny it.”

Groaning, Ash closed his eyes. That wasn’t something he wanted to hear right now.

He couldn’t deny he had a thing for Siu, as she seemed just a bit more mature than everyone else. More of a woman.

Similar to Ghast, in a few ways, in fact.

“Ghast?” Ash asked quietly.

“Unknown. Before you ask, you’ve only been out for half a day. We cleaned up, cleared out, sent a force into the city of Heights to hold it, and the rest came back here,” Siu reported. “I left orders for the Brides to retreat and abandon the city if there’s any threat of being besieged or being overrun.

“Everything is fine otherwise. Everyone else is going about the city to make sure everything looks normal. All outward appearances are that everything is as it should be.”

Ash grunted at that. He wanted to take his hands away from Hui and put them over his face, but that wasn’t something he could do.

Until Hui stopped cultivating through him, there would be little he could do.

Opening his eyes, he found Siu standing over him. Smiling down at him.

“You seem to be… occupied. Let’s you and I have a conversation. About… me… my place… and what I want,” Siu purred at him, her eyes practically devouring him. Then she reached out and laid one hand to his chest. He felt a flash of extreme desire bolt through him. All he wanted in this second was to pin Siu down to the ground and ravage her endlessly.

In the next millisecond, it was all drained away and gone. As if it’d never existed and he was as cool-headed as if he’d put his head into a fridge.

“There. Now you can think clearly without any worry of interference from your desires,” Siu stated and pulled her hand away from him. She smiled at him again. “I want to… move toward being in a similar position to the rest. I believe Hui will eventually move towards that goal as well.

“So it’d be better I discuss my own position now, while I have the opportunity. Chances like this don’t come around often. I’ll begin if you don’t mind?”

Ash nodded his head at that. This was entirely unexpected.

“Wonderful. It won’t take long,” Siu murmured. “I wish to inhabit a position similar to Locke. I don’t want to be akin to Jia, Na, or Mei. That’s too high and would bring too much scrutiny.

“If I’m honest, I just want to inhabit a space where I can keep your attention on me. Me or Locke, that is. She’s my partner in this and will support me as I support her.

“I don’t think you’ll complain either. As I’ll be more than happy to drain you or your libido whenever you like, or when I feel it’d be useful. Is that all acceptable?”

“Yeah. It’s… it’s good. That’s fine. If anything, I should lean into it. You receiving my affections as the commander would hopefully limit everyone below you trying to get my attention,” Ash reasoned out. It made a lot of sense when he put it like that even to himself.

“That’s fine. We can start with this and—”

Siu had paused in her statement and looked to the door. There was a sound akin to what would be heard if someone was opening a door. Pulling her hand to the side, Ash realized she’d been holding her fan, though it’d been pressed to her wrist.

She flicked it open and expanded it in front of herself. The painted and artfully created blades belying their deadliness and that they were actually sharpened steel.

Then the inner door opened.

Mei stood there, gasping for breath.

“Ghast is coming,” she got out in a huff. “She’ll be here in ten minutes at the soonest.”

“Time for a meeting,” Ash replied with a long and slow sigh. He had hoped to get a little time to plan what to say to Ghast. It seemed that wouldn’t be the case.

Everything was rushing ahead faster and faster, even as Ash ever tried to catch up.

“I’ll dress you for it,” Siu remarked with a clack of her fan snapping shut. “You should dress in a particular way for this. Locke and I spoke. I know what your goal is.”

Ash nodded his head to that.

In no time at all, Ash was standing at the point where Ghast would land. Standing with him were Na, Siu, and Hui. Everyone else was still going about their business, or trying to get other things settled.

It had been decided that would be best, since there was no telling how Ghast would react.

Even as the airship settled, Ash was wondering about it.

He could feel a great deal of tension on his channel between himself and Ghast. So much that it felt more like a tank being suspended upon a spider’s thread. That it wasn’t broken by some miracle, but that it should’ve snapped a long time back.

As the airship came to a full stop, Ash grabbed hold of the channel between himself and Ghast. He forced Qi to go back up toward her in a large amount.

Then ripped it back his way and held it away from her.

He even began to slowly drain her of what Qi she had, only to stop and begin moving it back to her. Before she even got off the airship, he wanted to demonstrate clearly that he could tear everything away from her.

All he had to do was zero it out entirely and she’d be as weak as a citizen.

Given that all of her cultivators with her were chained into this, he wondered if he was toying with their own Qi at the same time.

It would be an interesting question to pose to Ghast.

After he’d taken away everything from her, at least.

He’d expected the door to slam open and cultivators to rush out toward him. That Ghast would act exactly the part he’d come to expect of those in power.

Which is why he was incredibly surprised when the door opened and the lovely, mature, and incredibly sexy-looking Ghast swayed out to him. She had the same smile, the same prideful look, and the determined set to her eyes that she’d always had.

For this, Ash was grateful.

If she’d done as he’d expected, he’d have to have had her kill all those cultivators so stories wouldn’t spread. That or have them swear on their cultivation.

He needed Ghast to act the part of a Qi-Lord so he could hide behind her. For he planned for her to remain in the heavens above and pretend nothing was wrong. That everything was as it should be.

That way he could operate in secrecy.

Ghast came to a stop in front of him and paused.

On cue, Ash bent low as he always had to her.

“My Lady Ghast, it’s a pleasure to see your beautiful self on this day,” Ash stated. “Have you returned after conquering your hated foe once again?”

“Oh please, stop that. Stand up My Hand, stand up,” Ghast said quickly with a dismissive hand wave. “I did indeed defeat that nasty woman. Several times. I’ve expanded my realm significantly.

“I came back to check on you as I promised I would. A bit early but… I had time to spare, and I had a feeling that you needed to speak with me. I got the impression something earth shattering had changed.”

“Yes, My Lady Ghast,” Ash agreed and stood up. He gestured to a home that the Brides had constructed not far away. It was a large stone manor that’d been furnished quickly with furniture and items that would be used to for Ghast during her visits, or for others who used air ships. “Many things changed. The most concerning of them is that there is a force in the plains. One that is attacking cities down here. Heights was attacked.”

Ghast looked surprised at that. Her delicate and perfect eyebrows rose up.

She nodded her head and then began moving to the home. Brides were bracketing the door and held it open for her.

The Qi-Lord nodded her head briefly to them and entered. She looked confident and at ease.

Ash knew better.

The momentum and flow coming off of her was chaotic. Chaotic, wild, and uncertain. Sparking off in every direction with every second.

His middle Dantian quaked momentarily as his Dao refocused itself once again. Drawing itself up for a moment and then settling.

Since he’d woken up, his Dao no longer quietly waited for him to draw it up.

Now it acted on its own to whatever it decided to act upon. Fortunately, it didn’t seem to drain any Qi from him in doing so.

It still responded to his needs and requests, thankfully. There’d been a moment where he felt like he owned a dog that he wasn’t sure if it’d protect him, or attack him.

Following Ghast as if he were still nothing more than a loyal Hand, he entered the home. The room had several Brides in it, a table, a number of chairs, and Ghast.

Who was already seated at the table.

She was watching him as he entered with a very nervous look in her eyes.

“I’m surprised,” Ghast said as Ash came around and sat himself down. “I thought I’d be fighting for my life as soon as I landed. I didn’t think I’d find you here waiting for me.

“Then that you’d jerk around on that leash of yours just to remind me of what you could do. Only to then bow to me as if nothing had changed at all.”

Ash nodded his head with a frown on his face and took the seat directly across from Ghast. He met her eyes, then gestured with a hand at her.

“I don’t know why I’m able to control the flow of our bond now,” he lied, yet also told the truth. He didn’t know why he suddenly had the ability to control it, though he knew it was in part due to his Dao. “But I can now. I can and… I don’t want to turn it back over.”

Ghast clicked her tongue, then tilted her head to one side. Watching him. Finally, she opened her mouth and took in a short breath.

“Alright. And what is it you want to do?” Ghast asked.

“I… don’t know. I don’t know what a Qi-Lord does or what’s in the upper realm, or who the players are… or… or… anything,” Ash admitted. He put his hands down on the table and once again gestured to her in an imploring and open-handed way. “I need you, Ghast.”

Sniffing, Ghast crossed one arm under her chest, then stuck her elbow on her wrist, and propped her chin up in her palm. She watched him.

“You didn’t want the bond at first,” she stated.

“I didn’t. You put it on me,” he confirmed.

“You really have no idea of anything about this prison.”

“I don’t.”

“The Emperor didn’t send you here to spy on us? To change things? Take control?”

“He sent me here for killing his realm lord. Just as I said previously. There was nothing but the truth in that. Though many of my people came here simply to join me.”

Ghast’s eyes flicked up to Hui, Na, and Siu behind him. Then back down to him.

“Well… first, I need Qi. I feed it back to everyone else in my employ. It’s their payments,” Ghast explained. “Second, we can continue on as we had previously, I suppose. It’s not as if I have a say in the matter, since the means to keep my people in my employ are no longer my own.”

Ash throttled the connection and reversed it. He rapidly filled Ghast up to a point where she held roughly half of their combined Qi. Or roughly seventy percent of where she’d been before he’d drained her.

The rest of the Qi he of course kept in the Hall.

Ghast shook her head with a wince and turned it slightly to one side.

“Warn a girl first next time, would you?” complained Ghast as her eyes closed tightly. She looked to be in pain.

“Err, sorry. I didn’t… sorry, sorry,” Ash apologized. He hadn’t meant to actually harm her.

Ghast laughed at that, sighed once again, then turned to look at him.

“So… in the end… I’m your servant. Though it seems you don’t wish me ill or harm,” Ghast mused. “Am I to be a concubine?”

“Uh, no. You’re beautiful, Ghast. Very much so. I can’t deny I have a physical attraction. I’m all set on women though,” Ash murmured.

“Pity. Seems I’ll remain single even now,” Ghast complained. “I can’t really hold a relationship down due to my position, you realize. It’ll always go sideways regardless of what I want. You being my… boss changes that.”

“Pass. Interested, flattered, want to, but pass,” Ash stated.

Siu reached over and laid a hand to his face, and he felt the lust that’d been flaring up at the idea of having Ghast drained away in a flash.

Blessedly so.

“Oh. Interesting,” Ghast said looking at Siu. “I thought you seemed familiar in a way. It isn’t you, but your abilities. You’re on the opposite side of me.

“I drain women, you drain men. I drain beauty, Qi, and sexuality. You?”

Siu took in a stuttered breath and then let it out.

“His libido. That’s it. It’s temporary,” Siu admitted.

“Ah, yes. So is mine. Temporary that is.

“They all grow everything back from those I drain. Except their beauty,” confessed Ghast. “Those have to be willing though. It can’t be something under duress either. My Dao is… unkind if something like that is forced.”

“That’d be fascinating to experience,” Hui offered. “Would you please drain Hui of everything except my beauty at some point? It would be good to know what the abilities are that you possess so Hui can incorporate them into her plans in the future.”

“Who’s Hui?” Ghast asked, looking curious.

“I’m Hui,” said Hui.

Ghast nodded her head, then shook it, only to look back at Ash.

“So… what do we do next then?” Ghast asked.

“Well… Ren… we plan. I’m going to explain all I’ve been doing to you, you’re going to explain your side to me, and then we can figure out how we take over the prison together,” Ash stated simply and nodded his head. “Because I’m going to break out, go knock the Emperor on his ass, and tell him a thing or two about his stupid rules.”
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